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Prologuc

SANDALIA DE PHILIPDE COSTA

12 OCTOBER 1561 | Lanyarch, north of Aulun

She wears a sheepskin agang the wind that shrieks around cathedral wdls The skin is soft and andls
urprisngly good, and its creamy warmth seems a more fitting nod to wedding colours than the tartan
blues and yellowed whites that the man at her Sde wears. Her gown beneath the shegpskin is sturdy, not
fashionable it has been made for trave. Indeed, she's come from the ship to the carriage and thence to
this londy, wind-whipped cathedra with no time to arrange hersdlf as suits her gation. She was told it
would be thus, and if she feds disgppointment, she’s put it away in the name of duty.

Her har isgill damp and tangled from the wind that beats grey stone into submission and whips grey
clouds into hungry, ggping scars across the sky. Rain clatters againg stained glass until Mary, Mother of
Chrigt, weeps with it. No shard of sunlight streams through to bring joy to her tears. It's said that rain on
awedding day is good luck, though that seems contrived; certainly no one dams sunshineisill luck.

Voices murmur benegth the violent rain, echoing within bleak stone wadls. They're criticd, sympathetic,
disdainful, sorrowful, curious, and above dl without respect.

It is not done to whisper and comment during the marriage of one royd to another. After, yes, and
before most certainly, but as a priest’s sonorous tones ring through the dismd cathedra there should be



dlence. Respect. Awe. Even when the wedding is done in haste, and with none of the pomp that might be
expected, it should be an occasion for solemnity, not gossip. In time, those who chatter and mock will
come to regret their loose tongues, for it will be made clear to them why their lands are forfeit; why their
children are made involuntary guests; why a handful of heads roll and feet kick in the depths of serene
dark forests.

But that isin time, and not a thought to be entertained on a wedding day.

Sanddia, aged fourteen years, Sster to the prince of Essandia and soon to be queen of oppressed
Lanyarch, liftsawarm brown gaze to the bishop who bestows her hushand’ s name upon her, and amiles.

They’re done together, the marriage and the crowning. Rough Lanyarchan rubes damour to make oaths
to the aging king and his fresh bride. HE's old, too old, for agirl of her age, though he iaT't yet feeble.
Wha he is, is too wedded to his faith. He's taken no wife until Sanddia, and that's done only under
pressure from Rodrigo, Essandia’s ruling prince and Sanddias brother. Aulun, the Sster country to
Lanyarch’s south, chokes under the Reformation Church’'s hold, and Ecumenic Lanyarch suffers for it.
Should Charles, lagt of the house of Stewart, pass without an heir, there will be no stopping the Red
Bitch in Aulun from sweeping over Lanyarch and bending it to her rule.

Rodrigo, as in love with his faith as Charles but far more pragmatic, will not dlow that to happen.
Sanddia remembers his gpology as they stood on an Essandian dock, in the moments before she climbed
aboard atdl ship to sal north and meet her fate. In memory, he takes her hands in his, sudying her with
sad eyes. Rodrigo istwice her age, handsome and fit in the prime of hislife, and he doesn't like sending a
young Sster away as a piece on a playing fidd. He murmurs words of sorrow, words tha hang in
Sandaia s mind even now, for dl that she's tried to forget them. She is a princess of Essandia, and did
not, does not, will not, need the prince' s gpologies: she is young, but she knows her duty, and would do
anything for her brother besides.

So now, with the weight of a queen’s crown on her head, she turns from the man who crowned her
and holds the hand of the one she's wed, and speaksin a clear strong voice and in a language that is not
her own. People will admire her mastery of the Aulunian tongue now, and later say her speech hdd
wisdom and charm beyond her years.

“l stand before you now a queen, and beside my husband as protector of our fath. Lanyarch is like
my child to me, and | will not seeit fdl beneath Reformation rule. | will be mother to this brave northern
country and mather to its heir, sanding beside my lord until God findsit fit to help us dl shake off the law
that has been so crudly brought down upon us. | have received the blessing of our beloved church, but
now | beg of you to share your own blessings of hearth and home with me. | come from a warm country
far to the south. Let me now know the warmth thet is Lanyarch!”

All the voices that had babbled in contempt now rise in a furor, raw welcoming cheers and samping
fedt, tartaned men sending ear-shattering whistles to drive back the sound of rain. They swear fedty, one
after the other, while Charles stands at Sandalia’s side, disant and polite. He doesn’'t see the masses
before him; his gaze is cast to the glorious stained glass windows thet tdl of Christ’s suffering. He thinks
not of his country’s future, but of his own part in the King of Heaven'stde.

Sanddia, her absent king a her sde, rides the breadth and width of Lanyarch dl through the winter,
chapping her fine skin and accepting dark bread and de as her nightly meals. She deegps before the fire in
common rooms and learns, poorly, to weave a tartan, but most of dl she learns the laughter of the crude
Lanyarchan people, and learns to shareit.



In the soringtime she retreats to the capital city of Agned, indsing she can hardly be expected to bear
an her when she and Charles spend their nights crowded into common rooms with little time to
themsdlves. The people whisle and roar and share ribad winks, dl of them more than hdf in love with
the dusky princess from the south, and grant her privacy to tend to the serious business of making a child.

Fifteen months from their wedding date, Charles' s sory endsin a phlegm-filled fit of coughing, leaving
hiswife without the rounded bely she’s promised her people. Rumour whispers Charles has gone to the
grave as godly and pure as he came from the womb, no woman ever breached by his sword.

Sanddia, queen of Lanyarch, belovéd to her people and no longer protected by a husband whose
dam to the throne isincontestable, gathers her skirts and flees her adopted northern land with the threat
of the Titian Bitch & her back.

SANDALIA, QUEEN OF LANYARCH

17 October 1563 % Gallin, northeast of Essandia

She wears a shegpskin, not agang biting wind, but to remind her deserted country that she has not
forgotten it. The skin doesn’t suit a slver-shot gown encrusted with pearls, nor the mildness of the Gdlic
day; the ky lies againg the horizon as pae and cadm as it does directly overhead, autumn’s sunshine
enough to make the day bright and ddightful without blinding the youthful Lanyarchan queen.

She wears a shegpskin to remind the gathered throngs who cdl her name as she rides through Lutetian
dreets in a carriage behind sx matched white horses that she does not come to ther king merdy a
princess, but as a queen in her own right. A queen in exile, to be sure, but a queen loved by her people,
and a queen whose faith supports her. She has forgone a crown; such an obvious symbol of power
speaks of desperation, a crassness in announcing who she is. Sanddia needs not stoop so low.

But she wears the sheepskin, and no one who sees her on her wedding day will forget it.

She rides done that day, and when the carriage stops before the cathedrd entrance, it is her brother
who steps forward to offer his hand. Rodrigo, who sent her north to Lanyarch as winter came on, and
who made her a queen by doing s0. He had not been there to see her crowned that day, and the softness
inhis eyes offered gpology for that now, two years later, as she goes to make another maich in the name
of duty.

“A new fashion?” he murmurs as she steps down from the carriage. “Will you set Lutetiaon its ear and
have them wearing sheepskins before winter has set in?’

Sanddia s laughter, easy and bright, rolls through the autumn air and reaches the cathedral ahead of
her. Behind her and to dl sides, voices soar in approval of the young queen’s mirth. It is a good sgn, the
people agree, that Sandaia goes happy to thar king. That she's a princess of Essandia and not one of
tharr own Gallic-born high ladies is forgiven today, on her wedding day, in face of her ddight. Laughter is
an omen of the things to come, and the people will forgive her anything for her joy.

“No,” she answers beneath the roar, but amiles as she says it. “Though now that you've put the idea
into my head, perhaps I'll make that my legacy. A new fashion for every season. I'll be even more
frivolous than the Red Bitch.”

Amusement quirks Rodrigo’s mouth. “Be careful, Ddia Such things legacies are made of ”



Sanddia tosses her hair and laughs again. “I'm only a woman, dear brother. No one expects my
legecy to be anything greater than sturdy heirs and fashionable clothes.”

“So long as you provide the one, | can accept the other.” Sted dipsinto Rodrigo’s voice and Sanddia
casts a coquettish glance a him.

“Do you doubt me in the bedroom, Rodrigo? Charles was old. Louis is not. There will be an her.”
The same sted, as well-tempered if lighter in tang, comes into her own voice. “My son will be born within
ayear.”

“May God' s blessngs be on you dl.” Rodrigo releases her at the doors, and she walks the aide adone
to face the man who will be her new husband.

Heis dender and aesthete, blond hair loose in a manner that dictates fashion because of his rank, not
his sense of syle. Tha he dresses beautifully is through no ddiberation of his own, heavy collar and
broad padded shoulders lending him a gravitas that the youthful bloom of his cheeks doesn’'t support. He
plucks at the collar discontentedly, actions of a man too unfamiliar with fashion to have it made to suit
him, rather than the other way around.

Siill, he makes afiner picture beside Sanddia than Charles had, the blue of his gaze sharp and strong.
Itisonly Sanddia, sanding at his side, who seesin her new prince what she dso saw in the old: that the
light in his eyes comes to life as he gazes pioudy on the windows depicting the lives and deeds of sants
and disciples.

God save her, she cannot help but think, even as she speaks her vows. God save her from men whom
God had saved. |Is she to be damned by their presence dl her life, wedded to those whose souls were
dready bound to a higher being? Even Rodrigo, now in hisearly thirties, seems too fond of God and not
enough of flesh, though he, at least, dances in careful negotiations with the Aulunian queen, whose years
are dill tender enough to bear children, should she findly bow to a mariage bed. That's the hand
Rodrigo wants, not for love, but for the Church: with an Ecumenic king the heretica country might yet be
brought back into the fold. If wedding Lorraine is the price, it is one Rodrigo iswilling to pay.

Louis a least comes to the bridd chamber, more than Charles ever did.

When it was clear Charles would not come to bed, Sanddia told him through gritted teeth that there
would be an her to Lanyarch if it took her dying breath to make it so. He gazed at her without apparent
comprehension, and agreed that there must be a child. Sanddia, innocent, betrayed, furious, turned her
eyes from the king in search of aman who could be used and discarded.

She found better in the guise of a hazdl-eyed man who wore the collar of a priest. He remained apart
from her court, dluring for his remoteness. She warmed to him, seeing in his sharp feetures and collar a
cresture that could be used and kept: for dl her faith in the Church, she had equd fath thet it desired
power on the throne, or behind it. Better by far to own a priest than be owned by one. He had long
hands, beautifully shaped and soft, and the virgin queen ached with unfamiliar desire a the thought of his
touch.

She was trembling on her hands and knees, his soft hands stroking and exploring her sex, when word
came that Charles was dead.

And then she was a virgin no more, her priest’s urgent weight behind her, pinning her with a
desperation to couple that they both understood. For the rest of her life colour came to her cheeks when
she thought of that night; of that week; of the hope to catch soon enough to cdl the child aking's. But her
blood came, and with it the last chance of pretending a pregnancy that was her husband’'s. Sanddia fled



Lanyarch, afalure as awoman and a queen, her priest and confessor and no-more lover a her sde. She
resgned hersdf to a convent with the memory of a few days passon to warm her for the rest of her
days, until Rodrigo came to her and spoke quietly of the young Gdlic prince and his need for awife,

Enough time had passed thét it was clear there would be no Lanyarchan heir, save through Sanddia’s
dam to that throne. The Church declared her fit to be taken as Louis's bride, and when he makes a
feeble, uncertain pass a her breast in the bedchambers, exasperation floods her and she unlaces his
breeches and dimbs atop him, more determined to be successtully bred than caring for decorum. She will
not look to her priest in the days and weeks to come, though he remains at her sde. Louis approves, it is
wdl that Sanddia shows such faith, and her piousness makes him more eager to share a bed with her.
They will make a godly child, he promises her, and she sats her teeth and keeps her gaze from her
hazel-eyed priest.

Ten months later, his young wife pae with the firs weeks of pregnancy, Louis rides east to lead a
border skirmish againg encroaching Reinnish troops, an ongoing dispute that goes back before
Sanddid s memories.

A harried, misery-pelted courier rides back 9x weeks after that, just a few days ahead of the dedge
that carries young Louis s body home to his devastated country.

Sanddia closes hersdf away when the cramping and bleeding begins, daming shock and horror that
no one doubts. Shewill see only her priest, whose soft hands she has not again alowed to touch her. The
people whisper she commends Louis s soul to heaven so often she has no other words left to speak.

Behind locked doors, she claws her fingers in her man's throat and demands, raw-voiced and ful of
rage, that a child be found to replace the one her body rgjects. It istoo wel known how far dong she is,
too long a recovery from a child lost to anew one made, to risk her priest’s long dim body again. If she
hes regrets they are buried benegth the fury of orders given: a child mugt be found; a boy, born gx
months hence. Kill its parents, she says, and because the priest is no fool, he will vanish the same night he
brings the child to her. She has given orders for his degth; she trudts that his disappearance and that desth
are one and the same.

At seventeen, widowed twice, exiled queen of one country, young regent to a second, princess to a
third, Sandalia de Costa will have her har.

At any cost, shewill have her heir.
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BELINDA PRIMROSE

15 March 1565 T Brittany, north of Gallin

“It cannot be found out.”

She knew the words as if they’d come down to her through the blood, in the fird moments of
awareness. There was darkness, red-tinged and warm, a baitlefield of sound filling it: explosions and
grumbles that came so seadily they were comforting rather than cause for darm. There were voices,
both low, but one more distant than the other. The firs voice, closer, tickled through her to the very
centre of her being, becoming a part of her that could never be cut away. It was that voice that carried
fear into her, intense and sharp: “It cannot be found out.”

In the firs moments of cold, with the air screaming al around her, she heard the voice again, high and
distorted. She grasped with tiny fingers a a blurred, weary face that retreated before her wide, tearless
gaze. She was pressed againg a different warmth, scratchy and soft and scented. She would come to
know the scent as chypre, and associate it with safety for the rest of her life She was enclosed in strong
ams, the world hifting perspective dizzly as she was taken from the fird, the lagt, glimpse she would
have of her mother for twelve years.

Behind her, from the breadth of a man’'s chest, the less familiar voice echoed the words that seemed to
define her, even a mere minutes of age: “It cannot be found out.”

Then he spoke again with more darity, the certainty and strength of love colouring his words with
richness “1 know. It will not be found out, my lady. Have fath. I'll return by dawn, and by the ninth bell
you mugt be dressed for court. You must be seen wel, or ther hearts will fal. Attend her.” The last
words were spoken to someone ese, somewhere else; a murmur of reply in a deep voice came, and then
the womean spoke again:

“Yes. Go. Go, Robert. And be seen with a woman in the amdl hours of the morning.” Wearinessis|left
behind by command. “There are too many who see you dance attendance on us aready. We demand
they find nothing of import. We shdl be furious with you when we learn of your daliances. Now go!”

A sngle image, burned into a newly made memory: dender shoulders, a proud dsraight spine. Linens
clutched over milk-heavy breasts and wrinkling over a dill-swollen bely, contracting with afterbirth
labors. Thin grey eyes, ahigh forehead, and a proud chin, lifted in expectation.

Titian hair worn loose, bloody curls againg tranducent skin.

Enormous hands envel oped Belinda s head, turning her away from her mother, into the warmth of her
fether's body.
BELINDA PRIMROSE

8 February 1577 | Aulun, isolated by the sea

Memory, from what others said, did not stretch so far back.

The dream came often, sharp enough to take her bresth on waking, but no one remembered the
moment of her birth, not with darity; not at dl. It was only a dream, nothing more. Belinda crawled from



her bed, pulling a duvet, down-filled and heavy, with her: the keep fires were long snce banked for the
night, the comparative heat of the winter day Ieft behind. Her fird steps were warm, onto a tapestry rug
that told the story of hunting a white deer. The next steps were icy, nimbly taken on tiptoe before she
scrambled into the velvet-cushioned window seat. The duvet hissed across unhested stone as she hauled
it up.

Frost spread across the windows, spiked fingers growing up from the lead lining between the sheets of
thin, undistorted glass. Belinda pressed a fingertip againg the thickening frost, mdting through to the cold
glass below. Water beaded and spilled over the lead, a gligening black line picked out by the
half-moon’s light. She put her finger in her mouth and pulled the duvet farther up, hunching and sguirming
her shoulders until the warm comforter did between her back and the chilly stone wal. Her breath fogged
on the window, mixing with scattered clouds to obscure the moon for a fev moments before winter
proved stronger than one girl-child's exhalations and darity crept back over the middle of the pane.

Memories she trusted more than the dreams reached back to her second Yule. The pageantry of Yule,
she was told, was less than the Christ Mass whose date and name had been set aside by the Reformation
Church asit schismed from the Ecumenigts. Still, cdl it Yule or Chrig Mass, gifts were exchanged in the
shortest day of the year, just as they had been for what seemed to Belinda to be uncountable centuries

past.

Thefirgd remembered gift from her rarely seen, beloved papa: atiny dagger, sharp for dl that she was
not yet two years of age. Had her nurse—a dour-faced, dull woman with a grim sense of propriety and
little in the way of imagination—not been so shocked, so very determined to remove the toy from her
determined grip, Bdlinda thought she might not remember it & dl. As it was, she carried it even now: a
soft length of string, clipped from a chemise, hdd it around her waist. The tiny dagger and its soft leather
sheath made an impresson agang her spine when she leaned harder againg the wall. By day it was
tucked againgt skin, held tight by corsets and layers of fabric, inaccessible but reassuring. The blade had
dulled with time, leaving it barely more dangerous than a butter knife. Yet, without it, Belinda fet naked.
Vulnerable

There were dancing shoes the next Yule. Now, more than nine years later, she dill remembered the
tangy fla taste of disgppointment in the back of her throat, dthough she smiled and put the shoes on her
toddler feet and danced with the tal, brown-eyed man cdled Lord Drake by the others, and Papa by
hersdf. Standing on his feet, she learned the steps to the dances of the Old Measures: the Quadran
Pavan and the Tinterndl were her favourites, for the fun of saying their names more than the dances
themsdves. At her third birthday her nurse dressed her in the costume of a grown-up lady, rich cream
thet brought out highlights in her brown hair, and with farthingded skirts that dlowed her amdl sze to
manage the weight of the dress without sumbling. That night she danced each of the eight Old Measures
with Lord Drake, solemn and determined to do her papa proud.

And the back of her mind repeated: it cannot be found out.

Those were the words Papa had whispered to her that morning, when he gave her the second blade of
her short life A rapier, he cdled it, weighted and szed for a child, but only young gentlemen learned
fendng. “So,” hetold her, with the ar of a conspirator, “we mugt be secret, and never let Nurse know.
You have learned your dances with greet patience” he teased, “and this is your reward, my girl. The
grace learned on the dance floor stands anyone, man or girl, wel in the art of fencing.”

Bdinda threw hersdf into her dance lessons with an enthusasm entirdly unexpected by the long-nosed
man who tutored her.

By the time she was five she understood she was pailt; within a year, she understood why. Her red



father was dead in a war, and Rosemary, her mother, had lived only long enough to bear the child her
husband had gotten on her before joining him in the next world. Robert, Lord Drake, was the only
relative Belinda had, and properly he was unde, not papa. He caled her Primrose, in remembrance of
the sster who had died, and those who thought of it a al admired his fortitude in taking on the child's
well-being. Drake was a favourite of Lorraine the queen, and her jedousies would fain to incdude even a
grl of Bdinda's tender years.

Bdinda listened hard, and understood the words not said: she was a forgotten child, her birth parents
of no particular import, her adopted papa s nobility a gift from a fond queen. It was enough to make a
good marriage of, if she were charming and hedthy enough to bear strong children. Robert was easy with
money, but hisvidts were rare, and bittersweet. He had little time for her, and so her drive to accomplish
dl the things he might expect of her filled her hours, in hopes of making him proud.

That the things he expected were unusud for a girl-child passed by Beinda without note; the only
other children she knew were the sons and daughters of the serving class, and they, of course, would be
expected to learn and do different things So Bdinda learned reading and developed a far hand a
writing; studied higtory and politics, and when her nurse objected, the old woman found hersdlf Ieft with a
penson to see her to the end of her days and no more girl-child to meddle with. Released from that
difling watch, Belinda became adept at horseback riding and swordplay, and learned to stay out of the
way when Robert visted with other nobles, understanding she would be cdled for when and if she were

necessary.
She never was.

Colour rushed dong Belinda's jaw, crawling upward until her cheekbones fdt scarred from the hest.
Her reflection, fant in the frosty window, darkened perceptibly. She pressed her forehead agang the
glass, ligening hard for a hiss, like water griking hot metal. 1ce mdted againg her skin, slent, a bead
traling down between her closed eyes. It tickled, pushing the blush back down with an itch. Bdinda
relaxed her jaw, keeping her eyes closed, determined not to rub the tiny blot of water away. It did down
her nose, the itch subsiding, and she let out a puff of ar. Frost steamed, mdted, and crysdlized again
under her bresth.

Clear memory was a curse, when the memories were of waiting for the cal that never came. In
summer of her ninth year it was Robert’s honour—and burden—to host the queen’s court for a month.
The estate wasin a flutter; Robert came early, barking orders and dgpping his hands together, suddenly
medter to a house that had drifted dong in quietude without him. He carried Bdinda around on his
shoulders, ddiberately unaware that she was too old and too big for such behavior. Giddy with
happiness, she was blind to exchanged glances among the servants. For a blissful week, she rode out
every day with her papa, hunting and bringing back boar and deer to dress the tables with for the queen’s
vigt. She pleaded, cautioudy, for a new dress, and got two. The evening before Lorrane's arivd,
Robert came to Belinda s room and kndlt, taking her hands as he amiled &t her.

“I will cdl for you, do you understand? When it'stime for you to be presented to the queen, I'll come
for you, my dear. Until then, it's best if you stay out of Sght. Will you do that for me?’

Bdinda, dressed in one of her new gowns, tightened her fingers around Robert’s and nodded eagerly.
“Of course, Papa. | can wait.”

For thirty mornings, Belinda dressed with care, choosing one of her two new gowns or the very best
of the older ones, and stood by the door, fidgeting and breathless with hope. At noon and night she ate
the same rich med's that the courtiers in the dining hdl below ate, but dined done in her room, meds
carried up from the kitchen by the servants, and waited with dl the reserve she could muster. At sunfdl



each evening, she undressed as carefully as she'd dressed, and retreated to her bed, strands of coldness
wrapped around her heart and tempered with hope for the next dawn.

At the end of thirty days, the queen and her court rode away again, Robert with them. Bdinda knelt in
the window of her room, fingers pressed againg the thin glass.

Robert did not ook back.
Bdinda began, that morning, the game of illness.

It was a game of nonexistence, of not being there. The rules, as Bdinda laid them out in her mind,
were ample she would be stronger than the events around her. A biting fly might land on her skin; she
would learn to ignore the tickle of its feet as it walked across her throat. If it bit, she would learn to hold
ingde the flinch of pain and the dap of motion to didodge it. A scratch earned in a fencing bout would no
longer pull agasp or paling cheeks from her; a burn from the embers might raise a blister, but not a cry.

The rules were easier in thought then action.

In the beginning there were more failures than successes. Bdinda taught hersdf to use the memory of
Robert’ s shoulders in the soft gold sunlight of morning as a cloak, wrapping it around hersdf. She made it
into armour, hardening the memory of being left behind into a layer of protectiveness between her skin
and the invading entities,

The tiny dagger, hed againg the smdl of her back, began as an irritation, and became the test itsdf.
Days turned into weeks, and the diffened brocade of her dresses changed from pressing the hilt of the
dagger uncomfortably into her spine to something she no longer noticed, and findly fdt undressed
without. She sharpened the little blade, and drew it carefully againg her pdm, waiting days for each last
cut to hed, until she could part the skin without tears.

Then she began with fire.

When Robert returned at Y uletide, nothing could touch her unless she dlowed it to. She had grown,
tdler and more dender, beginning to leave a child's shape behind even at the youthful age of nine. The
cloak of memory grew with her, pinning tightly againgt her skin, condricting and safe. Robert’s gaze upon
her was sharp and gppraising, even gpproving. She thought, in between moments, that he could see the
wrap of memory that dung to her. Chalenged, she strengthened it, lending it her indifference in the form
of an uplifted chin and a cool hazd gaze.

Robert’ s smile grew warmer.

Once rooted in her bones, the game of dillness spilled out of her. The near-perfect memory that both
blessed and dogged her wouldn't let her forget the moment when the dillness became larger than she
was. She was dressed unfashionably, though the brown velvet was expensve enough to amogt forgive
the colour; Beinda didn’t care. The depth of the fabric made her har rich and soft-looking, especidly
agang the gold net snood that kept 1oose curls from fdling into her eyes. The dress was a Y uletide gift,
warmer than the two summer gowns. Extra length was nipped into the hem, a seamstress's dlent
expectation that Bdinda would grow tdler dill before spring. For now, she curled her fingers into the
velvet's weight, lifting it afew inches to alow her feet clearance from the petticoats and skirts. She dung
to the shadows dong the manor gairs, following the curve down into the great hdl. It was cold, the new
year a few hours from ringing in. Bdinda's boots, lined with rabbit fur, flashed beneath the hem of her
gown as she trotted down the steps.

Voices echoed upward from below. Beinda hesitated between torches, recognizing Robert’s voice



and uncertain if she was welcome to greet his evening's company. Footsteps echoed off the stone floors,
coming closer. Robert’s voice dropped in confidence, words becoming murmurs that rumbled in the
gamdl bones of Belinda s ears. She stood frozen with indecision, then knotted her fingersin her skirts and
scurried back up the gtairs, ducking into a shadowed doorway.

The choice was well-made. Speech became more eesly understood as Robert and his guest mounted
the stairs. Bdinda caught her breath, leaning into the doorway, pulse legping in her throat as she willed
hersdf not to be seen. Her dagger, like a reminder, pressed nedly againg her spine. Bdindda's bresth
spilled out of her again, on the verge of slent laughter. The next breath was dow, camness washing
through her. Tranquility stretched taut, like a pulled bow, then snapped. In Slence, it surrounded her,
tucking her sefdy into the shadows. Bdinda lifted her chin brazenly, a amile pulling at the corners of her
mouth. She leaned forward from the doorway, confident in the darkness and eager to see the man In
whom Robert confided.

They came around the head of the dtairs shoulder to shoulder, heads indlined toward one another.
Robert was the broader, his shoulders dwarfing those of the other man, who was narrow and
thin-featured. Black hair, thick and ally under the torchlight, was swept back from his face, worn much
longer than fashion dictated. Whoever he was, he could not belong to Lorrain€' s court: Robert’s brown
hair, clipped short with ahint of fringe to hide the harline itsdf, was the syle favoured by the Queen for
her courtiers. The stranger’s beard followed the line of his jaw, mustache neetly trimmed around a thin
mouth; that, at least, was the popular look. He had a hawkish nose and deep-set eyes, black in the
torchlight. His voice, low-pitched, was marked with an accent: Khazarian, from the sprawling empire
beyond Echon’s eastern borders. “—begun. The imperatrix iswith chilo—"

Rumbled amusement from Robert: “That was quickly done.”

“Asit had to be” the dark man replied. “With the imperator’s wars, that Irina has even a chance of
childbearing is—"

“A blessng to us dl,” Robert said, tone lofty and sanctimonious. The dark man let go a staccato laugh
that cut through the dillness surrounding Belinda. Her heart lurched, one too-strong beat, though her
body never dreamed of betraying her with a flinch. Robert turned his gaze away from his dark
companion, meeting Belinda's eyes through the shadow. She read no legp of recognition there, no Sgn
that he had seen her, though her pulse fluttered darm in her throat. Within a moment his gaze |eft hers
agan. He extended a hand, gesturing the dark man to precede him as he pushed open the door to his
private rooms. Light and heat swept out, the fire ingde testimony to the servants  knowledge that Robert
would entertain tonight, athough Bedlinda hersdf had not known.

The dark man indined his head, thanking Robert for the gesture. The door closed behind them, leaving
the hdl dark and cold. Bdinda remained where she was a few seconds longer, ams folded around
hersdf to ward off the chill. Then shadow released her and she caught up her skirts, scurrying downgtairs
to tend to her origind task of asking that more wood be brought up for her fire.

The door to her room opened late that night, cool air from the hdls sweeping Robert and his companion
in. The latter hung at the door, a scent of cloves washing on the ar with his entrance. Belinda, buried
beneath her duvet, came awake, her eyes dill closed, her bregthing dill deep and easy. Familiar words
rased goose bumps over her body, even beneath the warmth of blankets “It cannot be found out,
Robert. Not yet. 1t's Hill too early.”

“l know, Dmitri.” Robert’s voice was a comforting murmur at the Sde of her bed. He put a hand



agang her forehead, brushing tangled curls away. Belinda followed her impulse, dirring, Sghing a little,
and turned her head. Robert’s voice warmed with a amile. “Sleep, child. Forget. The time has not yet
come for you to know such things” The words were intoxicating, heavy with compulson: Belinda,
trusting impulse a second time, kept her learned dillness about her, not ressting. A surge, like the sound
of water suddenly burding through a waterwhed, pushed into her mind, and, like water again, spread
through her, trickling down her spine and into her fingers and toes. She could dmogt seeit, behind closed
eydids, faintly golden and glimmering: a concept just beyond her understanding.

Seegp comes hard on the heds of that near-understanding, exhaugtion waving through her so quickly
she doesn't hear the door close again. Doesn't hear, most certainly, Robert’s sgh beyond that threshold,
or Dmitri’s short sound of dismay. “She's femde. What did you expect? Power and ambition are built
into the femaes”

“l expected more time” Robert exhdes another Sgh, then gestures down the hdl. “Ancther cup of
wine? She's young. Too young to show such taent.”

“They mature quickly. Faster than we're accustomed to.” Dmitri fals into step beside the Aulunian
lord, neither raiang his voice above a murmur. “And they die young. It may affect the development of
thar sills”

“Still, she's yet to see her tenth summer, and if | hadn’t looked Sraight &t her...”

“You'd have known. The ar was charged with her hiding. Or have you become too inured to it
dready? Does power only quiver your skin when it's an unfamiliar taste?” A mocking smile curves
Dmitri’s mouth as he bows before the door to Robert’s chambers, inviting the other man to enter before
him. Robert’ s expression sours, but he goes ahead.

“Perhaps I'd have known. Stll, it's sooner than we anticipated, and ambition in women is not wel
looked upon here. You know that aswel as|.”

“Can you control her?’

Robert gives the black-haired man a flat look as he pours wine, then gts before the hearth’s glowing
embers. “Nether of uswould be here if we were incapable of controlling one child. Our queen chooses
her standard-bearers more carefully than that. Shelll remember nothing, nor have any urge to try again.
€|l be the creature we need her to be, and never question me.”

Humour plays upon Dmitri’s lips a second time. “I meant no disrespect.” That's a fob, intended to
soothe waters without being believed. Robert accepts it for what it is, and hdf a beat later Dmitri says,
“You're certain. You're certain of her loydty? Why?’

Robert snorts. “Because they dways are, Dmitri. Faithful to the queen. It's as much part of them asit
isof us”

“But they don't normdly show such promise so young,” Dmitri murmurs. “Watch her, Robert. Be
cautious”

“Heed your own advice. Return to Khazan. Watch Irina”

“Mm.” Dmitri lowers his head over his glass of wine. “In time. Let Feodor crow over her pregnancy
fird. Irina wants me gone until they’'re wel settled. There are things to be done in Essandia Rodrigo

needs a midiress. Even an illegitimate daimant for his throne is better than none. His Sster’s son is too far
out of our control. | want a stronger hand there.”



“And what of Seolfor?’
“Unchanged. Biding time. We have enough of it.”

Robert nods, swirling wine without dopping it. “Wel enough, then. Keep me apprised of Essandia,
and get back to Khazan when you can. If you're successful with Rodrigo, I'll cal Seolfor to be the
guiding hand there.”

Dmitri stands, draining hiswine. “I will.” He sets the glass aside, ponderous action, then turns back to
the broad-shouldered lord by the fire. “Is three enough, Robert?’

“It dways has been.” Robert keeps his eyes on the fire. “And if it isn't, you can be glad you're not the
queen’s favourite, and that you won't be the one to answer for falure”

Bdinda woke with a clear memory.

She knew in her bdly that she was't meant to, and that Robert’s peculiar actions had somehow failed
in their purpose. She remembered shadow gethering around her; she remembered Dmitri, and the
snippets of conversation she' d overheard.

Wha she could not remember was how she had hidden in the shadows. How the dillness escaped
from her and surrounded her; how she had stood dl but in plain Sght and gone amost unseen. Over the
next three years, she practised and tried to bring that stillness out again.

Shefailed.

Irina, imperatrix of Khazar, gave birth to a daughter, lvanova, four months after Dmitri visted with
Robert. The whole of Echon sent gifts and congratulations to its eastern neighbor; Lorraine sent Robert
himsdf to bear Aulun’s presents. For the child, a baby rattle made of eggshdl and gold; a rabbit-fur
cloak, trimmed in royd ermine; and for Irina, the Sster queen on the Khazarian throne, a gown of the
latest Aulunian fashion, littered with jewels and nearly as degant as Lorraine hersdf wore. Belinda asked,
without red hope, to journey across the sea, north and east, with Robert, to see Khazar’'s capitd city of
Khazan and help bear Aulun’s gifts to the new mother and child.

When Robert denied her with a fond, patronizing smile, she curtsed and dipped away agan. He
would be gone for three months, perhaps longer. 1t was time in which Bdinda studied.

Unable to re-create what memory told her she could do, she learned to hide in plan sght more
conventiondly. She learned to dress consarvatively; she learned to sew servants garments, so she might
dip in and out among Robert’s guests without announcing hersdf. He returned, and noticed, his
contemplation of her thoughtful and interested, but he sad nothing. Belinda took dlence as tacit
permisson, and continued. She learned to be unremarkable, if not whally invisble, and dowly gained
confidence in an adility to hide in shadows, if not disappear into them entirely.

Even now, her forehead numbing againgt the cold pane of glass, Belinda reached for the dhility that
hed enveloped her just one time, three years earlier. The duvet around her shoulders hdd her safein its
warmth; the glass held her safe from the plummet to the earth, but shadows would not enfold her in ther

ey,

You are waiting, a voice ingde her whispered, and she knew it to be true. Waiting for a sicking
point, for a moment of culminetion that would explain the solitary, focused studies of her dmogst twelve



years of life It fdt like ganding on a knife' s edge, fathomless depths below her and impatience prodding
her on. There was purpose there somewhere; Robert would not otherwise have troubled himsdf with the
cost of her eclectic education.

Lady she had redlised that girls were not taught the things she had been taught; they did not study the
blade, or learn palitics and history. Rather, their days were filled with learning embroidery and managing
households. Belinda had learned those things, too, but her math went beyond the numbers to baance the
manor books, and her languages, written and spoken both, were numerous. Robert had purpose in
educating her. Bdinda only waited to learn what it was.

Lamplight glittered on the road beyond the manor wals. Bdinda blinked twice, hardly redizing her
eyes had been open, then kndt up to peer through a windowpane unstained by fog from her bregth.

Light flashed again, then spread out more broadly as a disant corner was rounded and Robert's
carriage, black againg shdlow snow and garlight, came into view. Protected lanterns, glassed-over and
swinging wildly, made streaks of brilliance to Belinda's dazzled eyes as the carriage came pel-mdl for
the gate, horses' bresth seaming in clouds as they galloped.

Bdinda did from her window, throwing her duvet off as she ran for the door. “The gate!l The gate!
Papa is coming! Open the gate!” Alarmed and dartled voices, rough with deep, took up her cry.
Bdinda, dutching a pair of fur-lined dippersin one hand, raced down the steps to the great hdl behind
Marshdl, the thick-bodied manservant who tended to Robert when he visted his country edtate.
Heedless of the icy ground outsde, Marshdl flung open the broad manor doors and ran through dush, his
booming voice rousing the stablehands from their roost. Belinda, more prudent, hopped and shoved her
feet into dippers as she reached the man floor, then ran past Marshdl through the courtyard.

It was she who scrambled up to the heavy gates and pulled the pins that kept them locked a night,
and she who put her feet through the iron bars and rode the swing of the gate as it opened. She waved
through the bars, then dimbed higher on the gate, Sanding on the cross-bars hdfway up. Her fingers and
cheeks were numb with cold where she pressed againgt the iron, hanging on with one hand and waving
with the other. Her breath camein short, hard gasps, heart hammering indde her with an excitement that
bordered on pain. The ar she drank down was no longer bitter with cold, but burning with hope. For the
moment, Bdinda forgot sillness, and prayed.

Robert, lit by the franticdly swinging carriage lamps, leaned out a window, laughing and waving in
return. “Pack!” he bellowed over the carriage's rattle and the horses hooves. “Take yoursdf off the
gate, and pack, girl!”

Bdinda touched Robert’s outstretched fingers as the carriage thundered by, the coachman cdling out
to the horses as he reined them in. The touch was hard enough to be painful, her cold fingers aching with
the impact, but Belinda savored it, drinking in the ache the same way she relished the hard hammering of
her heart. Maybe the night's dream of her birth had been a portent, a harbinger of coming change.
Perhaps that was what had driven her from her bed in time to see Robert’ s impetuous midnight arrival.

Robert svung out of the coach before it stopped moving, his ground-egting strides bringing him to her
before she could jump down from the gate. He swept her off the iron bars, disregarding her sze, and
spoun her around before setting her on her feet again. “You've grown,” he said approvingly. “Now go on,
Bdinda Pack your things. We leave the moment the horses are changed.”

Bdinda gaped. “Tonight?’

“Tonight. There isamean at court whose businessis yours, and the need is urgent.”



Ice did through Belinda' s insdes. Stillness overtook her even more quickly than the ice, and her gaze
remained steady on Robert’s face, her hazd eyes expressionless. “ Papa?’

“Your wardrobe, Primrose. Come, quickly now. I've no time to tarry. I'll tdl you what you need to
know in the carriage.”

“Of course, Papa.” Bdinda curtsed, an indinctive thing, and stepped around him. Wind picked up,
sending freezing shards through her degping gown, and her feet took her back into the manor heedless of
the turmail in her bely and mind. Her maidservant, Margaret, met her at the head of the stairs, hands
twisted in her skirts with excitement.

“A husband, my lady, think of it,” she whispered, herding Belinda down the hdl. “Do you think hell be
young and handsome, or old and rich?’

“I'm sure Papa will have made the best match for me” Bdinda replied, as reflexive as her curtsey
ealier had been. She was very nearly twelve, the legd age for marriage, though young. She hadn’t
expected it so soon: adopted daughter or not, Robert was not yet old, and a marriage might yet be made
for him. Heirs of his blood might dill be possible, though Lorraine's favouritism showed no sgns of
waning, and the queen had flown into tempers before when her courtiers made matches of their own. The
men Robert had in mind for her would be without an har himsdf, a child bride extending the years it
might be possible to get one. If he was old enough, he might die before she caught, and his lands would
become Robert’s.

Bdinda expected him, then, to be older. Not handsome, but wedthy, with any sons dready dead in
wars or foolish accidents. She dlowed Margaret to dress her without awareness of what she wore. Her
dagger caught in the folds of her chemise, pressing uncomfortably againgt her spine. Beinda straightened
it before the gtiff fabric of her corset was tightened around her. He would be minor nobility; a duke or an
earl was beyond her scope.

“Your boots, my lady.”

Bdinda dartled, looking down. Margaret kndlt, waiting patiently for Belinda to respond and be done
with the dressing process. “We |l want to bring makeup,” the woman said as she dipped firs one boot,
then the other, onto Belinda's feet. “It'll run if we gpply it so early, my lady, but you can't be seen at
court without it.”

“Yes, of course. | leave the details to you, Margaret. | know you won't embarrass me”

Margaret dimpled and ducked her head in a nod. “I won't, my lady. I'll have you packed within the
hour. Lord Robert will be waiting for you downgtairs now, | think.”

“Yes, of course” Belinda repeated. “Thank you, Margaret.” Skirts and petticoats gathered, she ran to
the great hdl, then to the kitchen, where Robert sat on a rough wooden table before the fire, gnawing a
goose leg to the bone.

“Margaret says my things will be packed within the hour, Papa,” she said from the door. Robert
glanced up, gesturing with his med. Belinda came in, smoathing her skirts as she sat on the table' s bench,
fadng the fire. Robert twisted, propping afoot on the table.

“An hour. Worse than I’d hoped, better than I'd imagined. Keep that one, Primrose; she's efficient.”

“Yes Papa”
Robert split a grin, toothy in the darkness of his beard. It was longer than when she'd seen him lagt,



coming to afull lengthy point and trimmed shorter dong the line of his jaw. He stroked his hand over it,
nating Bdlinda's criticad gaze. “Does it suit, Daughter?’

“Yes, Papa,” Bdinda repeated. Robert’s grin cracked through the beard again.

“*Yes, Papa, but | would like to know about this man whose fate is entwined with mine is that what |
hear you saying?’

Bdinda swallowed. “1 amn sure you've made the best choice for me, Papa” She waited a few
seconds, a fingertip tapping agang the table, hard-won dillness a war with the opportunity Robert
presented her. The laiter won out: she blurted, “Yes, Papal” and Robert threw his head back with a

laugh.
“All right. All right, my Primrose, let metdl you of Rodney du Roz.”
“Du Roz,” Bdinda echoed. “He's Gallic?’

Robert nodded. Belinda's eyebrows drew down. “Papa, an Ecumenic?’ Gdlic sympathies lay with
Cordula, heart of the ostentatious Ecumenic Church in southern Echon. Aulun's bresk with Cordula was
dill fresh, and her people dill wounded from it. Lorraine hersdf followed the Reformation, and her
reigious passon hed Aulun in its sway. Bdinda's fath was in the asture Reformatic God to whom
Lorraine declared hersdf devoted. In dl her hours of waiting and consdering what she waited for,
marrying outsde the Church was a thought that had never risen.

“Is he...wedthy, Pgpa?’ she asked cautioudy. Rdigious differences could be put aside when profit
was on the ling, but Robert’s tatus as viscount was a gift from Lorraine, and had little money to go with
it. Bdinda hersdf was pretty, with wide hazd eyes and soft brown har that made her pae skin dramatic,
but she hadn’t the beauty that would make an unprofitable marriage worth congdering, not to a man
whose rdigious trappings were the opposite of hers.

“Merdy a baron,” Robert replied. “Landed, but not extravagantly. You, barring blood of my blood,
are heir to more.”

“Then—" Bdinda traced a hdf-circle on the table's surface, thoughtful motion. “Then | am a good
match for him,” she said dowly. “With land and a title, if you should have no children of your own.
And...with afaher who has the queen’s ear.” She looked up to see Robert’s amile, so pleased that he
hid it behind another bite of goose.

“That's a clever lass” The amile faded into drawn-down eyebrows, meking his expresson unusudly
dark. “And thisis how it shdl go, Primrose. Heed mewdl.”

Bdinda ligened, her arms drawn around hersdf as if for warmth, despite the heat of the kitchen fire
tuning her cheeks pink. She listened, and learned what it was she had been waiting for al her life.
BELINDA PRIMROSE
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He was younger than she expected.

Bdinda stood at her father's elbow, sudying du Roz across the gathered court. In his twenties and
thin-cheeked, he might be handsome if his digposition were choleric, but sanding in the court, speaking



with a courtier dressed far more expensvely than he, du Roz looked mild to Belindd' s eyes. His hair, like
his cheeks, was thin; his hands, in motion as he spoke, were long and eegant. There were worse matches
to be made, if a glance could tdll her anything.

But it had not yet been made. The queen’s gpprova came fird, and that could not be granted until
Bdinda had been presented to her. Only after that would the nomind steps of courting be taken and
permission to wed asked of Lorraine.

Trumpets blared, hdf a dozen courtiers nearby flinching into squared shoulders and sucked-in guts.
Bdinda smoothed a hand over her skirts, watching du Roz. He straightened, but not in startlement, and
turned to the far end of the hdl with caculated smoothness. Belinda, guided by Robert’s hand on her
shoulder, turned as wdll.

The doors swept open with arush of warm wind that carried the sound of the queen’s footsteps down
the length of the dlent hdl. Seconds passed before Bdinda saw her dearly; the room from which
Lorraine entered was dark, making her entrance al the more dramatic. From darkness into light; Belinda,
despite her own excitement about being at court, could not help a rise of amusement at the deliberate
pageantry behind the staged arrivd. Then, fighting down laughter, she admonished hersdf for the thought
that Her Mgesty, queen of dl Aulun, had to earn her, Bdinda's, gpprova for how she manipulated her
court. Belinda shifted forward allittle to see beyond the barrel chest of the courtier beside her.

Titian harr fdl loose, bloody curls againg tranducent skin. A crown, gold and understated, nestled
among the curls. Lorraine bucked fashion—or, more likdy, set it—with a gown of Hiff brocade that
pushed her breasts high and left her throat and shoulders exposed, deeves sat further out than fashion
dictated, just a the curve of shoulder. Thin grey eyes, a high forehead, and a proud chin, lifted in
expectation of received adoration.

Thunder pounded through Belinda s veins, narrowing her vison to pinpricks, until she saw no one but
the queen. Motion of bodies nearby told her to curtsey deep and dow, as the men and women around
her did, and she did, black gaze fixed on the floor. When she straightened again, Lorraine had moved
beyond them, and Bdinda could stare openly at the queen’s fing, dender shoulders. Robert had not told
her.

It must not be found out. Belinda closed her eyes, letting Robert’ s chuckle wash over her. “Beautiful,
it she?” he murmured above her. “Fear not, Primrose. Very few, upon ther fird vist to court, are
affected differently.”

The very lowness of his voice itched through her, making it seem as though he spoke from much
father away. Through a distance of comforting grumbles, perhaps, through a barrier of red-tinged
warmth so familiar it wrapped around the edges of her dreams. It seemed extraordinary that she had
never quite known it before, not the way she knew it now. Her vaunted memory had not abandoned her,
but neither had it offered the puzzle piece that she now recognized. Heat burned her cheeks, athing so
unusud that she had not yet learned to control it with the tillness. It was something to work on, as she'd
worked on keeping her bresthing steady and her presence unremarkable even when, as now,
agonishment and curiosity sparked through her like the promise of a blaze. She knew. She knew. She
had thought she’ d understood when Robert had spoken of her fate, but now, in the press of courtiers and
hangers-on among the queen’s court, Belinda Primrose knew the heart of what had gone unsaid for dl
her short life, and wanted to fly with it.

“Then | will try not to be too embarrassed.” Her reply was soft and clear, betraying nothing of
excitement. Blackness had faded from her vison. All around her, the queen’s attendants exchanged
astounded whispers over Lorrain€' s daring gown. The women of the court clutched a their partlets and



blouses as if they longed to rip them away a that very moment. The men looked as if they hoped the
women would.

Bdinda, in unconscious sympeathy, pressed her hand againg the embroidered partlet that covered her
throat and chest, even curling her fingers againg the fabric. Robert’s touch stayed her and she nodded
without argument, letting her hand fdl again. Lorraine approached the throne, turning with an degant
avish of skirts to dt. The gathered court let out a collective breath, voices rigng into low murmurs as,
Lorraing s procession over, they began to fill the empty space in the middle down which the queen had
walked. Robert put his hand on Bedinda's ebow, guiding her through the crowd. Every step echoed
through Belindd's heds and rattled into her bones. She curtsed as deeply as she could, her eyes
lowered, when they reached the throne.

“My adopted daughter, Your Mgesty. Bdinda Primrose, the daughter of my late sster and her
husband.”

“Yes” Lorrane' s voice hed no remembered warmth; it was rich and cool and arrogant. She leaned
forward a scant inch, examining Bdinda as if she were a mote found on a piece of jewdry. “Born in
Brittany and raised by your people a your Aulunian estates.”

Robert indined his head so far it was nearly a bow. “The lands so gracioudy provided by Your
Majesty.”

“What pretty courtesy you aways remember to pay us, Robert.” Faint mockery coloured Lorrane's
voice. Bdinda heard in the derison dl lies of her heritage, and in her own mind, gave words to the truth:
she was Bdlinda Primrose, naturd daughter of Robert Drake and Lorraine Walter.

The queen’s bastard.

She draightened as Lorraine spoke her name, stepped forward as the queen beckoned to her. Cool
fingers took her chin, turning her face to the Ieft and right. Belinda kept her eyes lowered, but satisfaction
in Lorraine' s voice made her dare to glance up. The queen’s grey eyes showed no Sgn of recognition, no
subtle acknowledgment, but neither, Bdinda remembered with a shock, had Robert’s, the night he
looked through conceding shadow to see her. For an indant, Belinda held Lorraine's eyes, willing the
dillness indde of her to betray nothing. Indde that moment of no exchange, certainty settled around
Bdindd s heart. Lorraine could never, and Bdinda must never, confess. Bdinda lowered her eyes again,
lowered them so far that she sank into another deep curtsey, the only acknowledgment she could make.
Lorraine clucked her tongue and once more drew Belinda to her feet.

“We are wdl pleased you have findly adlowed us to see your adopted daughter, Robert. She is an
attractive child and we are sure great use will be had of her.” Lorraing s hand brushed down the bodice
of Belinda's dress, and moved up again, touching the partlet that covered the girl’s throat.

“We suggest you continue with this until the summer months,” she murmured, bringing her mouth close
to Bdindd s ear. “We have a rash, and the lace irritates it, and so today we have chosen to go without
modest coverings. Tomorrow the ladies of the court will be mogt distressed when having followed our
lead makes them both chilled and unseemly. But in the spring, we think we shdl flaunt our assets.”

Lorraine flicked a brief, mischievous amile a Bdinda, and sat back again. “Heed our words come
May Day, grl.” She made a dismissve gesiure with one long-fingered hand, and Bdinda murmured
thanks as she backed away from the throne.



“My lady Primrose.”

Bdindd s spine diffened, the tiny dagger meking itsdf fdt for a moment. She turned; Rodney du Roz
stood a few feet away, head indlined politey, though his gaze was fixed on her through dark eydashes,
cdeulaing and interested. “Forgive me” His words were marked with a Galic accent, but carefully
spoken. “Forgive me, my lady, but | overheard your introduction to Her Maesty, and thought | might
make s0 bold as to present mysdf to you. Baron Rodney du Roz.” He executed a smdl bow, ams
folded to the front and back of him.

Bdinda adlowed hersdf a amile and dipped a curtsey exactly as deep as du Roz's bow. “My lord
Baron. | am honoured.”

“| think the honour ismine, my lady. For an Ecumenic at the Aulunian court, a friendly smile is beyond
price, and yours does me gladness. | am forward, 1 know, but it is the way of Gdlic men”
Sdf-deprecating humour lit his eyes and curved his mouth for a moment. Bdinda had been right: with
passon, histhin features could be handsome. “Would you wak with me, lady?’

“You are forward,” Belinda agreed, amused, but when he offered his am, she took it. “Outside,
perhaps?’ she suggested. “The courtroom...l am unaccustomed to SO many people, pressng so close”
Du Roz nodded, escorting her through the crowd to a Sde door.

“You've never been to court before, then?’ he asked as they dipped out of the courtroom and down a
hal. Arrow-dit windows alowed patches of soft grey winter light to blotch the floor and change the
aguamarine shade of Bdinda s overdress. She shook her head as they approached the end of the hall, du
Roz pushing open the iron-bound wooden door for her. “Then you must see Alunaer from the palace
wadls” he announced. “There are a dozen times in a day when it's mogt perfect to be seen, dawn and
noon and darkest night.”

Bdinda laughed, carefully gathering up her skirts to avoid dush and half-frozen mud. “But it's none of
those times, Baron. It's mid-morning.”

“Ahl But it has snowed lately, and the city is quiet under snowfdl, and so that is perfect too. Have you
afear of haghts, my lady?’

“No, my lord.”

“Bold and beautiful,” du Roz murmured. “This way, then: think you to risk the guard dtairs?” He
gestured extravagantly as he led her around a corner. Icy, steep dairs shot upward, a short wal of
cdf-height the only barrier between the sars and a long fdl. Beinda blanched, then nodded with
determination. She took the firg step, and fdt du Roz's hands on her hips. “Fear not, my lady. | won't let
you fdl.”

Bdinda laughed again, breathless. “I trust you will not, my lord Baron.” She climbed, placing her feet
caefully. Du Roz took his hands from her hips in order to better baance himsdf. Nearly three-quarters
of the way up, she paused, her hand pressed againg her chest as she turned to lean againg the high wall,
looking out over the low. “Forgive me” she pleaded, taking in quick, shdlow breaths. “I'm
unaccustomed to dimbing so many stairs, and the corsets are tight.”

“Not a dl. Even from here, the view is remarkable.” He took a step past her, gesuring over the
palace wdls at the city beyond.

“It is” Belinda studied his shoulders, fdsdy broadened by his doublet, rather than the view, and her
fether’ s voice echoed in her flawless memory.



“ And this is how it shall go, my Primrose. Heed me well. Du Roz visits Aulun for one purpose
and one purpose only: heis sent by the Essandia court, by Rodrigo the prince, to bring down our
beloved queen and instate an Ecumenical pretender on the Aulunian throne. He is too minor a
noble to be suspected, too hungry for land and wealth. Should he be found out, Rodrigo can easily
claim no knowledge; du Roz will be called an opportunist, working alone to impress a foreign
prince.”

Bdinda touched a hand to du Roz's shoulder. He turned, avarice filling his eyes. She amiled, and he
stepped closer.

“The man you believe | mean you to marry,” Robert’s voice murmured in her mind, * is the man
Aulun needs you to kill.”

Stllnessfilled her, a cadm centre. Belinda amiled again, putting her fingertips gently againg du Roz's
chest. He made a pleased sound in his throat, edging closer on theicy steps.

Bdinda sraightened her arm, full force of her body weght behind the shove. Agonishment filled du
RozZ' s eyes, then panic as he fdl, slent, hands dutching usdesdy at thin winter arr. It took a surprisngly
long time for him to crunch againgt the flaggtones below. Beinda stepped forward cautioudy, looking
down. The body, smdl, puppetlike, convulsed twice, then was 4ill.

She edged back againg the wall, lifting her gaze to the snow-covered city. In the far distance, chimney
smoke rose up, blue againg grey clouds; the scent of wood smoke, rich and sharp, intruded on her
senses, now that the task put to her was finished. Closer, black-branched trees with snow-dusted caps
littered the parks that surrounded the palace. There were distant voices, lifted in argument and in laughter
and carried on thewind. “Y ou were right,” Bdinda murmured. “1t’'s beautiful.”

Only then did she begin to scream.

2

Ten years later

Bdinda came awake with a start, the lurch more emotiond than phydcd: dillness was inscribed so
deeply in her soul now that she sometimes had to remind hersdf to react in ordinary company. At times
she even thought she might have to tdl hersdf to breathe, the slencein her so complete. But not now: her
heartbest was too fadt, bresth shalow from deep. Dreaming of du Roz was never a good Sgn.

Nor was waking to the scratchy beard and bad bregsth of a Khazarian lover. Bdinda exhaed, and
carefully did her shoulder out from under his head. He grunted, burrowing further into blankets in lieu of
the pillow she’'d made. She sat up, rubbing away ginging prickles Ieft by his beard, and drew a discarded
degping gown around her shoulders. Linen, slk-soft from age, hissed as she did it from beneath the



Khazarian's weight.

Bdinda frowned a him, trying to remember his name. Vlad? Vaslly? Vdentine? No, it had been
shorter than Vdentine. Sharper. She had spent weeks in his bed. She ought to know his name with some
certainty. But then, there were reasons nat to. It was Viktor, she thought. It hadn’t been he, atentive but
unimagindive in bed, who had inspired dreams of du Roz. No, there was more. Something coming
awake in the bely of the little palace, its stirrings pressing into Bdinda's mind and meking her deep
restless. That was unusud; she often dept lightly, but the prickling awareness of things arriving harkened
back to her childhood and the night her father had ridden so hard to his estates to make his daughter an
assassin. Something had driven her out of bed that night; something now did the same. She could not
recd| that itch coming over her once in the intervening decade.

She dipped out the door without bothering to fasten her degping gown with more than a ribbon. The
sky, pde with summer twilight, told her it was dill early, perhaps three in the morning. Without winter's
chll to ward off, no other servants were likdy to be up, not within the house itdf: no fires needed
building, no breads to set baking, not for another hour or two. Belinda had the narrow servants hdls to
hersdif.

They ran as shortcuts from one part of the little palace to another. The count, a stark man with grey at
histemples and an eye for beauty that led to taes of sexua prowess, would not stand for delay. Not with
his women, not with hiswine, certainly not with the wedth of which he enjoyed showing unsubtle flashes.
The ancient buildings that had stood his family for generations had been torn down, stone by stone, and
rebuilt again to his pleasure. He was master and architect here, and now, with the back hdls wdl-laid and
wdl-lit, it took amaid, running at full bore, no more than two minutes to fetch any hot tea or cold drink
from the kitchen back to her master in his study. Bdinda had made the ddiveries hersdf, dl too aware
that downcast eyes and a heaving breast were as much a part of what Gregori ddighted in showing off to
guedts as the agonishingly rapid service. Her gowns were cut accordingly, square necklines a nearly
imperceptible fraction lower than decorum permitted, breasts shelved high and mounded againg the iff
bodice faoric. The line of propriety was so narrowly skirted that it was a rare man indeed who noticed
Bdinda s face. Gazes locked on the sharp line of fabric pressing into pae flesh instead, searching for a
blush of pink. Other women used rouge to suggest that colour, but Beinda left nature aone, trusting
men'simaginations over cosmetics.

The ddiberate heavy bindings of daly wear made traveraing the hdlsin little more than a dhift againgt
her skin dl the more ddicious. From kitchen to bedroom, library to dining hdl, it was the same. Ddlicate
bdls with hdf a dozen tones srung the upper wdls of the servants hdls the deepest tone sgnded a
runner from the kitchen, and the highest, purest of them bespoke the bedrooms. Belinda had learned
within a day which hdls ran where, and to stand well back from the crossroads when a bell rang. Causing
awreck inthe servants hdls earned even the most beloved servitors a beating. Rumour had it that more
than one maid had left the count’ s service after such a besating, belies rounded with disgrace. Many men
blurred the line between violence and passion, and there was no one to press Gregori Kapnist to a
gentler hand.

Bdinda had made neither the error of dumsiness nor wanton sensudity; her podtion in Gregori’'s
household was one of unobtrusiveness. When she was gone, no one should remember her face, only
generous breasts and dark hair tucked away under a tidy white cap that emulated the rich snoods of the
weslthy.

It was unfortunate for Viktor, snoring away in Belinda's bed, that her need for him had passed once
ghe was ensconced in Gregori’s household. The nights she'd spent with him since were necessary
payment to keep a lugtful man happy; most of dl, to keep him from naming her a whore to his lord and



madter. No one believed the legendary chadlity of the serving classes, but neither would anyone employ a
maid denounced as adut. A rough man like Viktor, in hislord’s employ as an aamsman, could and would
destroy her, unless she turned him away by means of finding a lover of more power within the household
hierarchy. To do so was beyond Belinda s needs, and meant a sad end to Viktor’s days.

A breeze caught her gown, cool and unexpected. Bdinda curled her fingers into the fabric a her
throat, feding her body react to the brief chill. She stepped back againg the wadl, lowering her head while
shifting her gaze left and right. She'd come from the servants quarters behind the kitchen, smdl and
uncomfortable but private. The hdls opened to the outside in two places: the east wall, the servants
entrance around the corner from the main southern entrance, and the north wall, where the stables lay.
The breeze lifted her hem again, and she turned her head to theright.

To the north, the stables. Someone' s assignation, likdy, no more legd than her own. Belinda loosened
her hand from the throat of her gown, pushing the fabric open to bare her collarbones. She folded one
am beneath her breasts, lifting them, and judged the effect from above before twiding her hair over her
shoulder in dark, artless curls. She clutched the skirt of her gown in one hand, letting her stance and body
language daim she was afraid of being caught.

But dillness washed over her as she lowered her head and gaze. Sometimes it seemed tha the
childhood memory came red again, and that men and women looked through her as if shadow had
swvdlowed her whole, even when no shadows were to be seen. The sense of certainty that had
accompanied that one frozen moment had never reasserted itsdf, and so each time now she was made to
wait, and to see if she would be seen.

A man's footsteps, teking long, sure strides. Belinda watched the floor through her eyelashes, marking
the swiftness of steps. Her breath barely stirred her bosom as she inhded, and with the exhdation, the
men strode by. Expensive boots, black and well-made, the gitching impossible to see a a glance,
well-shaped legs. A scent of the outdoors, of horses, of perfume made with an exotic spice: a rich man's
scent. Perhaps Gregori, returning from a vist with Akilina Panke eff, whose grand duchy put her out of
line for the throne, but far above what a count might call his own. There were a few who whispered that
Gregori eyed the widowed imperatrix, and laughed in their deeves at the idea. She was born too high,
and he too low, though no one could fault him for his taste in women, and some admired the long reach
of hisambition.

A hand closed in Bdindd's hair, knatting in the curls she'd pulled over her shoulder. Her coquettish
downward gaze had lost her the chance to watch, and there had been no change in his pace to warn her
the man had turned back. She forbore to flinch or squed as he pulled her head back, forcing her chin up
to make her meet his eyes. Hazd eyes, dark with paichy light from well-spaced torches, and a
well-shaped mouth thinned with anger. “Better, | suppose, to have it here than wake whatever cock
you've got roosting in your nest.”

Dmitri! Belinda knew this man, the expressive mouth and low voice a maich to the one she'd heard as
alittle girl, in her father’s own home. Surprise dilated her pupils, one of the few reactions she couldn’t
control. For a few seconds the hdls seemed brighter, as if early-morning sunshine had somehow spilled
through stone and around corners to light the place where they stood. Her pulse betrayed her by
bumping higher in her throat, just one beat before she swalowed it down. “My lord?” A soft voice,
properly cultivated as benefited a servant of a wedthy house, but with country vowels. Her Khazarian
could be high- or low-born, less learned than absorbed in infancy, as had been her native Aulunian
tongue. Gdlic she spoke like an Aulunian, but that was atifice; she could swalow her accent and make
hersdf sound a nativeif she had to.

But a country-born serving girl in a Khazarian palace would have no speech but her own, and Dmitri



hed spoken Aulunian. “My lord?" she asked again, eyes wide with uncertainty that was only partly
feigned.

“Do not play mefor afool,” he growled, fis tightening in her harr. “I’ve travelled long and late to meet
you, and morning comes on harder than I’d hoped. Timeisrunning out.” Belinda s chin came up with the
weight of his hand, exposing her throat. His gaze flickered to her pulse, and pleasure she couldn’t dlow
on her face warmed her bdly. She had him: the tinies Sgns of vulnerability were the ones men could
resst the least. The dightest 9gns of a man naticing weakness were the ones she could exploit the most.

“My lord,” she whispered athird time. “I don’t understand.” He couldn’t recognize her; he'd only seen
her deeping, and that more than ten years ago. He'd changed very little, only the syle of his hair, cut
shorter now than Bdinda remembered. His beard was dill thin and trimmed to the line of his jaw, his
cheekbones and figure as sharp as they had been a decade earlier. She recognized in hm now what
she'd been too young to see before: he was, if not handsome, a least degply compdling. His features
might never grace the cdlassic busts of ancient Cordulan emperors, but they would damn a woman's heart
to break. He had, even in repose, what du Roz had lacked: passion.

And he was not now in repose. Irritation turned his eyes from hazd to murky black as he did his hand
behind her neck, pulling her head back another degree or two. His hands were unexpectedly soft, though
the touch was not; the hands of a man who had never done heavy work or hed a sword. Bdinda's
someach tightened and she pressed her back againg the wall, feding her dagger dig againgt her skin.

“| think you do,” Dmitri breathed, dill in Aulunian. His accent, which had marked him as Khazarian in
Bdindd s childhood, was gone, words untainted by any other language. He pressed his mouth againg the
pulse in her throat, leaning his body into hers. His clothes were 4ill cold from the outdoors. Bdindd's
flesh went to goose bumps againg the chilly fabric. There was no extra padding to the man, not in body
nor in garment; his thighs, dender and muscular, trapped one of Bdinda's between them, his sex hard
agang her hip bone. Bdinda ghosted her fingers at his hip, rather than reach for her dagger. A man's
own weapons were the best ones to use againg him.

“You are Belinda Primrose,” Dmitri rumbled againg her skin, so quietly that a passerby would hear
nothing at dl. “ Adopted daughter of Robert, Lord Drake, favoured of Lorraine, queen of Aulun, and you
are here to see to the degth of Gregori, favoured of Irina, imperarix of dl Khazar. | am here to tdl you
thet timeis shorter than we believed, and the thing must be done now.” The words vibrated through her
skin, leaving warmth that spread as surely as chill from his clothes had. The spice that lingered on his skin
was cloves, fresh and clean. Belinda willed hersdf to loosen her jaw, trying to fight off the heady pulses
of desire that were too poorly denied, in light of the words he said. She didn’'t know him, other than a
moment’s encounter in her childhood; he could be a oy, atest, a trap. Bdinda dared not risk that he
might be otherwise.

“My lord—"

Dmitri snarled and struck her, a backhanded blow that caught her cheek and knocked her to the floor.
Bdinda crumpled, lifting the back of her hand to her cheek and injured eyes to the dark-dressed men
above her. Her dressing gown had come open; through flashes of pain she hoped it had done so atfully,
for her own vanity’s sake. Men, in her experience, rardly cared for art, so long as a breast was bared or
athigh exposed.

Dmitri seemed no different. He took her in, the tears tracking down her cheeks and fdling to follow the
curve of a breast. Under the trickle of dampness her nipple hardened, and even through a blur of tears
Bdinda saw his gaze darken. He crouched, mouth pressed thin, to lift her breast and close his fingers
over the nipple. She caught her breath, lips parting, and he knotted his other hand in her hair again.



“If there were time” he said through compressed lips, voice thick with desire and anger, “if it were not
S0 urgent that | be far gone a dawn’s coming.” He pinched her nipple again, making her somach jump
with distress and want, then yanked her dressing gown closed and stood up. His eyes were black and
furious, his cheeks flushed. “Within the week, Bdinda We have no time. Ill winds ridein Gdllin.”

He turned on his hed and stalked back down the corridors, leaving Belinda on the floor, cold and
afrad.

It was because he hadn’t taken her that she was convinced it wasn't a trap. That, and her childhood
recollection of him; that, and the itch of warning that had sent her from her bed faded as she watched him
ride awvay. She had dimbed to a paace turret to watch him leave, a place where sarving girls were
catanly not supposed to be, but it wasn't fear of discovery that made a thick pulse of nausea pound in
her somach. It was maevolence, some amdl degree of it directed & Dmitri as the dawn took him away,
but most directed at the count whose life she held in her hands. They conspired between them to take
away the elegance of her assgnment, Dmitri by indsting on speed and Gregori by his too dowly dedining
hedlth.

For weeks she had dipped tasteless, colourless arsenic into Gregori’s drinks and onto his foods. It
was a dow death, meandering from illness to madness to the grave, but discretion had been more
important than speed. Now, if the thing had to be done with dl haste, other poisons would do, but they
left their mark in discoloured skin, in distorted features, in distended tongues, no more subtle than the cut
of a knife. That was arsenic’s beauty as an assassin’s toal: it left no traceable Sgn. With large enough
doses she could have him dead in a week, but the necessty of forcing her hand where time had only
latdy been afriend rankled in her.

Bdinda curled her handsin front of her somach asif she could take the sickness she fdt there and turn
it into a weapon itsdf, foraing it upon the count. Asif it were a canker that could be put on another.

A tremble of sweat dampened her upper lip and her temples despite the cool summer morning as the
bdlyful of illness broke and passed from her, leaving her momentarily light-headed and disoriented. Then
sense returned, sharp and clear: she ought to return to her room, ought to convince Viktor the bruise on
her cheek was his fault, and ought to do it dl before guards came to find her on the paace turrets where
she should not be. It would be job enough to blame Viktor without having to worry about another man or
two to fuck or leave for dead.

She pressed her fingertips againg her cheek gingerly, wondering if the bruise might be used to her
favour. Bdinda drew her gown around hersdf again and hurried back to her tiny room. Viktor was a
lout, but not cruel. She could see in his eyes that he didn't remember the night, and took no pains to ease
hisfear. He rushed on the errand to fetch cosmetics that would disguise the mark on her cheek.

Disguise, but not entirdly hide. Belinda stood in shadow, her head deliberately lowered for the morning
ingpection. The palace's cagtelan looked twice, but not closdy, and gave her the typicd morming
approva for dress and demeanor before the day began. Once the castellan was gone she tucked her
breasts higher, fetched atea tray, and went to wait on her master.

His morning rooms were dready too hot, low fires built a either end, drapes drawn closed againgt
moming light. Belinda inhadled the warm air deeply, setting her tray againgt her hip as she pulled the door
closed. There was a faint scent of sckness in the arr, unexpected. Gregori should show sgns of arsenic
poisoning soon, but for the amdl to linger dready in his private rooms gave her odd heart: perhaps the
smooth workings of her plan would be less disrupted than she' d thought.



The drapes needed opening; the room needed light and arr to clear away that teltde scent. Better for
her, if worse for Gregori, if no one noticed the count’ sillnessin such early days, and besides, the scullery
maids ought to have their ears bent for leaving their lord and master’s rooms in the dark. Tray balanced
on her hip, Bdinda stalked to the windows, yanking a handful of heavy curtain back.

“Leave them.”

Twice in a Sngle morning she'd been taken off-guard. Belinda, facing the curtains, dlowed hersdf to
press her eyes closed, nodrils flaring. The cut of discovery ran deeper within hersdf, a tightening in her
somach and groin. Not panic, but something akin to desire.

“My lord,” she said in alow voice, curtsying even as she turned toward the voice. “I’'m sorry, my lord.
| didn't see you.” She kept her eyes lowered, more to hide her irritation with hersdf than out of
deference to the count.

“You'reinjured,” he said.

Bdinda lifted a hand to her cheek, then twitched it away again as if aware she'd betrayed hersdf with
the gesture. “1t's nathing, my lord.” Now her eyes were downcast to hide the light of success: she'd read
him correctly. He noticed what his castellan had not.

“Come here”
Now she dared glance up through her eyelashes, if only to gauge the distance.

Gregori languished on a divan, datlingly pale againg the heavy greens and golds. He was dressed
loosdly in degping gowns under a brocaded robe; his hair, usudly swept back and tidy, was in disarray.
Bdinda was surprised to see how much curl, and how much grey, it had. His eyes were unnauraly
bright, reflecting more light than the room had to offer.

Bdinda came forward, sgtting his breskfast tray on a andl table, and knotted her hands together
below her waist. The stance bespoke fear and respect, and protecting hersdlf; it dso drew his gaze to her
hips, where it lingered a few moments. “They cdl you Rosa, do they not?’ he asked without lifting his
eyes. Shetightened her fingersin front of her groin, knowing he saw her knuckles whiten.

“Yes, my lord.” The name was a safe one, part of her own and repeated in one verson or ancther in
nearly every Echonian language, and oft-used in Khazar as wdl. “My lord, are you wdl?’ She whispered
the words, hearing a quaver in her own voice, and nearly believed her own performance. A sarving girl
hed no right to ask after her master’s hedth.

“Wdl enough.” Gregori put his hand around her wrigt, pulling her hands away from her belly. His hand
was feverishly warm, thumb and forefinger more than encirding her wrist. Belinda sumbled a hdf step
forward. Gregori bore down on her wrigt, and she dropped to the stone floor, hard enough to bruise her
knees even through skirts and carpets. Her gaze darted up to meet his, her eyes wide. He kept his grip
on her wrigt as he lifted his other hand to touch the bruise on her cheek. Bdinda hissed, jerking her head
away afraction of an inch, then held as dill as she could, eyes intent on his expression.

He wet his lips, pressng his thumb againg the masked bruise. Pain sung at the back of Bdinda's
throat and in her eyes, dry and without tears. “What happened?’

“N-nothing, my lord. Only my own clumsiness. | opened a door too quickly—" Belinda had heard a
dozen women use the same excuse. Gregori bdieved it no more than she had.

“A door with knuckles, and a round stone ring. Have you a lover, Rosa?’



“No, my lord!” Horror shot Belindd's voice up, and she clapped her free hand over her mouth.
Gregori’s fingers tightened around her other wrigt.

“Have you ever?’

Bdinda dropped her gaze again, shivering. “Yes, my lord.” Let him think she was too frightened to lie
to him. The truth now was better than the outrage of a man later denied virgin blood. To her surprise,
Gregori chuckled.

“You're @ther very fodlish or very wise to admit that, Rosa. Which isit?” He took his hand from her
cheek and settled it at her bodice, plucking at the ties with the casua confidence of a man who knew time
wasin his favour. “ Do these stays and ties hide other bruises, | wonder?’

Bdinda shook her head mutdy, amending the answer privatdy: not yet.

“You've lied to me once and told the truth once, Rosa. Whichisit now?’ He amiled at her for the firg
time, and as she took a breeth to answer her bodice loosened. He did his fingers, hotter and softer then
Dmitri’s, under her shift, catching the weight of her breast in his smooth hand. Too smooth: there wasn't
enough water in his body, the heat speaking more of fever than desire. Bdinda thought of the desre
she'd had to force sickness on him, and wet her own lips, semiconscioudy copying his behavior of
moments eaxrlier.

“The truth, my lord.”
His amile broadened. “But you don’t deny that you lied?
She shook her head Slently a second time.

“l cannot keep on a serving girl who lies, Rosa” The chagtisement was light and mocking. “Do you
think it can be trained out of you?’

Bdinda swallowed again, letting her eyes drift shut. Gregori’s skin was too hat, his eyes too bright, his
colour bad. He had been wdl yesterday, and his symptoms were not those of the arsenic. Perhaps Dmiitri
need not have worried: this once it seemed nature and the queen’s bastard had the same agenda.

But fevers could be hedled from, if a man had strength, and the hold Gregori ill had on her wrigt told
Bdindathat he dill had strength to spare. She remembered the strong dose of poison in his cooling tea,
and certainty warmed her: the drug wouldn't hurt as she worked to achieve her ends, but there were
other ways available, too. Cutting aman’s har wasn't the only way to drain his strength.

“Rosa?’ His voice was more pointed, angrier now. Bdinda lifted her chin to meet his eyes, letting a
tremble come back into her voice.

“Perhaps w-with a strong hand, my lord.” Let him take her hestation for fear. Let him reve in his
gtronghold, while she eked the soil from benegath fortress walls.

Gregori’s amile sharpened, and Belinda stedled hersdf againgt pain.

Viktor’'s mouth thinned with anger when she undressed that night. “No,” she said, before he had time to
fling the accusation. “It wasn't you.” She kept her eyes lowered, though she watched him through her
eyelashes. “| drew the count’s atention this morning.”



Jedlousy druggled with loyalty, thinning Viktor's mouth to white beneath his dark beard. “I wouldn't
betray you,” she continued, voice low and beguiling. “Y ou mugt know that.” She didn’'t cdl him by name;
she never cdled them by name. It made it easier for mogt things, dthough in moments like thisit would be
usful to play that card. Men—and women, too—liked little more than the sound of their own names
being spoken. If only she were sure it was Viktor, and not Vlad, she might caculate the risk and take it.
Instead she et her shift fdl alittle further around her breasts, dutching it loosdly. “I had no choice”

“If he gets you with child, I'll marry you.” The man's words were blunt and hard in the quiet room.
Bdinda forgot coquettishness in astonishment and let the shift drop, only catching it a the last moment.
She drew it up too late; the bruises againg her throat Viktor had dready seen, but the others, on her
ams and breasts, she' d thought to hide until twilight dimmed to darkness. Viktor curled his lip and came
forward, usng both rough hands to pull the shift down. Bdinda folded her aams over her breasts as he
scowled and kndlt, putting his pdm over marks left by Gregori’s hands, without touching them. Her ribs,
her hip, her thigh. The last he put his hand on, making her pull away, making her open her legs. The
marks there, againg the backs of her thighs and curving inward, were wets, not bruises. Viktor's hands,
usudly warm, felt cool againg the raised marks. “Do you like this?” There was so much anger in hisvoice
that the words scraped from his throat. Belinda answered truthfully, surprisng hersdlf.

“Not particularly.” It was true, dthough not the whole truth. Lugt rode a dangerous border between
pleasure and pain, and she was well-versed in gving hersdf over to desire. When the line blurred, she
rardly minded in the moment, riding it as akind of power of her own. Even now she could reach back to
the morning and fed Gregori’s srength waning; fed it as though she drew it away like a succubus,
increesng her own vigor. That was heady enough to savor, though days of soreness and bruises after
made her sullen, and she never eagerly anticipated the lick of a cane or a hard hand.

“Do you like him?’

This time she smiled, more a sound, breath snorted out, than a curve of her lips “Not paticularly.”
She unfolded one am from over her breasts and touched Viktor's hair. It was cleaner; he'd washed
today. The redization clicked in her mind and she lifted her chin, saring sghtlesdy at the far wall. “You
knew.”

“Everyone dways knows.” Viktor's voice remained gruff. “So? Will you have me?’

Gregori would never get her with child. It took a smpleton of a servant gifl to not know the
sharp-flavoured flowers that grew, the seeds of which could be brewed into a strong tea and prevent a
child from quickening in the womb. But men didn't like to think of such things, taking the very idea of an
unrooted child as an affront to their masculinity. Belinda, touched with a rare compassion, closed her
fingersin Viktor's har as gently as she could. “You deserve better than | can give you.” She meant the
words, if not in the way the guardsman heard them. He hawked a rough sound, denid.

“You think | don’t believe you when you say you have no choice? He's the count. Y ou’ re nathing.”

Ange flared up in Bdinda's chest, taking her breath with it. She was far from nothing; she was a
secret wegpon, a secret child, a secret truth, and for a shocking moment the impulse to lay that bare
hammered within her. She subsumed it, astonished at the emotion’s violence; not in dl the years since she
hed redlised her hidden heritage had the desire to share it struck out. To do so was disaster for dl; to
discover that the notion to confess, or declare, lay in her thoughts astounded and frightened her.

“We serve, dl of us” Viktor went on, oblivious. “No one, not serving maid or guardsman, says no to
the master’ swhim.”

Bdindd s eyebrows arched dowly. “A guardsman?’ Now that was a secret she hadn’'t so much as



heard a whisper of, which meant ether Gregori was incredibly discreet, or she was misinterpreting.
Viktor's face curdled red under her hand, and she masked a laugh by forcing a lie of wonder into her
voice. “I didn’'t know men could...could—Dbut not the count, surdy.”

“l only know rumours.” Viktor moved his hand up sharply, bisecting her sex with thumb and
forefinger, ending her speculation. She closed her eyes briefly; the flesh was tender, and his touch hadn’t
been gentle. “I've never understood the need to hurt a woman,” he said in a low growl. He pulled her
closer, diding his other hand over her bottom, bumping his fingers over wdts lad there by Gregori’s
cane.

“Do you wish to explore it, my lord?’ Belinda whispered. The hard hands of three men in a day was
more than she remembered counting before, and Viktor usudly laughed when she gave him the
gopdlation normally reserved for the master of the house.

Not so thistime. He pushed his thumb into the deft between her thighs, pressing his finger againg the
already-abused centre of pleasure there, and ignored her question to say “You haven't answered me”

Bdindd s somach tensed, the amdl of her back tightening at his rough touch. She moved her hand
through the guard’s clean hair, savoring the feding. He had known. Had taken care to wash and clean
himsdf, knowing that his lover would come back bruised from thar lord’'s minigrations. Had come to
offer her a path out of disgrace and had got down on his knees like a love match, even if the wherefores
were not love. It was a generous gesture, showing more kindness than she was accustomed to. It was his
misfortune to have landed in her bed; he deserved a better ending than he was likdy to find there. And
now he rhythmicaly stroked the welts on her backside as he waited for an answer.

“ YS”

Viktor groaned and twisted his hand to drive his fingers indde her. He dragged her forward as she
gasped, burying his nose in the thatch of her dark curls, tongue seeking the spot his thumb had
abandoned. Bdinda clutched at his hair and for a wdl, shuddering as her ill-fated suitor brought her to
come.

“Heisill.” The cagtdlan waggled his jowls, turning ponderoudy from the fires to face the assembled
maids and manservants. It was bardly dawn; for the count’s illness to be worthy news dready meant he
was more gravely unwell than Belinda had counted on. There had been loud voicesin the hdls a three of
the morning, and now she knew whét they dl did: a doctor had been caled. Nothing less would precede
30 early an announcement. Bdinda twisted her hands in her skirts, mimicking the girl next to her, and kept
her eyes lowered. Her dress today was exceedingly modest, covering her from throat to toe and wrigt to
shoulder, the only way to hide marks on her throat. The bruise on her cheek had been covered expertly
by cosmetics, today she didn’'t need to catch the count’s atention. The castellan droned on, more taken
with the sound of his own voice than the imparting of information: the count was sick, and it was serious,
else the doctor would not have come, but his words implied renewing energy and restored hedth. Mad
and manservant dike knew them for lies, but no one would dispute the truth with the castellan.

“ ROQ”

Bdinda dlowed hersdf a startle, knotting her fingers more tightly in her skirt. “Yes, Sr?” She barely
lifted her eyes; the cagtdlan liked his women dim-witted and submissve.

“The count asks for you to attend him today.”



A whisper rustled through the other servants, knowing looks and glances of bitter jedlousy. Everyone
aways knows, Viktor had said. Bdinda knew it was true. She dropped a curtsey, fingers dill clenched in
her skirt. “My honour, Sr.”

“Thet will be dl.” The castdlan flipped his fingers dismissvey; the sanding crowd stepped back,
bresking apart. A girl hissed “Harlot” a Belindd s back, and a man’slow chuckle followed it.

“And wouldn't you be, too, if the master bade you spread your legs” he muttered. The girl let out a
gasp of outrage, then a squesk as he dapped her on the arse, hard enough for the sound to be
recognizable through layers of skirts and petticoats. “Hold your tongue,” he said. Bdinda waited two
breaths, then looked over her shoulder to meet the speaker’s eyes. A coachman, awake enough to have
been the one who fetched the doctor, unimportant enough in the household that Bdinda didn't know his
name. He gave her a wink and she indined her head, the only thanks he'd get. She gathered her skirts,
curtsying again to the castellan, and went to fetch Gregori’s breskfast and tea

Even knowing the doctor had been there, the count’s colour was worse than she'd expected, and
meade worse dill by comparison to the rich brocade duvet he lay beneath. “My lord,” Bdinda murmured
as she st his tea tray by the bed. She'd wiped the cosmetics from her face, leaving the bruise an ugly
greening mark on her cheek, and even in sckness she saw his eyes go to it, before amusement curved his
mouth and he lifted a hand—thin-boned and pae, far more so than a day earlier—to curl his fingers into
the high collar of her gown that hid thering of bruises he had |eft.

“I'm disgppointed, Rosa. Do you aways hide the marks of love?’ His grip had less strength than it had
the day before, but he was dill strong, stronger than she was.

“l had not thought to see you today, my lord, dse I'd have taken more care in my dressing.”

“Did you not?’ His voice sharpened. “Do they tdl you I'm ill, Rosa? That | mugt be coddled and
treated like a child?’

“That you're ill, yes, my lord. That the doctor has been and gone, and that you'll be wel enough
soon.” Bedinda straightened; Gregori’s hand in her partlet pulled the fabric tight, and buttons dipped free.
It was made to do s0, dl the easier for assgnations. His mouth thinned with pleasure and he yanked hard
on the fabric. Buttons flew loose, the partlet tearing away. Belinda lifted her chin hdf in response to the
pul and hdf to display her necklace of bruises. “It seems to me you're nather ill nor weak at dl, my
lord.” The hollowness benegath his eyes and in his cheeks gave lie to her words, but nothing in her voice
or gaze did. Later, when she lay with her teeth set together againg the pain of too much use, she thought
that nothing in his passon gave lieto her dam, dther.

But the next day she was flush and hedthy, and Gregori dl the worse, and the doctor’s face had
grown deadly grim. Whispers ran wild among the gaff, fears for the count’s life and tales of what illness
bore him down. Bdinda shivered when a canker of the somach was hinted at.

And the word spat after her then was not whore but witch. That gave her pause, her heart saizing with
the fancy tha the accusation held merit, and then Smply seized, a place too cold for the dillness to fill
opening ingde her. Witchery was a forbidden craft; an impossible one, by any raiond thought. But
rationd thought had never ruled, and very little stood between awoman and a stake to burn her a when
the word flew. Belinda' s heart lurched from one beat to another, staggered with the weight of red fear.
Bitter thoughts on a midsummer morming did not bring on sudden illness, no matter how useful that illness
might be to her. Dismayed nausea a a task interrupted did not legp from her frudration to poison a

man’s body.
It was not hersdf she had to convince.



Hands relaxed, disdain and inault in her eyes, Belinda turned back to face Ilyana, petite and blond and
jedous, and looked down at her from the advantage of height she held. She said nothing, only looked;
after a steady moment or two llyana blanched, then gathered her skirts and ran.

“Y ou ought not have done that.”

Bdinda smoothed her skirts without lifting her eyes to meet the coachman’s. *Perhaps not. A woman
named whore will be run out of house and home, but a woman named witch will be burned.” She looked
up then, without humour, without betraying the pounding of her heart or the cold spurts that made her
hands thick as they stroked her skirts again. “One | can live through. The other no one can.”

“Y ou've made an enemy.”

Bdinda shook her head. “No, dr. An enemy can do you harm. Ilyana can’'t do anything to me” She
curved her mouth into a smile, sill without humour. * Certainly not so long as | have the count’s eye.”

“Andif he's asill asthey say?’

Interest lit Bdinda's eyes. She swayed her hips forward, her amile turning fuller. “You drove the
doctor. Do you have more than servant’s gossp?’

The coachman shrugged, easy loose movement. Viktor, Bdinda thought, would never move with that
much grace. Viktor, though, would do her bidding, and the young catamount here might have ideas of his
own. “Y esterday the doctor came away sheking his head and frowning, as bad a Sgn as I've ever seen.

Today...”
Bdinda edged forward again, inviting intimecy, her gaze wide on the coachman’s. “Today?’
“Today he/sslent.”

Bdinda caught her breath, wanting it to warm the coldness insde her and instead feding the accusation
of witcheraft dancing in the chill. Arsenic and a bad summer cold and a womean willing to spend dl of
Gregori’s spare strength—that’ s what brought the count low, not spdlls chanted over an animd’s spilled
blood. It was not witchcraft, only coincidence and crud, deliberate machination. She forced duggish fear
away, wrapping hersdf in the memory of sunlight cloaking Robert’ s shoulders. Sow warmth replaced the
cold, caming her breathing and her heart, and, protected by Hillness, she nodded to show the coachman
she understood.

His mouth twitched, not with amusement. Recognition, rather, and the acknowledgment that she
understood what he learned from silence. *Y ou've known alot of doctors, then.”

“A few,” Bdinda said. “Enough.” She glanced down the hdl, then dipped a dight curtsey. “If you'll
excuse me now, the count wants his tea.”

“And his girl,” the coachman said without mdice. “If he's not stronger by morning, watch yoursdf,
Rosa. Ilyana’s got a mean tongue in her.”

“Thank you.” Bdinda let hiswarning dip away as soon as her back was turned, and Gregori was dead
with the sunrise.

She heard it with the others, being nowhere near important enough to st out his death watch with him, for
dl that she'd been closer to himin the last days of his life than anyone ese in the household. No, his son



from afirs marriage had come, riding in late the night before, and the regd, sharp-featured woman who
was his noble lover had arrived in the amdl hours of the morning. Belinda had stood awake on the palace
turrets, watching the hurried arrivas, and knew that morning would bear the news of the count’s degth.

Now, with it spoken, she heard the shrieks and wallings of llyana and other women, and stared
thoughtfully at her own feet. She'd been in Gregori’s employ only a few months, to leave immediady
would cdl more atention to hersdf, even make her suspect. To stay with Illyana and her spiteful tongue
might cost her far more. The young count wouldn't want to risk her carrying his father's child, and the
high-born lover would likely as soon see a bruised servant girl dead as not.

Over Bdindd s thoughts and over the cries of the women, the castdlan boomed that no one was to
worry, that the young count would not put them out of job and home, and that if he did it would surely be
with handsome recommendations. The others darm lifted the hairs on Bdinda's arms, making her run a
hand down one as she pursed her mouth. There would be chaos for a day or two while the estate was
reordered. Most pressng was the matter of Ilyana if she left off her cries of witcheraft, Beinda would
day. Shelifted her eyes to consider the blond girl, who seemed to sense the look, and turned on her.

“It' syour fault! Whore! Witch! You charmed him and did him to death! Been here no time at dl, and
now the lord is dead! It's your fault!” Shrieking, Ilyana pitched hersdf at Belinda, who fdl back, catching
the other woman’ s wrists more dumsly than was her wont, but with more ease than Rosa the sarving girl
might have done. Anger fuded by fear rose up in her, and she let them both show through: the coachman
hed been right after dl, and no one should have been as cam in the face of an accusation of witcheraft as
Bdinda had been.

“Did him to death, did 17" She shoved llyana backward, throwing the smdler girl to the floor. A part
of her sang with the truth of it yes, she had done the count to desth, but it had not been witchery, Smply
astupid man more interested in showing his prowess than consarving his strength. That, and the arsenic,
and perhaps a touch of lucky fate when she' d looked for nothing of the sort at dl.

And benegth that, far beneath it where she barely adlowed the thought to form, she wondered in terror
and hope if llyana was not somehow right, and she had pulled a killing power from within hersdf. She
had hidden in shadow once, as a child, and had been forbidden that tdent by her father’'s interference. If
it was witcheraft, if she was born to a dark art, he might have done wel by her to hide it. If this was its
maturity, the ability to murder a man by her will done...what a gift that would be, and what horror.

Bdinda thrust those thoughts away, refusing to linger on the possibility or the fear or the hope, and
ingdead plucked her partlet from around her throat to show Illyana ydlowing bruises. “Would a woman
who could do amean to death let him do this to her? Is this what you're so eager for?’ Sharp inhdations
seemed to thin the air, greedy eyestrying to stare and look away dl a once.

“You bespelled him,” llyana snarled. “Maybe bruises are the price you pay for your magic, bitch.”

“Ladies” The cagtdlan, face bleak with anger and grief, stepped between them. “We are dl too
emotiona now. Forget this, and let us behave with the decorum that best suits us”

Y es, Bdinda thought, the serving classes, so much more concerned with propriety than ther wedthy
masters. But she didn't miss the cagtdlan’s eyes lingaring on her, or the suspicion and doubt that had
been planted behind them. “Sir,” she murmured, and backed away, eyes lowered. There would be no
time for a discreet exit, then. Ilyana would expose her to angry nobles looking for someone to blame.
Bdinda had no intention of dangling her dender neck in a hangman’s noose. She stepped into the firg
servant’s crossed hdl off the kitchen, pausing there to consider the ends that needed tightening.

“| leave within the hour,” the coachman said from across the hdl. Belinda raised her head, eyebrows



lifted. “To bear tidings of the count’s death to the capitd city.” He hurried down the hal, booted heds
Sapping agang the stone floors. Belinda watched him go, then gathered her skirts. Viktor could not be
found in her room.

3

SANDALIA, QUEEN AND REGENT

27 June 1587 T Isidro, capital of Essandia

“I've waited twenty years, Rodrigo.” Sandalia whirls hersdf across her brother’s private rooms, fully
aware she sgiving in to the hidrionics of a much younger woman. “Javier’ s long since old enough—"

“Javier,” Rodrigo interrupts, “is his mother’s most loyd subject, and doesn't itch for a throne. You
haven't been waiting, Sanddia” He stands, cutting a deliberate swath across Sanddia s gormy path to
pour cups of wine and hand one to her. She glowers, knowing he' strying to settle her agitation, but takes
the cup regardless, spping quickly.

The years have been kind to the prince of Essandia. In his gxth decade he's dill dender, with streaks
of dlver highlighting his temples and beard. Noble women dill dance their daughters past him, and
negotiations have never ceased between the royd families of Echon. Sanddia's own curvaceous figure
will be unlikdly to fare as wel over the next decades, but for now she knows she, too, makes a driking
figure, especidly at her brother’s side.

A sde that is not supporting her the way she wishesit to. “I have been waiting—"

“Waiting suggests doing nothing. Complacency. Idie hands. Y ou've gathered your strength, made the
Gdlic people love you—and that, princess of Essandia, is no smdl trick—kept Lanyarch’s heart beeting
from afar, and have raised a son to follow you. You have kept an amy srong enough to stave off
Reusdand's encroachments onto Gdlic territory, and you have done so without crippling your people
with taxes, or building their resentment so high that they refuse to fight in your name. Any...any of those
things” Rodrigo emphasizes, lifting his voice over Sanddias protests, “is not waiting. All of them
together are preparing. Y ou would have been afool to move after Javier's birth, Sanddia So soon after
Louis s death. No one would have supported you, and Aulun would have crushed you and taken Gdlin
and Lanyarch in Lorrain€ s name.”

“Aulun would have crushed me, and you, backed by Cordula, would have decimated the Aulunian
amy and destroyed their fleet,” Sanddia retorts tartly, but 9ghs and looks away. “It's eesier to see it as
preparing from the outside, Rodrigo. | was agirl then, and suddenly her to two thrones.”

“Three” Rodrigo says mildly. “I ill have no heir.”



“You should marry Irina. She's been awidow ten years now, and no one misses Feodor. Let Ivanova
take the Khazarian throne and have the imperatrix breed you a son or two of your own.”

“Irina” Rodrigo lifts an eyebrow and sSps a hiswine, casud curiogty inhisactions. “That’s not one of
the more popular suggestions. Khazar's church isn't Cordula s”

“Think of it, Rodrigo. The Echonian states would be caught between Khazar's massve power to the
north and east, and Essandia’s long arm south into the Primorismare. Couple that with me on the Gdlic
throne, and you would hold over hdf of Echon’'s coastline. Aulun would come to hed or be left in the
cold, unable to trade.”

“We would surround Reusdand,” Rodrigo says with thoughtful dismay. “The kaiser might teke
exception to that.”

“Well marry Javier to his daughter,” Sanddia says. “He should be married soon anyway.”

“Thisurgency is new, Sanddia” Rodrigo puts his wine cup away and does the same with hers, so he
can fold her handsiin his. “What prompts it?’

“There's nothing more to prepare,” Sanddia says. “Either | move or | accept wating for Lorrane's
desth before Lanyarch is released from Reformation hold. | move now, or I’ ve spent a lifetime preparing
for nathing. I’'m not willing to wait, Rodrigo. As her to Lanyarch’'s throne through Charles, | have a dam
to Aulun’'s, and Javier will look well upon that seat. If | do nothing, | am only awoman. Not a queen, not
avisonary, not an expansonist asdl of us but you want to be—"

Rodrigo laughs “You and Lorraine and Irina are women, Ddia You rule wel, dl of you, but none of
you have been to war. It's not that | don’t want to regain Aulun for the Church. It's that | know war's
price persondly, and prefer my expansions to come through the Sgning of atresty. Y ou're determined to
meake this move?’

“Soon.” Sanddia nods. “Theréll be a moment when the stars dign, when the time to move is clear.
Maybe Iring—"

“Iring” Rodrigo says, “has proposed atreaty with me”
Sanddia picks up her wine again, usng the motion to cover surprise. “Over awedding bed?’
“Over afled. It seems the imperatrix hungers for economic expangon, if not new lands.”

“Khazar’s five times the sze of Echon as a whole. Irina doesn't need any more land. What will she
gvein return, Rodrigo? The thing you need most—"

“Itisnot amarriage proposa,” Rodrigo says firmly. “ She offers troops, not an har.”
“Troops. For the war you don't want to fight?’

“It' s not always necessary to meet battle on the fields, Ddia They can be fought in mind and heart and
on paper, and if | have Khazar’ s military to cal on, the Red Bitch can't possibly hope to rdly an amy of
equd gze. All the better if she can be pressured into cagpitulating without a drop of blood spilt. Aulun will
come back to Cordula.” Rodrigo’s voice degpens, a passion for hisrdigion dominating dl ese. “We logt
too many fathful in the aftermath of the Hereticd Trids, and Aulun’s rebdlion only sparks more radica
thought againgt the Church. Aulun must be brought to hed within our lifetimes, or Cordula seems wesek. |
will not have the world worshipping afdse god, Sanddia. | will not have it.”



“And so you'll thresten and bluster with Irind s army and hope for Lorraing' s acquiesence?’

Rodrigo focuses on her again, putting God away for the world he mug live in. His expression goes
dry, and drier dill are his words. “God save Echon from women who rule. The kaiser and the caesar in
Parna mug shudder every time they think of their neighbors.”

“But not the Essandian prince?” Sanddia arches her eyebrows, teasng, and is rewarded with
Rodrigo’s grin.

“The Essandian prince believes God' s divine touch graces us with the leaders we deserve, my sder.
We ve known a stretch of peace through these years. Perhaps God feds we' ve needed the gentle touch
of femde regents to guide us through it.”

“Or perhaps we have peace because women don't look to war fird.” Ambition rides Sanddia's
words, and she repests, “Not first,” beneath her breath. “But no true leader shirks from it when it's
necessary. Lorraing s too old to pitch a battle hersdf. She won't see me coming, and if Irinais offering
you troops—"

“She offers me troops, Ddia, not Gdlin.”
“Gdlin and Essandia are dlies my lord.”

“You would have me take Khazarian troops to conquer Aulun in your name?’ Danger warns in the
edges of Rodrigo’s question. Sanddia ducks her head, meking hersdf petite and pretty and harmless,
then looks up again with aflirt of eyelashes.

“In Cordula s name, brother. In Corduld s name”

ROBERT, LORD DRAKE

27 June 1587 T Alunaer, capital of Aulun

“We are unobserved?’ The question is a matter of ritud, thirty years habit forang it to Robert’ s lips even
when he knows as wdl as his queen that ther medting room is cloistered againg dl ligeners. Knows
better than she, indeed, though he can never confess to the unearthly skill that dlowshim to be absolutely
certain of ther privacy.

“Have done, Robert,” Lorraine says with ill-concealed impatience. “We have yet to hear whispers of
anything discussed in this room hissing around the court. We are unobserved, and the lugty pair playing a
our voices in the bedchamber will be obliged to violate our virgin reputation if we do not hurry. What
have you for me?’

A amile shifts the shape of Robert’s beard, prickling his skin. Lorraine' s shieds are unbreachable, her
restraint and control beyond any he's ever met, but she can let her guard dip in words. When she does
s0 with him, dlowing hersdf the familiar me or 1, it means more to him then the tagting of her thoughts
ever might. “Gregori is dead. Irinais free from his pursuit and is indebted to us. Our negatiations may
proceed.”

“The Khazarian army,” Lorraine breathes. “Think of it, Robert. Aulun's fleet and the masses of men
who can be cdled to ams under Irina's banner. We might hold dl of Echon in the pdm of our hand, a
summer hence.”



“We might.” Temperancefills Robert’s voice. “But Essandia and Gdllin will rise under Cordula’s cdl,
and Reusdand will not take eedly to Khazar ralling over it. We mugt maintain caution, Y our Majesty.”

“Caution!” Lorraine spits the word, coming to her feet in a rudle of heavy skirts. No longer the Titian
Bitch in truth, her hair flames fdse red above a white-painted face that makes mockery of the driking
youth she once was. “We have been cautious our entire life, Robert. We tire of caution. We would have
confidence in our legacy, the measure given a man, not the weak-legged tripping steps of a woman.”

“You have consolidated and held power for a lifetime, Lorraine” Robert softens his voice, daring the
use of the queen’s name. “Y ou have played men againg one another and kept yoursdf free, a regent in
your own right when too many thought the throne ought not be yours. You have made yoursdf an icon
whose name will never be forgotten. Kings would weep for lesser legacies”

“And Sandalia de Philip de Costa has done the same in the name of two thrones, and stands on my
northern border, mocking me and waiting for me to fdl. She has years, Robert.” Bitterness taints the
admisson. “She is fifteen years the younger. | must command at least a fraction of Irinas aamy to hold
my own country should my hedth fal. We have waited long enough.” Her shoulders draw back, waitle
tightening with the resolve that the forma we announces. “Wewill dly oursaves with our Sster queen on
the Khazarian throne. We will offer Aulunian ships and privateers to run ther ice-blocked harbors and
coasts s0 they might more easly enjoy the trade treaties we have built. In exchange we will accept some
grdl part of her amy under our command, so that we might al understand our delicate relaionship to
one another, and we will not thresten her throne in any way, for we understand whet it is to be a woman
done a the head of a country.” Lorraine takes a breath, satisfaction glinting in her grey eyes. “And in
time we will enjoy discussions of where our dliance might further bring us, and what it might mean to the
Ecumenic Church and Cordula.”

BELINDA PRIMROSE

17 July 1587 | Aria Magli, Parna

It was Aria Magli; it was dways Aria Magli. The city’s peculiar streets, littered with gondolas and filled
with vice, were the one place Belinda thought of with anticipation. She sat in a gondola now, leaning
forward from under its canopy, dlowing hersdf an unfeigned, unrestrained amile as the boy at the back of
the boat poled it dong the busy candls.

Rich and poor brushed elbows here; it was thus in any large city, but the possihility of a wedthy lady
being dunked in the cand made watching the passersby much more entertaining than in the streets of
Alunaer. A man with a rooster balanced on his head leaned out over the canal, one hand firmly wrapped
around a water-way pole. Around hisfeet were caged birds, squawking with indignation. His voice rose
over the din, over the sound of water lapping and the voices that bounced back and forth between the
cana-separated buildings. The Parnan language rang liquidly in Bdinda's ears, every word a promise,
even if the speaker was only hawking chickens. He waved as he caught Belinda s amile, and she lifted a
hand, sngpping her fingers to gain the gondola boy’ s attention.

“This one will rob you blind, madam,” the boy warned. “I know a better man, much better, and
handsome, too. Almost as handsome as me”

“But are his chickens as hedthy?’ Belinda asked with a laugh. “I’'m not buying a man, I'm buying
dinner.”

He clucked as sorrowfully as the chickens did and pushed the gondola toward the lichen-covered



cand wadl. “What kind of a woman doesn't want a handsome man to sdl her things? he asked
mournfully.

“The kind who wants a handsome man to buy her things,” Bdinda suggested.

“If I buy you a chicken, you will see my man!” the boy enthused, and legpt forward to snatch up one
of the cages from the hawker’ s feet. They fdl to bargaining, spesking too low and too quickly for Belinda
to catch the words. She settled back beneath her canopy again, entirdy certain that the price of the
chicken would be added to the fare for her afternoon ride. Another gondola did by, an expensvey
dressed woman reading from a book of poetry to a man who doted on her. Belinda watched them go
untl the curve of the cand took them from her sght, then smiled and searched for another such pair.

Courtesans. Ther days of great power in the Maglian courts were over, brought low by the plague
and the Hereticd Trids hdf a century earlier, but ther stories were 4ill told throughout Echon. Had she
been born to the warmer Parnan dimes instead of foggy Aulun, Bdinda thought she might have been one
of them. Not necessarily beautiful, but well-educated in sudies forbidden to most women, and then
taught to be hedonidtic lovers as wdl. Their lives weren't so different from Belindd's own, dthough a
courtesan worked for money, and Belinda for—

A cage with a dhrieking chicken was dropped a Belinda's feet. She looked up to see the gondola
boy, who stood with his chest thrust out and arms akimbo. “You see!” he crowed. “I have gotten you a
chicken, and now you will see my man.”

“What do | need to see him for,” Bdinda asked, “if I’ ve dready got a chicken?’

The boy’s face fdl, comicd and quick as mdting wax, but he recovered with lifted eyebrows and
widened eyes. “He' s wedthy and handsome, lady. Maybe he's a good husband for you, huh?’

“Or maybe he's athief who wants my necklace. Tdl himit's paste and have off with him, boy. | want
my afternoon ride” Bdinda searched for biscuit crumbs from the lunch she'd carried with her, and
dropped them into the chicken’s cage. The bird stopped protesting and fluffed its tall feathers into the air,
pecking at the crumbs. The gondola boy pushed the boat back into the cand, Hill entreating her.

“But he has asked for you, lady. He says he will give me two guiness for bringing you to him.”

“Two, hm? | mug be very important, then.” Bdinda amiled again, watching agirl above the cands lean
out of her room and wave. Someone smacked her skirts, making her jump, and she fled back insde, but
not before Belinda returned the wave and a young man caroled out a ribald poem.

“Yes, lady,” the boy said, undeterred. “He said to look for you, to not take any other riders but you.”

“And how did he tdl you to know me?’ Bdinda asked, willing to continue the banter. It was the
courtesans, her ssters in dl but name, that made her fed as if she belonged here. She knew rare
moments of peace and satisfaction in her life, but only in Aria Magli did she know happiness. Until her
father or one of his men met her, she would spend her evenings dipping uninvited into parties, hiding
behind masks to speak of palitics and poetry to women whose names she would never know. It was the
closest thing to freedom the queen’s bastard had ever known.

“He said you would have far skin,” the boy dl but sang, “and hair like the rich brown earth turned up
to the moming sun. He said your eyes were the green of new leaves, and your smile softer than a
thousand roses” Beinda twisted to look over her shoulder a him, astonished. The boy looked
immensdy pleased with himsdf, and she laughed out loud. “He dso said you would be wearing a dress of
blue and gold, and gave me the address you lived a. | waited hdf the morning, lady, and missed many



commissons” he added more prosaicdly. “Now we have to go to him, or my father will beat me for
losng so much money on a day like today.”

“Would heredly?’ Bdinda asked, the question mere noise to hide the dismay that dragged her heart
down. There were patterns to follow in Aria Magli: dresses of particular colours, each selected for the
day of the week; one address of a hdf dozen to say at, rotated through. Either her father or one of his
men was here to tdl her more of Dmitri’s cryptic message, and to give her a new assgnment. There
would be no long nights trading whoring secrets and stories with the courtesans, not this time. She lifted
her hand, gesturing that the boy should take her where hel d been told, and looked, without expression, at
the contented chicken. The boy answered her in the affirmative, babbling on with tales of his father's
heavy hand and the eight, or fourteen, or twelve, brothers and ssters who dl scrambled and worked to
keep him in his drink and happy. Bdinda laughed in the right places, gasped draméticdly when it was
cdled for, and heard nothing he said.

He had been waiting, then, her father or his man. For days, perhaps, even weeks; the journey from
north of Khazar dl the way to Aria Magli was easiest in high summer, but ill not quick. She'd parted
ways with the coachman—a more inventive lover than poor Viktor—in Khazar's capitd cty and
travelled done, only ariving in AriaMagli late the night before. They had been waiting for her, watching.
The morning's taste of freedom had been a fdse one, and the open, sunHlit cands seemed a mockery
now, insteed of a pleasure.

The chicken finished its snack and bwocked with irritation. Belinda turned afant smile on it. *'Y ou may
have found a stay of execution, my little friend. | may not be here for supper.” And if she were nat, the
bird would go to the boy and his eight or fourteen or twelve sblings, perhaps afiner med than they'd had
in weeks. Then again, a chicken hadn’t the sense to comprehend fase hope, and Bdinda did. It left a
taste of bleaknessin her throat, bitter as dmonds.

The boy poled the gondola beneath a low bridge. A coin glittered down off the bridge, landing at
Bdinda's feet with a flat tap. She leaned past the chicken cage to collect it, gold a heavy weight in her
hand, warmth undiminished by its brief sojourn through the air. “Here,” she said. “At the next steps.”

“No,” the boy said with determination. “The man told me—"

“Hetold you wrong,” Bdinda interrupted. “Here, boy, at the next steps, and thisis yours” She lifted
the coin between two fingers and dl but fdt the avaricious legp of the child's heart. For a few seconds
the image caught her, the stamped golden coin brilliant in the afternoon sunshine, giving a warm cast to
her fingers. Beyond her hand, in poor focus, was the water, blue with reflected skiesin direct light, brown
with debris in shadow. Farther dill were figures on the streets, modlly in the strong shades favoured by
the wedthy. Probably not her father, then; he preferred the less ostentatious parts of Aria Magli for
mestings such as this. Belinda had long since learned it was often as easy to hide in plain sght, as plumed
as a peacock, but Robert would have no changing of his ways.

“If you like to dawdle,” she continued, “stay awhile. It may be that I'll return.”
“My father,” the boy hazarded. Bdinda amiled alittle

“A bargain,” she suggested. “Wait an hour, and if | haven't returned, you have the guiness, this coin,
and this chicken here to take home to your father.”

“And if you have?’ he demanded.

“Then you've dl of those things and my fare for the rest of the day,” Beinda replied. Another chicken
could aways be purchased, or dinner taken at one of the innsin the traveller’s part of town.



But she' d reminded the boy with her words, and he hopped forward, a pam extended. “Y our fare for
the morning,” he said. “Four guiness”

Bdinda lifted her eyebrows. “Two.”
The child looked affronted. “Three and a hdf.”
Bdindalaughed. “Three, and it's done.”

The boy spat in his pdm, offering it to her before he thought. Then dismay filled his eyes and he wiped
his padm hedtily againgt his grubby shirt, offering his hand a second time. Belinda dropped the guiness and
the larger gold coin into his hand, watching as he secreted each coin into a different, heretofore
unnoticed, pocket or pouch in hisdothing. “An hour,” he said with the air of an aggrieved parent. “Not a
minute more, fine lady.”

“Not a minute more” Bdinda gathered her skirts and dimbed from the boat, her picnic basket
swinging from one elbow. A young man with dark gypsy eyes and a ready white amile offered her a hand
up, and she took it againgt her better sense, murmuring, “ Grazie.”

His amile flashed deeper, showing dimples. She pressed a amdl coin into his hand and moved away,
dimbing up the steps and turning to walk back to the bridge the gondola had passed under. When she
looked back, the gypsy man was saring at the coin in his hand with an expression of indignation.

A woman waited on the bridge, leaning over stone that made up raling and wal both, waiching her
reflection in the water below. Belinda took up a place on the far Side of the bridge, severa feet down
from the other woman, and studied her as she waited for her contact. She was lovdy in the expensve
way of a courtesan, not the more demure beauty of a well-behaved wife she wore chartreuse, the
grength of the colour far beyond what Belinda would ever be able to wear. Her corsets made her torso
long and dender, narrowing her hips and pushing her breasts high. The skirts were full but light: Belinda
imagined the woman could ride a horse astride in those skirts. Her hair was dark, highlighted with gold in
the afternoon sun, and her forehead high. Lorraine would approve, adoring the popular theory that a high
forehead was aSgn of intdligence. The women of Lorraing's court plucked their harlines to emulate the
queen. Bdinda dilled her hand before it wandered to explore her own harling she dready knew it
followed Robert’s more closdy then Lorraine's, and that was just as wdl. Lorrane s widow’s peak was
diginctive, and a gil marked with it would draw comment and speculation that the queen could not
afford.

Bdinda ddiberately inhded, changing thetilt of her head to help chase away thoughts of Aulun and the
queen. The woman across the bridge laughed unexpectedly, flinging a hand out. A gold coin sparkled
through the air and hit a passng gondola s deck with a thunk barely audible above the sound of water
lgoping againg the cand wals. Belinda went dill within hersdlf, kegping her expresson mildy animated as
her gaze went to the gondola passng benesth her. A ddighted pole-boy scampered forward and
scooped up the coin that had landed on his boat, shouting, “Thank you, Sgnoral” up at the bridge.

“You're welcomel” the woman shouted back. She turned toward Beinda, looking through her and
beyond her, a amile curving her ful mouth. She waved; Bdinda looked over her shoulder to see the
gypsy man bowing deeply and extravagantly. The woman laughed and turned away again without medting
Bdinda s eyes; without giving her any sgn that she was to be approached.

Bdinda looked back at the water, watching the shadow of another bridge swalow the second gondola
the woman had gifted with a coin. She tapped one finger againg the stone wall, and decided: she would



wait, and see how fate ruled athird time.

Wheniit ruled in favour of another coin thrown to a bright-eyed young gondola lad, Bdinda tilted her
face up to the sun and swore under her bregath.

“Gone and left you then, has he?” The woman across the bridge had a warm dlto, a burr to her voice
that gave it an edge of sultriness. A voice practised for the bedroom, Beinda thought, and glanced at the
woman. There was ill a chance; her father had never before sent awoman to meet her.

“Abandoned and left cold,” she replied. “Ungrateful bastard.”

The woman laughed again, arich comforting sound, and crossed the bridge to lean next to Belinda, her
hands turned wrist-out againg the stone wall. “Was he rich?’

“No,” Beinda said. “Nor handsome, either.”
The woman arched findy shaped eyebrows. “What' s the point, then?’

“| supposeit’sdl in what we do for God and country.” Belinda spoke the coded words with a shrug.
The woman's eyebrows shot up.

“Sod God and bugger country. | want apdmful of coin and afeather bed.”

Bdinda let hersdf laugh doud, rdaxing agang the ral. The dark-haired woman a her dde was
catanly not her contact. Despite what had seemed to be the sgnd coin, her answer Ieft everything to be
desired as a pass code, though not as a brazen woman. “With four posts and a canopy?’ she asked. The
woman shook her head vehemently.

“Canopies gather dugt, and the only thing more foolish than a naked man is a naked man sneezing his
skull off.”

“Oh,” Bdinda said, drawn into surprise, “no. A naked man in naught but stockings is worse yet.”

The woman's laughter rang out once more, and she put a hand out. “Ana Y ou're not one of the usud
bunch.”

“Rosa” Bdindasaid. Ana's gragp was as solid as a man's, dender bones in her hand full of strength
and conviction. “And no, I'm not.”

“Would you like to be?’

Bdinda looked down at the patient boy in the gondola, waiting for her, and thought of the contact
somewhere farther down the cand who expected her. “Yes” she sad. If only for alitle while,

“It is not among my assets,” Belinda inssted over a cup—another cup, but she had lost count of how
may anothers she'd had—of amdl beer. Ana waggled her head and her finger in tandem, dismissng
Bdindd's protest as the women gathered around their ebows giggled and prodded a one another.
Sunsat had long since come and gone. Fish pasties baked in a good light dough had been ordered,
demolished, ordered anew, and demolished agan. The group of boisterous women had dtered
somewhat over the hours, but its core, made up of Bdinda and a now entirdy drunken Ana, remained
the same.



“Your assets are quite clear. Tha—" Ana was interrupted by the voca rise and fdl around her, as
happily drunken women cried “Oooh!” and pushed Bedlinda to her fegt, examining her assets. Bdinda
waved her beer over thar heads, sheking her hipsin a fruitless attempt to loosen their hands. “Lovey,”
an outrageoudy coifed redhead proclaimed, and another gil sniffed. “Her tits are too smdl.”

“We haven't dl got docks hig enough to tie a gondola to, Bernice” Ana mocked tossng a rope
toward the girl, who sniffed again and subsided as Ana turned back to Bdinda with a sniff of her own.
“She’'s only jedous of your throat. Long and lovely, that. Aristocratic, or meant for hanging.”

“Thank you,” Bdinda said drily. “ Dangerous thoughts, Lady Ana” More dangerous than the courtesan
could know, and to be headed off as readily as possible. Beinda edged back toward her seat, trying to
redamiit.

“Not a bit of that.” The woman seated behind her lifted her feet to plant them againg Belinda's bottom
and keep her away from the chair. “Y ou owe us a song.”

“My voice” Bdinda protested agan, “is not chief among my assats” The woman behind her
draightened her legs, sending Bdinda sumbling up onto her toes. Ana stood up and grabbed her wrig,
dimbing onto the table and tugging Bdinda with her.

“That's not the point.” She dutched Bdlinda s waist as they both swayed dangeroudy on the tabletop.
Bdinda leaned on Ana and squinted a her own feet, darmingly distant.

“Was the table this crooked before?” she asked in alow voice. Ana snorted laughter.

“You haven't spilled a beer tonight, have you? There's a terrible puddle at the end of the table. A
drunk man built these.” She nodded, exaggerated, and dung an arm out, lifting her voice into a bellow.
“Hey! You therel Me and Rosie, we're going to sng you a song!”

Three-quarters of the bar's patrons turned expectantly. Bdinda elbowed Ana's ribs. “Hold your
tongue! | told you, | can’t Sng!”

“So what'll it be then? Do you know ‘Era Nato Poveretto’ 7’

“God,” Bdinda sad, “barely. Born poor?’ she brazened, then caught her breath, searching for another
song. “‘C'é LaLuna’ Will it do?’

“Wdl enough,” Ana said with afirm nod.
Bdinda drew in a deep breath, gave Ana one dismayed look, and began to Sng.

“My God,” Ana gasped at the break between verses, “you’'d best be able to fuck like a dream, with a
voice like that.”

“l told you,” Belinda snapped. Ana snagged her am through Belinda's as they began the second
verse, darting a jig tha made Belinda s voice even hoarser with breathlessness. In counterpoint, Ana's
voice rose and strengthened, until she was carrying the whole melody and Belinda only croaked out a
word or two when she caught her breath. The crowd's cries blurred from jeers into shouts of approval.

A hand clasped around her ankle, making her sumble. She looked down to find a cheerily drunken
man beaming toothily up at her. “Give us another one, bonnie Rosie” he begged. “Your voice makes my
wife's sound like a golden harp, and God knows | need something to take away the edge!”

Bdinda shook him off with a kick that missed dipping his temple by a scant inch or two. Then she



found laughter bubbling up indde her chest, pressing againg her breastbone, and after amoment she let it
free. Her anging voice might shame a crowing cock, but her laugh was bright and warm.

“Oh, so that’s how you do it,” Ana said with a knowledgeable and gpproving nod. Beinda leered a
her, flung her own head back, and began to Sng the raunchiest song she knew.

Howls of approving laughter roared up to the rafters, while somping feet shook the floor as the pub
patrons kept time. She couldn't, perhaps, sing, but she could keep a beat, and now she was caught up
by it, consequences be damned. As if senang her abandonment, even the men who had shouted her
down earlier courted her for more now. Torches twitched with exuberance, hopping in their nests and
sending puffs of black smoke up to the caling. Ana grabbed her am again and Bdlinda swvung her around
the table, dipping in spilled beer. The aroma splashed upward, hops mixing with wood smoke in a rich
thick scent that made one part of her mind degpy even as she reveled in the raw country life of it. Her
circumgtances dlowed her few opportunities for uncongtrained play, and her temperament fewer yet. It
was a chance, rare in a lifeime of duty, to forget who and what she was, and why. Most of dl, why.
Bdinda drank it in, letting the raucous mudc she made settle dl the way down to her bones, where it
might leave an impresson. A memory for another time, when she would not be able to dlow hersdf the
freedom she had tonight.

Stolen freedom. The thought flickered through her mind and she banished it again. The coin from the
bridge was a common ggnd from her father’s men. That it had this time been happenstance leading to
rough decadence was...not her fault would be too strong. Belinda had chosen her path for tonight,
chosen to ddiberately misinterpret and forget. Her voice broke on a high note and she laughed with
everyone else, dropping into a deeper register to try the remainder of the verse,

Her corsets pressed into her ribs too tightly in the thick air; her throat fdt constricted, though her gown
was fashioned with neither collar nor hat-ribbon wrapped around her neck. Her hair had been up earlier
inthe day. Now it tumbled around her shoulders and down her back, sticking with swest. If she took too
shdlow a breath she could smel hersdf, and so she breathed more deeply, drowning out her own
sharpness with the woody scent of spilled beer. The dress would be forever in the deaning, peacock blue
fabric stained not just with sweat but with beer and the invading scent of the wood smoke. Bdinda
wondered if she could procure a sausage, and Saill its grease on hersdf, just to irretrievably mar the

gown.

Cdling out, midsong, for a sausage, was an error in judgment. More than one man legpt to his fedt,
scrambling to undo his trousers, while others cupped their codpieces and swore it was dl red. Ana
laughed so hard she wept, and Belinda's dance ended as she leaned on the courtesan, gasping back
laughter hersdlf.

In the dillness brought upon by laughter, emation swept through Bdinda like fire. Not her own: that
she recognized, even as rare as tonight's outburst was. No. It came from somewhere else—everywhere
else, as burning and uncomfortable as the sickness she'd fdt while sanding in the dawn watching Dmiitri
ride away. It ate at her, feding larger than she was, reaching indde her so it could claw its way out.

From Ana, her nose dl but buried in Belinda s bosom as she tried to keep her feet while she laughed.
Benegath the laughter there were tears, forced back by the night's gaiety. They were buried deep within
her, teering her soul apart. It was only through outrageousness that the dark-haired courtesan was adle to

keep them at bay.

From the man who'd grabbed her ankle, a fierce and abiding lugt, not for the women dancing above
him, but for the harpy-voiced wife he'd Ieft at home. He would go back to her soon, trusting she'd be as
happy to make a nest for his prick as he was to find one.



From the courtesans surrounding the table upon which Belinda and Ana danced came a pragmatic and
determined approach to beauty, youth, and brains. As a unit, they stood together rather than apart Smply
because there were so few of them, and they needed what ssterhood they could get. Jealousies, petty
and profound, were put aside for the few hours of shared companionship that had no guinea price on it.

And from the pub at large desire and laughter, pleasure and pain. It rolled over Bdinda in waves,
tickling her in secret places, and discomfort broke asif risng emotion found welcome in the mogt private
parts of her being. She gasped with it, knotting one hand in Ana's hair. Ana, dill mirthful, lifted her heed:
she knew that tightness in Belinda's grasp as wel as Belinda hersdf did, a precursor to violence and
passion. They met gazes, both aware of their bodies crushed together, both aware of the hard draight
lines of corsets that pressed againg curves better explored in a more secluded room. Ana's lips parted
and she wet them. Bdinda fdt her own mouth curve in an avaricious grin. Like a shock wave, those
closest to them fdt it, the sudden pound of desire that had, for one rare and sweet moment, nothing to do
with commerce,

Then rage crashed through Bdindd' s belly, smashing need before its strength. She fdl back; she saw
And's eyes shutter, disgppointment hidden away ingde an ingant. She wanted to speak, to explain, but
the fury that beat its way through her only brought afilm of blood to her lip as she hit into it. She fdl back
another step, staggering under the ondaught of unfamiliar anger, and caught the edge of the table with her
hed. Her ams pinwheded as she toppled, knowing she couldn't catch hersdf, hoping her new
acquaintances might. Knowing, too, that they would not: she had dighted one of theirs, pink-cheeked
Anawho had dready gone back to dancing as if nothing had passed between her and Belinda.

Strong hands, big hands, clasped her around the waist, and the tang of fury ballooned in her so
grongly that blackness swept up through her vison, and slence fdl.

She did not want to waken.

She did not want to waken for a host of reasons, the firs and least comfortable being that someone
was carrying her, ruddy, over his shoulder. Her nose smacked againg the amdl of his back and she
forced hersdf to let her ams dangle, instead of searching for the smdl dagger nested benegth her corset.
Evenif she could snaich it before she was naoticed—unlikely—there was the second reason not to. The
second reason she didn’t want to awaken: she knew who carried her, and his anger would be grest.

Thethird reason she would have preferred the oblivion of unconsciousness was that dangling like this,
the uncounted number of beers she'd partaken of were eager to Fuill on the cobblestones. Bdinda
coughed and choked, then twisted as she heaved, trying to get away, less for worry of the man's clothes
then to dleviate her own discomfort. He swore and dumped her on her hands and knees, holding on by
her wai s, while she cramped and vomited more liquid than she thought she’d drunk. Bright orange bits of
carrot and chunks of half-digested meat mixed in with the runny bile. Bdinda groaned, pushing up to her
knees and wiping a hand across her mouth. Her captor swore again and grabbed her wrigt, hauling her to
her feet. She'd bardly caught her balance before he flung a short door open and shoved her through it, in
front of him. She tripped, sumbling to catch hersdlf, and he caught her upper am, hauling her around and
throwing her againg the wal. Belinda hit hard enough to lose her breath, and stood with her head turned,
eyes downcast as she panted for air.

“Are you mad? Are you eager for the ruin of usdl? I’ ve been waiting since noon, girl!”

“Father,” Bdinda said in alow voice. She didn't want to look a him yet, to see the dark eyebrows
beetled down in anger. She didn’t want the moment of surprise she dways fdt when she saw how wel



the years had treated him: she could imagine, without looking, the well-trimmed dark hair with no more
grey at the temples than he had borne when she was a child. The dark eyes that would now be clouded
with fury, with a crow’ s nest of wrinkles around them that seemed to have more to do with eternity than
age. If he hdd aswdl for another few years as he had the last ten, Beinda would appear to be his sdter,
not his daughter a dl. She had fath that he would, for dl that he was dready old, nearly forty-five. His
dill-youthful appearance helped keep him dear to Lorraine, who wore more cosmetics now than she had
inearlier years, re-creating the blush of youth. If her darling Robert aged so little, certainly she, too, must
be dinging to a more tender age than aloyd populace could bdieve.

“Have you no answer? Look a me, girl!”

Bdinda lifted her chin and her gaze, meeting Robert’s eyes. “How did you find me?’ she wondered,
feding as though the question came from a digtant place insde her. Robert snorted and caught her am
agan, pushing her up the stone steps that began bardy a yard ingde the door.

“The gondola boy, not that | needed him.”

Damn! The force of the curse startled Belinda, making her clench her hands in her skirts. She ought to
have paid the child off, sent him on hisway instead of tdling him to linger an hour and wait on her return.
“How long did he wait before going to you?’

“Until the dinner bdlls rang,” Robert spat. Belinda dlowed hersdf a fantly curved smile, well-hidden
from the man who followed her up the gairs. At least the boy had dlowed her a few hours of freedom,
ingtead of leaving the moment her back was turned. By dinner she and Ana were wdl away from the
cand where Bdinda had Ieft the boy, dretching Robert’s search out that much longer. She should have
expected that the child would find the man who'd paid him, but hope and naiveté had won out. It had
been a badly played hand.

“Someone threw a coin.” Belinda offered the words as explanation, not excuse. There was no point in
meking excuses, not with Robert. Another man might be seduced out of his anger, but her father held as
subbornly to outrage as another man might to money. “I thought it was my dgn, and only too late
redised | was misaken.” Robert’s hand moved past her head, pushing open a door a the head of the
dairs. Fire's heat swept over Beinda. She lifted a hand againdt it, protecting her face as she stepped into
the room.

It was well-appointed, if not extravagant. A fire burned higher than necessary for a summer night,
throwing warm and wavering shadows about the room. It brought out the gold in a brocaded armchair a
few feet from it; the rug that lay between chair and fire had burns from embers popping free and szzing
there. A footstool to maich the chair sat opposite it. Belinda glanced around for another chair and found
one lacking: it would be she who sat on the footstool, and Robert in the fine upholstered chair. Her mouth
twigted a little, memories of childhood spailing coming back to her, and she sghed as she gathered her
skirts and went to the footstool.

She passed the bed, the only other piece of furniture worth nating in the room. It was a renter’s room,
without a kitchen or vidting area. Windows looked over a cand, but nearly every window in Aria Magli
did; aroom without a cand view could be far more dear than those with. The surfeit of noise from traffic
that never ceased, day or night, was sometimes worth the cost. Belinda smoothed her skirts over her
thighs as she sat, watching Robert move through the fire-cast shadows.

There was something in warm orange light that brought depth out in his handsome, craggy features. Al
the things she had remembered before looking at him were il true: he was aged enough to be sober and
trustworthy, young enough to be playful and charming, but in firdight he looked dangerous as wdl. And



he was—more dangerous than mogt anticipated. Lorrain€'s court granted him a measure of power,
because he was beloved to the queen, but few of them regarded him as persondly ambitious or worthy
of note. Only his oft-discussed romantic liaison with Lorraine made him interesting.

Bdinda knew better. Her father was Lorraine' s secret spymaster, and had been for as long as she
hersdf had lived, maybe longer. Cortes, a showier man, thin and clipped and rude, was Robert’'s
disguise he held the title Controller of Intelligence, and had a network that extended from nobles to
playwrights and into the common populace. Behind Cortes's shadow, Robert worked, answering threats
to Her Mgesty in a brutd, efficient manner that could never be traced back to the queen or even her
notorious spymeaster. And of those secret spies, Belinda was the best-hidden of dl.

“You know Sanddia” Robert said aoruptly, coming out of shadow to take his seat by the fire. Belinda
lifted her eyebrows a tdling fraction, mildy offended by the question even though she understood it as
rhetoric.

“Rodrigo’s sgter, who Sts as regent in Gdlin,” she answered, keeping her tone patient. This, too,
harkened to childhood ritua, Robert testing and quizzing her on whatever sprang to his mind. Things she
ought to have studied, and usudly had. Bdinda had not been caught out by his unexpected questions
ance her fifteenth birthday, and had no intention of letting Robert take the upper hand in their little game
now. She went on, voicelilting asif she lectured a child.

“Wed and widowed twice before she was eighteen, Sanddia and her son, Javier, sand heir to three
thrones Lanyarch, Ieft to her by Charles, who, by the by, would have been Lorraine's heir should he
have lived and should she never marry. Then there's Gallin's throne by way of her second husband, and
findly Essandid's, should her brother, Rodrigo, produce no heir.” Javier would have to be a strong leader
indeed, when Rodrigo passed on, to hold the thrones of Essandia and Gdlin both, much less add
Lanyarch to the mix. If he managed, it would be through the strength of those rdigious ties, and a fair
amount of luck besides. Luck arranged, perhaps, by Sanddia de Costa. “I do not,” Bdinda added,
“know her persondly.”

Robert gave her a black look. Belinda lifted an eyebrow again. Her father subsided, pushing away her
ip, and any acknowledgment that his question had been foolish, with a wave of his hand. “When were
you last in court, Belinda? In Lorrain€' s court.”

“Eight years and some. After du Roz, but not long after.” Belinda watched her father warily, uncertain
of where his question led. “Not since | was a child. You know this, Robert.” Cdling hm “Father,” as she
hed at the foot of the stairs, was a bladed luxury Belindaindulged hersdlf in once each time she saw him.
Someday she thought it would ging when she used that weapon, but in the ten years since she'd learned
the truths he and Lorraine Water hid, he had not yet flinched. She wondered, sometimes, if he did not
relise what she knew; if to him the change from “Papa’ to “Father” and “Robert” was nothing more than
asgn that Belinda had become an adult and put away childish things. They had none of them confessed
the circumstances of Beinda's birth and heritage, and certainly Lorraine never would. It seemed
impossible that Robert could not know that Bdinda had, since the day she became the queen’s assassin,
aso known that she was her mother’ s weapon.

But then, memory did not stretch so far back, and a babe Hill wet with birthing blood should not recall
anarrow, regd face and titian curls illing over pale skin. That was a recollection Bdinda kept close to
her heart, and had never spoken of to her father. It seemed impossible that he could not know, but
perhaps it was even more improbable that she could.

“l do. And | wonder if there are any who might know you.”



“In the Aulunian court? A few, perhaps. More who would daim to,” Bedinda began, but Robert lifted
his hand again, stopping her words.

“In Gdllin. In the regent’s court at Lutetia” Robert brushed his hand over his eyes. “It isarik.” The
words were low, spoken more to himsdf than to Belinda “The draits are not so wide, but the godly guif
is deep. And ten years might be ten decades in this place.”

“My lord?’
Robert’ s gaze snapped up again and he shook his head. “Forgive an old man’s ramblings”

Bdinda snorted, loud and undignified. Robert looked chagrined, then laughed, bringing his hands
together in asolid clap. “Whichisit you'll dam? Not old, or not rambling?’

“Not ether, my lord,” Belinda said, amiling. “Y our every word falslike a precious gem on my ligening
ears. | have not been placed somewhere so high as a regent’s court, Robert, and you have not come to
see meyoursdf in along time. D—" She broke off, remembering abruptly that her childhood memories
were supposed to be adeep. Dmitri had not given her his name, in the Khazarian north. She ought not
know him or his name. “—the man who came to mein Khazar—"

“It was nicdy done with the count,” Robert interrupted. “What did you dip him to bring on that
conveniently bad summer cold? The symptoms were unexpected.”

Bdinda hdd her mouth in a long moue, hiding a fluttering heartbeat behind a wry examinaion of her
father before she lowered her gaze with asmile. “That would be tdling, Sr, and a lady never tdls”

But only because there was no answer that would satiSfy. The one she wanted to offer was arsenic,
but uncertainty lay benegth it. She hadn’t et hersdlf linger on Gregori’s degth; it had been achieved, and
that was dl that mattered. For the second time that evening she remembered the dien emation pounding
through her. In Khazar she had trusted it must be her own; a the Magdian pub she had been certain that
the emotion she' d known belonged to those around her. It tasted of witchery.

No. Belinda clamped down on a shudder, uwilling to release her control even—especidly—in her
father's presence. She would not show fear, would not give in to the power of childhood stories. Iliness
was brought on by arsenic, not wishes, no matter the desire she'd held in her heart to bring Gregori low,
for Lorrane and for the bruises Bdinda harsdf caried from his hand. Pretty, bitter llyana was
superdtitious and jealous, her accusations of witcheraft the creation of a smdl, frightened mind. 1t could
not be otherwise.

Prickles of cold washed over Bdindd's skin in spite of the firé's heat, and she set the discomfiting
thoughts aside as her father laughed agan. “A lady never does,” he mocked her. “A gentleman never
tdls”

“You know far fewer ladies than | do, then, dr,” Belinda said drily. “Not that | would wish to mdign
the reputations of any of the fine women | know.” She thought, briefly, of Ana, svinging her around on
the table, and let hersdlf amile The stolen afternoon and evening had been worth Robert’s anger, which
seemed to have fled quickly enough once she was back in...custody? she wondered. It was not a term
ghe was accustomed to udng for hersdf. “The man who came to me in Khazar sad time was of
importance. What's dirring in Gallin?’

Robert’s expresson blackened for a few seconds. “If time is so much of an essence, and you are
aware of that, wha excuse do you have for ddlying away your day today?’



Bdinda exnded a quiet long breath. “Even the queen takes holidays, my lord. If one day is so
desperate a difference, you ought have sent me to Gdlin gsraight away rather than coming here as we
aways do.”

Robert steepled hisfingers and pressed hislips againg them, frowning at her. “Yes,” he said abruptly,
eventudly. “Yes, you have theright of it there. Damn you, anyway. Who taught you cleverness?’

“My nurse, my lord.” Belinda lowered her eyes demurdly, remembering the staid old woman, then
peeked up with an arched eyebrow, not bothering to hide her amusement. Robert guffawed and came to
hisfeet, caiching Belinda s handsin his own. He pulled her to standing and into a rough hug.

“My lass. There smy girl. Outwitting the old man. Soon enough ther€ Il be no place for me”
“Robert,” Bdinda began, but he shook his head and put her back from himsdf, holding her shoulders.

“Not yet. This old dragon has afew flanes|&ft in him yet. There is rumour of insurrection from Gdlin,
Bdinda”

“Who? Againg Sanddia? Or the boy? Javier?’

“He s your age, lass, not such a boy at dl. Twenty-two years old and holding back from daiming the
throne out of respect for his mother, that’s what they say.”

“Or out of afear hell never see another day that belongs to his own sdf and isn't owed to another.”

Robert's eyes darkened again, thistime with thought. “That may be some of it, too. No, no. Sanddia
vigtswith her brother Rodrigo in Essandia, and my people warn that their cloistered discussions say she
chafes a her boundaries and eyes Lanyarch and Aulun. You named the threads that link her to Aulun’'s
throne yoursdf. Sanddia may think a pretender’s crown would look well upon her head. You will not let

that happen.”

Bdinda closed her eyes, absorbing Robert’ s orders dong with the decade-old ritud that set them into
place. Thisis how it shall go, Primrose. Heed me well.

When he was done she opened her eyes again, dl but swaying with the musc of his words. “It's a
chess game you're playing, my lord, one where the black queen is not yet even on the board. Why send
meto Lutetiaand not Idro in Essandia?” She passed off the question with a wave of her hand even as
ghe asked it. Passed off, too, the chiding, fla-mouthed glance her father gave her; she went to Lutetia
because Sanddia was not there, and that gave Bdinda space to indnuate hersdf in society before the
queen’s return. “Does it matter to you how | become close enough to the throne to watch it and judge its
actions?’

“Has it ever?’ Robert asked lightly enough. It had not; not from the night he' d murmured Bedinda's
duty to her, and set her on du Roz. All she had known was the man's deasth must be accomplished, and
even a not quite twelve, that it should look like an accident seemed obvious. Robert had been astounded
a the swiftness of her actions, and a the method of du Roz's death. Belinda recaled with exquisite
daity the brief admiring expresson on her father's face as she'd swooned and trembled in a guard’'s
ams during the aftermath of sudden, dreadful desth. No, if even then she had accepted her tasks and
determined her own path to achieving them, Robert would not likey now commanded her wak aroad of
his choosing.

“Fnd away to shove Gdlin from the parapets; that's al we need,” he said, as though following her
thoughts of du Roz. “Sanddia has never had Lorraing' s caution, and an ill-advised word spoken to an



ear we can trugt is what we need. Find that weskness, Primrose. Find that ambition, and exploit it. We
cannot dlow Aulun to fdl into Ecumenic hands again.”

Bdinda widened her eyes in a mockery of innocence, a hand placed agang her breastbone. “Why,
my lord, do you say that you trust me so very much, then?’

Sudden unexpected fondness deepened Robert’s eyes, and Belinda glanced away. “You are a good
girl, loyd and true” her father said, asif from a distance, “and | would trust no other beyond you.”

Bdinda stood, gathering her soiled skirts, and dipped a curtsey of unnecessary depth. “Then I'm away
to Gdlin in the morning, my lord, to prove your fath in me.”

ANA DI MEO, COURTESAN

17 July 1587 | Aria Magli, Parna

A door opens, dmog soundless, breaching the space between rooms more thoroughly than a handful of
oy holes can do. A man enters, long strides eating the space in amdl rooms. His voice, his question, is
abrupt with unusud uncertainty: “And?’

Anataps afingertip againg the arm of her chair, a soft thump of flesh rather than the rat-tat of longer
nals She leans on the other elbow, one knuckle pressed over her lips as she watches Drake pace in
front of the fire. In another man such action might speak of nervous energy. In Robert, it has more of the
predator to it, heavy solid movements that threaten to back quarry into postion for the kill. He is the only
mean who has ever refused to pay her in coin.

He s the only man she can imagine permitting thet refusdl.
“Sheislondy, my lord.”
Robert turnsin astonishment. “That hardly matters.”

Ana tilts her head, eyebrows drawn down. “On the contrary. Almog nothing else does matter.
Women will do things to ease londiness as men will do them to ease the pangs of love”

“Not Rosa.” Robert makes a sharp gesture, dismissve. “No more than |.” Silence fdls before he
makes another gesture, dill sharp, now demanding. “What might she do?’

“Begdes ignore your summonings for hours on end?” And's eyebrows arch with chalenge. “Robert,
emation is not a predictable thing thet follows step to reasonable step.”

He arches an eyebrow back, and Analaughs. “All right, maybe for you, my lord, but those of us who
are merdy human are made of weaker duff.” She gets to her feet and comes forward to dip her ams
around his wais, amiling up a him. “My lord Drake. Do you know tha ‘drake means ‘dragon,
Robert?’

He frowns at her with good humour, the lines of his short-cropped beard making the expression dl the
more dramétic. “Aulunian isT't your native tongue, Ana. How do you know that?’

“Neither is Rennish, Robeart, and that’ s where the word comes from. | do have some education.”

“Yes” He cups her cheek wonderingly, sheking his head. “The loveiest women, trained for bedding
pleasure and simulaing conversation. | will never understand Aria Magli.”



“Aulunian reserve,” Ana says, “will never understand the rest of Echon at al. Do you know there are
people who believe you Aulunian are dl knitted out of the fog that haunts your idand? All so cool and
pae and emotionless”

“And what do you believe?’
Anagniles “That you're unlike most Aulunian men I’'ve met.”

“Then | believe I'm flattered.” Robert shakes his head again. “But you're not here to flatter me. Tdl
me how Rosawill jump.”

Ana dghs and steps back, brushing her knuckles across her own mouth. It had been easy, in the
moment, to believe that the young woman might have forgotten her duties to spend the night in the arms
of another who shared smilar duties. But then she'd drawn back, repulsed and panicked, and had fdlen
into a swoon. Ana keeps her eyes lowered until she's certain her expression won't betray the hurt she fdt
a Rosa's rgjection, until the pulsein her throat has dowed alittle. It's only a few seconds before she lifts
her gaze to meet Robert’s eyes. “ Sheis bound to you, Robert. She won't betray you.”

“And | can trugt that?’

Anasnorts, dl semblance of delicacy Ieft behind as she turns away. “You can trust there's not a much
better judge of character than a whore. What are you afraid of with her?’

Robert holds his tongue so long she findly looks over her shoulder. “It ismy experience,” he says with
the ddicacy she's abandoned, “that femdes are far more pragmatic than mdes. | did not mean to
question you quite so...rudely.” The deference in hisvoice is astonishing, his gaze lowered and shoulders
rolled as he tries to make himsdf smdler. They' ve been lovers on and off for sixteen years; it isn't the firg
time Robert has questioned her judgment and abased himsdf at her sngppish replies. It never ceases to
amaze her. “It's unlike her to abandon her duty as she did today. | must be certain of her loydty.” His
voice remains soft, apologetic.

“No wonder your queen is o fond of you.” Ana comes back to him, touching his chin to make him lift
his head. “I’d like to meet the mother who trained such deference to women into you.”

Robert amiles, thin. “No,” he says, “you wouldn't. Now there was a dragon.” More humour lights his
eyes and he shakes his head. “1 need you to do something for me, Ana.”

“WIill 1 get a lot of money for it?” Impishness prompts the question and she's rewarded by Robert
throwing his head back and laughing aoud.

“Expenses. | won't pay more than that, you know that.”

“l do.” Ana holds her breath a moment before plunging into a question that's plagued her for years:
“Why isthat, my lord?’

Robert’s heavy eyebrows lift. “ Because in my world, awoman chooses her lovers. A man might woo,
but it is an honour to be chosen. To offer coin would be. .. a killing offense.”

“That,” Ana says drally, “is hardly the Aulun I’ve heard of. Perhaps you nobles are more gented than
the fog can bear news of. Maybe | should vist there, or even stay. That sounds much more pleasant then
Soreading my legs a the drop of a coin.”

“Not dl Aulunian men,” Robert murmurs, “ dance on the whim of their queen.”



“True. All right.” Ana claps her hands together, curious. “What do you need me to do, Robert?’
“Follow Rosa to Lutetia”

Ana laughs as loudly as Robert did a moment earlier, her humour fading as Robert’s expression
remains serious. “You can't possibly meen that.”

“Why not?’
“Whet would | do there? Why would | follow her?’

“You're aresourceful woman, Ana. Come up with an excuse. An evening of dance and drink awoke
an unbearable longing in your loins for the lass. A wedlthy patron findly made good his debt and you can
retire; whatever it takes.”

“| thought you said you trusted her.”

Robert nods. “1 do. But thisis...important. If she's londy, as you say—she's used to playing the part
of a poor woman, Ana. A worker, not alady. | cannot risk the fed of dlk againg her thighs and wedthy
men digtracting her, and | must know from other sourcesif sheis focused.”

“I’'m not going to Lutetiaunless | can travel comfortably, Robert. Expenseswill be dear, for this”™ Ana
speaks the Gdlic language, but she's never travelled beyond Aria Magli. This has been her home, her
cage, and until a moment ago, she would have never imagined leaving. It surprises her how willing she is
to consder it, but then, she has confidence in the finandd incentives Robert will agree to. His crooked
amiletdls her she' sright to be certain of him.

“I wouldn't imagine anything less. You won't leave for a week. | don’'t want any chance of you
mesting on the road.”

“And if we meset in Lutetia?’

Robert lifts her hand to kiss the insde of her wrigt. His mouth is warm, meking a shiver of desire ripple
over her skin. He looks through his lashes, unfarly seductive, and offers ateasng grin. “Improvise”

4

BELINDA PRIMROSE

12 August 1587 |

Lutetia, capital of Gallin



“Yathink God gave ya tests 'cause he wanted ya ta think?” A barrel-chested Galicmen thrugt his face
into Belinda's and exhded breath laden with the stench of beer. She dlowed hersdf the luxury of
gegging, tuming her head away to cough out the odor she'd inhaded. For a moment she thought of Viktor
and his bad breath, and sent an apology to him, wherever he might be.

It was the curse—wedll, one of many—of being a woman: there was nowhere for women to gather and
tadk in the way that men did, at least not women above a cartain sation. Beinda dared not play a part
too close to the street, not when she ultimaidy needed to walk into the palace, but for her fird days in
L utetia she saw no other choice.

Chances were good it didn't matter. She would shed her identity and create a new one within the
Lutetian wals as many times as necessary. So long as she moved from one part of the dty to another,
she remained anonymous. as in dl Echonian cities, the classes rardy mixed. This was her third tavern in
as many nights, and there would be more before she was satisfied.

Her costume was as much disguise as she needed. The corsets were thick and weghted, giving her the
bulk of a larger woman. She went barefoot in the August heet, subtracting inches from the height a
noblewoman would stand at, and wore her hair in a rat’s nest that gpproximated the smooth coifs of the
upper class. It would take a week to comb out. Between dl that and her breasts being shelved as high as
they could be without popping out of her dress, she had reasonable confidence she would go
unrecognized between tavern and arich man's church.

“All I'm sayin’,” she gave back to the blowhard, in language as base as his own, “is that it seems like
the only godly thing to do.”

“You're mad.” He sat back on his sool so hard it creaked and one leg bowed out draméticdly. “Do
you know what a crusade is, lovey?’

It would hardly do to show surprise that a base-born Lutetian had any especiad grasp of crusading,
though interest piqued in Belinda's breast, flickering her eyebrows upward. “Naw. What isit?’

“It salot of people thinkin' like you do getting together and riding off to some foreign land to correct
ther rdigious beliefs” The bulky men raked a hand through sandy har, Sgnding for another tankard.
Hdf a dozen people reached to pay for it. Satisfaction glinted in his eyes as he lifted it to them dl in
thanks.

“So | don't see what's so wrong with that,” Belinda snapped. “Someone's gotta save the heathens,
don't they now?’

“Mebbe, mebbe. But it's the noble houses leading ’em, lovey, and it's the likes of you and me who die
for’em.”

Bdinda put dl her suspicion into a squint. “How d'you know so much?’
“My granfa three hundred years back went to the Holy Lands”
Bdinda snorted. “And my grandmother was the Aulunian consort. You're full of shit.”

“She coulda been, with the way that bastard went through women.” Raucous laughter split the air.
Bdinda leaned forward to pound on the table.

“That's what I'm sayin’! All them wives and divorces and what have you, and leavin' the Church
behind! It an't right! Don't the regent have a right to Aulun, better’n that red-headed harlot they got on
the throne? How long’ s the Reformation bitch sat on the throne, anyways?’



“What's the point in changin’ out one womean for another?’ the man demanded. “God didn’ give any
of them teats so they could think, neither.”

“But the regent is a godly woman,” Bdlinda protested. “The son’'s been raised in the true church. I've
got no cdl againg you, mister, women don’t belong on thrones but for holdin’ *em for their sons. But that
woman, Lorrene?’

“Lorraine” someone said. Belinda waved a hand at the man in thanks before hitting the table again.

“Lorraine. She's gat no get and no chance of it now, as long in the tooth as she is. Does she think
el live forever? We got a duty! Think of dl them souls being damned to hell because the regent won't
act!”

A rumble of discontent swept through the men and women gathered around her. Her debate partner
snorted and drank from his tankard, watching her with hazd eyes less bleary from drink than she
expected. Others refused to meet her gaze, letting theirs dide uncomfortably away from her even as they
exchanged little nods to one another. “It an't right,” someone agreed.

“Mebbe not,” someone d<se said, “but I'm not lookin' to die for it.”

Bdinda's drinking partner leaned forward, crooking a finger @ her. She folded her ams under her
breasts and leaned on the table, watching his gaze drop to her bosom before he lifted it to her face.
“You'retrouble, lass” hetold her in aamdly growl. “There' s them that agrees with you, but it an’'t good
for your hedlth to be spouting off like you're doin’, you understand me?”

“No one careswhet | say,” Bdinda said, infusng it with dl the bitterness she could. “A woman without
two coins to rub together. No one cares.”

The men amiled, lecherous and foul with beer. “Can’'t do a damned thing about the womanhood, but
the coin, now. Might have afew to spare for awoman as eager in bed as she is about palitics”

He was, Bdinda thought later, consderably less coarse than she' d expected.

BELINDA PRIMROSE

23 August 1587 | Lutetia, Gallin

The priest’ s fingertips touched her tongue. For aglesful ingtant Belinda let hersdf wonder what he would
do if she caught his finger in her mouth and suckled it as she gazed up a him through long eyelashes.
Then again, what she’ d heard of Ecumenic priests suggested it would be a gesture wasted, as she had a
woman's curves and not a boy's narrow hips. She swalowed the sweetened bread, sipped the
wine—better wine than she expected—and kept her eyes lowered. A fit of giggles in the magnificently
dlent cathedra would not do at dl.

The grey flagstones beneath her knees were worn in smooth hollows from centuries of parishioners
taking the blood and body of the Lord as she had just done for the first time. Belinda had more faith in
her queen than in the God she’ d never seen, but worshipping in an Ecumenicd church made the hairs on
her ams rise in discomfort. She had never played a role so close to her own and at the same time so
diametricdly different.

A queen’slife depended on hers, that was asit had aways been. But now, for the firg time, it was not
Lorraine s length of days, but Sanddia de Costa's, that she held in her hands. Sanddia had a vigble dam



to Aulun's throne and alifeime of preparation behind her: if the rumours Robert had heard were true, the
time for waiting was over. Sanddia intended to make a play for Lorrane's country, to take her throne
and restore Aulun to Ecumenic rule.

Bdinda had spent a decade dipping through the lower ranks, taking lives and ruining reputations to
protect the Aulunian queen. Robert’s whisper came back to her: This is how it must be. She would
indnuate hersdf in court, make hersdf as close to Sanddia as she could, and seek out any hint of perfidy
that might condemn Sanddia as an active, physca threat to Lorraine's person. She sought written
confirmation in the form of tresties or ambitious lettersif it was to be found, or to become embroiled in a
plot to set Sanddia on Aulun’s throne hersdlf, if pen could not be pursuaded to parchment. For a rarity,
she was not commanded to do murder, though Robert had left that dangling, neither condoning nor
condemning it as a posshility. A queen might die at Belindd's hands, that another might live,

The priest bade her rise, and she did, murmuring thanks and crossing hersdf as eadlly asif she'd done
it every night of her life. She stepped back, then turned, retreating to her sest, closer to the back of the
cathedra than the front. Merchants and bankers sat here, the wedthy working class caught between
nobility and poor. Bdinda dlowed hersdlf a seat toward the front of thet class, in kegping with the amdl
wedth her persona commanded. More than one mother examined her criticaly, judging her clothes and
bearing. More than one son caught her eye, judging her breasts and hips. Bdinda took note of them
without watching, her eyes fixed pioudy toward the front of the cathedral and the magnificently dressed
priest who lectured there. Around her, women whispered the words of worship they had learned by rote;
Bdinda ingtead ligtened to his speech, ddivered with passion. His voice carried up the cathedral wadls,
raling to the back without effort.

Ancient Parnan was not her strongest tongue, but she could do more then trandate a sermon with it.
The priest never fdtered, his voice riang and fdling until the lecture sounded dmogt like a song. Bdinda
drifted on it, ligening less to the speaker than to the cathedrd itsdlf. Morning light dashed down through
stained-glass windows, sending a multitude of colours over the congregation. It looked, Bdinda thought,
asif God had stretched out His hand and graced the believers with the light of faith. She turned her head
and discovered bright patches of yelow speckling her shoulders, and thought perhaps He graced the less
fathfu as wdl. She amiled, tuning her face back to the sermonizing priest, but not before meding the
gaze of ayoung man afew pews away. He offered a brief, hopeful amile that lit brown eyes, meking him
even more youthful than an unruly cascade of brown curls suggested. Belinda quelled the impulse to curl
her fingers, as if snagging the man with her gaze put him in the padm of her hand. Marius Poulin, whose
Surdy loydty lent him friends of higher rank than the son of a merchant family might aspire to. She had
gudied him and hdf a dozen others from her gutter-rat Sation, hiding at the back of the cathedra to hear
worship and watch the young men who might fdl to her traps. Marius, handsome and good-hearted, was
her firg choice. Belinda let her eyesflicker back to his after amoment, and his amile brightened.

It was Smple to let him catch her after the service. She dawdled, adjusting her shoe, and when she
draightened he was there, offering a hand in support. “Marius Poulin. Forgive me my forwardness, but |
haven't seen you here before.”

Bdinda amiled. “Do you know dl the congregation by sght, Marius Poulin? If they were
well-dressed, certainly, though he'd passed her by a dozen times in the past two weeks without ever
seaing her as she crouched with the poor on the steps or indde, near the cathedra’ s doors.

“Close enough. For alarge cathedrd, it's a very smdl church. May | be so bold as to escort you a
litle way, lady? And perhaps to beg your name? And to ask from whence you came?’

“Too many questions.” Bdinda laughed and dipped her arm through Marius's. “You may escort me a
litleways, but the rest | fear | must be judicious with. Lutetia” she confided, “is such a very large city,



and awoman cannot be sure of whom she may trust.” Her Gallic was more than flat; she endowed it with
the burr of Lanyarch, the contentious, Ecumenic holdingsin Aulun’s north.

“From Northern Aulun, then,” Marius said. Belinda's expresson went cool and she pulled away very
dightly.

“Lanyarch.”

Marius tightened his hand over Belindd s a his elbow. “Lanyarch,” he echoed. “I apologize, lady. It's
difficult to know—"

“Were | a sympathizer to the Reformation, would | attend worship here?’ Ice did through Bdinda's
voice, her spine diff with restrained indignation. “1 have not chosen Gdlin as a retreat entirdy for the
food, gr. If you will excuse me” She shook off his hand and swept forward, her skirts gathered away
from the cobblestone roads. A few quick steps put passersby between hersdf and him, and she heard
hm cdl out a quick, frustrated apology before cursing. Smiling, she let the crowd take her away,
confident of a hook well set. The midweek worship would be early enough to see him again. If she were
agood judge, he would be there, fretting at hislost chance and hoping for a new one.

He was not. Nor was he at the following Sunday sermon. Belinda searched the cathedra pews, quick
glances to the left and right. If Marius was there, being caught looking for him would undo her cool
digmissal. But the staid and proper merchants hid im nowhere in their ranks. Other young men caught
her eye, and she let her gaze soften; if she had to begin again, it would be easier if the first impression she
left was not an unapproachable one.

She didn't like doubting hersdf; it wasn't like her to be such a poor judge of character. She heard
nothing of the sermon, but rather watched the priest with blind eyes, consdering her own tactics and
wondering where she had gone wrong. Perhaps she'd been too cold, too chdlenging. Perhaps he had
less of the hunter in him than she'd anticipated. Or perhaps it was merdy something as smple as his
mother having higher 9ghts set for the boy, though she would il expect him to attend church.

Bdinda exited the cathedra with the crowd, caging a judging eye at the morning sun. It was not yet
noon and carried little of the day’s heat with it. She stepped out of the line of traffic to shake open a
parasol, grateful for the reduction in glare the moment she set it over her shoulder. Certainly Marius's
moather would not forbid him worship entirdly. She would try afind time, at the afternoon gathering, and
accept disgppointment and defeat if he were not there. She would find another mark, but it galed her.
What gossp had told her of Marius Poulin had made hm seem the perfect catch, and she was
unaccustomed to having to try more than once to set her line,

Arrogance, she admitted to hersdf, the thought bringing a amdl amile to her face. Arrogance served
her wel; it gave her the confidence to gan the attraction of nearly any man, from soldier to noble.
Confidence made up for lack of beauty; few people understood that as thoroughly as she did. And
beauty was its own handicap. It was safer to dip through courts and intrigues as a pretty womean rather
then as a beautiful one. Beautty, like that with which her mother was bestowed, would be remembered
where mere prettiness would not. Of course—Belinda found hersdlf amiling again, and men smiled back
a he—of course, Lorraine had power as well, which made even the most unattractive of women
beautiful. But it, too, carried its price. Power meant alifetime of politicd bargains. Lorraine' s choice was
the power of solitude, her beauty aging and fading as she played one suitor againg another, knowing
none of them held lovein his heart for her. Even desire was questionable, except desire for the throne she
sat on. Not for the fird time, Belinda wondered if Lorraine entirdy trusted the fedings Robert Drake



harbored for her. More, Bdinda wondered if she should. He had never pursued her hand in marriage,
choosing never to thresten her autonomy or power. If anything kept them together, it was that, Belinda
thought. Robert was willing to accept a more subtle power, to let a woman gt above him. He was an
unusud man, and for that Belinda fdt a amdl, sartling surge of pride.

Her mood restored, she shook hersdf and began down the cathedra steps, dill amiling. Confidence
hed falled her, this time. It was no doubt good for her to lose one once in a while. It reminded her that
she was only human.

“Mademoisdle?” The pleasant mde tenor came from behind her. Bdinda draightened, her amile
tuning pure with recognition before she schooled her features into cam curiosty and turned. Only
human, perhaps, but not so poor ajudge of character after al.

“Marius Poulin.” She offered her hand, a delicate arch to her fingers, trusing he would curve his hand
beneath hers. He did, bowing very dightly over her hand. As he came to ful height again he lifted his
eyebrows in question, the fantest pressure on her fingers. She indined her head as dightly as he'd
bowed, and he stepped forward, turning to tuck her hand into the crook of his arm. “1 thought,” Bdinda
sad, “that perhaps you had abandoned me”

“Not at dl. I've spent the past ten days cloistered in my garret, beating my brow and rending my
breast, searching for a way to undo wha damage my careless words had done to our burgeoning
relationship.” His eyes lit with hope and humour, making Bdinda amile. Perhaps Lutetia was good for
her; amiling seemed to come dmost as eadly here as it did in Aria Magli. The dlence and illness within
her retreated a little. Not far enough to leave her in danger of exposing hersdf, but enough that it took
less conscious effort to act as the women around her did.

“Reaionship,” she echoed, letting amusement warm her voice. She could see appreciation in his eyes,
inthe way his pupils dilated, black swvalowing brown. A touch of red came to his cheeks and she dmost
laughed; he was an innocent. The laughter faded in an ingtant. Innocence made him easily used, and eeslly
damaged. Marius Poulin would not forget the woman he escorted on hisarm, not until the day he died. If
his Heaven were a kind place, he would leave her memory behind when he entered through its gates.
Bdinda knew too wdl that first love found with her was a dredge that never logt its bitter flavour.

“Do we have a relaionship, Marius Poulin?’ Belinda asked, trusing her own indincts, long and well
trained, to have not let the slence between them grow too deep or distressing. “And dare | ask—" She
hesitated, wondering how far decency would let her play before she actudly shocked the boy. Far
enough, she decided: her part was thet of a widow, after dl, not a virgin with no teeth. “—what sort of
relationship you have with women whose names you do not know?’

Color scarred his cheekbones again, but he smiled, making Belinda's amile return. Innocent enough to
be embarrassed, but not undone by her flirting. He would do very nicdly, if his friendships reached as high
as rumour said they did. “Not the sort | would discuss with alady,” he confessed. “Perhaps you might tell
meyour name, that | might pursue a relationship of a more delicate nature with you.”

Curiosty sung Belinda, making her tilt her chin up to consder the line of his jaw. He was only alittle
tdler than she was, tal enough, but not imposing. He would follow men larger both in stature and in spirit,
never doubting his own place as second or third in command. He would be wel loved among the lower
ranks for generogity of heart and for his fath in following those with authority over him. She had known
men like him, essentialy gentle of nature and true of soul, dways followers, lacking the certain spark that
made them bold and fearless in the eyes of others. Men like Marius were too predictable to be
dangerous, but without them it seemed to Belinda that the world might cease to function. She had judged
him correctly in hisinahility to resst the temptation she provided; she knew him wel enough, dready, to



guide him where she needed him to be. There was drength in his jaw, pink dill lightly touching his
cheekbones. Belinda smiled once more, pleased with the young man at her side. He would do admirably.

“Tdl me” she asked, a note of teesng command in her voice, “do you truly not know my name?’

He glanced a her, eyes widening with Sartlement before his amile broadened. “A gentleman wouldn't
confess to knowing it if he did, Lady Bestrice”

Bdinda had not heard the name spoken doud before, not by someone of comparative rank to her
assumed persona. In Marius's light tenor it settled around her like a cloak. Hairs rose on her ams very
briefly, as if cool slk did over soft skin. She fdt the chill settle into her bones, ary and temporary,
reshgping her from the indde out again. Belinda Primrose was left behind in the naming, a new woman
born in her place. She breathed in, and found laughter would come more eeslly to Bestrice than to
Bdinda she mus take care to ward againg it becoming dangeroudy easy. Beatrice must marry well, to
guard her smdl fortune and have children that would support her in her later years, she had terribly little
to do with the woman she had been made from.

Wearing the garb of Begtrice's life like a new skin that caressed her body, Bdinda amiled up a
Marius, leting ddight, so easly mistaken for adoration, widen her eyes. “And if you know it, as you do,
wha, then, are you, if not a gentleman?’ She fdt the laughter bubbling up insde her and for a
disconcerting few seconds found hersdf unable to release it, her own nature queling it with more ferocity
then the newly worn Bestrice had strength to support it. Marius, beaming at her, didn't see the internd
gruggle that Belinda fought with hersdlf, denying a decade of dillness to let a noblewoman’s laughter rise
to the surface and froth over.

“Deperately curious” he answered. “Betrice Irving, awidow—" His amile fatered, eyes lowered for
afew seconds. “1 am sorry to hear of your loss, lady.”

“He was old when we were wed.” The note she strove for was a narrow one, Smple fact mingled with
grdl regret and a degree of both strength and relief. Marius lifted his eyes to meet hers, and in them she
saw that dl the things she had meant her voice to say in place of her words had been heard as dearly as
she hoped. Her husband had been old, but she was young and vitd; an old man could not have hoped to
sidy her, and she was a woman who wanted satisfaction. Colour warmed Marius's cheeks again.
Bdinda dlowed hersdf another amile, mild and edging on regret that neither she nor her persona truly fet
for the death of an imaginary husband. Society dictated that she must put on a show. Marius knew as
wedl as she that she put on as little as possible, laying truth between them in the silence after her words.

“Widowed without children,” Marius went on, his voice lower and huskier. “A cruder fate than a
gentle woman deserves.”

Whatever, then, Bdinda wondered, did she deserve? But she lowered her own gaze briefly,
acknowledgment before she looked up again. “But God has granted me hedth, and | am dill young
enough,” she murmured. “Perhaps there is meant to be more to my life than a widow’ s londy years.”

Triumph and hope blended together in Marius's voice to lighten it again. “Perhaps, Lady Irvine, you
would be so good as to join me for supper tomorrow evening? | would be ddighted to introduce you to
afew of my friends, so you might not be so done in a strange new city. Lutetia must be very different
from Lanyarch.” Through hope came drain, his words so careful as to be forced. Such shyness was
beyond her expectations of him, and Bdinda dimpled, tightening her fingers around his arm.

“I would be delighted. One of the only kindnesses of widowhood, g, is tha as a widow a woman is
thought respectable, and permitted to attend to her own duties and pleasures without a chaperone. |
would enjoy dining with you very much.”



“At saven, then?” Marius asked, voice dill tight with strain, newly tempered with pleasure. 1 should
be glad to send my carriage for you, if you would tdl me your address.”

Teadng sprang into Belinda s words. “Are you tdling me that you don’t dready know it?’

To her utter delight, deeper red than before rushed to Marius' s cheekbones. He cleared his throat and
pushed hislips out, saring firmly at a child across the street. The girl caught his gaze and darted toward
him, halding her box of summer flowers out. “Buy a peony for the lady, Sr!” she caroled. “A lady likes
nothin’ better than a pansy! Won't you buy a flower for a penny, Sr?’

Marius released Bdlindd s hand to dig in a belt pouch for a coin, handing it to the waif as he plucked a
bouquet of bright pink and ydlow flowers from her box. Bdinda stood back, her own concentration
caught up in a struggle between letting a pure, ful amile come through and the reticence she had long
snce built into hersdf wanting to forbid it. Instead of the forceful amile, she fdt tremendous amusement
twitching her lips as Marius turned to her, offering the bouquet. “Forgive me” he said, grinning openly.
Theflower girl’sinterruption had given him time to regain equilibrium, and he was able to laugh at himsdf
now. “I do know your address, and if you will be so good as to take these beautiful—"

“Weeds,” Bdinda interrupted, urwilling to push down her own laughter any longer. Marius looked at
his handful of flowersin dismay. “Weeds,” Bdinda repeated. “Danddions, these,” she fingered the ydlow
flowers, “and red clover.”

“l had thought to do you better than a handful of common weeds,” Marius said dolefully. Belinda
laughed doud, hdf startled at the sound of it, and stepped forward to take the flowers from his hand.

“The right sort of woman might take them as a compliment, M’seur Poulin. They have their own
beauty, if perhaps a little coarse, and they are pernicious. A weed need not be nurtured and coaxed
adong. Ingtead it sorings up when and where it will, to show its colors brilliantly and without fear. Even the
maost stubborn gardener of dl,” and she lifted her eyes, looking up a him through her lashes, “must root
and dig and force himsdf upon them, to have a chance at the upper hand.”

Marius blanched, then reddened again. He cleared his throat, glancing at Bdlinda's handful of flowers,
then made himsdf meet her eyes. “I dhdl endeavor to be the sort of gardener who encourages weeds,
then,” he said, voice gone rough and soft again. “A woman who appreciates the beauty in such things
mug be worth cultivating for.”

Bdinda pressed her fingartips againg her throat, smiling. “You honour me” She stepped forward
agan, close enough to sway her hips and brush them againg Marius's. “1 am sure” she murmured, “that
being cultivated will be an experience dl of its own.” She swalowed back laughter—this Bestrice she
wore laughed far too eadly and Belinda was not at dl certain she gpproved of her chosen persona's
gaety—as Marius swallowed and tried not to let his gaze rest too obvioudy on her bosom.

“Tomorrow night,” Bdinda said brightly, “a seven. | look forward to it, M’seur Poulin. Good
aternoon.” This time, as she left hm dumbfounded in the street, she threw a amile back over her
shoulder, and lifted the flowers to find a scent in them as she waked home.

“Good Lord, Marius has brought a woman among us” Rich sounds for dl the nasd inflection of the
Gdlic language—nohility, then. Another voice, less cultured but sill well-schooled, something familiar in
its depth, answered:

“Not gaudy enough to be a whore—"



“—unless she's a damned expengve one” A third voice, laughing. A woman's voice, with rougher
tones and perhaps an edge of jedousy.

“Marius can't afford that. How’ d he get her through the front door?” The second voice again, chearful
inits near-recognizable growl, before the firg interrupted with, “Hush. They're here”

Bdinda doubted her escort had heard the exchange; through the constant low noise of the Lutetian
club, she was surprised she had. But then, it was necessary for her to pick out even the fantest
comments concerning her. There were times her life depended onit.

Thiswas not such atime—not yet—but even so, the place in which Bdinda found hersdf was not one
she was accustomed to. A gentleman’s club, where women were not meant to be alowed at dl, though
prostitutes were of sufficent use that a blind eye was usudly turned to them. A decent woman, certainly,
would never find hersdf here, escorted by a courting gentleman or not. She had hesitated outsde the
door, drawing on Maiuss am to ask, “Are you certain, m'seur? You will do damage to my
reputation.”

Marius had looked down at her, and she saw his intent clear in his eyes. Her reputation was safe: he
intended to marry her. Even, perhaps, to make her an equa partner in his marriage, in his business.
Bringing her into his club was a risk, but one he was prepared to take in order to lay himsdf before her
as aman who trusted a woman's strength and intellect. Belinda admired him as much as she thought him
fodlish. “Very wdl,” she murmured. “I look forward to this adventure.”

Marius's amile had been tempered by a wink. He and Bdinda had hdd their heads high, Bdinda's
gaze haughty and direct as the doorman began a srangled protest. He had faltered before her confidence
and lowered his own eyes, dlowing them passage into the club.

And now they came the lagt steps through smoky air, to the table Marius's friends had dlaimed. The
dub itdf was extravagant, booths built againg the wals and cushioned with red-dyed leather. Each
booth stretched to the club celing, heavy velvet hangings muffling the overdl noise and meking the booths
into private spaces. Lattice-worked windows behind mesh lace broke the monotony of velvet, but thick
glk cords hung low into the booths, ready to close soft walls over the windows.

Manservants, well-dressed and discreet, carried bottles of expensve wine and crysd glasses to the
patrons. Those who wished less privecy sat in dosdy placed chairs, some surrounding the fire, others
scattered in smdl groups throughout the main floor of the club. Everyone had paused in conversation to
watch Marius escort Belinda by; it was part of how she had heard his friends commentary. Once she
was past, tak struck up again, mogt often about her, the former topics forgotten. A amile played a
Bdinda's mouth. She had hoped for recognition in the Lutetian socid circles. This was not exactly how
she had intended to achieveit, but it would dmogt certainly prove effective.

The three gathered in the booth watched her with open curiosity and, in the case of the sngle woman,
clear hodtility. Belinda's eyebrows rose in surprise.

The woman was extraordinary. Even dressed—extraordinarily—in what appeared to be men's
clothes, and not even fashionable men's clothes, but rather peasant breeches and a wide-necked blouse
that had once been white but was now yedlowed with age and use, she was absurdly, dmost obscendly,
feminine Her black hair was cropped ridiculoudy short, exposing her ears and nape, a tiny fringe over
her forehead. She had smdl, well-shaped ears, pierced with gold loops, the only adornment she wore.
Her eyes were wide and dark; the gartling shortness of her har made them seem larger and made the
bones of her face even more delicate. Her mouth was drawn in a chdlenging scowl.

It took a conscious effort of will to glance away from the woman, to not dlow astonishment and envy



to darken her own gaze. Bdinda saw surprise, then offense, from the corner of her eye, as the woman
redised she'd been dismissed, or written off as merdly ordinary. It was a dangerous sdly to make: the
womean would be accustomed to men and women dike being unable to look anywhere but a her. She
would be used to tired and trite acclamations of her beauty, expecting them even as she judged poorly
those who offered them. To brush her off would make her ether an enemy or an dly for life as of ye,
neither she nor Bdinda knew which path she would take.

The man across the table from her was a stocky youth, broad-shouldered and broad-waisted both,
yet without carrying too much weight. His hair was sandy, full of thick curls, and his eyes hazd, forthright,
and shockingly familiar: it was the same man whom she'd shared a tavern bed with, weeks earlier, dl his
baseness gone and replaced by well-cut clothes and a clean amile. Belinda seized control of the pang that
shot through her heart, refusng to dlow hersdf so much as a dutch a Marius's am. She hersdf looked
as different as he, even more so, her dress no longer adding two stone to her weight. There was no
flicker of recognition in his eyes, though his gaze was frankly gppraising as it swept over her. He was
more handsome than might have been expected from her first encounter with him, though he had nothing
a dl of the woman's beauty, and seemed dl the plainer for being seen after her. He looked to be an
honet sort, a man who would say whatever came to mind without a moment's thought for
CONSequences.

And she knew dready how untrue that must be. Unexpectedly, she found hersdf liking him for it,
though she was not given to impromptu judgments for friendships. He dearly had cunning in him, and the
impulse to like that could be dangerous to her. For a moment she cast thoughts to that night, wondering if
he/ d made her laugh; if anything, it was her laugh that might give her away. But he hadn’t, and until she
could learn more about him, her only need was to remain certain he didn't recognize her, and that could
be best accomplished by playing her role as Bestrice Irvinefully.

“And has Marius found love at last?’ The second man at the table sat forward, taking himsdf out of
conceding shadows and into the light. “Who is she, Marius? Is this the woman who's had you addled the
last two weeks?’ He laced hisfingers together on the table, long fine fingers with bone Structure nearly as
eegant as awoman’'s, and lifted his eyebrows.

He was red-headed without being sallow, a golden cast to his skin and to his har brought out by the
capped torches that lit the club. In that light, his eyes reflected gold, as if they had no color of ther own.
He was tdl, even gitting, and full of grace. Beinda caught hersdf staring, and was grateful when Marius,
proudly, said, “Itis May | present the Lady Irvine. Bestrice, these are my friends. Hiza Beaulieu, Lord
AssHin, and—"

The second man's fingers loosened from each other, a dight movement, and Straightened, saying
Marius. He saw the gesture; Bdlinda was certain she was not intended to as he finished, “And Eliza's
brother, James”

“M’'msdle” Belinda murmured, dropping a curtsey. “M’seur. My lord. It is a pleasure to meet you
al”

“Yes” The coarseness was gone from Elizas voice, replaced by cool disdan and vowes as
expendve as the ones James produced. “I'm sureit is”

“Don't be nagty, Liz” Asdin sad. “They’'ve gotten used to you. They can get used to another
woman, and so can you.”

“At least | dress the part,” Liz snapped. A curious slence fdl as the other four party members looked
a her, examining her dothing and her hair.



“What part,” James findly asked, as mildy as he possbly could, “would that be, exactly? Sigter.”
Hliza's scowl deepened and James flashed a grin, gesturing for Bdinda and Marius to st. “Come on,
then. No need to stand on ceremony just because you've got a woman now.” He scooted over until he
bumped into Eliza, sending her out of her sprawl and into a more dignified postion. “Assdin, move” he
commanded, and the stocky men did, taking James's former place a the back of the booth. Marius
offered Belinda a hand as she sat, ddliberately dlowing her to movein to the place across from James so
she wouldn't have to face Hiza directly. Belinda saw what he was doing and smiled. Hiza saw it, too,
and her glower darkened further.

“All right, now, tell us how you' ve bewitched him in just two meetings” Assdin demanded. “We can
dl see some of it—" His gaze dropped to her bosom, an entirdy matter-of-fact and friendly leer. “But his
wretched mother’ s been trying the lagt three years to get him married off and not a woman's caught his

eye”

Bdindafdt Bestrice draw around her again, diffening her spine alittle and meking her chin lift. Felt her
own reservations crop up as Gregori’'s death came back to her, as the night of dancing in Aria Magli
turned cool in her blood. Those were not red things, she told hersdlf, coincidence and drink, nothing
more. But they framed her response in ice, making the provincid of her: “In Lanyarch, my lord Asdin,
bewitchment ian't a word used lightly.”

Oh, yes the noblewoman whaose skin she wore would make a fine player in Lutetian politics, one part
warm and approachable and one part Lanyarchan provenance. Haf the court would think she could be
used and the other hdf would want to use her. Assdin rolled his eyes at that country rudeness, but James
agan made a smdl gesture, lifting his fingers from the table fractiondly. It stayed AssHin as effectively as
it had Marius, and the stocky lord let out an explosive, gpologetic bregth.

“Forgive me, Lady Irvine. | spoke lightly. | confess to knowing very little of your homeland. Perhaps a
discourse on the topic would lend itsdf to my greater underdanding of Marius's sudden”—he glanced a
Marius, whose expresson was guarded and warning, then a James, who held one eyebrow in a fant
arch—"infatuation,” Asin finished with dl due diplomacy. “Perhaps I'll even find mysdf moved to vist
there mysdlf, and find as fine a wife as Marius seems to have done.”

“Surdy you speak too hadiily, my lord,” Belinda said with a fant smile. “I’'m a widow as of yet, and
not awife again.”

“He does speak hadtily,” Marius growled. “Leave off, Sacha. Jealousy ill becomes you.”
“Oh, come, Marius, you wouldn't have brought her here if y—'

“Sacha” James interrupted, the name as mild as his question to Liz had been. AssHin held another
irritated breath and let it go with an outward splay of his thick fingers. There was more argument in him
than Belinda had expected, more wit and therefore more reason to be cautious.

“If 1 did not think the lady might enjoy the fines company Lutetia has to offer...” Marius sad blandly.
“Althoughiif thisisthe best | can do, perhaps | should consider moving. They’re not usudly this dreadful,
lady, | promise you that.”

“No.” Bdinda smiled, watching Eliza's eyes darken with resentment. “But I've unbaanced your
equilibrium, haven't 1?7 I'm sure you' ve dl known each other—since childhood?’

Three of the four looked accusingly at the fourth; Marius lifted his hands in a supplication of innocence.
“I've told her nathing, lords and ladies. Can | hdp it if she's of a quicker wit than the rest of us
combined?’



“Speak for yoursdf.” Eliza looked Bdinda over as if she were a Sde of meat gone bad. Bdinda's
eyebrows rose very dightly, wondering at the distaste behind the other woman's attitude.

“Isit only that I've disrupted the power badance?’ she asked Eliza forthright curiogity overcoming
subtlety. “1t must be appedling, having three handsome men ready to jump to your service. But is another
womean redly so chdlenging?’ She amiled, knowing she was very likdy sdtting the scales agangt hersdlf,
but Eliza s enmity was worth the blank anger that did through the Sunning woman's eyes. “Do you doubt
your position here that much, mademoisdle?’ She was aware of the fascinated, noisy slence of the three
men, and knew Eliza mugt be equaly aware. There was one more step she could take, afind taunt she
could press, but she waited instead, watching nuances of expression flick across Eliza s face.

Hizafindly gave the only answer she could, moments before slence stretched out unbearably. “Of
course not.” She inhded, about to make further excuse, then turned her head away and snapped her
fingers, gesturing for wine. The soft sound broke tenson in the booth and laughter replaced chdlenge.
Sacha pressed her about Lanyarch, and Bdinda answered, more than haf a mind given to her part. The
four she sat with had been friends long enough that they were given to answering questions put to
another; long enough that they finished sentences together, often usng precisaly the same words. Elizas
vowds never dipped from the upper-class accent; it was the only detail thet left Bdinda uncertain. The
woman's dress was outrageous, her hair unbeievable—many women wore their hair that short, but only
S0 extravagantly coifed wigs could be more comfortably worn over it. Beinda had never seen a woman
dare public scrutiny with her hair shorn. That she did laid to rest a lingering question Belinda had; only a
woman who had a protector of great power would buck convention and wear her har in such an
agonishing syle. Even so, there would be a story behind it.

Bdinda nearly laughed at her own interest. It could wait, though. It would wait, while she bared hersdf
to the four friends, pouring out alifeé s history for Begtrice Irvine. It was she who mugt be accepted; even
for a union she never meant to consummate with Marius, the muster she had to pass was not the
goprova of his mother or father, but of these three, a family he had made for himsdf. This trio
represented the reason she had selected Marius as her target, though to have been introduced to them so
quickly was beyond her expectation. Once she'd passed the barrier they crested she could feed her own
curiosity, perhaps most particularly regarding Assdin and the life he led, as duplicitous as her own.

“No,” she sad for the second time, to Sacha, letting exasperation and amusement fill her voice. “We
do not dill paint ourselves orange and blue and go into battle naked. Lanyarchan nights are too cold for
such things”

“I'm crushed,” Sacha replied. “I've dways hoped we might pick a war with Aulun so we could see
the northern savagesin their full and painted glory.”

Bdinda leaned in, dropping her voice to confidentidity. Sacha, an easy mark, shifted to hear her
better. To her ddight, the other three, Eliza with a degree of reluctance that was overcome by interest,
leaned in as wdll, leaving them dl dearly within hearing distance as Bdinda infused her voice with both
gentleness and mockery. “I assure you, the women of Lanyarch have long since been too sengble to join
such war parties. | can only gather, then, that you have an abiding desire to see the full glory of a naked
man. | cannot promise the wonder that’s a Lanyarch man, but if you are truly desperate for the Sght of
amies of naked men, | suggest you vist the baths, my lord Assdin.”

Assin spluttered. James threw his head back and laughed, pure as bells. Bdinda sat back, smugness
playing around her mouth. Beside her, Marius puffed with pride and ddight, his own cackles of
amusement a deeper counterpoint to James's laughter. Even Eliza's mouth curved with disapproving
humour as she poured Assdin another glass of wine,



“You logt that one, Sacha.” The find score was voiced by James, who shook his head, grinning, and
gestured at Eliza “All around, Sster dearest, and let’s have a drink to Marius's good taste in women.”

The request dowed Eliza, her gaze darting to Bdinda before she shrugged, an expression built more
with the faint twist of her mouth and a flare of her nodtrils than with a lift of her shoulders. Belinda saw it;
the men did not. In response, in gratitude and in acknowledgment, Bdinda lowered her head and eyes
vay briefly. Another degree of tendon faded away, given voice by the ful measure of wine Eliza poured
into Belinda's glass. Belinda curled her fingers around the stem, thanks offered in the lifting of the glass
and the glance through her eyelashes. Submission, not chalenge: Belinda had no desire to oust Eliza from
her family of friends. To do so would offer far too much disruption, and Belinda's purpose was to
infiltrate, not destroy.

“To young love and new friends” James suggested. The toast was echoed around the table, music of
crystd tgpping againg itsdf cutting through the warm thick ar for a few seconds and lingering as the five
drank.

“We make a habit,” James said when the toast was drunk, “of meeting here on Monday nights. | think
| speak for dl of us when | say you would be welcome to come agan, Lady Irvine. And not only
because we fear we might never see our Marius again if we faled to extend the invitation.” He grinned
and lifted his glass to Marius, who returned both expression and gesture before they drank.

Sdisfaction broke through Bdlinda s breathing, making her fed as though she had been taking shdlow,
caeful breaths dl evening. It loosened a band of risk from around her heart and she inhded deeply. “So
I’ve passed,” she said, a litle surprised to hear hersdf voice the words aoud. James and Sacha
exchanged startled looks and laughter, while Marius stiffened with indignation and Eliza dumped with wry
acceptance. Bdinda found a smilein hersdf and bumped her elbow into Marius's. “Don’'t be ridiculous”
she murmured to him. “It was a test. You know it aswdl as | do.” To the others, she sad, “A test that
I’'m both relieved and pleased to have passed. Y ou're a somewhat overwheming lot.”

“You do a remarkable job of not seeming overwhelmed,” Assdin said drily. “ So remarkable, in fact,
that neither your wit nor your beauty appear to be in the dightest bit damaged by your quaking fear of
LB”

“Beauty, my lord? Without meaning to seem trite, beauty isonly diminished or granted in the eye of the
beholder.” Bdinda hesitated, glancing at Eliza “At least inmy case.” She let atrace of honest envy creep
into the words, and Eliza's eyes narrowed, dthough not in anger. “I think if you find me beautiful you
have become too jaded by the presence of genuine beauty in your life. | know where | can and cannot
hold a candle, my lord.” Bedinda looked back at Assdin, then let hersdf amile, bright and quick. “I will
grant you, though, that my wit is nearly unmatchable. Even when the company has me quivering in my
boots.”

“Enough,” James said with an amused snort. “As I've said, Lady Irving, wéll have you, if you'll have
us What say you?’

Bdinda let dillness fill her, its soothing darkness cdming her from the centre of her being to her
extremities. It fdt cool enough that she wondered if the wine in her glass might chill dightly from her own
extending reserve. She knew her answer; there was only one she could reasonably give, but she needed
the few moments away from Bestrice, to examine her own position and what she was about to broach.

The red-haired man gtting across from her was the linchpin of the foursome; it was he whom they
acknowledged in subtle ways as their leader. He made the toasts, made the invitations, he made the other
three answer to hiswill by nothing more then atiny gesture of his hand. His long fingers were steepled in



front of him now, eyebrows lifted as he waited for Belinda's answer. He was the reason Belinda had
been permitted into the dub on Marius's arm.

Bdinda let dillness go in a quiet, deep exhdation, and lad her cards on the table. “My lord Javier,”
she sad into waiting slence, “1 would be honoured.”

5

Dismay made sharp by anger penetrated Belinda down to her bones, ralling in waves off the men and
woman she sat with. Accusation hung in the air; Javier turned his gaze, mild and direct, to Marius.

“No,” Bdinda sad before Marius could protest. “He's not at fault, my lord. Even with our queen in
exile we know what the heir to our throne looks like” Her voice remained quiet, but sharpened with
intengty. “We know what the true her to the Aulunian throne looks like” She fdt the passon behind her
own words, pure conviction as spoken by a noblewoman whose rdigion had been suppressed by a
cdculaing and heartless foreign queen. Javier lifted his head sharply, flexing his fingers outward in the
same smdl gesture that had dilled his compatriots. Bdinda, abashed, ducked her head and turned her
face to the Sde in gpology. Her heart pounded too hard, blood coppery and thick in her throat. She tried
to swalow the taste back, but it stayed lodged there, and she redised with dow surprise that she was
genuindy afraid.

“You are too bold, my lady Begtrice” The reprimand in Javier's voice was as profound as any
Bdinda had heard from her father or even her queen. It was nothing in the words, themsdves innocuous
enough, nor the tone, as mild as milk. Rather it was the combination, and her own persond awareness of
who it was she faced. That, Belinda thought, was the measure of true power and strength. She hunched
her shoulders, her bdly tightening, and tried not to squirm under Javier's steady gaze. Findly she
whispered, “1 gpologize, my lord,” and Javier lifted his chin with satisfaction.

“We were pleased with our charade, my lady. Why did you not let it continue?”

Bdinda dared a glance up, unable to judge from his voice whether the “we’ he employed was roya or
encompassed the other three at the table. Eliza's dark gaze, unreadable, caught her with a stab of guilt.
AsHin, to Javier's other sde, watched with afaint smile Marius would not meet her eyes. Beinda took
ina shaking breath and forced hersdf to sraighten her spine. She saw a glimpse of something in Javier's
eyes. Approval? Amusement? The other three were more eadly read than the prince.

“l did not like to begin a rdaionship under fase pretenses, my lord.” Internd amusement at her own
audacity boiled over for a moment, bresking through habitud illness Belinda dropped her eyes, to don
the apparel of Beatrice again before she looked up. “Had | not recognized you, the power would have
been yours to betray, but 1...1 prefer an honest hand, my lord. It is, | am told, a Lanyarchan weakness.”
She quavered a amile, and, not receiving onein return, let it fal away in discomfort.



“You might have lied,” Javier said. “Might have kept up the pretense, confessng great surprise and
shock at the truth when it was granted you.”

Bedtrice, not Bdinda, stared across the table at the prince in forthright astonishment. She heard
AsHin's chuckle, and saw Hizarall her eyesin disgust. “It's not in her, Jav,” Marius said from besde
her, as quiet as could be. “I told you. She hasn't got disssmbling in her.”

Oh, Marius. The thought struck through Bdinda with a bright ache, making her breath catch with its
clarity. You sweet, innocent fool. There is no such thing as a woman without deceit, no more than
thereisa man.

“l did not meen to give offense, my lord,” she heard hersdlf whispering. “1 am not good at play-acting.
Please. Forgive meif I've gone too far.” Beinda lifted her gaze again, letting it soften in hope and fear.
Her father could withstand the pleading expression, but most men, even many women, mellowed under it.

Javier was no exception. He snorted, a sound of exasperation that meant the moment of tenson was
over, and waved an degant, long-fingered hand, as if dearing the air of deception. Eliza rolled her eyes
again and Belinda s shoulders relaxed fractiondly. “Too clever by hdf, Marius” Javier said. “This one's
too clever by hdf.”

“Yes, my prince” Marius sad with such complete obsequience that it was clear he masked
overwhdming smugness. Laughter broke, dearing away the remaning drain that lingered around the
table. Javier Sghed, leaning forward.

“It is occasondly tedious—’

“Occasondly?” Asdin asked with a snort very much like Javier’s of amoment earlier. Javier shot him
a look of exasperation and Assdin widened his eyes in pretended innocence, then made himsdf
odtentatioudy busy pouring wine. “Frequently tedious” Javier said, acknowledging Assdin drily even as
he looked a Belinda, “to be royaty, my lady Bestrice”

One corner of Belinda s mouth quirked. “1 wouldn't know, my lord.” She tried, very brigfly, to reach
for the idea of a world where she would know, but she had put away those dreams and imaginations so
long ago that it was as if they lay behind a thick glass wdl. They were visble, but obscured and twisted
by the warp of glass, no more reachable than the moon.

Her mde companions laughed. Hiza sat back, sprawling in the booth seat, her shoulder brushing
Javier's as she reached for and held her wineglass.

“Think of dl the aspects you don’t care for of nohility,” Javier suggested, “and multiply them tenfold.”

Bdinda s eyebrows lifted alittle. “Wedth, a good home, food on my table, warm nights? My lord,
even the mogt dull evening spent embroidering is a vast improvement over desping with the pigs. | wed
nobility, minor as it may have been, and have found very little cause for complaint init.”

Her eyes were on Javier, but it was Hiza she watched. Eliza whose shoulder pressed into Javier's a
little harder, and whose mouth became a thin line. Her gaze dropped, a smirk flaiing her nogtrils before
she looked up again, full of easy confidence and didike for Belinda. Bdinda alowed hersdf atiny burst
of satisfaction, deep ingde. Unlike her friends, the gunning woman had not been to the manner born;
gutter vowels and rough words were naturd to her, not the cultivated tones she'd no doubt learned from
Javier himsdf.

And the prince seemed to hold no awareness of Eliza's wordless mockery. Belinda wondered if he



hed ever seen the other woman's real home, whether he could truly appreciate the difference between his
gation and Elizals Whether he grasped on any useful leve that desping with the pigs was not a colourful
expression, but that people did it, for their own warmth and to keep safe the lives of animas upon which
their own lives depended. Belinda did; Bdinda had lived thet life more than once, out of necessity. But
that was Bdlinda, and not the role she played; Besatrice had been born landed, and not come from a place
that low. Belinda could see no way to use the common experience as a bridge between hersdf and Eliza,
not without damning her own persona as aliar.

Javier, as Bdinda watched, leaned back into Eliza with the affection one might show alarge dog: rough
and tumble, awareness of her presence without acknowledgment of her astounding beauty. Bdinda
thought she was right: years of exposure had dulled the men to ther companion’'s comdiness. She
doubted very much that Elizawas equaly unaware of the prince' s charms.

He wasn't as pretty as Marius. The ginger har and accompanying complexion lacked Marius's
warmth and ruddy hedth. His eyes were yelow in the firdight, absorbing its color rather than holding
forth with any of their own. He was more ddicate, more eegant, than the young merchant stting at her
gde, and next to Asdin's sturdy form he looked dfin. Eliza at his other Sde, made an excelent dark
mirror to his grace; if she were nohility, Belinda imagined they would aready be wed. She thought Eliza
might imagine the same thing, and was sure the idea had barely crossed Javier's mind.

He was sudying her now, pale eyebrows drawn down in thought. “Are you chesisng me, Lady
Irvine?

“If you fed suffident guilt in your station that my comment strikes you as chastisement, my lord, then
yes, | probably am.” Bedinda arched her eyebrows dightly, knowing she lay down a chdlenge. Javier's
eyes narrowed. Beside her, Marius inhded a deep breath of caution, but the words were dready
spoken, and she met Javier’s eyes with her own forthright gaze, waiting.

The ar between them...flexed. Belinda saw the subtle hand motion, the gtretching of Javier's fingers
that had dilled not only his lifetime companions, but even hersdf, not so long before. But this time it
accompanied something more, atest of Belinda swill versus Javier's own. It was asif he put his shoulder
into a stubborn, stuck door, expecting it to give way with a sngle shove. Bdinda had fdt men widd
power before, knew the confidence that came with a lifetime of meking decisions and being respected.

Thiswas more. This was impostion, Javier’ swill intending domination not through fear or respect, but
smply because he could. And even that didn’t go far enough; Belinda had known men like that, too, who
forced themsdves and their desires on others because they had the strength that others did not. Javier
seemed to have none of the impulse toward crudty that such men—like Gregori—had, nor any apparent
lack of confidence that often fed the need to domineer. This was less hurtful than those things, this was
merdy an extenson of the man, an extenson that edged on familiarity. He expected to triumph; he would,
without question, triumph. His centre of confidence held, waiting for her to break.

Instead, she understood.

It fet like the dtillness. Externdly imposed, active rather than protective, but it carried that cdm centre
of invulnerability. Nothing could touch that force of will, and because nothing could touch it, no one could
ress it. The thrill of recognition shot through Belinda s body in sensud excitement, bringing on a shiver.
Never in her life had she fdt anything like her dillness within another; never, in fact, had she even
imagined she might encounter such a subtle and persondized power. Her pulse jumped in her throat,
exctement desring to overwhem her facade of cam. She pushed it down, tingling with curiosty and
enthusaam, and for a moment another emotion svam over her, as it had done in the Maglian pub.
Expectation radiated from Eiza and the other two men, and from Eliza, too, a sense of anug satisfaction.



They knew, dl of them, that Belinda would succumb to the prince' s will and offer up an apology. It was
as sure as the sun rising in the east.

Bdinda lifted her chin, her fingers wandering to stroke the hollow of her throat, vulnerable and inviting.
Javier shifted his weight forward, barely enough to percelve, and Bdinda hed her breath, judging the
spark inthe ar between them.

It didn't flex again, Javier’ swill dready loosened, but the core—so different, what she ft from him,
compared to the dillness she had learned to hide hersdlf in. He had chosen to channd his energies
another way, into activity. That dynamic core within him pressed its advantage, seeing Belinda showing
weakness in the mogt flattering form a woman could offer it, sexud availability. She could fed, dmogt as
if she were in his skin, the heat of want that spread from his groin and fed his hidden strength. Bdinda
encouraged it afew seconds, retreating into hersdf. Javier leaned forward another fraction of aninch.

Bdinda wrapped golden gillness around hersdf so nothing could touch her, and met the prince' s gaze
without fear.

Javier flinched.

He flinched, then draightened, mouth dightly open with surprise. He wet his lips, tongue caught
between his teeth for an ingant, before a dow, appreciative amilelifted the corners of his mouth. “Then |
hed best reconsider my complaints, had | not? Perhaps | speak of things that | do not wel understand.”

Hiza s scowl darkened again; beside her, Bdindafdt Marius dump in unsurprised dismay. There was
danger in introducing any womean to a friend, but especidly when the friend was a prince. Marius had not
expected to lose her so quickly, but he fdt the change in energy between them, knew something invisble
hed passed between them, and laid open a new path for them to follow. Then he squared his shoulders,
jaw set with determination. Bdinda amost amiled at his resolution: he could not have said it more clearly
if he'd spoken the words out loud. Javier could not be expected to wed aminor noble from a country so
ill thought of it was often caled Northern Aulun rather than by its own name. Marius would not give up
his own hopes yet. He would fight for the lady’ s hand, and only accept defeat gracioudy when he had no
other choice. Beinda admired him for it even as the prince's curious energy drew her toward him. Only
Asslin watched without changing demeanor, the lying, raw honesty that defined him in Belinda's mind
seeming to shied him from the shock of a woman crossing swords with his prince.

“It's a rare man who admits he may not fully understand a thing.” Belinda chose her words carefully.
“My father would have said, a wise man.” She imagined Robert preaching the line, and et her own
laughter echo through the gtiliness she dill hdld wrapped around her. It warmed her without coming close
to the surface, without darkening her eyes or curving her mouth. Javier indined his head very dightly.

“| thank you, Lady Beatrice. | doubt | have the years for wisdom, but God granting, perhaps someday
I'll grow into it. And if lovely women are to dispense it, so much the better for dl of us” He flashed a
orin, disaming and bright, a his companions, and they dowly loosened their hold on confuson and
suspicion. All but Eliza, whose sulk deepened. She had no more idea than the men did what had passed
between Bdinda and the prince, but her postion was dready jeopardized. She would trust nothing of
Bdindawithout a direct order, and even then would keep one eye on her purse. For a flegting moment
Bdinda considered taking her aside to promise her own innocence in matters of pursuing the prince, but
to make aliar of hersdf with actions would do no one any good.

Javier was spesking; Belinda turned her attention back to him, replaying the words she'd heard
without ligening in her mind. There is to be an opera this Friday evening, hed sad. “I dare sy
between the four of us we might scrape up enough to add a ticket to our party,” he suggested. “If the



Lady Irvine might care to join us?’

The Lady Irvine turned her gaze on her erswhile companion of the evening. Marius's cheeks were
flushed with more crimson than the heet of the dub warranted, but he bowed his head gracefully. “Would
you accompany me, lady?’ The penultimate word was stressed very fantly, as if the tiny declaration of
possession would go unnoticed by the others if he was careful to bring only alittle attention to it.

“The opera,” Bdinda echoed, both amused and embarrassed to hear a thread of genuine apprehension
in her voice. “I don't know operas, my lord.” She did, though only in the abstract; fablesin musc, she'd
read, with extraordinary songs and costuming. The art form had been birthed in Parna, and only lady; to
find it burgeoning in Lutetia surprised her, for dl that Gdlin's capitd dty thought wdl of itsdf as a centre
for art. “What does one wear?”’

Pure mdice, disguised as ddight, from Eliza “Don’'t worry, darling.” Her amile was so sharp it made
Bdindawant to laugh. “I'll help you.”

Not even the men missed that. They exchanged guarded looks, and Javier cleared his throat. “Perhaps
between my sster and |, we might provide some assistance.” His teasing reminder of ther purported
relaionship only fanned Elizas anger. She sat back, eyes sngpping and bright, and made a short
chopping gesture with her right hand. For the firg time Belinda noticed jewdry there: a ring carved of
stone, something pale enough to nearly blend againgt her tranducent skin. Alabaster or maybe marble,
Bdinda thought dinicdly, and wondered who had given her the bauble.

“Asyouwill,” Elizasaid. Asif her desire could override the prince' s, Bdinda thought, but it wasn't her
purpose to destroy the group. Not yet at least. She didn't know enough about them. They might prove
more ussful unified than they would separated.

“l would never presume to doubt the prince' s taste or knowledge of women's dothing,” she began.
Javier let out a snort of laughter and lifted hiswineglass.

“By which you mean, you are about to doubt it in an extravagantly polite fashion. And here | thought
the Lanyarchans cdled a spade a spade, Lady Irvine” He drank deeply of his glass, never taking his
eyes off her as she let a amile of acknowledgment ghost across her face.

“A spade is one thing, my lord. Insulting royalty is rather another.”
“And yet,” Javier said. Bdlinda amiled, and turned her eyesto Eliza

“l would rather trust a woman'’s judgment,” she murmured, putting hersdf into Elizals hands entirely.
She might pay for it by appearing at the operain a whore€' s costume, but the risk was worthwhile. Eliza's
gaze shuttered, samdl triumph obscured by uncertainty. “Lady Eliza, would you hep me in finding a gown
for the opera? | would be in your debt.”

She fdt Marius rdax margindly. By puitting the onus on Eliza, Bdinda circumvented both owing the
prince anything, and Ieft the fidd fractiondly more open to the young nobleman. It was not a direct
refusd, which would have risked too much—might even have risked a breach in Javier's friendship with
Marius—but it lay out rules of engagement. Belinda was not yet spoken for, and a prince's power and
wedlth were not quite enough to turn her head.

Hiza, having made the offer, could find no way out of it. “ Perhgps tomorrow,” she said eventudly. “So
that there might be time for adjustments to be made. I'm sure we can find something appropriate & one
of the dressmaker’ s businesses near the palace.”



“At what hour?” Belinda asked. Eliza glanced at her friends.
“That depends on how late we stay here, and how far into our cups we go.”

“We haven't gone nearly far enough.” Assdin poured another round.

The cathedrd bells rang incessantly as the quintet staggered from the club, leaning heavily on one another
to keep ther feet. It had begun to rain; Belinda dipped in a puddle and nearly brought the whole train
down with her. Marius hooted and howled, yanking her back to her feet. She stood with her face
meashed againg his chest for afew seconds, ligening to the acohol-induced rapid thump of his heartbest.
He snickered and put an arm around her shoulders, trying to red her around into a more typicaly upright
position. She sivung too far; Javier caught her and set her on her feet. Beyond his shoulder Belinda could
see Hliza, drunk enough to verge on beligerence, and leaned around the prince to blink wide-eyed at the
other woman.

“Not before ten,” she pleaded. “1 pray you, we mustn't go out before ten. The very thought of sunlight
makes my ingdes crawl.” She shoved away from Javier, trusing the drink to be apology enough, and
lurched the few steps toward Eliza, so they propped each other up. The bels continued to ring, banging
out numbers that went far beyond any hour of the clock. Bdinda rolled until her shoulders were pressed
agand Eliza's, and flung her head back to stare accusngly in the direction of the cathedra. “What the
bloody hdl imeisit?’ She let hersdf forget Gdlic, her question durred thick with a Lanyarchan burr and
too much wine. “Why won't the fucking bells stop?’

It was Javier who answered, in Aulunian, as she expected. “It’'s the haf hour. They go on for five
minutes. Y ou've heard them during the day, haven't you?’

“But they weren't so ear-bleeding loud,” Bdinda protested, then said, “Shite)” with overwheming
enthusaam. “I’ ve forgotten my tongue.”

“Let mefind it for you, lady.” Marius wrapped his arm around Bdlindal swaist and pulled her into him.
Hiza staggered and swore. Bdinda heard her mutter a thanks to Javier an indant later as he rescued her
from her own tangled feet, but her own attention was taken by Marius's kiss sensud and soft, his mouth
hungry and tagting of wine but curtailed with just enough reserve as to make it a promise rather than a
demand for more. It went on urtil the bells stopped; until Belinda heard Assdin's staccato gpplause and
sharp whigling.

“Bring her home dready, Marius, and stop teasing the rest of us. Jav, your carriage, please be to God
we' re not waking home.”

“I ought to make you,” Javier threatened idly. “I1t'd be best for dl our heads. Marius, you've your own
cariage tonight?’

Marius looked up from Bdinda's upturned face, his eyes heavy in the rain-streaked torchlight outsde
the club. “Carriage,” he repeated as if it were a foreign word, then chuckled and tossed his hair back.
“Yes, yesof course, well be fine. Come. Come, Bestrice, let me take you home”

Bdinda hung back a moment, even as Marius captured her hand and tried to draw her away. “Ten,
Lady Hliza? No earlier? We could breakfast together—?’

Hiza flipped her fingers out, the same gesture Javier used to 4ill his friends, but in her it was
acknowledgment and dismissal both. “I'll wake Marius a dawn for your address,” she threatened.



Marius groaned dramaticdly. “Tomorrow,” Hliza said. “At ten.” She nodded, and Bdinda let hersdf be
drawn away into the rain-speckled strest.

“You didn't tdl me” she said to Marius, minutes later. They huddled together more than necessary, the
coach protecting them from the rain wel enough, but drink and laughter and the lingering effects of the
kiss held them close. Marius Sghed with a dozen kinds of exasperation, and settled on “Would you have
believed me?’ as the one to voice. Belinda cackled and leaned againg him more heavily.

“No. Forgive me, but no. You're not roydty.” She blinked, overexaggerated in the darkness. “Are
you?’

Marius flung himsdlf back into the cushions, making the whole coach lurch with the force of it. “Not at
dl. Sacha and | were friends firgt, and hisfamily is better-placed than mine”

“Ah” Bdinda sad lightly, teesing, “then it'she | ought to set my cap for.”

Marius gave her such a distraught look that she laughed, teking pity, and nestled againg his side. “Lord
AsHinistoo short for me” she assured him. “A lady likes alittle length in her men.”

She sad it without wickedness, truging Marius to take it places he oughtn’'t, and from the brief
shocked slence she knew she' d succeeded. She grinned broadly againgt his chest, Ietting fabric and the
night conceal not only the expression, but the amused memory that what the stocky lord lacked in length
was made up in breadth. That Marius Poulin had friends in high places she'd known when she’' d sought
him out as the firg step in pursuing Javier, prince of Gdlin. Assein had been named one of those friends,
but not even rumour had breathed hints of his chegpside whoring and rabblerousing. She wondered if
Marius—if Javier—knew of his revolutionary thoughts, or if he worked for the prince, searching out
dangers to Sandalia, Javier's mother and the pretender to the Aulunian throne.

Quedtions to be answered later. Bdinda schooled her amile to innocence as she look up again,
wide-eyed. “My lord?’

“Nothing.” Marius cleared his throat. “Nothing, Lady Irvine. Forgive me, my mind...wandered.
Javier...is atdl man. What did you think of him?" Cautious words, testing waters he had trusted only
hours earlier.

Bdinda shrugged thoughtfully. “He seems a very nice prince. | don’t meet awide range.”
“He admired you.” Marius kept his voice carefully neutral. Belinda sat up, eyebrows crinkling.

“To what end, my lord? He has charm; he is attractive. He is dso roydty, and my nobility comes
through marriage, and isminor a best. Am | to aspire to being hisroyd hand-me-down?’

Marius met her gaze sharply. “ There are women who would give ther lives for so much as that.”

Bdinda lifted her chin, full of pride and indignation. “I trugt | think better of mysdf. | might have
thought you did, Master Poulin.”

“Yes” Marius's voice roughened and he leaned forward to take her hands. “Forgive me, Bestrice.
Jedlousy makes aman say foolish things” He drew her forward and kissed her again, thistime kissing her
forehead, an gpology. “Forgive me” he murmured a second time. Belinda exhded and dlowed him to
Htle her at hissde agan.



“Forgiven,” she murmured. “1 shdl endeavor to prove immune to his charms, my lord. | think a woman
might, should she put her mind to it.”

The rest of the journey they madein sllence.

A curtain drew back; piercing, vicious light stabbed through Belinda's eyelids and into the back of her
skull, illuminating every dark thought and memory she hdd. She flung her am over her eyes and flipped
onto her bely, burying her face in pillows with a groan that vibrated in her bones.

“My lady.” A servant spoke, timid and gpologetic. “You asked to be wakened before ten. It's a
quarter to the hour now.”

“I lied. Hang meingtead.” Belinda dragged a pillow over the back of her head and groaned again. She
hadn’'t had so much to drink as thai—Iess than her antics the night before had suggested—but the part
was made to be played, and she couldn’t remember the lagt time she'd had the opportunity or desire to
reve in noisy misary.

“My lady,” the maid said, with the proper note of stubbornness, “your guest will arrive soon. Y ou must
be up.” Even through the shidding of pillows, Bdinda could tdl that the girl was pulling back more
curtainsin the room, letting in melow morning light that, despite Belindd s dramatics, was unlikely to sear
the very flesh from her bones. Beinda flung the pillow away and rolled onto her back again, her am
draped over her eyes.

“You'reacrud taskmaster, Nina. A cdculating and heartless bitch.”

“Yes my lady,” the maid said with such mildness that Bdlinda laughed. She pitched the duvet back
with as much drama as she' d flung both hersdf and the pillows around, and it dithered off the far sde of
the bed, farther out of reach than she' d intended. Dismayed, she found hersdf obliged to St up, no longer
able to burrow benesth the covers agan.

“All right. I'm up. Pray God there'stea” She moved her arm enough to fix a one-eyed gimlet stare on
Nina, who ignored her entirdy as she finished opening curtains.

The room was well-gppointed; every time Bdinda looked around she fdt alittle surge of pleasure. Not
extravagant, and not fashionable, at least not according to Lutetian standards, it was samdl enough to be
cozy and warm. For this room, her private bedroom, she had forgone the cool ydlow and blue slks that
brought the rest of her little house up to locd expectations. Here she had decorated in the colors of
Lanyarch, rich greens and reds, the wadl-hangings of sturdy wool that didn't flutter with the open
windows. The maids dearly thought her eccentric, but she paid them on time and made reaively few
demands, and so they found no cause for complaint.

Nina came back to the sde of the bed, a Slver tray in her hands. “There is teg,” she said. Bdinda
reached greedily for a cup. Nina took one precise step backward and clucked her tongue. She was
pretty, as nearly dl sarving maids were, and had been caught servicing her former employer’s son in
ways that ruined her reputation. Beinda fdt a fierce sing of sympathy for the girl, too familiar with the
pattern that women with no means of their own were so often caught in. One could not refuse the lord
and magter, nor his son, but neither could one afford to accept ther advances. The price of seduction
aways lay on the woman, never the master.

And so when a neighboring wife had made passng mention of the little dut who' d whored hersdlf to
her son—a fine, upstanding young man, who could never be tempted by such raw and primd behavior if



it were not for little bitches like Nina twitching her skirts at him—Bedinda had requested to hire the girl to
begin at her household the very next morning. The neighbor’s eyes, dready beady to begin with, had dl
but popped out of her head, while Bdinda shrugged with imposed cdm. There are no men in my
household, she'd said. There is nothing to tempt a girl to wayward behavior, and her reputation
need not be destroyed. And she'd amiled gpologeticdly and offered, Perhaps we Lanyarchans are a
peculiar lot, and the woman had no choice but to hedily agree to the hiring, or to insult her new
neighbor. It had been an excdlent choice: Nina was grateful for a new place in a reputable household,
and believed her employer to have an inexplicably soft Sde.

Which was what now alowed her to dare step out of Bdinda s reach and say, firmly, “You mugt be
out of bed before you may have your tea, my lady. You aways oill on the sheets and the Sains never
come out.”

“Nina” Bdinda utterly faled to reach a threatening tone. The serving maid widened her eyes, innocent
as the newborn day.

“And besides, my lady, it gets you out of bed. You mud bein & least a dressng gown before your
guest arrives”

Bdinda groaned again and struggled for the edge of the bed. Hiza would not only arrive on time, but
she would aready be dressed. The maid was right. Turming out in a dressing gown would be bad enough.
Hizawould mock her with those lovely dark eyes, and Bdinda would deserve it. “All right, dl right.”

She climbed out of bed and dropped her degping gown to the floor, absently touching the thread that
held her dagger againgt the smdl of her back. Nina had gaped once a the tiny weapon and forevermore
seemed not to see it, even when Bdinda strode across her bedroom naked as a babe, as she did now.
An dderly gentleman lived across the street. Belinda never looked, but dways hoped he might have the
presence of mind to be watching from his own bedroom windows when she got up in the morning. She
thought of hersdf as less prone to exhibitionism as she was an appreciator of voyeurism. Nina made
distressed ducking sounds as she did every morning when Belinda ingsted on putting on such a display,
and managed to shake a chemise down over her lady’s shoulders while Belinda stood in front of the
wardrobe trying to sdlect a gown.

“How dreadful ismy hair?’

A cdculating Slence left Bdinda amiling as she reached for a gown. Dark amber, it brought out the
warmth of her hair. She hedtated over it, then sdected a less flattering dress. Eliza might find herslf
tempted to plume a sparrow well, but presented with a peacock she was likdy to snap in the other
direction.

“It has seen better mornings, my lady,” Nina said judicioudy, and then in dismay, “And that color will
not help at al, my lady. The amber is better.”

“I know. Don't argue, girl.” Bdinda brushed awvay her complants with a sngp of her fingers and
spread her ams so Nina could wrap the corset around her. The overdress was of pae green; hdf a
shade truer and it would be springlike, lovely, complimenting Belinda' s complexion and meking her hair
dark and soft. Instead it bordered on the color of limes, too gartling to flaiter a woman of Belinda s skin
tones. She thought, briefly, of Anain Aria Magli, and wondered at the stab of regret. “I'll be trying on
dresses. A hat won't do to hide my hair today.”

Patience filled Nina's voice. “Don't worry, my lady. I'll have you presentable in time to make a
fashionable entrance.”



The gifl was as good as her word. Belinda came down the gairs within minutes of Eliza's arivd, as
properly bedecked as she could be. Her hairdyle wasn't extravagant, but neither was it unfashiongble,
swept up in atwig that emphasized her forehead and the length of her neck. Bdinda fdt quite smug until
she saw her guest.

Hlizd s close-shorn locks were hidden beneath awig of such fine blackness that Belinda was certain it
was her own hair. She wore it down, againg fashion, but it made not the dightest difference; the dark
shining waves coiled around her bare shoulders in a seductive manner that made even Bdinda want to
brush it away from pae skin and drop a kiss againg the delicate bone there. She wore blue so dark it
bordered on purple, the cut of the gown more than smply fashionable, but predating fashion: Bdinda
knew within weeks the women of Lutetia would be wearing such gowns, and that Eliza set fashion with
Javier's hdp and approva. She mud: the gown's hue itsdf was a chdlenge and an admisson both,
dating her closeness with the prince and daring Belinda to make anything of it. For dl of the woman's
cdlous and ddliberate disregard of her own beauty the night before, today the rules were different, and it
was clear Hizaintended that Belinda should know thét.

“My lady Beaulieu.” Bdinda curtsed more deeply than necessary, her own acknowledgment that she
was far outstripped in looks and dtire dike. “You look well recovered from the night’s revelries”

Hliza's eyes glittered with suppressed irritation. “I'm not made of such delicate quff as most women,
Lady Irvine. I'm surprised to find you up and about.”

“Blame my excdlent servants, rather than my sturdy conditution,” Belinda suggested, then tilted her
head. “Y ou haven't eaten, have you? | would like to breskfast with you, if not...?" She gestured toward
the morning room, trugting that Elizawould remember the invitation made the night before.

Hiza nodded gracioudy and preceded Bdinda into the arboretum. It was smdl, hardly enough to be
granted such a lofty name, but its Sze made it warm, and morning light encouraged greenery that would
meake the air fresh and scented even in the coldest months of the year. Hiza glanced around perfunctorily,
then turned to Belinda. “I ate some hours ago, but tea would be lovdy.”

Bitch, Bdinda thought, amogt chearfully. Let Hiza be superior in her morning habits. It might get
Bdinda that much better of a gown. “Then teaiit Shdl be. And fruit, if you care for any. The strawberries
are very good.” Red pleasure crept into her voice; Bdinda had missed the fresh fruit of more temperate
dimes during the months she’ d been in the Khazarian north plotting Gregori’s downfdl. She was spoiled,
she reminded hersdlf as she sat. Hliza sat across from her, accepting the fruit—not just berries, but apples
and pears as wdl—with more enthusiasm than Bdinda expected.

Bdinda studied the cut of Eliza's gown as they ate, Ieting the envy that was appropriate to her role
bubble over alittle. “I wager I'll find nothing of that ilk in the dressmakers shops. You'll set fashion on
Friday, a the opera.” The envy was red, as was the admiration. “1 have never dared to break the mold
mysdf.” It was true; her postion was to be unremarkable, to hide in plain 9ght. Risking a gown with the
daring cut plunging between her breasts, the dightly shortened wais thet turned a figure from a V into an
hourglass, would draw attention. Aulun, and therefore Belinda, could never risk such a show.

And so the truth of it lay in her eyes as Hiza frowned at her, then shrugged. “It’'s easy enough to do
when someone like Jav supports you.”

“I lack such support,” Bdinda said so wryly that Blizaamaost smiled.
“Not for long.” The amilefdl away into rivary and didike again. “Jav doesn’t make a habit of inviting



everyone who comes aong to the opera with us.”

“Should | make arefusd, then?’ Belinda asked, sensing a chance. “1 think you won't believe me, but |
redly have no wish to intrude.” She kept her voice quiet, seeking guidance with such earnestness even
she believed it. “You four are dearly a close-knit group. | wouldn't presume to interfere.”

“You presume by thinking you could,” Hiza said, sharply. “Jav made the offer, | won't gainsay him.
Y ou' re welcome enough.”

Aswecome as a bout with the plague, perhaps. Bdinda caught her breath, held it long enough to ill
the amile she fdlt, then nodded. “Y our candor is...appreciated.”

Hliza s eyebrows snapped up and she stared at Belinda for a few long moments. Bdinda, wrapped in
the safety of dillness, waited, and Hlizarelaxed. “Thank you for the fruit, Lady Irvine. Perhaps we should
take our leave—the dressmakers get busy after noon. When most of the women of town are findly
prepared to leave their homes.” She didn't try to disguise her disdain, and Bdinda found hersdf amiling.

“We should dl take lessons from you, M’msdle Beaulieu,” she said with absolute sincerity. “The
world would be a more interesting place.”

Hiza gave her another sharp look, and Bdinda smiled again as they gathered themselves to leave.

The carriage was Javier's own, marked subtly with his signet. Bdinda, dlowing the coachman to hep her
down from the steps, knew she had been outdone no one ddivered to a dressmaker's shop in the
prince's carriage would be adlowed to pay for her own gowns. A talor would bankrupt himsdf giving
away wares, if it meant even the briefest notice in the roya household. He might gnash his teeth and pull
hishar later, but in the moment, he would find himsdf without a choice.

And such was the expresson on each owner’s face as they explored the row of dressmakers and
tallor shops. Gratitude, ddight, dismay, rdief. There were gowns by the dozen to admire; Belinda asked
for more than one to be set aside so she might consider it, but it was Eliza's approval she waited on, and
the street-born woman's eyes remained shuttered, and no purchases were made. Not urtil the row was
exhausted and the carriage regained did Bdinda turn to Hiza with a curious tilt to her eyebrows. “I saw
them, Lady Beaulieu. | saw ther eyes on your gown, on the cut and workmanship. None of them have
anything like it; they would have brought it out. Now they’ll copy it, but my lady, who designed the
origind?’

Hidden pleasure lit the brown of Eliza s eyes, dthough she turned her head away to mask it. “No one
who can make another soon enough for the opera.”

“l would not presume,” Bdinda said, surprised by her own vehemence. “Fashion is yours to set, my
lady. You are the prince s friend; it isto you dl eyeswill look for guidance as to the season’s garments. |
would not presume.” The passion left her and she exhded more quietly. “But it seems nothing in these
shops met with your approva. Shdl | purchase a gown without your guidance?’

“Javier would know.” Wry irritation tinged Eliza s voice. Bdinda s eyebrows rose.

“How?’ Could it be that Javier shared the knowing that sometimes overwhemed Beinda? The
knowing of thoughts and desires that had so overwhemed her in the Maglian pub? Hairs lifted on
Bdindds arms, remembering the unasked for intimacy in the overheated room. She shivered. Her
thoughts had been unquiet dl night, not letting her deep until too close to dawn, but she had only



considered the portent of Javier's indominable will and how closdy it seemed to maich the slence she
wore within hersdf like a shidd. She hadn’t thought to wonder if that sense of sdf he'd tried to impose
on her might run more deeply, might give him an uncanny awareness of the emations that svam around
him. Fascination and unwarranted hope shot through her, and she turned her attention to Eliza's response
with more interest than anticipated.

And Eliza shrugged, easy dismissve motion. “He knows my tastes. We ve been friends for a long
time”

Bdindalet go a breath of laughter, and with it a sing of disgppointment. Javier was a prince, and his
grength of will likdy born from that, not any childish recognition of her own defenses mirrored in
another’s eyes. “How long, my lady? If asking is not presumptuous.”

Hizds eyes dlittered darkly as she glanced a Beinda The carriage was moving through streets
Bdinda didn't know; she hadn’t heard Hliza give the destination. The houses beyond were dill wedthy,
though, the streets mosily clear of beggars. No one here would accost the prince's carriage, whatever
their destination might be. Bdinda let her gaze flicker back to Eliza's, aware that the other woman studied
her misrugtfully.

“Sncel was ten,” Hlizasad, “and he was eght. The entire ity seems to know the story, so | suppose
there's no harm in tdling you. | wanted a pear. I'd never had one, and they talked about them beng
grown in the roya gardens. My mother forbade me from fetching any, as the price for trespassng is
imprisonment or degth.”

“Certainly not for achild,” Belinda said, startled. Hliza made a smdl gesture with her hand, very much
like the one Javier used. Belinda wondered if it had been Eliza's firg, or if she'd copied it unconscioudy
from years of exposure to the prince. She guessed the latter; there was grace to the motion that seemed
inherent to royalty, dthough the prgudice of that made Bdinda amile fantly.

“l could say that was what | thought.” Eliza shrugged again, waiching the streets outside. “But
truthfully, I never imagined I’ d be caught. And | wasn't, not by guard or gardener.”

“Javier.” Bdinda amiled. Eliza gave her a sharp look and she redlised with a start that she'd used the
prince' s name with no honourific in an gopalingly familiar fashion. Hest rushed to her cheeks, enough
admission of quilt that Elizawent on without taking further note of the transgression.

“Javier. | was scrambling back over the wal when he asked, very padlitdy, if | needed assstance”
Hiza's mouth curved in a smile, gaze distant out the window. The amile, unexpectedly, reduced her
beauty. It took her from untouchable to merdly extraordinarily pretty, warming her eyesto a consderable
degree. It made her approachable, Bdinda thought curioudy. She had seen may women in whom
laughter brought out beauty, but never one in whom it brought out something more ordinary and humean.
“| fdl off the wal,” Elizawent on, “and landed on Jav. | had bruises for a week, but he had a broken
am.

“Oh!” Surprise pulled laughter from Belinda. “Oh no!”

“I've had pears any time | wanted, snce that day. Jav made them le me say dl through his
convalescence, and we ve been friends ever snce” Hiza glanced at Bdinda as the carriage drew to a
stop. “You're home, my lady.”

Bdinda blinked and tilted to look out the window at the building beside her. “But a dress—7"

“Onewill be ddivered to you on Friday.”



Bdinda straightened, excitement speeding her heartbeat. She fdt heet come to her cheeks again, and
thought that Begtrice Irvine was a somewhat slly woman, to be so unexpectedly thrilled a the prospect
of an unseen gown as a gift.

The coach door opened, the coachman offering his hand to help Belinda step down. Summarily
dismissed and caught between offense and amusement, Belinda accepted it, indining her head to Eliza as
she stepped from the carriage. Vanity caught her and she turned back. “But if it needs dteration—?"

“It won't,” Hizasaid. “Good afternoon, Lady Irvine”

It didn’t.

Eliza s vanity had won through as wdl, pluming a sparrow too enticing a chdlenge to pass up, or her
relaionship with Javier too genuine to embarrass him with a poorly dressed companion a the opera
Three days was too little time to dye fabric, to make the cuts and sew the gown together, but color and
gze dike seemed to whisper that the dress had truly been made for her. The fabric was green sk, shot
with counterwoven threads of brown, until the shade echoed and strengthened Bdinda's eyes. The cut
was less daring than the gown Hiza had worn—no doubt than the gown Hiza would wear—but it
flattered and was fashionable, the lines clean and long. There were fewer layers to it than she was
accustomed to, the petticoats abandoned for a more naturd shape, meking the weight of the gown so
dight as to be dl but unncticegble. It reminded Belinda alittle of the gown Ana had worn—she could ride
ahorse adtride in this dress without its weight pressing her thighs. She never would; it would damage the
slk beyond belief. But the sense of freedom in the dressing was there, and made her amile breathlesdy a
her own reflection.

Nina, caught between scandalized at the cut of the gown’'s neck—far from off the shoulders, but a
more open square, with angled Sdes that Ieft a litle more collarbone bare than current fashion
dictated—and envious of the chance to weer it, reflected in the mirror as wel, finishing the last touches to
Bdindd s hair. It was worn up, exposng the delicate length of her neck, scraps of leaves and pae green
flowers woven againg the brunette waves.

Bdinda heard carriages outside, and the thunk of the knocker that thudded through the entire house.
“Will I do?" she asked Nina, amused. Thegrl rolled her eyes.

“l suppose, madam. | won't be completely embarrassed to let you out of the house.” They amiled at
each other in the mirror as the bedroom door popped open, another breathless servant—Marie; Belinda
wanted to remember their names, just as she ddiberady faled to remember men like Vikto—Marie
forgetting to knock in her excitement.

“My lady, he's here”

Bdinda stood, amiling. “He's just a man, my dear. They're not worth quite dl that much fuss” Her
eyebrows lifted dightly, though the smile remained in place. “They’'re certainly not worth forgetting
manners over.”

Pink-cheeked quilt overcame the gifl and she ducked her head, hands clasped together a her hips.
“I'm sorry, my lady, please forgive me, it's only that—"

“You're forgiven,” Bdinda said, dill anused. Ten years of playing the lesser parts, filling household
roles such as the one that was this girl’s livdihood, had done nothing to prepare Bdinda for the constant
source of ddight that playing an upgtairs role brought. She had let the gtillness fade away far too often the



last severd days, dlowing hersdf to be caught up in good cheer and the pleasantries of wedth. She could
play lady disdain, but for Marius there seemed no point; he was caught dready, and charmed by the
openhearted and good Bestrice. Until she had to meet with his friends again—a time when reserve would
more Uit her anyway—Belinda could dlow hersdf the revery of smple joy. Capturing a light cloak from
her bed where it lay, she followed Marie downdairs, fuly aware the gifl tralled after to watch Marius's
resction to the gown.

But it was Javier who stood done in the lobby, his hands folded neetly behind his back as he studied a
painting—a particularly awful portrait of Beatrice's late fathe—that hung in a place of pride near the
door. The prince wore grey, both incredibly subdued and unexpectedly flatering to his complexion and
hair. As he turned from the portrait, a smile of gppreciation adready sdtling on his face, the mad gave
Bdinda a desperate glance over her shoulder, asif to say, You see, my lady? He was worth forgetting
to knock!

And Bdinda, astonished, gave the girl absolution in the form of a faint nod. “Y our Highness” She had
no need to hide her surprise, nor did she think Javier would find insult in her gaze searching the corners of
the room and landing in confuson on the door before findly returning to him. Benegth the heavy
brocaded vest he wore white, sartling againg skin to which torchlight and fading sunlight gave a golden
cad.

“Pease” he sad, “Javier. If my friends court you, then we must be friends, too.”
“Javier,” Belinda said faintly, then smiled. “Not James?’

“Good Lord, no,” Javier said with a amile of his own. He was more attractive in evening light than he
hed been in the club. “ James is a construct, meant to hide behind, and evidently a poor one. No, my lady,
please, cdl me Javier.”

“Then you must cdl me Bestrice” Bdinda spoke reflexively, stepping forward to take the am that
Javier offered with another amile. “But my lord...| had thought Marius would be here tonight...?’

His eyebrows drew down over eyes that ate up the color of the lights with the same faint gold sheen
that his clothes and skin did. “Marius's mother has taken ill. He will not be joining us tonight after al.”

Surprise splashed through Bdinda with such dacrity that for the firgt time in days she ddiberately
curtained it with the tillness, Ietting her heartbeat dow in the few moments before she spoke again. “He
hadn't sent a message. | hope el be dl right? It was kind of you to come for me ingtead, then.”
Suspicion flowered at the back of her neck, a hot feding of certainty that had no root. “Lord Assdin and
Lady Hizawait for usin the carriage?’

Javier's frown deepened alittle. “They’ ve both sent their regrets, each of them vying for who is more
disappointed to not see you in your new gown, which is” he took a perfunctory breath, “lovdy. I'm
afrad it'smy company and mine done tonight, Lady Bestrice. Forgive usdl for the changein plans” The
words and the tone were perfectly matched: polite regret, a vague aura of discomfort, mild humour at the
gtugion. It was a flawless performance.

Hot flares wrapped around Beinda's throat and crept over her scap, meking her shiver even in the
warmth of the room. The gtillness within her gave her room for certainty, even without being able to make
sense of it: beneath the prince’s words lay no surprise, no dismay, and an unmistakable ar of triumph.
The emotions were strong enough to be her own, as if they came from within her own skin, rather than
from the prince whose am she was on. She gazed up a him, balanced between fascination and fear. He
quirked his eyebrows, waiting for her answer, and she found it in hersdf to amile back at him, eeslly.



“I think | can forgive you, my lord. | look forward to the evening's performance. We mugt remember it
wadl, so we can share it with the others, and especidly relate it to poor Madame Poulin. Thank you for
thinking of me even as your friends were unable to attend. I’m honoured.”

Thoughts awhirl, she didn’'t hear his reply as he escorted her to his carriage.

6

The opera held nothing of interest, compared to the man at her elbow. Bdinda watched without seeing,
aware of its mgesty and the kill of the players, and recorded the pageantry into memory for discussion
later while remaining hersdf unmoved. Javier put on a show as excellent as the one below them: leaning
forward, eyes intent on the stage, a amile playing over his mouth from time to time, as benefited the
production.

It was dl alie Now attuned to it and focused, not overwhdmed by an ondaught of emotion as she
hed been at the Maglian pub, she could fed the prince's true intentions, hidden benegth the veneer of
grace and nobility. Not that he lacked those things in any fashion, but now they were digraction, a
surface performance for the benefit of others. Below, triumph had faded into burgeoning interest,
smugness into curiosity. At the edges of emotion Belinda thought she could amost pull individud thoughts
free, but they dipped between her fingers and disappeared. She glanced a her hands and alowed hersdf
afant amile through the dillness. Metgphorica fingers, at least; she doubted she could dide her very hand
into Javier's head and capture those thoughts in their entirety.

His curiosity was tempered by something more: gpprehension. Fear was too strong a word, his own
confidence too grest to truly fear the woman & his Sde. But she was a new thing in his experience—from
the conflict of interest and caution within him, Belinda could read that.

It hardly surprised her. The dillness she knew as a part of hersdf was dien to anyone ese she had
ever met. Especidly—especially! —the moments in her childhood when the shadows had hdd her safe
within their arms. Her father had meant her to forget, but the memory came on strong now, Stting in the
darkened hdl. It was unlike any theatre she had ever known, roofed over to keep in heat and to bring the
ful force of the Sngers voices reverberating around the wals. Even the floor had sests, rather than the
crowded, standing-room only areas she knew from Aulun’'s open-air playhouses. This was not a place
the poor came into for an afternoon’s entertainment, paying their ha penny to a drunk who kept the gate.
The darkness of it protected her, Ietting her drift in memory even as she tried to puzzle out a way to
broach an ungpoken brotherhood with Javier. The will of not being there which she'd drawn so tightly
around hersdf dl those years ago, she could remember that. The triumph of knowing she was hidden
from dl eyes, and the shock of Robert discovering her. She could remember dl of those things How,
then, could the moment of hiding be so fully erased from her memory?

Had she faded? Belinda rolled her shoulders forward, meking her chest concave as she closed her
eyes. Was it memory or imagination that encouraged her down that path, tdling her that fading was right,



something important about fading...

“It ends badly,” Javier murmured by her ear. Beinda caught her breath and lifted her chin, caled back
to the theatre and the music with a pulse of irritation.

“My lord?’

“The story ends badly, in desth and despair for dl the principd actors. Perhaps we should retire early,
S0 you might be spared the anguish?’

Bdinda arched an eyebrow as she tilted her head toward his. “I am dl but certain,” she breathed, “that
the actors will rise up anew from their death throes and live to perform another night. | think | am bold
enough to St through another half hour of make-believe. They will natice if you leave, my lord. Your exit
could end this show tonight, even asit opens.”

Javier quirked a amile, his head angled with interest. “Y ou're a gentle soul, aren't you? You think of
thingsthat | never would. Nobility suits you, lady. The world might be a better place if dl gentry were as
well-heded as you.”

Bdinda returned her gaze to the stage, unwilling to meet the amused admiration in the prince's eyes. “I
am perhaps closer to the land than you, is dl, my lord. My gation is not so high. Perhaps it is easer to
see those who make their livdihoods on a prince' s whim from where | stand.”

“Then perhaps a prince requires your wisdom.” Javier’'s tone changed, more weight given to the words
than the conversation had warranted. Impatience grew in him, pushing aside gpprehension and replacing
it with avarice. Bdlinda glanced a him again, unable to read what god greed sought. There was dways
one safe gamble, though, particularly with a handsome man of power. She lowered her eyes.

“I would be proud to serve you, my lord. My wisdom is a your disposa, as are dl my faculties”

He glanced a her, sharp, then dlowed himsdf a chuckle that dtered the emotions she read in him
more than it broke through into sound. It was marked by desire, thick and interested, and a trace of
complacency. Belinda was not the firgt, nor would she be the last, woman to make such a blatant, if
coded, offer to the prince. The uplift of his amusement was heady, sweeping up Bedlinda's spine and
curving around her body as needle-sharp tingles of want in her breasts and groin. For a few seconds she
rode the delicious pain of it, letting it rob her of breath, knowing Javier would note that breathlessness on
asubtle leve. She shivered. He put his hand over hers, and for a shocking moment, his thoughts were
hersto savor.

...cCkable if nothing else—but there's more. Witchbreed. The word hung in his thoughts, pulsng
deep red with anguish: it was a word he would never speak doud, one he feared, one that never strayed
far from his mind. It accused and it denied dl in one, forcing internd confrontetions that led to an
outpouring of power. The dternative was to subsumeit, to swalow it up and deny its existence, but wha
then if the vessdl, his weak body, should crack? What if the unspoken ahility he held, one that no one,
not even Mother, seemed to share, could burgt forth if bottled too long? No, better to focus it, widd it
like a sword, make use of it to influence and encourage the men around him. It could be done subtly,
must be done subtly, else certainly Hel itsdf would rise up and take him back to its depths as one of its

spawn...

Bdinda jerked her hand back, every modicum of gillness, every ounce of control she'd ever known
log to her. A blush flooded her cheeks as her heartbeat crashed so loudly, so hard, that she thought it
would tear her apart, and she couldn’'t say if it was terror or joy that drove it so fiercdy. Fire danced
through her, burning her face and demanding her breath to fud it, and the heat it made spilled through her



until nameless emotion was subsumed benegth raging desire.

Javier turned to her with surprise so enormous it forgot offense. There was nothing of his thoughts in
hisgaze, no hint at dl of the flood of words that had swept her, and yet she was certain, achingly certain,
that she had not imeagined what they’ d shared. What she' d solen. Witchbreed.

The word tasted of fire, gold and bright at the back of her throat. It was new to her, not a term she
would dlow hersdf even in the mogt fanciful of moments, and it fluttered in her mouth, wanting to break
free and be spoken. She wondered, if she kissed him, whether Javier would taste of the same enflamed
power that his word burned with. The thought caught her breath, bailing away everything else, until she
remembered hersdf and jerked again, harder than before. Choice, that time, she told hersdf fiercdy.
Choice, and not control deserting her.

“Forgive me, my lord.” She let the breathlessness of discovery turn her expression wide and open, and
then embarrassed at its freedom, eyes dropped as she adjusted the stays of her corset. “I hardly meant to
be so0 rude. But it's nothing,” she said quickly, softly, to the concern that overrode his surprise. “Nothing,
save my corset seems to have taken a didike to the soprano.” The woman below lifted her voice to an
adonishing note as Bdinda wrinkled her face, twiging once more to adjust the lines of the mdigned
garment. Javier grinned and returned his attention to the stage.

Witchbreed. The idea hung in her thoughts now, not with the apprehension she'd fdt in Javier's, but
with heart-pounding curiogty. It defined him as surdy as the words that had haunted her since birth
seemed to define her: it must not be found out. So, too, fdt Javier about this witchbreed; it was what
he had named himsdf. Bdinda had turned her need inward, making it internd and slent. Javier had
extended outward with his perhaps it was the difference between aman and a woman.

He knew, then. Without reflecting on it, he recognized, as she did, that they had something akin to
esch other. Witchbreed. Belinda watched the remainder of the opera in thoughtful slence, no more
seding it than she might see the wind. As the curtain fdl and applause echoed through the theatre, she
leaned toward the prince, her decison made.

“I'm curious, my lord.”

“Mm?" Javier glanced at her, smiling, then back at the stage with arched eyebrows, dearly expecting
her question to regard the performance.

“You would not have sent them away deiberatdy. It would have caused too much hurt among old
friends. So | wonder, did each thing that arose to keep them away surprise you, or did you fashion their
excuses with your own need and desire, and lay them like yokes on ther shoulders?’

“What?” Javier's amilefdl awvay and darkness clouded his eyes, a mixture of anger and fear. Belinda
wet her lips, chin tilted up to give the prince a dight show of throat, one tiny acknowledgment of the
power structure here.

“Thereis too much coincidence here tonight, and you know it aswdl as |. And, again, | wonder. Does
the world order itsdf to your desire with or without your conscious will, Prince Javier? | have fdt it in
you, my lord.”

“Fdt what?" His voice snapped with fury, though Belinda noted he was careful to keep it quiet. She
leaned in, close enough to brush his ear with her lips, and breathed the words.

“The witchbreed magic.”



“You fdt it, my lord.” Bdindamight have shouted the words out loud, for dl the chances of being heard
among applause and people leaving the theatre. She didn't; she kept them pitched for the prince's ears
aone, amurmur edged with intendity. “You fdt it in me, jugt as | fdt it in you. Don't bdittle us both and

deny it

There was nothing of horror or fear, no anger or ddiberation in Javier's eyes. He bowed a brief
gesture of approval to the opera cast, a amile playing his mouth. But standing beside him, Belinda could
fed the burgts and sparkles of temper and fear, like fireworks of Slver hue, sngpping off him. Bending
toward her, trying to shape her to hiswill, to shape her toward slence or caution or obedience.

Anyone s0 close as she would fed the energy of the man; anyone else would admire his vitdity and
never question that it sharpened the desire to serve him. In her, it birthed fascinaion at the utter opposites
that choice dlowed. Javier's srength poured into her, faling in his intent to dominate. Belinda folded it
into hersdlf, letting it increase the core of dillness within her. Frudtration splintered the edges of Javier's
power, turning it dark and blue, as if ice caught it and encroached inward. He was unaccustomed to
defiance. More than unaccustomed: entirdy unfamiliar with. That Belinda stood beside him without
qualling or making apology was enough to put his doubts, if not his fears, to rest.

“Perhaps you would enjoy a tour of my gardens” he offered pleasantly, no hint of drife in his voice.
Could she not fed uncertainty and a need to understand ralling off his skin like ar over heated stones,
Bdinda might have believed his offer to be nothing more than seductive politeness. “The hour is late, |
know, but the night should iill be warm, and | can offer a cloak if yoursisinaufficent.”

As bound by curiogty and desire to know as was the prince, for dl that hers was tightly contained,
Bdinda bobbed a curtsey of agreement. “I would be ddlighted, my lord. Hiza tdls me that you grow

rm.s-”

“Yes, and they're jugt at the end of the season.” Javier escorted her from the theatre, meaningless
pleasantries exchanged for the carriage ride to the palace grounds. He himsdf offered her a hand in
leaving the carriage, and without asking dipped her fingers into the crook of his am. No woman would
pull away from a prince; the gesture was indinctive, but dso intended to confer honour. “Are you warm
enough?’ he asked solicitoudy. Belinda dropped her gaze and reveled in dlowing hersdf atiny amile in
place of laughter.

“Yes, my lord. Thank you.” Bland and polite, they left the carriage behind as Javier guided her through
aseries of gates and into a midnight garden. They walked in sllence, the charged topic between them set
adde as Bdinda loosened her fingers from Javier’s arm and took afew steps ahead of him into the warm,
scented grounds.

Fruit-bearing trees clustered together thickly enough around pathways to cut evening moonlight into
dapples and drips of white-blue light, shifting with the dight breeze. The air that stirred between them
was warm and light with sweetness, the rich scents of ripening fruit. The paths were well-tended but not
prisineg smdler bushes overflowed and tangled their thin branches into the wakways, esdly torn if a
wanderer did not watch his feet.

Bdinda turned back to Javier, catching the prince standing dill in a shaft of pae light. The moon was a
harsh midress to him; her blue tones made lilac shadows in his hair and hollowed his cheekbones. She
took blood from hislips and made his skin seem fragile over the bones, too pae for life

But she brought out the lightness of his eyes and named ther true color grey. In her light he looked like



a creature from another world, perhaps one of the underhill dwdling shee the Hibernian idand west of
Auun had legends of. Bdinda gazed a him, entranced, then shivered, trying to cast off his spdl as she
lifted her chin. “My lord?’

Javier shook himsdf, as she had just done. “Forgive me. | was only admiring how wel the moonlight
aits you.” He made a moue and brushed the words away digparagingly. “For though it sounds likeit,” he
sad, and Bdinda started to amile, “that is not a line | try on most women. Forgive me it sounded
absurd.”

“It sounded charming,” Beinda corrected with amusement, then extended her hands a little as she
turned to encompass the gardens with her embrace. “Thisisdl yours”

13 Y$11
“And we' re done here. Without guards or spies”

“Yes” Javier's voice lowered as he came closer. “No, my lady Irvine. There is nowhere in a paace
without guards or spies. Y our country estates may be more forgiving, but here there is nothing that cannot
be bought and paid for, and so there is nothing that goes unwatched.” His hands came around in front of
her throat, unfastening the clasp of her cloak with an easy twitch of his fingers. The cloak fdl away and
Javier put his hands on her hips, stepping closer. The freedom Beinda had fet in donning the gown that
Hiza had sent was compounded by shock: through thin slk, without the weight of petticoats between the
fabric and her skin, she could fed the heat of Javier's hands with far more intengty than she was
accustomed to. His lips brushed her shoulder and she shivered, letting go a soft laugh that had more in
common with desire than amusement. Javier pulled her hips back againgt his, mouth brushing her shoulder
asecond time.

“There is one sort of assgnation that is hardly unexpected.” His breath spilled over her skin, warm
compared to the surrounding air. Belinda's ssomach tightened, knots of responding need making bright
aching pointsin her breasts.

“My lord,” she whispered, then wondered what she thought she might say next. A token protest? A
refusal? Javier chuckled as his hand lifted from her hip and found, unerringly, the pins that held her hair
up. He tugged them loose, dropping them to the ground as her har loosened and fdl around her
shoulders. He inhded the scent, then brushed it out of the way and did his arm around her waist, mouth
agang her shoulder again.

“My lord?” Mocking words, dthough gentle. “Do Lanyarchan men not bring ther women to lovey
places for seduction, Bestrice? Surely you didn’t think we would have an innocent walk in the gardens, a
quiet talk about the witchbreed—!" The find word was no louder than the others, but with it he pulled
loose the laces that held her gown in place. It fdl away more eadly than Belinda expected it to, Javier
pushing the deeves from her shoulders and Idtting the fabric rumple to the ground around her ankles.
Bdinda could fed her tiny dagger pressing itsdf into the amal of her back, bound in place by the corset
that was dl she wore now. Javier ran hisfingertips aong the lower edge of the corset, over her hips. She
could fed hisamile againgt her shoulder and the hardness of his desire pressed agang her bottom.

“l believe | approve of this new fashion, Bestrice. One sngle piece of outerwear is far eader to
overcome than the dozens of petticoats and layers women usudly wear. Did you do this for me?” He
traced the corset to its lowest point, ghosting his fingers over curls. Bdinda shivered, tilting her head back
agandg the prince's shoulder and making him breathe laughter. He pressed his pdm over the thaich of
curls, holding her hips againg his as his other hand wandered free, following the tiff lines of the corset up
to where skin was bared again. He brushed his fingers over rounded flesh, then delved into the scant



space afforded by the bindings and forced her breast free of the corset, scraping her nipple againg the
hard edges of the stay. Bdinda whimpered and Javier growled, a hungry sound of triumph as he pinched
the nipple and did his fingers between her thighs.

The liquid sound of pleasure that escaped her was loud enough to cal any nearby guards with an
impulse for watching. Javier pressed histhigh between hers, pushing them apart. Bdinda's ankle twisted,
the shoes she wore for extra height not intended to be moved sideways while weight bore down on them.
She collagpsed; Javier caught her with his hand hard on her breast and hisfingers curving ingde her. For a
blissful moment there was rdief, pressure againg the sweet spot on the bone within, but his fingersleft her
again when she was steady on her feet. Beinda made a mewl of protest, opening her thighs further and
winding an am back around Javier's neck, uncertain of her own ability to keep her feet. He amiled again,
agang her throat.

“Now.” He drew his fingers, wet with her need, up through curls, gfting the coarse har. Belinda
gasped with dismay, pushing her hips forward and squirming her thighs further apart as he chuckled. He
thumped a fingernall forward, sending a pardyzing combination of pain and need surging through her
body, and she let out a strangled cry.

“Please, my lord. Please!”

“Do they grow dl Lanyarchan women o lusty?’ Javier murmured, pleased. His fingertip flicked over
the centre of her pleasure again, thistime light and quick and repetitive. Beinda whimpered, trying to hold
dill so the touch could build to release. Javier let warm breath Soill over her neck again, a quiet Sgh, and
murmured, “Now. Tdl me what you know of the witchbreed.”

Laughter ripped from Belindd's throat, helpless and gasping. “Now?” Remembering her own name
was in question; she wanted to givein to sensation, not force thought into coherent words.

“Now,” Javier said for the third time. “Now is the only time listeners don’t hang on every word. Who
wants to ligen to the soppy, fdse endearments spoken during lovemaking?’ His own voice carried soft
amusament and detachment; it was not the fird time he'd used love as a guise for secret conversation.
His touch glided over her again and Belinda groaned, haf laughter, and tightened her fingersin his hair.

It wasn't thet it was impossible In fact, it was easer than most men's egos would like to know,
detaching the physicd from the mentd. Cdling dillness dl around her helped, the use of long years
forbidding the body’ s reaction to pain and pleasure both. It dlowed her to order her thoughts, ignoring
her body’ s shivers. Javier fdt the withdrawa and bit her shoulder, contrary to his own orders, redoubling
his efforts to cdl them to the surface again. Bdinda dlowed hersdf a tiny whimper through the distant
ache of need, uwilling to divorce hersdf entirdly from the sure touch of his hands and the pleasure they
brought. If there were spies on the garden wdls it did no good to stand like a stick in the princeg' s arms,
ignaring the work he did to please her.

“l know very little, my lord.” The words came as a Sgh. “I've never met anyone e<e like me” She
shuddered again, tightening her fingersin Javier's hair. “Like us” Her voice was low and liquid, a pleain
itdf as she pressed her hipsinto his touch.

Even as she spoke, though, redization sparked through her, bringing its own kind of pleasure. Her
fether had to share the power Javier caled witchbreed, or he never would have seen her through the
shadows. And if Robert carried that kernd of power ingde him, so, too, did Dmitri, whose presence she
was now certain had roused her from deep in the Khazarian north a few months ago. Dmitri, who had
been with her father the nignt he took away Belindas memory of how to hide in the shadows. There
were others, then, but Javier's fingers had found a quick rhythmic circle that threatened to shatter her



concentration. Beyond his touch was the weight of hiswill, impressed upon her illness, externd force to
her internd. One or the other she could withstand; the two together gave her over to abandonment unlike
any she' d known. For long moments she shuddered and cried out in Javier's arms, urtil her thighs were
wet with desire and the only thing that kept her on her feet was hisgrip on her.

“I cdl it the dillness” she findly gasped. Javier chuckled, his hands aandoning her. Belinda locked
her knees to keep her feet, swdlowing hard. “It was a game. So no one could hurt me” There was very
little sound as the prince disrobed. Beinda turned her head toward him, wetting her lips, but he stayed
too close to see a pae shoulder in moonlight, the play of muscle, nothing more. “I used it to hide in
shadows once,” she blurted, abruptly desperate to confess what she knew so she might no longer need
to divorce body from soul and could focus whally on Javier's touch. “But I—" Her breath caught, his
hands on her hips again. She heard the amilein his voice, mouth brushing her shoulder.

“But you what?" His hands weighed heavy on her hips, bringing her down to the grassy earth. Her
gown, wrinkled beyond repair, let blades of sharp grass prickle her knees as she whimpered again and
pressed them further apart. The corset was too long to let her arch her hips back in offering. Instead she
fdl forward, but Javier's hand in her har stopped her with a forceful jerk. The impulse to submit
weakened her and her head rolled back in his grasp, the weight of her body fallowing. “But you what,
Bedtrice?’ Javier asked agan. He kept hisfig knotted in her hair, pulling the skin of her throat taut. She
swallowed againd it, yidding to his strength.

“But I ve forgotten how, my lord.” Need parched her throat and she swalowed, raw. “The dillness is
dl | can do.” Even as she spoke, memory washed over her, the cacophony of emotion in the Maglian
pub and the very words she'd plucked from Javier's mind earlier that evening. “Oh...oh!” Thought left
her inarush as Javier daimed her, a hard thrust demanding submission without causing pain. He settled
back on his hedls, sporeading her over his thighs Her skin rolled at the shoulder blade, pinched between
the hard line of the corset and Javier's chest. She fumbled her hand back, scrabbling for the corset cords,
but Javier caught her hand and twisted it further up, until her spine arched despite the diff boning in the
undergarment. Her bresth came more shdlowly as he curled her fingers into the laces, a wordless
command to remain as he arranged her. An ache throbbed through her shoulder joint, made worse as he
teased her nipple with a touch so light she thought she might only be imegining it. She arched again, trying
to press her breast into his fingers, making the ache in her shoulder worse. She bent her other am back,
hdlf to try to dleviate the ache and more to hear Javier's low chuckle and the breath of praise that spilled
over her kin. He freed her other breast from the corset bindings, the nipple tightening with desperation a
the touch of cool ar.

There was a ddliciousness to being hdpless to the prince' s gentle strength. Belindd's hair tickled her
own spine, her head bent back so dark waves were caught between her body and Javier's. He put his
fig into her hair again, pulling her head further back until she arched more sharply into the corset bones
then her lungs could bear. Her own fingers tangled in her hair, pulling hard enough for pain that
blossomed into the sweet ache of desire, kegping her in the pose he had placed her in. She had had men
treat her thus before, but without tenderness; for them pain and discomfort were meant for domination.
Under Javier's touch she fdt sculpted, shaped and made beautiful for the pleasure of extremity, her
breasts pushed forward and her hips back in an exaggeration of womanhood. She trusted his desire
impliatly, knowing without reservetion that he might bend and mold her, but he would never deign to
break her. That was for lesser men.

“Tdl me more”

Tha he spoke sent a paroxysm of shock through her, tightening her nipples and her bely again. He
pulsed his hips upward, taking whet little breath she had away and leaving her unable to caich more, the



corset stays pressed too tightly againg her. Black fireworks sparked and trailed across her vison,
brightening as she closed her eyes and druggled to take a breath. “Can you not tdl me more?’ he
murmured, teasing. Even teasing, his intent to pursue conversation triggered both laughter and offensein
Bdinda. She strained to lift her head, determined to drag in enough air to make words.

Javier's fingers did between her thighs and clasped the swollen nub of flesh there. Her words were
taken by a shdlow cry, too little ar behind it to give it ful voice. She shuddered around him, too
breathless to sruggle vidlently as orgasm smashed through her. In moments she was bonelessin his arms,
held there by the stern corset lines rather than any willpower of her own. Her head was fdlen so far back
the corset pressed panful lines into the flesh of her shoulder blades, her breasts offered up to the
moonlight. Javier kissed her throat with a murmur of gppreciation, ghoging his hand over her nipples
agan. When she shivered he laughed and captured her dit between his fingers again, drawing out a
whimper of pain brought by too much pleasure.

“Then let me tdl you what | know,” he breathed. He lifted his hips into hers, purposeful strength
burying himsdf more deeply in her. Haf swooning with breathlessness, Belinda gasped and fdl further
into his grasp, spreading her thighs another scant inch to afford him greater access. His mark of approval
came with another torturous touch around her aching dit, and as she shuddered he whispered secrets of
sorcery agand her skin.

Dew soaked the green slk of the dress, morning too young to warm the air yet. Belinda shivered under
her summer cloak, curling her legs up to move her feet under the comparative warmth beneath the cloak.
She found Javier’s shin with her feet and tucked her toes between his legs, meking him inhde a deepy
laugh. “Why do women adways have cold feet?’

“In this case, because I’ ve been degping on wet, cold ground for hours.” Bdindarolled onto her back,
dill keeping her body pressed as closdy to Javier's as possible. “Why are men dways warm?’

He did his am over her ribs and the dill-Hiff lines of her corset. “Because the human race would
aurdy die out if we couldn’'t keep our mothers and wives from turning to ice every night. Unbend your
knees, woman. Now my feet are uncovered.” He crunched up, resgttling the cloak over them, and threw
the hood over ther heads. The cool air warmed dmost indantly and Belinda redlised her nose was numb.
She clasped it between her fingers and Javier chuckled, moving her hand to cover her nose with his hand
instead. She could amdl her own scent on him, musky and faint hours later. Asif senang her reaction to
that, Javier shifted the cloak and lowered his head to cover her nipple with his mouth. The heat was
exquigte and shocking after hours of chill. Belinda arched into it and he let go another low laugh, lifting his
head again. “Do it

“My lord—"

“Beatrice” Command filled his voice, expectation bordering on irritation. “Power is begotten by
desire, and | know you desire” He put his hand over her lower ssomach, just where the corset ended.
The warmth of his hand was didracting, waking heet in other places—but that was the point. Bdinda
inhded deeply, watching Javier's gaze snap back to her breasts. It was something, at least, and thus
sated she wrapped the dillness around her, letting it protect her more thoroughly than any cloak could
do.

They had done this twice during the amdl hours of the morning, once with Belinda fdlowing Javier's
guidance and once on her own. There was awal of resstance in her, one that weakened as she shoved
agand it, cdling her need through it and to its other sde. That wadl, she didn’'t understand how, tasted of



her father, asif his broad shoulders and scent of chypre had somehow taken up residence ingde her own
mind. Beyond it was the power that had let her hide in shadows when she was a child. Robert’s very will
lay between her conscious desire and that power, making a barrier to her accessing it.

But there was a weaknessin the barricade: she could dmost see the words around the place where it
ran thinner. It cannot be found out. Not yet. It's ill too early. The time has not yet come for you to
know such things.

Not yet. That admonishment had been made wel over ten years earlier. Now, findly, whether her
father meant for it to be or nat, it was time. Bdinda was no longer a child. She served her queen and her
country, but her will was her own, and the long years of wondering were coming to an end.

She had broken through twice, and now fdt it giving way before her desire again. It didn’t shatter, but
rippled and spread outward, as if she'd thrown a stone into a pool and her point of access was the tiny
centre of the vortex it created. She pushed through that centre, widening it, then withdrew. A trickle of
power spilled forth, golden and warm as sunlight. 1t was the gtillness, made visble within her own mind.
Initsdf, it was nothing, not even potentid; it merdy lay beyond the barrier in her mind and waited.

Waited for desire. It warmed her as much, more, than Javier's touch, filled her with a completion that
no mere man could achieve. She cupped her hands together beneeth the cloak, as if she might catch
water in them, and took a breath deep enough to drain her ribs agang the corset. “Light,” she
whispered, not in Gallic but in her maiden tongue of Aulunian.

A glow gained her fingers, soft and warm. It lit the underside shadows of the cloak, atiny, gentle bal
of sunlight cradled in her hands. Pride and ddight bloomed in her, wdl-hidden from the surface but
enough to warm her within. A smdler part of her mind crowed with darm, llyana's accusations of
witchery proved true, and death by burning should Bdinda ever be caught. She should be more
frightened; she knew she should be more frightened. But with the soft glow of power in her hands, most
of that fear was drowned beneath confidence. She only had to go carefully, and she would never be
found out.

Javier clucked approval and she moved her hands dowly, carrying her little pamful of light closer to
his face. His eyes picked up the golden hue, reflecting the slky sheen of the cloak they lay huddied
beneath. “Better,” he breathed, as if the dirring air might put Belindda s light out like it was a candle. “It
came fagter thistime. Did you fed it? Witchlight, Bestrice. Your light.”

“Our light,” she whispered back, though it wasn't true. Javier curled hisfingers around the back of her
hand, pae slver light oringing from his padm as eadly as he might point a finger. It warred with her
golden sunlight, and dominated, for dl that it was the color of moonlight. He had years of practise and
ill over hers, and, Bdinda thought, access to power that was not hidden behind a wall built by a
well-meaning father. She caught her lower lip in her teeth, eyes closed as she wrestled the bleak wall
within her mind, prodding and poking & the pinhole she'd made in it. It tore, and her eyes flew open as
power sung her pams and brightened the sunlight held in her hands. Javier put his pam againg hers and
brought more of his own power to bear, smothering golden sparks with the cool light of the moon.
Bdinda gasped as her witchlight winked out and Javier pinned her wrist againg the ground.

“Our gift,” he corrected. “All that's best of dark and light. But not too bright, lady. Such secrets must
be studied in the quiet of night, when there are fewer eyes to watch.”

“My lord?" A sudden blush came over her, an honest reaction; the art of blushing on demand was one
she had tried to learn without success. She watched Javier's eyes follow the rush of pink down her throat
to where it stained the upper swells of her breasts, and wished not for the firg time that she could achieve



the effect at will. She could prevent it; that much the dillness gave her, but never cdl it. He lowered his
mouth to the tinted flesh, then followed the curve upward until he caught her nipple in his mouth, dl
tongue and teeth. She arched and he rolled hisweight over her, cock pressed agang her bely.

“Now you blush?” Amusement enriched his voice. “A wanton woman under the moon's light and
come morning you blush and look away? Yes a night, Beatrice, in the long smdl hours. Is it your
reputation you fear for? Y ou wouldn't be the fird woman to be named the prince' s whore. It may even
boost your marriage prospects, if we part on amicable terms.”

“Marius...?” The question was poorly judged. Javier's eyes darkened as he put his fingers againg the
hollow of her throat.

“Isit he you prefer, my lady Beatrice? Is the prince merdly a festher in your girlish cap?’

“No,” Bdinda breathed. She reached for the drip of power indde her, infusng her answer with its
light, dl the truth she could mugter into the soft word. Bdinda had seen jedlousy in a hundred men, but
wouldn’'t have imagined that this man, a prince, would dlow himsdf such a petty emotion. Her life might
depend on defusing it. She parted her lips and swalowed tentetively againgt the pressure on her throat.
She had not confessed to the prince her burgeoning ability to sense emation and even thought; the
moment to do so had come and gone, and she was no longer tangled in passion that washed even the
darity of dillness away. If Javier didn't know of the faculty, he might fdl prey to it. Bdinda poured dl the
power she could reach into her whispered words, filling them with subtle adoration and trugt. “Mariusis a
boy in his heart, my lord, no matter what hisyears. | prefer men.”

Javier's fingers tightened, then loosened enough to let her swalow. The darkness in his eyes
diminished, leaving them colorless in the filtered light through the cloak. Bdinda tilted her head back,
letting the weight of his hand press into her throat again. Submission, now that danger was past, only
reinforced his pogtion relaive to hers. It could do her no harm.

“Marius should am so high as aroya cast-off,” Javier said after a moment. “And | think | will not tire
of you for some time, my little witch. Y ou have much to learn.”

“You honour me,” Bdlinda whispered. Flat amusement shot through Javier’'s gaze.

“Yes. | do. Enjoy it whileit lasts, Begtrice. Nothing ever does.”

7

ROBERT, LORD DRAKE

11 September 1587 il Khazan, capital of Khazar, north and east of Echon



Iring, imperatrix of dl Khazar, is a beautiful woman.

Not like Lorraine, whose driking features made her beautiful in her youth. Time has stripped that
beauty, her long face fdling with age. She might have found a way to move through her later years
gracefully, but instead she fights every year asif it is her bitterest enemy, and that, too, has left marks.

Not like Sanddia, ether, who has never been beautiful, only devadtaingly pretty. She dill holds the
edge of youth that maintains lovdiness, but in a few short years her figure will fal to a fondness for
swests, and her curveswill turn to plump softness. It will look well on her, but it is not beauty.

No, Irina Durovawill be beautiful when they lay her down in her grave. Time will not be able to take
the degant square bones of her face away, and her skinis of the qudity to hold wrinkles tight around the
corner of large dark eyes. Sheisin her forties now, and her har is slvering. She lets it do so naturdly,
taking gravitas from aging; she does not believe youth is the only potent drug there is. Then again, she has
true beauty to see her through the years.

It is more difficult to be angry at a beautiful woman than a plain one, but Robert istrying.

“l do not understand, Your Mgesty.” It was a fasehood; he understood perfectly, as did Irina “What
does Essandia offer that Aulun can’'t? Our fleet is better-trained, and a treaty with my queen is unigue in
its advantages. There can be no backdoor pressure to marry.” He stresses the lagt sentence, meking it a
clear reminder to those who know—in the audience chamber, that means himsdf and Irina—how much
trouble Irina has faced on the marriage front lately, and how Aulunian resources dipped into Khazar to
divest her of that problem.

“Auun stands done againg Cordula,” Irina says, full of genuine-sounding sympathy. Her voice is as
rich as her face and body: deep, for a woman, and warm. The imperatrix’s laughter is said to met snow
from the eaves, a gift of some renown in icy Khazar. Robert has never heard her laugh, nor seen snow
mdt through force of persondity, but he likes the story. “We do not share Cordula's faith, but we are
cognizant of the dangers of rgecting it blatantly. My father recalled the Heretics Trids, Lord Drake. We
are reluctant to draw atention to our own borders by meking hasty treaties with Corduld s enemy.”

Robert bows, a light and dmost teasing action, to hide the grinding of his teeth. “Aulun is certain
Khazar never makes hasty decisions, Y our Maesty. Aulun would dso like to remind you that while much
of southern Echon is hdd in Ecumenic sway, the northerly states, like Aulun, have found ther own
goiritud paths to follow. An dliance with Aulun is not an dliance againgt Cordula.”

“We are certain that is a point worth remembering,” Irina says, and now there's atint of humour in her
large eyes. “We are, after dl, only a woman, and mus heed the advice of the men around us”

Robert nearly chokes: he knows thistrick. It's one of Lorrain€ s favourites, and it makes him mad with
exasperation.

And then suddenly, abruptly, he sees what he should have seen before: that Irina's gown is the one
Lorraine sent her twelve years earlier, in congratulations on Ivanova's birth. It has been modified, made
more fashionable, of course, but the jewel-encrusted fabric is the same, the cut ill subtly Aulunian rather
then the broader lines of Khazarian fashion.

Heistoo magterful a player to let his eyes widen, though irritation spills through him. He, of dl people,
should know that words spoken in political debate mean little, and Irina has given him answers in her
dress and in her phrasing that few others would know to read. That he nearly missed them himsaf isan
embarrassment, and he bows again now, in part to cover that embarrassment and in part because Irina
hes effectively dismissed him. “Aulun trusts your counsglors will guide you well, Your Maesty. | hope



well spesk again before | leave Khazan.”

Irina flickers her fingers, neither agreement nor disagreement, and Robert catches a smirk on a
courtier’ s face as he turns away. He dlows thunderous frugtration to darken his own features, playing to
that amirk; playing to Aulun being stymied by Khazar, and he narrowly avoids somping as he leaves the
audience hdll.

His mockery of temper isthrown off by the time he leaves the palace, though there' s a hint of true anger
ammeing indde him. Irinatook him by surprise, and he hates being off-balance.

“Dmitri!” Robert finds the hawk-nosed man in the stables, the scent of straw and manure rising up.
The horses snort as he stalks by to catch Dmitri’s arm. Robert is a big man, his hands powerful, and
Dmitri flinches. “Irina is meking treaties with the Essandian prince, Dmitri. Don't tel me you didn't
know.” He digs hisfingersinto the tender flesh of Dmitri’sinner am, asif leaving a mark will earn him the
answer he wants.

Dmitri’s mouth thins and he drops his gaze to the offending grip, then stares at Robert until Robert
releases him. Thereisa note of grace, of chagrin, in the way Robert averts his eyes and offers gpology.
Dmitri, stisfied, takes a deliberate moment to sraighten his deeve, fussng like a man more fastidious
than he normaly is. Robert, dill irritated, remains slent, waiting.

“A queen doesn’t dways heed her advisers” Dmitri findly says, as close to an admisson of falure as
Robert’s ever heard from him. “Her grength will be divided,” he adds in a grumble. “Her amy will be
split between Khazar, Essandia, and Aulun.”

“Or el have Essandian and Aulunian ships dike and her own troops here to put on them and send
where she wants. Dammit, Dmitri, you should have told me. You should have stopped it. She hints at
favouring Aulun, but | want her to have no choice. Warp the missves from Essandia Make it seem as
though Rodrigo seeks her hand aong with her troops.”

“A dangerous game,” Dmitri murmurs. “What if she accepts?’

“She wouldn't have come to Aulun about Gregori if she were of amind to marry. These three queens
hold a unique place in Echon’s higory. So many women have never hed such power smultaneoudy,
Dmitri. None of them are willing to cede it. She ll rglect a marriage offer, or dance around it like Rodrigo
and Lorraine have done for twenty years.” He exhaes, explosve sound, and the line of horses down the
gtables responds in kind, sheking themsdlves, gomping feet, huffing and puffing. “Do you know where
Seolfor is?’

“I don't” is Dmitri’s eventud answer. “Are you lodng control, Robert?” There's interest in his eyes,
flashing, bordering on avarice. Robert nearly dlows himsdf to saize Dmitri’s arm again, more intertionally
threstening.

The truth is there are moments when Robert loses Sght of his god. Moments when the politics of
Echon and Khazar overwhelm the end game. Moments when it’s difficult to remember his queen’s face,
her image replaced by an aging redhead whose power is blunt and worldly and the centre of his everyday
exigence. He has spent thirty years guiding Aulun and her regent, coaxing reuctant love and desire out of
awomean determined to stand adone. He has never threstened her, never shown interest in Seding her
power for his own, and this is why she trusts him. It's as wel she has no need to understand that her
power is trangtory and unappeding to him. She is a vessd, and she has long snce done her part in
ensuring the downfdl of her world.



There may yet be one thing left for her to do, though, and urtil that thing is done, he will love, honour,
and manipulate her, and regret none of it. When it's done, he knows he might find that fral humen
emotion has gotten the better of him, and that he might love the Titian Queen until the end of her days.

Robert has no objections to that. She's a formidable opponent, al the more so for being a femde
regent to a society that believes women to be weak and inferior. How they can stand before Lorraine,
before Sanddia, before Iring, and retain that conviction is beyond him, though he's heard it said many
timesthat dl of those women are unnaturaly masculine. The idea that they are whally feminine and wholly
capable doesn't appear to have occurred to anyone, or if it has, they’ve found it such an gopdling and
frightening thought as to put it away again and never let it see the light of day. There are moments when
Robert has wanted to smack courtiers dongsde the skull, not to defend Lorraine, but out of smple
exasperation a thar determined thick-headedness.

He wonders, briefly, if Dmitri might suffer the same loss of focusiif the invason were his to conduct.

“No,” he says, and makes it light, refusng to dlow himsdf the luxury of physcaly thregtening the
dighter man. It's a closer match then it might look, anyway: Robert has bulk, but Dmitri’s denderness
holds wiry strength. They were dways well-matched, even before. It's why they were selected.

Seolfor, though...Seolfor is thar third, waiting, and Robert has no doubts of his loydty. No one
would: bregking faith with the queen is a concept that has only dowly become even conceivable, and that
only through long years of watching humen betrayals. The idea turns Robert’'s stomach, makes him
physcdly sick, and Seolfor is no less saunchly the queen’s own than he. But Seolfor is a renegade, if any
of them are; Robert believes, though he'd never ask, that this is why the queen sent him on this one-way
journey. Because of that, Robert has preferred to keep him off the playing fidd until his participation is
critical. “But with kings and queens playing at pieces as if their lives were their own to direct, it may be
time to activate him. Seolfor can be a charming bastard when he wants to be, and theré 1l be no taint of
foreign courts to him.”

Curiogty darts across Dmitri’s angular face. “Is that why you've kept him out for so long? Where will
you send him?’

“Essandia” Robert says drily, “to plant a woman on Rodrigo’s cock long enough to make the child
she bears seem reasonably his I'll never understand the hold Cordula has on these men. The women are
more pragmatic. | only wish Sandalia d given in to you soon enough to make her son seem Charles's,
ingtead of catching by that foppish Louis”

“So does she” Dmitri lowers his eyes, oddly womanish in his gpology, then looks up again, dl sharp
hezd eyes and hawklike features. “But Gdllin is under control, is7't it? | thought your girl was there.”

“Sheis, and Sanddiawill be there soon. My Primrose will have dipped in quigtly, made hersdf a part
of the court, and be waiting to gain the queen’s confidence.” Of dl the tasks he's set Bdinda to, this one
is both smplest and mogt difficult. Murder is easy to achieve; sedition much harder, particularly spoken
from royd lips. But they need so little, and Bdlindais so very good at her winsome ways. It's why Robert
sent her, and not someone of lesser import: even he finds himsdf indined to trust his daughter; and that's
why he sent Ana de Meo to watch over her, inturn. Trugt is a weakness that hides flaws, better to set a
second pair of eyes over tha which he dares trust. “One wrong word from Sanddia spoken in
Primrose's ear, and well have our war.”

“And then it will be properly begun.”

Robert nods and claps his hand on Dmitri’s shoulder. They stand like that a moment, Dmitri covering
Robert’ s hand with his own. Then they break ways, no more words needed between them, and go about



their separate duties.

Thereis a rgpping, not a his door, but from within a wal. He knows, though he should not, that the
passage there leads to three different bedrooms. None of them is Irina s, which is a shame: even Robert
in't above the secret thrill of a queen coming to himin the night.

He's a the hidden door before the tapping comes a second time, his head tilted againg it, ligening,
scenting, seeking. The fird two garner nothing; the door is too thick for subtleties to dip through. The
third encounters a woman’s mind, not agitated, but cam and focused. Again, not Irina she, like Lorraine,
isdl but impossble to read, her throne granting and demanding an indomitable will. The woman who has
come to himis not thinking of who she is but of what she wants: a high-born lover to replace the one she
hed.

Robert will take no pains to remind her of his own lowly beginnings.

He finds the mechaniam that opens the door, dides it open, and looks down a Akilina Pankgeff, a
grand duchesswithin Irind s court. She, like Lorraine, is not beautiful, but in her age she will be terrifying.
Black har sweeps back from a violent widow's peak, one that rumour says grows sharper with every
lover who dies. Akilina Pankgeff has outlived two hushands and three well-placed lovers, the last of
whom was Count Gregori Kapnist, and she is only thirty-two. The superditious and fearful—nearly
everyone in this stars-forsaken place—cal her Y aga Baba behind her back, and make the 9gn of God to
ward off witches. She has a golden cast to her skin, and eyes as black as her hair; there is nothing soft
about her, not even when she comes to him dressed in loose degping gowns. They only play up her
narrow shoulders, her amdl breasts, and the length of her limbs

The door hisses shut behind her and Robert knedls without spesking, putting his hands on her hips.
Her eyes can't darken any further, but surprise colours them and she touches his harr as he gathers her
nightgown, one pamful at atime, toward her waist. He is attentive and ddighted to please; Akilinaislugsty
and ready to be pleased. Minutes later she stands dumped againg the wall, fingers dill knotted in
Robert’s brown hair, gasps chuckling from her. “Not whet | came for,” she breathes, “but wel worth
coming for. No wonder the Titian Bitch keeps you a her Sde” She pushes Robert’s hands away, not
unkindly, and lets her desping gown fdl again. Robert wipes his beard without a hint of discretion and
dimbsto his feet dill licking hislips.

“Then why are you here?’ He's surprised for the second time in a day; tha doesn't often happen.
Akilina smiles, unexpectedly predatory, and waks her fingers up his chest. He, too, is dressed for
degping, and her touch is warm through the soft linen of his shirt. He does not catch her hand and pull her
back to the bed to roost above him; that decision is hers.

“| require an escort, my lord Drake.” She offers another amile, as pointed as the first, and leads with
her hips as she stepsinto him. “I'll pay you in whatever coin you prefer.”

He kisses her fingertips, politeness, not ardor. “An escort, my lady?’

Payfulness fdls out of her gaze, leaving it fla. “Our winters are long and cold, and my lover’s five
monthsin hisgrave. I'd intended to retreat to my estate for the winter, but if | can go farther aidd that's
much to be preferred. A woman might travel safely inyour party, Lord Drake.”

“| trave light, my lady.” Robert isn't trying to dissuade her. More likdy to convince a snake not to
bite, he thinks, though he's far too diplomatic to let the thought anywhere near his expression. “Mysdf
and a handful of men, and with winter coming on we'll set a hard pace. Can you keep up?’



The chdlenge dlintsin her eyes. “1 won't travel aslight or as fast as you'd prefer, my lord. Wherever |
winter, | can have new gowns made, but a woman of my stature can't arrive in a new city with nothing
but what's on her back. Give me an extra day for every three you trave in speed, though, and I'll keep

your pace.”
“Wherewill you go?’

Akilinaamiles. “I've dways wanted to see AriaMagli.”

BELINDA PRIMROSE

15 October 1587 | Lutetia, Gallin
My Dearest Jayne,

The letters were etched into parchment, retraced so many times they might have been inked onto the
table beneath it. In the deepest of the grooves, ink sat in shdlow puddies, the parchment’s ability to
absorb it lost. Belinda picked up her quill for the dozenth time, scraping it over the shapes of the letters.
She had thought too much; she must Smply write, and when the words had spilled out of her she could
choose and decide what she ought and ought not say in a letter to the Aulunian spymaster.

My Dearest Jayne;

L utetia agrees with me more than | might have dreamed, and | have been remiss in writing to tel
you of it. The wesether is temperate—a blessing after sormy Lanyarchan nightd—and the people
are kind. | have made friends both high and low, from a woman whose beauty is so extraordinary |
would scarcely believeit red had | not met her mysdlf, to a men of the greatest power. | would tdl
you his name, though | think you will not believe me: he is Javier, prince of Gdlin and her to that
throne and another: Essandia, should Rodrigo fal to marry as seems so likdy now that heisin his
fifies And la ligen to me, caculating out the heirship as if | might someday bear children into it. A
good Lanyarchan woman would not cast her gaze so high—and yet there are moments, dear sdter,
when | wish it were otherwise. He is handsome, and commands power. Any woman might dream
of such a husband, even awoman widowed with no sons to prove her fertility.

Heis very kind, the prince, and has taken meinto his group of friends—

All but on cue, Nina knocked on the door and opened it, ducking her head in a brief curtsey. “Marius
ishere, my lady.” She amiled, full of bright hope and cheer; in the weeks that had passed since the opera,
Marius had given no 9gn of being daunted by Belinda s friendship with the prince, and cdled as often as
his duties would alow. The merchant's son was a good match, bordering on excdlent, and Nina was
determined that her migtress should not missit. Bdinda fdt a brief unaccustomed pang of guilt through her
bdly, wondering how long the young man would continue courting her.

“Thank you, Nina. Tdl him I’ll be down momentarily.” Belinda set the quill aside with more care than
was necessary and scooped a pamful of sand over the paper, shaking it to take away excess ink. Tilting
the paper sent fine grains diding back into their cup, though severd stuck in the deep-scratched lines of
the sdutation, glittering as the light caught them. Her father would be amused by the emotion wrought in
those deep lines. Bdinda scowled at them, determining to rewrite the letter even if the words came out



flawvlesdy. She stood up, exasperated, to discover Nina dill hestating in the door. “Wdl? What isit?’

“Do you not like him, my lady?’ the servant asked timidly. “He is a fine maich, and, forgive me, my
lady, but—"

“But roydty is beyond my grasp, no?’

Nina blushed and dropped her gaze. Belinda put her hands on the desk and leaned heavily on it for a
few moments, letting the weight of her head stretch an ache into her spine. “1 like him wel enough. Are
you too poalite to tdl me that my chance is dipping avay?’ She looked up. Nina's eyes remained fixed on
the floor, but she nodded, a minute gesture that spoke more by daring to be made than the sentiment
expressed. “And how do you know that, Nina?’

Guilt rolled off the girl in waves, thick enough to flavour the air. Belinda took a deep breath of it,
dodng her eyes and savoring it. It was her secret, her one secret from the prince in the matters of
witcheraft. For 9x weeks, through summer’s end and into autumn, they had stolen as many hours as they
dared, pressng the borders of the longer nights to study together. Study, and more. Even with the mixed
blessing of too-clear memory, Bdinda could only hazily remember a time when she fdt as if she'd had

enough deep.

But the wdls that Robert had placed in her mind had softened. Where there had been a hard-won
pinhole of access to her witchbreed power, there was now a pool, serene and cdm at the heart of her.
There was more yet to be gained, but she no longer struggled every night Smply to cup her hands
together and cdl witchlight to them. Even now she fdt the impulse to curl her fingers and light the tiny
glow, curtained by her pdm. It was aamdl thing, but each new lesson gave her idess as to how she might
increase her gift and her srength.

Behind it dll, though, was the tdent she had been stayed by need from sharing with Javier, and which
ghe kept close to her heart now for the joy of secrets. The little things she had learned paled by the
depths to which she could now read emation. Fear and lug, ddight and anger were dl writ in the air
around the men and women she encountered. Contentedness and ambition, hope and despair, so heavy
around them that Bdlinda wondered how she had never seen it before. The difficulty was no longer in
ddving for those secret emotions, but rather in fending them away. It took no more than a thought to
know if a man desired her, and what kind of needs he had in bed. No more than a wish to know, to
discover if the neighbor’s wife feared her husband discovering he was being cuckolded. It lent Belinda
glorious confidence, and she resented her father's decison to lock that gift away behind a barrier in her
mind. Only a little she could not afford resentment or anger to any great degree—the gtillness wrapped
around her and tightened on her bones when she pursued rebdlious thoughts. They ill-suited her; at the
core of her, beneath newfound power and even beneath her precious, long-nurtured dillness, Bdinda
knew hersdf to believe, without reservetion, in her duty to a mother who could never acknowledge her.
She let hersdf wonder, very briefly, what she might fed now from Lorraine, with this burgeoning power

a her disposd.

It would not, she was certain, be the guilt and discomfort that made Nina squirm in the doorway. “He
complimented you,” Belinda guessed with afaint smile. “Did he impose himsdf upon you, Nina?’

Surprise replaced guilt, washing off the girl as her eyes jerked from the floor to meet Belinda's. “No,
my lady. Only—" She swalowed and flinched through the chest, making her breasts twitch with the
mation.

“Only told you that you have lovely breasts, and lovely eyes.” Horrified embarrassment swept over
her, Nina's ears burning red. Bdinda amiled and touched the girl’s bodice as she passed by. “He was



right.”

Nina s confusion and startled desire followed her down the sairs.

“Thereissnow inthe air.” Marius walked with his hand at the amdl of Belinda's back, a touch that was
bardy there. It made her aware, as she rarely was, of the tiny dagger she wore there, nestled beneath
layers of dothing. Not for the fird time she let hersdf amile at the ridiculous placement of the thing;
trapped agang her skin it did no good whatsoever for defense, and more than once she'd had to pam it
away into the fdlen folds of her gown when a man undressed her. It didn't matter. The knife was
sentimental, a reminder of who she was and a reminder of the gillness, not a weapon. She turned the
amileup a Marius, curiogity in her eyes.

“Doesit snow thisfar south, my lord?’
“Bedtrice” Marius said with mild exasperation. “How many times mugt | ask you to cal me Marius?’

“At least once more” Bdinda amiled again, ldtting her gaze drift from the boy a her sde. It was
harder among intimetes of a higher class, she was discovering, to follow her own rule of never cdling a
men by his name. Formdity drenched every move to such a degree that the caling of names became far
more important than it was as a sarving girl. She found hersdf unable to forget Marius or Javier's names,
unable to not learn them, as she' d been able to not learn. ... Viktor, she reminded hersdlf. Poor Viktor.

AssHin was easer; she saw him less, and his gaze on her was frank and lugtful and open, like most
men's. Over the weeks he'd given no Sgn of recognizing her as the strumpet from the tavern. Without
that concern threstening their play, it was clear he understood the game between men and women in a
fashion that Marius did not, and Javier disdained. Asdin cdled her Lady Irvine, openly mocking the
formdity, and she cdled him Lord Assdin with dl the dy wit and sexud rejoinder that he sought.

Hiza was different. Bdindd's own law didn’'t stand in the face of women. Women only rardly had
power and most of that came through the men they wed or whored themsalves to; it was rare indeed that
Bdinda was sent after a woman. There was no need to misemember Elizals name, or cdl her by a
formd one.

Then again, friendship had not blossomed between them, though they were not quite enemies. Hliza
hed too much respect for her friend—and Bdinda wondered for the dozenth time, lover? The answer
was there for the teking if Belinda chose to read ether of them deeply enough, but the curiosity was more
thilling than the answering. Elizawould not declare open warfare on a woman Javier chose to invite into
hiscircle of friends, or his bed, until hetired of her. Belinda admired Eliza's loydty, recognizing it for the
bitter draughts of unrequited love. That was a cup of poison Beinda had no desire to ever drink of, and
it left her with a trace of sympethy for Eliza's position. She refused to be drawn into cat fights with the
other woman, frudrating Elizaand amusng Asdin.

“You are not with me”

“What?" Bdinda cursed hersdf, turning her gaze back to Marius, who watched her eyes older than his
years, not so much sad as weary. “Forgive me, my lord. | was logt in thought.”

“Thoughts of Javier.” It was hdf a question. Marius lifted his hand to brush his fingers across Bdinda's
cheek. Her eyebrows drew down, then lifted.

“Eliza, my lord.”



Surprise and a trace of hope graced Marius' s expression. “Hliza?’

“She does't like me”

Marius smiled and looked away. “Hiza doesn't like anyone who landsin Jav's bed.”
“l do not believe you' re supposed to know that, my lord.”

Marius looked back, eyebrows eevated. “That Eliza doesn't like anyone who's in Javier's bed, or
that you' re there, my lady Besatrice?’

“Thelatter.” A fant smile curved Belinda s mouth. “The former seems eminently obvious.”

“The difficulty,” Marius said, turning his gaze away again, “with being friends with Jav is tha women
do not dare tdl him no, even when they might otherwise wish to.” He glanced a her again, folding his
ams across his chest. * Spare me the indstence that you are bound to me heart and soul and that you
only spread your legs for him because you have no other choice. Jav’'s hard to resst.”

“Then why did you introduce me to him?’ Bdinda put her hand on Marius's forearm. “Women are not
S0 different from men, my lord. We, too, are drawn to power. Why introduce me to him?’

“Because heismy friend.” Marius withdrew a step, making Belinda s fingers dide away from hisarm.

Another voice came out of the distance, not so far away that ther conversation might have gone
unheard: “And because we' re dl damned in our lovers by knowing him. No way to go forward or back
without his permission, so we mug introduce our paramours whether we will or won't.” Assdin stalked
up to them, shoulders hunched againgt cold more threatened than fdt in the ar. “Marius, may | borrow
your fine lady for a little while? My sster’s giving another damned recitd and my mother expects me to
bring a comely woman of marriageable age.”

“You couldn’t find one of your own?’ Marius Sighed with resgnation. “Bestrice, his Sster has a voice
like aharpy. Your ears may never forgive meif | let you go.”

“But she's got the body of an angd, Marius. Turn up done yoursdf and my mother might see past the
merchant Street to consder you a prospect. No offense to our lady Irvine, but a Comtesse is a rank
worth aspiring to.”

“I'll come,” Marius said sourly, “if only to be certain Bestrice isn't being migtreated by the lout | cdl
friend. Shdl we dl go together?’

AsHin's gaze, gppraisng, raked over Marius, then Belinda. “Irvine will do,” he said after a momert,
“but Mother would never let you past the front door in those clothes, Marius. Meet usthere. I'll save you
enough wine to stop the sound of my sister’s voice from scratching out your ears. Bestrice, if you'd do
me a few moments honour?” He extended his arm, heightening Belinda's awareness that Marius had
stepped away from her, abandoning her to stand on her own. A flash of unkind playfulness prompted her
to take AsHin’s ebow, her gaze direct on Marius.

“If no one dse will offer me an am and warmth againg the cold, | suppose I'm forced to your Sde,
my lord AssHin.” She trandferred alook of mocking adoration to the stocky man, watching a flush creep
up Marius's cheek before he sketched a short bow.

“My lady. Forgive me. It seems | am inappropriately attired to be seen in the company of nobility. I’ll
join you again shortly.” He turned on his hed, dipping across brown grass a a brisk pace. Bdinda
pursed her lips, looking to Assin.



“Was thet redlly necessary, my lord?’
“Oh, yes, it was. Tdl me, Irvine. How long has the Reformation bitch sat on the Aulunian throne?’

Stillness wrapped around her so swiftly that a chill shot over Belinda's body. It prickled her breasts
and her spine, nestling idly in her groin, and lingered there, a cold throb of desire. She had no fear of
betraying hersdf; she fdt her head tilt, a curious smile playing at her mouth, the coldness entirdy within.
No hairsraised on her arms or neck and her heartbeat remained steady as her own words from a night
months earlier were thrown back in her face. “Longer than my lifetime, certainly, my lord.” A moment's
hestation before she said, “Nearly thirty years. | think there will be a Jubilee held in Alunaer soon.”

“Wdl done,” Assdin breathed. “Ah, wedl done, my lady Beatrice, but don’'t bother. Marius pointed
you out to me days before he introduced you. | know you, Irvine, or whatever your name is. I've hed
your tits in my hands and buried my cock in your cunt, and I’ ve known it Snce the moment he showed
me his new true love. You've something | want, and that’s dl we' ve got to discuss.”

Besdtrice's veneer |e a blush dide through, scading Belinda's throat and jaw before she regained
control of hersdf. Of the too-quick heartbeat whose pace never should have changed, even with
AsHin's accusations thrown in her face. Beatrice was a dangerous part to play, wearing Belinda down,
too thin and close to the surface for the illness to entirdy protect her. She could fed witchpower risng
in her, soft golden light that might distract Assdlin's thoughts, might make him forget who and what he
knew her as, if she could focus it enough. She had no doubt he' d recognized her, no underlying certainty
thet she could make him believe he was mistaken with less than the growing power she had at hand. And
that, though a temptation, was too great a risk: she and Javier had been cautious in ther studies, hiding
them beneath the facade of an affar. The idea of flane and a stake to be bound to dill edged her
thoughts, and Javier's own fears ran to a far deeper sort of Hel, a true belief in his condemnation in the
eyes of God. No; she was not yet prepared to try changing a man's thoughts through her own will.

Instead, she tightened her fingers on Assdin's arm, letting a wash of fear a having been recognized
comeinto her eyes and sharpen her voice. “Perhaps thisig't the place to discussit.”

Assin pulled her, without remorse, toward a copse of trees that made shadows and darkness in the
daylit park. “Of course it isn't. But Marius will expect us a my mother’s in less than an hour, and
anywhere private enough to suit you will require more time than I'm willing to sacrifice. This will do,
Irvine” Shadows enveloped them as he spoke, leafless branches making vicious lines againg Belinda's
skin. She reached for them with the witchpower, haf wondering if she could disappear before Sacha's
very eyes. They lengthened, seeming to penetrate her body, darkness asinvasve and sensud as alover.

The cold trunk of a tree pressed agang her spine as Assdin pulled her around to face him,
deliberately trapping her between the woods and his body. For the second time in a matter of minutes
she became aware of her dagger, usdess and reassuring a the amdl of her back. Assdin traced his
thumb over the hollow of her throat, making her lift her head and swallow involuntarily.

“My lord Asdin.” Her voice was dryer than she meant it to be, but the stocky lord read it as fear and
adark interest came into his eyes. She swalowed again, letting her pulse ride high and watching his gaze
dart to it. “Will you denounce me, then?’

“I’ve got more use for you than that. | knew you weren't base-born the moment | heard you talk. No
uneducated woman cares that much about the politics of another country, not even a good God-fearing
one. | don't know who you are. | don’t care who you are.”

“Then what—?" Genuine curiogity filled the question, draining tension away. The shadows deepened,
writhing around her protectively, as if they could hep eyes pass her by. Power caressed the darkness,



encouraging it, draining out of her and leaving her feding pae and wanton beneath the weight of Assdin's
body.

“What | want isyour passon.”

Bdinda laughed, startled bark of sound. “So you think to take me in a park, in broad daylight? |
thought you had more reserve than that, my lord Assdin.”

“Not for me” A leer, sudden and good-natured, curved the blunt man’s mouth and he looked down
her body, one hand dill a her throat. “Well, but that’s an asde well take care of inamoment. It's Javier
| want you for, Irvine. HE' s not the sort to get distracted every time a woman flgps her skirts at him, and
agood thing for dl of us, too, ese he' d be so busy fucking Eliza that no one would see him for months on

“Hliza” Beinda said, bresthlessy, “wears trousers. Perhaps that's her mistake.”

“Have you ever looked at awoman's arse cupped in pants, Irvine? It does things to a man even skirts
can't” He dismissed the stlatement with another lustful sneer, pressng his thumb into the hollow of her
throat. “You've kept Jav's atention for weeks. Trying to earn his trust. Trying to make your voice heard.
Tdl meit isn't so. Tdl me Marius wasn't ameansto an end.”

Bdindatilted her head back againg the bark, swalowing again beneath the pressure Assdin kept on
her throat. Dedre piqued again, and with it, curiogty. “You' ve made up your mind to that dready. What
do you want, Asdin?’

“It's time to move. Push him. Jav’'s complacent. He believes that when the old whore findly dies,
Auunwill come back to the fold without protest. That in the peopl€'s hearts they are Ecumenics 4ill and
thet blood will cease to be shed. He' s naive, and he needs a shove”

“One you won't give for fear of it being your neck on the block,” Bedinda breathed. Asdin twisted a
amile

“That's the beauty of it, isn't it? What are your choices, Irvine? Refuse me and I'll turn you in for a
whore and rabble-rouser anyway. Agree, and you might get what you want.”

Bdinda half-lidded her eyes, watching AssHlin's eager features afew inches from her own. “And what
isit you think 1 want? Y ou don’t think I'm so foolish as to reach for a throne” She made it a satement,
too offended by the idea to phrase it as a question. Assdin crowded closer, the scent of his desire caught
between bodies.

“| think you want so badly for the Red Bitch to be off the Aulunian throne you'll let a dog fuck you in
the arse to get it.” He caught her wrigt, sudden impulse to twigt her awvay from him clear. Bdinda went
solid, refusng to move under the direction and bringing surprise to his eyes.

“You are not a dog, my lord, and you will want me to be able to walk like a woman & your Sgter’'s
recitd. Does Marius know?’

A flash of acceptance lit Assdin’'s eyes, then faded. “That you're a high-minded whore? No, and I'm
willing to keep it that way if you play the way | want you to.” Belinda deliberately widened her stance as
he spoke, unspoken acquiescence and undergtanding of his demand. A hungry amirk curled the
broad-shouldered lord's mouth and he leaned closer. “That this push to make Javier move mug be
done? Yes. The only one of uswho does't think Jav should push his mother or himsdf is Jav. Mariusis
agood boy, and | want you to understand that the sweet arguments he'll make will persuade you.”



“Or es£?” The question came lightly, Belinda wetting her lips. Assdin took a breath againg her kin as
if he could taste her with its depth.

“Ords”

He was, Bdinda thought later, consderably more coarse than she had expected.

“Her voice” Bdinda murmured in low accusation, “was not so bad as dl that.” Indeed, Assdin's Sster
had sung sweetly enough a her afternoon recitd to gan the gpprova of more than one young man's
mother. Like Assdin, she was sandy-haired, though tending more toward blond than her brother, and
what were unruly curls on him were long loose ringlets on her. Bdinda, left wanting from Sacha's
decidedly sfish desires, had studied the girl’s heart-shaped face and the soft, round curves of her body
and wondered without remorse what the girl would look like pink-faced and flushed with need, or if she
had ever known passion’s hand. The impulse to find out hadn’'t faded, and Belinda had excused hersdf
to walk in the gardens with Marius as quickly as she could. “ She' d make a good match,” she added idly.
“Better than me, in truth.”

Marius, dressed in a more gentrified manner than he had been earlier, touched her arm in darm that
was only partialy mocked. “Do you grow tired of me aready, Bestrice?”’

She dlowed hersdf one of Bestrice's easy smiles, tucking her am around his “On the contrary, |
expect you to tire of me” She hesitated, then added, “Or for the Stuation to become unbearable.”

Marius tightened a fit, musdle playing beneath Belindd s hand. She rubbed her thumb againgt the hard
knot, ligening with half an ear as he muttered, “That can't happen. | have no choice. Nor do you.”

“Have we not?’ Belinda dowed, turning Marius to face her. “It may be that | no longer do. A woman
does not idly dismiss a prince and expect to wak away unscathed, but you, my lord...”

“Y ou have something Jav needs,” Marius whispered, voice hoarse. Bdinda bit her lower lip, filling her
gaze with uncertainty and sorrow.

“Me? I’'m only awoman, my lord, how could—"

“You're a woman of fath.” Marius gentled his voice as Belinda looked up a him in wide-eyed
bewilderment. “I see you at church. You have no pretenses there. You understand politics. And you are
the daughter of an oppressed land. You did not,” he murmured, echoing words she'd spoken weeks
earlier, much as Asin had, “come to Gdlin only for the food. How strong is your faith, Begtrice?’

Bdinda lowered her gaze, Ietting cam settle around her again. “As strong as it must be, my lord,” she
whispered after long moments. An eyelash-shuttered glance upward took in the pain in Marius's
expresson and she went on, refusng the haste that might have eased his agony. “A generdtion has
dready grown up as Reformigts. The queen is said to be in good hedth, despite her years. There may be
another generation born and raised under her before her days are ended.”

God willing, Belinda thought, a fierce and unusud prayer thrown slently into her enemy’s teeth. She let
none of it near her face or voice, watching Marius with the desperation of a woman knowing her path
and fearing it. A woman wise enough to seek guidance from a srong man, pretending that any power she
might have came from him alone. 1t was one of the few tactics she'd learned from the queen her mother,
whose proclamations of weakness and womanly foolishness blunted her advisors redization of
Lorraine' s sure military and politica hand. “It is a fear we sruggle with every day in Lanyarch. We are



not quite forbidden our masses, but there are honours and praises for those who give up the true reigion
for the Reformation. Soldiers watch those of us who bow our heads to the Ecumenic church, and
children drift away from God to explore the false hopes of the Reformation. In another generation, our
reigion might be logt.”

“Rdly him to his mother's cause” Marius sad in a low voice. Bdinda lifted her chin, eyebrows
wrinkling.

“My lord?

Marius glanced at her very briefly, then away again. “Even in Galin, Bestrice, these are dangerous
things to speak of.” His voice remained low, making her step closer to him to hear im wll.

“You speak of revolution, my lord.”

“No.” The word was sharp as his gaze, though both softened after a moment. “Something more
dangerous than that.”

“More dangerous than open war?’ Bdinda laughed, fluttering sound in the back of her throat.
“What—" She let undergtanding darken her eyes, then shook her head. “My lord...”

“You sad yoursdf, Beatrice. The Aulunian queen is in good hedth and could wel survive another
generation. Ecumenics may not survive that.”

“You have so little faith in Cordula, my lord...?’

Marius made another short gesture of irritation. “Idand Ecumenics,” he modified. “Our fath is stronger
on the continent.”

Bdinda drew hersdf up, colour gaining her cheeks as Bestrice s indignity filled her. “Do you doubt my
fath, my lord?’

“Beatricel” Impatience shot through Marius s voice. “I didn’t mean you.”

“Only my people. Only dl of uswho try to keep faith under a godless queen. We are not perfect, my
lord. Fear and money bought even Judas. Do you condemn the weak among us for choosng the State
rdigion over a loss of libety and wedth?” Beindas hands shook with poorly suppressed anger.
Marius s mouth turned downward in gpology, and he reached for her hands.

“Forgive me. Perhaps | speak with too much sentiment and too little underdanding. We are not
persecuted here for worshipping God in the true church. Perhapsiit is too easy to judge and too hard to
understand.”

Bdindaturned her face away from him, her jaw set. It was long moments before the role she played
softened enough for her shoulders to drop and the line of her chin to loosen. “You speak of things | dare
not even say aoud, my lord. You speak of ...death.”

“Yes” Marius s hands tightened around hers. “Make him see, Bestrice. Make him see that Aulun will
be logt without this”

Bdinda looked back at him, siff with caution. “You believe | have such...sway?’

He amiled a little, the expresson leaving his dark eyes rductant and sad. * Standing here now, seeing
you argue, seeing your beief, yes, lady, | do. If you were a man yoursdf you might make a great generd,



to cdl the men to battle. But you are only a woman, and so the most you might do is inspire the men who
can make such things happen.”

“The most.” Bdinda breathed out laughter. “Is that not rather a lot, my lord? Some say men would
never war, but for women.” She fdl slent, sudying Marius's face and feding the rgpid skip of her own
heart. A handful of words could lay the path to Sanddia's destruction, if only Marius would speak them.
It was not written condemnation, but it might be the hint of chicanery agang Lorraine that Bdinda
searched for. “You believe the regent supports this, my lord?

His tone went guarded. “I cannot say what Her Mgjesty may or may not believe”

“But you cdled it her cause.” Beinda lowered her voice further, sepping closer to him. She reached
for the pool of golden power within her, shaping it with her desire. She wet her lips, looking up a the
men through her eydashes, and curled her fingers around his “I would not betray you,” she whispered. “I
understand that she could not voice such bdiefsin any way, for fear of being accused of plotting regicide.
A royd assassndion is a desperate measure, my lord. It breaks the laws of God and men dike.
Wors”—Belinda crooked atiny amile, letting wryness colour the desire she pressed on Marius—"“worg,
a leadt for aking, is knowing that to assassinate another roya opens the possibility that he, too, might die
insuch away. | understand,” she whispered again. “These are not things which we dare speak of aoud.
But tdl me, Marius, tdl mein truth. Do you believe that this is what the queen and regent wants?’ She
brought his hands, over hers, up to the cool skin of her chest, pressng his warm knuckles below her
collarbones. They looked like lovers, her mouth turned up to his, so close that a kiss might be exchanged
ingead of words. Marius's dams would carry no weght in a court, but Belinda had no need to judtify
hersdf to ajudge. She only needed a place to begin, a thread of confirmation from the lips of aman close
to the regent’s son.

And he was desperate to please her. She could fed that in the lines of his body pressed againg hers,
could dmogt taste it in his breath. So close to him, and open to the witchpower Javier had awakened in
her, it was easy to mistake Marius' s desire for her own. Easy to accept thwarted pleasure from earlier as
desperation now. She moved a hdf step closer, crowding her hips againg his. Need flared in him, and
the grip with which they held each other’s hands abruptly opened a channd between them. Uninhibited
glee shot through her, joy like little she'd ever known: this seding of thoughts, the gift of witchpower,
was what she was born to, even more than baing her mother’stoal. It burned through her so brightly she
hed to fight off laughter, had to swalow ayearning to take Marius' s desire and make it her own, and then
to ride it until they were both |eft exhausted.

But gillness won out, habit stronger than the urge to play, and she made hersdf ligen to the young
man's rapid-fire thoughts, savoring them asif each was a precious morsel.

Sheis faithful, he was thinking, faithful to God if not to a single man (but if not to a single man
then not to any man and | might have her, too). She trusts me, God above, help me, see how she
looks at me, with trust (and desire, she wants me, it isonly Javier standing in the way)—a thought,
Bdinda redised curioudy, that hed no jedousy in it, merdy hope. | will never win her if | lie now
(what would she do if | kissed her? would she scream? would she dap me? would she fold with
desire and damn the consequences?) and | ask her to do something terribly dangerous—

“l believe,” he whispered, the true words drowning out the chaos of his thoughts, “that her magesty
would look. ..favourably on a course that would free Aulun from its Reformatic prison.” Thick emotion,
caution and nervousness, swirled around him, Snking into Belinda s skin. 1 believe that with the support
of her son, she might"—he swalowed, dow and tense—"she might take action that might otherwise
seem...unthinkable” So careful; he chose his words so carefully. Belinda bit her lower lip, then pulled
hersdf even closer to him, rdleasing his hands so she might put her fingersinto his hair.



“I will try,” she promised, a breath below his ear. The embrace fdt like a lover's, ther bodies
dangerous againg each other. “For Aulun. For Lanyarch.” She pulled back, meeting his gaze with wide
eyes. “For you, my lord.”

Marius groaned and sank his hands into her hair, pulling her mouth up to his for a kiss that drowned
her with its need. The heat of his desire rolled through her, building until she was forced to break the kiss,
hands againg his chest again.

“We mugt not,” she whispered. “We cannot. Not yet. Not if | an to do this thing with the prince.
Forgive me” She looked up a him again, pulse legping in her throat. “Forgive me, my lord. A day will
come when | am yours.”

“It cannot come soon enough.” He shoved her away, not far away, kegping his hands on her waist but
puiting space between their bodies. “Y ou must succeed, Bestrice. | cannot bear any of thisif you do not
succeed.”

“I will.” Belinda gave a jerky nod, stepping back. “I swear, my lord. | will.” Then she amiled, fragile
thing, and said, lightly, “When do you think it might snow, sr?’

Marius forced alaugh and offered her hisarm. * Soon. Soon, my lady. Winter comes on stronger than
we know.”

Snow fdl two nights later. Belinda stood in the shadows of Javier's bacony window, face turned up to
the slent white stars fdling through the night. The flakes tickled her cheeks where they blew past curtains
to land on her, dmost imperceptible weight gracing her eyelashes. They lingered a moment, then turned
to drops of water, beading urtil their accumulated sze spilled them down her face. Snow tears, Bdinda
thought. Precious as a virgin's. The air, heavy with the slence of show, seemed warm and comforting.
Bdinda stepped out into it, and was caught by an am around her waist. Javier drew her close agan,
lowering his head over her shoulder. “Discretion, Begtrice.”

“Do you think we re fooling anyone?’ Certainly not Marius, the one whom Javier might most intend to
hide from. Belinda shook her head fractiondly, in dismissd, and waited for the prince' s answer.

“Yes” Javier said. “Not that you're here, not that you're my lover. But in our true purpose in meeting?
They cannot suspect it.”

“It cannot be found out.” Beinda shivered, curling her arms over Javier's. Rather than rdax into her
closeness he diffened, lifting his mouth away from her shoulder. Discomfort flared in him, the darity of
words and thought broken before she could read them, his skin taken from hers too quickly. Only
uncomfortable familiarity lingered, making Belinda twigt in his grasp to peer up a him. “My lord?’

“It cannot be found out.” He echoed the words in a hoarse, low voice, srain suddenly tdling tales.
“You know what they would do to us, Begtrice”

“l do.” Another tremble ran over her skin, too appropriate to forbid. “1 don't like to think on it.”

“Nor I, and yet it has haunted me since childhood. You have no idea,” he said, abrupt and gartlingly
harsh. “ Bestrice, to find even one other person like me...you have no idea | only wish | knew if we were
damned together, or granted sdvation.” He put his ams around her again, a wordless ache of londiness
answered rigng in him and sweeping over her as ther skin touched. “It mugt not be found out,” he
repeated. “Only the ignorant and supergtitious would begin to believe what you and | know as truth, and



they would free us from our curse with fire”

Bdinda turned to smile up a him, ddiberately pushing away nightmare thoughts. “Are you accusing me
of being ignorant and superdtitious, my lord? | bdieved you indantly.” Her eyebrows rose, mocking
horror. “Are you daiming it is not true love that brings us together in so many darkling hours? My lord,
my heart breaks. How could you?’

“I make no such daims” Javier said promptly. “1 would never dream of dashing alady’s hopes.”

“Unless your mother or unde ingtructed you to,” Bdinda said wryly, turning again so she could watch
the snow fdl. The balcony floor was too warm to sudtain it, flakes mdting where they landed. Turmoall
coursing through Javier's emotions, a chagrined distress a odds with his cam exterior.

“l have no choice, Bestrice” he said eventudly. “What would you have me do? | an who | was born
to be”

“Asare wedl, my lord. | meant no harm. | know the obligations a man of your ation has”

“Do you?’ Javier said. “I wonder how the duties of a minor Lanyarchan noble compare to that of
rwdty.”

Slent as the snow, Bdindalet dillness settle into her bones. The act of Bestrice was too open; she let
the dtillness go too often in favour of thoughtless, appropriate reaction to the gentility whose class she'd
joined. The part was easy to play, far more enjoyable than the serving gifl role she was accustomed to
taking on. Without the need to hide in plain Sght or explain hersdf to her betters, she could taste alittle of
what she might have become, in a different world. Wedth and comfort were dangerous, they let her fed
free. She hadn’'t known the cost of freedom was o high.

Heetingly, she wondered what Javier would say, if she whispered the truth to him. That her blood was
asroyd as his, if on the wrong sde of the bed. Thet her duties were as sgnificant as his, dl the more o
because she might someday make a misstep, and when she was found out her roya mother would not
reach out a hand to save her. Belinda couldn't easly name the emotion that lanced through her bely,
could bardly form words for the blur of wistfulness and might-have-been that she let hersdf imagine for a
moment. There was no room in her lifefor daydreams or regret, o little room that she hardly recognized
them.

“l think our duties lie heavy on us dl a times my lord. Forgive me. | didn't meaen to cause you
distress” Armoured by dillness, she amiled at the prince. His gaze softened and she lowered her eyes.
Oh, yes. Freedom was dangerous. Belinda thought of the letter to her father, sill haf-finished, and let
hersdf shiver asiif with cold. “Forget freedom,” she murmured, knowing she spoke doud. “With duty,
we know our places, my lord. Perhaps there is nothing more we can ask.”

“Sound advice,” Javier said. “Do you follow it yoursdf?’

“I try.”

She heard the amilein his voice. “And with these new gifts, where do your duties now lie, Bestrice?
Doesit change with what you're able to do?’

Bdinda spread her hands, looking at them. “A woman has only the power granted to her by men, my
lord. At leadt...usudly. No man has granted me this Trained me in it,” she conceded before he could
take offense, “but not granted it to me. Perhaps it changes me. Perhaps it changes what | ought to do.”
She lifted her chin, looking out at the snow. “Although | command very little power, in truth. You...have



more, my lord.” Almog a lie Javier had no wals in his mind, cuting him off from the source of his
witchpower. For the moment, a least, he commanded greater power than Bdinda could cal up. And it
flattered his ego, which was more ussful than truth anyway.

Thudy flattered, the prince chuckled. “What, then, would you do if you wielded the gifts that | do?’

“Dangerous things, my lord,” Belinda whispered. Javier's body againgt hers turned curious, hips tilting
as he canted his head closer so she might answer even more oftly.

“What things? Tdl me” Command combined with desire in his voice; the thought of a powerful
womean excited him. Belinda fdt hairs lift on her ams anyway, reluctant to voice words treasonous to
Aulun, even when those ideas were a the heart of the role she played. She wet her lips twice and
swalowed before making hersdf spesk.

“l would remove the Aulunian threat from Lanyarch, my lord. | would seek dlies with Cordula's
support and break the yoke of Reformationiam that weighs down on idand shoulders.” Panic squirreled
in her belly, soreading sharp claws of nausea up to wrap around her heart and tighten her throat. It
trickled downward as well, pounding between her thighs and meking her knees tremble. Belinda fought
agang banishing terror, knowing the cam of illnesswould push it dl away and leave her untouchable.

But the words she spoke were terribly dangerous, and Beetrice Irvine was no more than aminor noble
who answered to Aulunian law. Bestrice could be put to death for the things she'd said, and it would be
Bdindd's head that rolled. Javier himsdf might betray her, offer her to Lorraine as a gift to soothe
troubled waters between Gdlin and Aulun, betwixt Ecumenics and Reformationists, more importantly. A
public execution, carried out by the queen’ s men—Bedinda Primrose would be no more. She doubted, in
the core of her, that Lorraine would waste so vauable an asset; far more practical to behead some poor
woman with amiler features. Belinda hersdf would be safe to pursue the queen’s wishes under cover of
another identity, but she would no more be her beloved uncle's niece, no more be able to daim that thin
line of heritage. Panic brought chills and sweat both at once, the air too thin to breathe. Why did he not
speak? Belinda shuddered, afraid to move, afraid to speak, afraid to do anything but wait.

Javier's slence brought her frayed nerves to the shattering point before he inhded and straightened.
“And then?’ Light tone, dmost playful, but Belinda fdt the undercurrent of intengty in it. Acute desire
pushed through him, pricking a Belinda's skin, but she couldn’'t determine what the man desired. She
closed her eyes, wetting her lips again.

“I named you true heir to the Aulunian throne the night | met you, my prince” Her voice quavered, o
weak and amdl she barely recognized it. She swallowed again, trying to srengthen hersdf without lifting
her voice so loudly that a spy might overhear. “The Aulunian queen is the child of an illegitimate marriage,
and there are no other Walters to fallow her father Henry. Moreover, your mother’s firg husband was
heir to the Aulunian throne, and you, though no child of his, are a child of hers. He made her queen, and
indoing so made you her.”

“Oh, but it's more complex than that, isT't it?” Javier's voice was as low as her own. “Henry Water's
firg wife was my grandaunt, and if she was the only legitimate wife, then perhaps | can lay dam to the
Aulunian throne through those means, too. But Gdlin is mine dready, and Uncle Rodrigo looks unlikdy
to wed, s0 Essandiais likdy mine as well. Would you have me conquer dl of Echon, Beatrice? Would
you make yoursdf a king-maker?’

“I cannot make what God heth aready wrought, your highness” The fervor in her voice was such that
Bdinda believed hersdf for a moment.

“You would get on wdl with my mother.” Javier released her and Bdinda's heart lurched as he



stepped back into the warmth of his chambers. He had not before made mention of Sanddia in her
presence, certainly not in such intimate terms as my mother. It offered the firg glimmer that her approach
to the Gdlic court had been a good one; that the prince should say such athing so eesly and cardlesdy
hinted that there was a chance Bdinda would be introduced to Sanddia so such comparisons might be
made. No triumph rose within her; it was far too early for that, but a hint that she'd taken the right dow
road pushed down some of the nerves that had come over her as she'd whispered her daring thoughts.
Patience, patience; to trap a queen was along and dangerous path, but findly she fdt hersdf on it, one
gdride closer to success.

Buoyed alittle, Bdinda turned to watch Javier as she waited on his indication that she should join him.
He dropped into a chair by the fire, orawling his legs out. Slender calves, well-muscled under his tights,
backlit by the fire. Bdlinda let hersdf admire the lines of him, the graceful turn of his fingers as he pressed
them againg his forehead.

“My lord?" she ventured when sSlence drew out too long. Javier lifted his head and crooked his
fingers, the dismissive acknowledgment he might cdl a dog with. It was the way of men, epecidly men
of power. Bdinda crossed to him, kneding at his feet in a rudle of skirts. “Forgive me, my lord.” Eyes
lowered, she fdt histouch on her cheek, drawing her gaze up, before she saw it.

“There's nothing to forgive. | did ask. Watch your tongue, though, Bestrice. You do speak of
dangerous things”

“Yes, my lord.” Bdinda lowered her eyes again even as she lifted her chin, giving her throat to the
prince. Javier chuckled and leaned forward, wrapping his hand behind her head. She came to her knees,
breath gone short, and smiled up a him.

“Ancther man might be less lenient.”
“Then | am fortunate to be wi—”

“Jav!” The door banged open, a feat in itdf: the weight of oak and the woven rug it dragged across
precluded such enthusasm under nearly any circumstances. Assdin lurched in, his weight making the
door bounce againg the sone wdl a second time, barely muffled by hanging tapestries. “Oh, bugger and
bollocks, Jav, get rid of the tart, ther€' s things to discuss” Assdin waved a flagon of wine around with
more drama than care; red droplets flew and splattered across the wadls and rugs. He focused on
Bdinda, blinking heavily, then sketched a bow so deep it bordered on ludicrous. “Forgive me, Irvine. |
didn't see you there. Shite, Jav, why can't | find a noble gil who'll go down on her knees for me?’

Blood drained from Bdlindd s face, then rushed back in a pound of scarlet. She scrambled to her feet,
knotting her hands in her skirt and garing fixedly a the floor. Stillness kept her a safe distance from
laughter while she played out the part of Beetrice's mortification, trembling with humiliaion and
embarrassment. Javier climbed to his feet with languid poise, brushing his fingers across Bdinda's
crimson cheek in gpology. “ Sacha, you're apig and afoodl,” he said mildy. “What the hdl are you doing
here?’

Assin dill watched Belinda. “Praying to God you' re as free with your women as with your wine, old
man. Look at her, Jav, blushing like amaiden. Y ou're awidow, Irvine, and even if you weren't Jav here
would've had your head a hundred times by now. Come on, Javier, can't we share a bit of a shag?’

Bdinda jerked her eyes up, horrified on Begtrice' s part and startled beyond bdief on her own. Assdin
waggled his eyebrows at her with such exaggeration she wanted to laugh. He sauntered over to her,
leading with his hips and both hands held high, wine droplets sailling cardlesdy down his wrist. “Never
dreamed of that, did you, Beatrice? A woman's got more than one hole, might as wel put them dl to



good use” He took afew dancing steps around her, and came up againg Javier. “ Shite)” he said into the
prince' s closed expression. He let hisarmsfdl and shrugged liquidly. “You can't blame a man for trying,
now, can you, Jav?’

Javier remained expressionless, saring his compatriot down. Assdin exhded noisly and fdl one step
back. “My apologies, Lady Irvine. Drink has got me, and | take more pleasure in her than good sense
might dlow.”

“It...itis—" Bdinda cast afrantic look at Javier, expecting, and finding, his dight nod. “It is dl right,”
she whispered. Heat dill stained her cheeks, aflush that would be attributed to shame, not amusement or
aousd. She locked her eyes on the floor, aware that she dill held her hands clutched in her skirts,
fig-legfing in a usdless show of modesty. Everything in how she stood bespoke her embarrassment, but
keeping her gaze down let her indulge in curious imaginetion without betraying hersdf.

“What's so damned important, Sacha?’ Javier settled back into his chair, gesturing for Assdin to teke
the matching one opposite him. Asdin flung himsdf into it hard enough to knock it back a few inches,
and leaned forward to bring the front legs down again.

“Whet about her?’

Javier's gaze flickered to Bdinda “Bestrice, there are wineglasses in the front chamber. Enough for
dl, plesse”

“My lord.” Belinda bobbed a curtsey and took care not to somp as she left the room. A woman was
asarving mad no matter what her sation, shy of being a queen. Carrying the rank of lady only made for
better dresses to swedt in.

AsHin'sdrunk had passed by the time she returned. He sat forward in his chair, flagon dangling from
his fingertips and voice low as he spoke earnestly to Javier. The prince remained leaning back, ankle
cocked over his knee and one arm dangling over the Sde of the charr as he ligtened. They were, Bdinda
thought, very much man and servant, for dl the friendship held between them. Assdin straightened as she
came back in. Bdinda bobbed another curtsey, murmuring, “My lords” and took the flagon from
AsHin'sfingertips to pour wine. There was no moment of shared thought, as she hoped there might be;
the fingertip touch was too brief, or her ill too little. His emotions were clouded with lugt, as frank and
open as it had been the night she’d met imin alow-class pub; as they had been when he'd taken her in
the park days earlier. He was a blunt man, dangerous like a hammer, and Belinda found hersdlf liking him
for it once more, despite the threat he posed to her. Threst, though, could be dedlt with without mercy if
necessary, and for everything Sacha Assdin thought he knew about Begtrice Irvine, he knew nothing at
dl of Belinda Primrose. So long as their endslay down smilar paths, she was content to leave him dive,
but should the knowledge he carried become a burden to her, her only regret in his death would be the
hurt it would cause Javier.

Faint surprise coiled through her at the thought; Javier’s emaotions were irrdlevant to her gods. Sacha's
death might pull im away from the desire to teach her more of the witchpower magic, though, and that
was enough to fed a twinge of dismay over. Bdinda dropped her gaze briefly, then offered Asdin a
filled wine cup. His eyebrows shot up as he took it. “Daring, to give me the firg cup and not Jav.”

Nerves bunched in Belinda's ssomach. As a sarving girl, she never would have made the error of
saving the lower-ranked man fird. She poured a second glass, offeing it to Javier. There was no
tremble in the liquid that betrayed the quiver she fdt indde. Javier lifted an eyebrow, as aware of the
dight as AssHin had been, but he took the glass. Belinda poured hersdf a glass as well, setting the flagon
asde and amiling with cool reserve at Asdin. “You brought the wine”



“And|,” Javier said, “did not rescue you quickly enough, hm?’ His other eyebrow eevated to match
the firgt, chdlenging. Belinda, trusting socia propriety over Besatrice' s embarrassment, tilted her head.

“My lord? | am sure there was nothing | needed rescuing from. Lord Assdin is a gentleman, and you a
prince. How could a woman fear in such company?’

“Oh, she'sgood,” AsHin sad past her, to Javier. The prince arched an eyebrow again, warning, and
Asslin subsided. Bdindaindined her head and drew a footstodl a little closer to the fire, smoothing her
skirt as she sat down.

“Now that the matter of Bedtrice is asde” Javier sad, “to what do | owe this unexpected vist,
AsHin? You may have guessed: | had plans.” Neither man looked a Beinda. She fdt the weight of their
avoidance far more heavily than she might have fdt a knowing smile or wink, and wished she dared roll
her eyes. Instead she lowered her gaze and sipped her wine, demure, as Asin launched into tak of
inconsequentidities. Beinda fdt Javier's impatience as if it were her own, the witchpower dirring in him
as he sought away to bring Assdin to the point. It was her presence that stayed the young lord' s tongue;
they dl three knew it, and tha Javier had waved her to Say was...interesting. Belinda pressed wine
agang her lips, feding them wet, imagining colour ganing them.

Golden witchlight spread through the back of her mind, tempered into darkness by the dillness.
Bdinda was grateful for that; without the dillness she thought the bright power might burst out of every
crevasse of her body, blinding her and everything around her. She gathered the light around her as if it
were the dillness, tucking it around the corners of her mind. It tingled and itched, she could not remember
the same sensations a dozen years ago when she tried to hide in the shadows. But she had been less
aware then, she reminded hersdf. More powerful, perhaps, but less aware. The prickle over her skin
was bearable, even ignorable, but fastinating. She stopped hersdf from spreading her fingers to
investigate, knowing she could try again another time when she would not cdl attention to hersdlf with the
action.

She took a dow breath, camness washing through her as it suppressed the skin tickle that power had
awakened. Excitement tasted of copper a the back of her throat and made her fingertips ache; the cdm
was S0 profound it had the weight of chains. She knew the sensation, like the frightening quiet at the heart
of a gorm. It held her prisoner and safe both at once, denying her the ability to break free even as it
offered the consummate certainty that nothing could reach her. Beinda's lungs burned, heart pounding
sckly inthe cavity of her chest. She dragged in a sheking breath that only served to prove how little air
there seemed to be around her. With the breath, tranquility stretched taut and snapped. In dlence, it
surrounded her, tucking her safely into the shadows. Thewine in her glass darkened, no longer reflecting
the warmth of firdight. Assdlin’s voice cut through, sudden and loud, amplified as if he stood in an echo
chamber. Bdinda lifted her head, confident in the shadows that held her, and watched the two men

openly.
“It'sLiz, Jav. You don't know—"

“Liz? Javier glanced a where Bdinda sat, dearly without seeing her there. “All this bother and
dancing around the topic and it's Eliza? What could you not say about her in front of Beatrice, man?’

AsHin's dlence fdl dmogt as heavily as the solitude surrounding Bdlinda. “You are my prince” he
sad eventudly. “My oldest friend and my brother, but my God, you' re an idiot sometimes, Jav.”

Javier turned a round-mouthed gape of astonishment on the stocky noble. “1 beg your pardon?’

AssHin sghed. “Nothing. Sufficeit to say that Liz would rather not be discussed in front of your lady
Irvine”



“Liz,” Javier pointed out, “would rather not be discussed behind her back at dl.”

AssHin waved a hand dismissvely. “So would we dl. But if she mug be, let us not compound the
injury by doing it in front of her ri—in front of Irvine”

“You don't like her.” Javier sounded 4iff, petulant. Belinda, safe in her shadows, dlowed hersdf an
open gmile, and sipped her wine. AsHin let out a raspberry of exasperation.

“What's to like or not like? She's a pretty woman and she mugt be a good lay or you wouldn't keep
bothering with her. It's not like you, though, Jav. We ve been friends snce boyhood, the four of us, and
you're the one who's kept that sacrosanct. Now you invite this woman in without a hitch or hesitation?”

“Mariusinvited her.” Bdinda hadn’'t known the prince could be sulky. She amiled again, into her glass,
and watched the men through her eydashes. Years of long practise kept her from wriggling with
amusament, or permitting hersdf the giggle that fought its way through her, but the grin she gave free rein
to. Ddight in success pounded through her like sexud arousd, thrills of excitement and interest making
her overaware of her body. How easy it would be to carry out her missons if she could St unseenin a
room with men who had moments ago been fully aware of her presence. If she could learn to walk within
the shadows—she didn't dare try now—she might become the most successful and secret assassin
Echon had ever known.

“Marius showed her to us” AsHin disagreed. “You invited her, Jav. You're the only one of us who

“Sacha, that's not true—"

“Yes, my prince.” Asin’s voice softened, sympeathy init. “It is. It'swhy we' re never more than four,
Javi. We can only present outsiders. It's your will that takes them in or leaves them to the cold.”

Javier dumped in his seat, expresson unguarded and youthful. “You haven't cdled me that in a long
time”

Assin crooked a amile. “We haven't been boys in a long time, Javi. | don't like to use it around
Marius and Liza” Hisgrin went more sheepish. “We knew each other fird. | think of it as my name for
you, and if | used it, it would become theirs, too.”

“Jedous lordling,” Javier said, but he leaned forward to reach for Assin's hand, grasping it a
moment.

“Rardy.” AsHin sat back with asgh and kicked his heds out on the rug. “Which brings us, Jav, back
to Hiza”

Javier lifted his eyebrows. “She's become a jedous lordling? Sacha—" The prince sraightened,
curious dismay wrinkling his forehead. “Is that why none of you have married? Because of me? Because
you think you need my...gpprova ?”’

“Oh, God, Jav, don't tie the noose yet. There are moments when you're our only line to freedom.
Marriage beds will come soon enough. They're politicd machinations, not ful of love and romance. It
won't make any differenceif you like our wives. Hell, it won't make any difference if we like our wives.
A woman's got no srength to come between the four of us anyway. Which,” Asdin said, “brings us
back to Hiza Jav. Agan.”

“All right, dl right! God in Heaven, Sacha. What's the problem?’



“Her father’s found her out, Jav.”

Javier's eyes shuttered, light in them turning black. “Then I'll protect her.”
“Shewon't let you, Jav. She never has”

“Don’'t be absurd. She has rooms here—"

“Sell refuse them aslong as Irvine is here”

Javier came up short. “Is she as jedous as that? Besatrice is—”

“A digraction? A toy? Easer to believe when she's not on your am every evening and in your bed
every night. Are you going to introduce her to your mother?’

“God,” Javier said with feding, then exhaed. “I'll have to, if | continue with her. Mother’s absence has
been—’

“A gift?’

“Not unwecome.” Javier glanced a the stool where Belinda sat, as if imagining her there. She caught
her lower lip in her teeth, watching with interest. After a moment he shook his head and turned his
atention back to Sacha. “But once she' s returned, I'll have to make the introduction. | can't put Bestrice
adde right now.”

Fascinated horror lit Assdin's eyes. “Good God, man, you haven't gotten her pregnant, have you?’

Javier blanched and shuddered. “No. My God, no. It's—There are other things. Other reasons.” He
shrugged, meking an end of it. Sacha sghed explosively.

“You're bewitched, Javi. Look, Liz won't come to my home, ather, but if she goes home her father
will likely—"

Javier lifted a hand. “1 think | have a solution. One she won't like, but it may appeal. Sacha, don't tdl
her you were here taking about her, dl right?’

“Do | look like a complete fool?” Assdin demanded. Javier gave him a dow grin and Sacha laughed.
“Some friend you are. All right. All right, Jav, but make quick work of it, because she's got nowhere to
go.” He looked around. “What the hdl happened to Irvine? | thought she was bringing more drink.”

Bdinda cocked an eyebrow curioudy, then gathered her skirts and stood to dip through shadow in
search of wine.



Dawn came on before Javier brought the subject around to Hliza and offered up his plan. Bdinda
sorawled across his bed, hair twisted over her shoulder into a mocking semblance of propriety. Javier
stood at his window, watching the mist-coated palace grounds as sunlight struggled to break through the
grey. “ So your women will dl be under one roof?” Belinda murmured. “ Convenient, my lord.”

He scowled over his shoulder. “It's not like that between Eliza and mysdf, Beatrice. | thought you
knew that.”

“l do. | was only teasing, my lord.” She stood and crossed to him, putting her fingertips on his
shoulders. “Then why?’

“Hliza s father doesn't like her friendship with me”
Bdindd s eyebrows shot up. “Doean't like a friendship with the prince?’
“Hethinksl...” Javier turned his head, uncomfortable. “ Abuse the friendship.”

“Abuse. A powerful man, a beautiful woman.” Belinda's eyebrows remained devated. “Few would
cdl it abuse”

“They are very poor.” Javier's jaw set. “Poor enough that a father might only see his daughter as a
vidimin such areationship.”

Bdinda stepped back, letting surprise giffen her movements. “Poor...7? She speaks so beautifully, my
lord.”

Disdain flashed through Javier's expression. “High-born tones can be learned. We ve been friends a
long time”

“Yes” Beinda diffened further, flushing as she glanced down. “Of course, my lord.” She knotted her
fingers together in front of her bely, turning her pams up. “Ancther father might use such a rdationship as
leverage into a good marriage” she suggested. A glance at Javier through her eydashes found him
shaking his head.

“It might' veif she was't as stubborn as the day is long. Her mother and three ssters died five years
ago of a bad fever. Hiza was the only one who survived. She refuses to grow her har back out and
behave like a proper woman. Her father’s hand...is growing heavy.”

A shiver spilled down Bdinda s spine, meking the hairs on her arms stand up againg the light fabric of
the dressng gown she'd stolen from Javier. “Then why come to me, my lord? You must know...” She
hestated. “Hliza condders me a...rival.” She chose her words with ddicacy, watching the prince for his
reactions. Javier let out a breath that bordered on laughter.

“I'm aware. But | can hardly place her with Sacha or Marius, can I? A woman at least has the gloss of
appropriateness. Besides,” hefindly met her eyes again, “it would divert talk from our relationship.”

“Or compound it, my lord.”
Javier flashed a grin. “Which might do as wdll. Please, Bea. | don't ask favours that often.”

Bdinda lifted her eyebrows again as she offered Javier her hands. “Is she going to want to murder me
inmy deep, my lord? Ought | deep with one eye open every night from now on?’

“Y ou deep enough nights with me that | think you're safe.” Javier lifted her hands to his mouth, kissng



her knuckles. * Perhaps deep with both eyes open those nights you don't.”

“So you' d have me get no deep a dl,” Bdinda teased. “Very wel, my lord. But | warn you: we may
become fast friends and both toss our heads and laugh when you come cdling. Women are strange
crestures.”

“Then I'll have gotten what | deserved for putting the two of you together. That dress, Begtrice. The
one you wore to the opera.”

She tilted her head, curious. “Aye?’

“It was Elizd s design. It's her true tdent, making beautiful gowns. With your help, she might soon be
able to begin a business of her own. 1t'd be good for both of you: she wouldn’'t be under your roof
anymore, and she wouldn't be under her father's”

Bdinda frowned, shaking her head. “If it's her desgn, my lord, why on earth hasn't she begun a
business dready? Certainly with your patronage—" Her chin came up. “Ah.”

Javier quirked an eyebrow. “Ah?’
“She won't take your help, will she? Too much pride.”

Javier indined his head. “I remember, as a child, the beggars who flung themsdves a mine and my
mother’'s feet as we waked into church. | thought then that pride was a provenance of the wedthy.
When | met Hizal redlised that the poor have an even more desperate pride then the rich. She's never
let me help her, except when she was tooill to object.”

“The fever?’

Javier nodded. Bdinda's chin lifted again in new understanding. “Your doctors saved her but not the
rest of her family.”

Javier nodded a second time. Bdinda stepped back, pressing her fingers over her lips. “Her mother.
Her sgters” She didn't wait for the prince' s nod, though it came again. “No wonder her father hates you,
my lord. Four for one. | wouldn't trust your intentions, ether.”

“They wouldn't let me help,” Javier murmured. “Her mother dlowed me to take her, but not the rest of
them.”

“You are a prince, my lord. How could one poor woman stop you? And how could one wretched
men beg your mercy for the rest of hisfamily when you had shown preference to one?’

Javier met her eyes, helpless. “I didn't want to offend them. Does my rank give me the right to disrupt
the lives of others as | see fit?’

Bdinda laughed out loud, throaty and warm. “1an't that what roydty does, my lord?’

Javier's spine diffened, his face gone pae with anger. “Yes. And that is why | do not care to do it
mysdf, Lady Irvine. | try to respect those around me”

“Unless they are too inconvenient.” Bedinda stepped forward again, curling her fingersin his shirt. “In
which casg, there is dways the witchpower, no? An extenson of yoursdlf. You can hardly be blamed for
meking use of it” She stood on her toes, brushing her mouth againg the pulse in his throat. “It is a
peculiar and fine line to dance, my prince. But you are a rare man if you are willing to walk it at dl. Most



would never think twice of imposing their will as they saw fit, given the means and opportunity. | will try
to hep make Hiza a dressmaker with dlientde dl her own, as untouched by your hdping hand as is
possible, if you, my lord....” She lifted her eyes, bright winsome smile teasing him, “will but come back to
bed now. It's very early, and you' ve no duties until the tenth hour.” Belinda put on a pout, then drew him
toward the bed. “Isit not afine bargain | make?’

Javier laughed and let himsdf be drawn.

“Inapig'seyes”
“Liza—"
“Like hdl, Javier, no. | won't.”
“I need you—"

Hiza snorted, derisve, and turned to stare chdlengingly at the prince. “1 need you,” he repeated with
as much patience as he could mugter, “to watch her.”

Silence. Belinda hdd her breath, feding hersdf barely more than a shadow under the starry skies. She
was not supposed to be there, no more than Javier hmsdf was she could fed, subtly, his pleasure at
having escaped the guards that evening. Not his thoughts, those were too well-shielded, only readable in
ahandful of moments when she touched his skin. The impressions were enough, though, carrying Belinda
with them as if she belonged indgde the prince's skin hersdf. She'd left his chambers wel before duty
cdled him to work, intending to return home and begin arranging for Eliza's arivd. Only a few steps
outsde his rooms, though, she found hersdf filled with burgeoning curiosity. It had been rare impulse that
prompted her to follow him, less to observe his day than to see if she could manipulate the sillness and
the slence into making people believe she wasn't there. If she could do that under the watchful eyes of a
prince' s guard, under the gaze of men who were supposed to see everything that happened around thar
ward, then she had discovered power indeed.

It was exhaugting, draining beyond anything she knew. Even now, Smply thinking of what she did sent
trembles through her, asif conscious recognition threatened to shatter what control she had. It had been
easer ealier in the day, and as the srain grew so did her intent to maintain it. Power of any kind was
worth only as much as could be grasped and held. Limits were there to be pushed and explored, but
more criticaly, acknowledged in a moment of necessity. She had dipped after the prince for nearly
twelve hours now, fallowing him into the privecy of his bedchambers and into the courtly hdls of the
palace. No one had noticed her.

No one would ever know. Bdinda twisted her hands, a amdl gesture like she held a garrote and had a
dender throat to wrap it around. It would take mere seconds in the pretender queen’'s presence to
daughter her, and with the tillness so profoundly wrapped about her, no one would ever see Bdinda to
blame her. Theidea of that opportunity made her heart beat harder, sending heat through her core until it
became sexud excitement. Robert had not told her to kill Javier's mother. Regicide was a dangerous
game, and with one roya murdered, eyes might turn to another as the next possible victim. Her duty was
merely to discover the breadth of plots agangt Lorraine, and end them.

Sandaid s desth would be a resounding note to end them on.

And that was a childish impulse toward a glory Belinda would never be alowed to acknowledge.
Should she succeed in assassnding the Essandian princess, Robert might know of it. Lorraine should,



could, not, though in the secret places of her heart she might suspect.

Bdindd s heart fluttered in her chest, spiking sckening joy into her throat. That would be enough. To
have her mother know Belinda's loydty would be enough. For a gartling few seconds tears burned her
eyes, heat scading her cheeks as she thought of it. There was little enough that the queen’s bastard could
do to connect hersdf with her roya mother. A death offered from the daughter as a gift to the mother
was the greatest intimecy Belinda could dare imagine, an insurrection stopped and a kingdom preserved.
That was who, and what, the secret daughter was. Belinda curled her hands into fists againgt the heady
fear she might fly away on the breathless hope of securing her mother’ s throne for years to come.

Shadows glimmered and twitched around her, anking deeper into her skin as if they’d drink up the
falling pool of witchpower from which Bdinda drew. She alowed hersdf one last shaking Sgh, a sound
of desire that men would count themsdlves fortunate to earn from her, and straightened hersdlf, letting go
of powerful wishesin order to mantain her hidden presence a few minutes longer. She quested outward,
caeful exploration of nearby emation, riding that as srongly as she dared. She wasn't yet ready to try
influenaing those emotions, but every experience of another’s mentd state would help her when that time
cane.

Javier was easier by far than Eliza, Bdinda's hours with him helping her to read him even without the
witchpower. She let her eyes lid, wetting her lips as tendrils of golden power threaded outward, settling
around Javier and testing him, seeing what she could read without giving hersdf away.

The prince cast a wordless prayer in the guise of a glance at the heavens, leening wearily againg the
bridge railing. His quiet pleasure at escaping the honour guard was il there, though muted beneath wry
frudraion a Eliza She, like Sacha and Marius, could forget the guard, so long as they lingered a a
semi-respectful distance. Javier hmsdf never forgot. It made the few stolen hours when he shook them
off dl the more precious. Spending them arguing, even with a beautiful woman, was far from his
preference.

Hizaheld her mouth in a pinch, eyes guarded, though at least she listened. Bedlinda fdt amost nothing
from her: fant chdlenge, angry acknowledgment. After a few seconds she let her sense of the other
woman go; Javier was the more important of the two to understand. Eliza's voice was low and cutting,
distorted by distance as Bdinda severed the fant link of power she'd hed to the dark-haired woman.
“Don’t you trust her?’

Javier groaned and looked to the sky again. Thin clouds, pade agang the blackness, blocked out
patches of stars, and his bresth steamed to wash away another handful of nighttime diamonds. Belinda's
own gaze flickered upward, haf expecting the stars to be blocked by the shadows that wrapped her.
Instead, a handful of them glittered hard, picking out the form of a dragon in the sky.

It brought with it memory, a cold winter night when Bdlinda was a child, so clear that for a moment it
overrode the discusson hed by the two she watched. Robert had stood beside her, his wam am
around her shoulders to ward off the night’s chill as he'd picked out figuresin the stars. A lion here, a
bear there, a hunter presding. A dragon, his spray of fire a scattering of stars across the night sky.
Bdinda had turned a dubious look on her father, ingding, “The others are red. Are there dragons, then,

Papa?’
Robert lowered his hand from the stars to sudy her with a grave expresson. “There are, Primrose.”

Bdinda's eyes widened until cold crept into their corners, a chill of ice lacing through her vison. “What
are they like?’

“Nothing like you would imagine, Bella. Nothing like you would imagine” He' d picked her up thenin



arare and unexpected hug, and carried her back into the house to warm up over a cup of mulled wine
and sweetmests left out by the cook. Bdinda amiled at the stars in thanks for the memory, then brought
her mind back to the conversation she spied upon.

“I trust her,” Javier had aready murmured. “But my judgment may be clouded.”
Hizalaughed, sharp in the chilly air. “What confesson, my lord prince! How much did that cost?’

“More than I'd like” The impulse to snap was there, to draw himsdf up and widd insult like anger,
cowing the woman into her place. It was an easy trick, athoughtlessflexing of the witchpower he carried
ingde himsdf. It was, to Hiza and the others, a mark of roydty, a 9gn of postion he hed over them.
Javier could not remember the last time he had knowingly used the witchpower on his friends. When they
were children, certainly, not more than twelve or thirteen. Before he understood that no one shared his
gft; before he understood that usng it could only deepen the space between his station and their own.
Friendship was rare and precious to him, more fragile than his three companions understood. In his life,
they were the only things he was truly certain of.

They, and now Bestrice. Rdief and gratitude swept through him, an dleviation of londiness that took
Bdinda off-guard. She bit into her lower lip, reeching for the bridge ralling as she struggled to shake
herdf free of that passion. Struggled to ignore a Smilar wdling within herself. Understanding Javier was
one thing. Wearing his needs and fears on her own deeve was a grester commitment than she was
prepared to make.

“Wha is it about her, Jav?' Bdinda heard the note of frustration in Eliza's voice and watched Javier
drop hischin to his chest, exhding heavily.

“l couldn’'t tdl you.” Merdy an evason. Bdinda knew as wel as he did, and knew as wdl that he
couldn’t—wouldn’'t—tell, not Liz nor their two brothersin arms. “But thisis something | need.”

Hiza snorted again. Javier hdf amiled, turning his gaze down the slent bridge. Belinda steded hersdf,
reedy thistime for the influx of sentiment from the prince. It was easier, prepared, to absorb what he fet
without being subsumed by it. The bridge was one of his favourite places in the city, particularly at night,
with the Sacrauna running through it undisturbed by daytime travellers. Torchlight reflected here and there
agand the black waters, and when the surface lay very dill, the stars. As a child he had lad on the
banks, reaching to touch those stars only to weatch them ripple away when his fingers broke through the
water tenson. It left im meancholy, with a sense of loss he could neither explain nor share with others.
Bdinda curved a humourless amile at the water, familiar with the remoteness that Javier fdt, and more
comfortable with admitting it than she was with acknowledging the londliness and recognition of a amilar
cresture that she'd sensed from the prince moments earlier. Even so, she broke away from too deeply
pursuing that connection, wary of anything that might dert Javier to her presence.

“What do you need me to watch for?’ Eliza broke the slence, saring a the stones beneath her feet
rather than meet Javier's eyes. “Her spending habits? If she keeps secret lovers? You could find those
things out without me, Jav.”

“I trugt,” Javier said tartly, “that there are no secret lovers.” Hiza breathed out laughter.
“That's because you're aman.”
“Wha does that mean?’ He straightened, affronted. Eliza shook her head.

“Only that men see what they want to see, and women mug see the truth. We have no other power.”



Cold anger curdled at the back of Javier's throat, Belinda tagting it with sudden and aroused interest.
“Hliza” His voice came low and dangerous, the witchpower responding even when Bdinda could fed he
would have it otherwise. A wind snapped up, icy and sharp, and Belinda retreated from her own
invedtigation of his emotions, caution overcoming curiogity: with his power dert, the chances of discovery
were far greater, and not worth the risk. Hiza frowned and drew her cloak around hersdf more tightly,
lifing its hood. “Hliza,” Javier repeated. “Are you saying that Bestrice has another lover?’

Her head pulled back asif she'd been hit, complete sartlement in the movement. “Don’t be ridiculous.
| may not like her, but the woman’s not afoal. I'm just saying if she did you' d be the last to know.”

“No.” The anger and power was dill in his voice, degpening it. Belinda could see Eliza react to it, not
infear, she knew him too wel for that, but respect, perhaps submisson, though she bardly lifted her chin
a dl. More tdling than @ther of those, her stance changed, weight ralling forward through her hips, a
ubtle offering of dedre. It was easer to see in Eiza with her breeches and men's shirt, than in
court-dressed ladies. Even burdened by her winter cloak, the lines of her hips were more blatant than any
woman under a hdf dozen petticoats could hope for.

“No?" Elizd's voice had deepened, too, fuded by want, not anger. Belinda caught her bresath, tip of
her tongue between her teeth, and let her shaking power reach forth again, desire to read the truth of
Javier'sinterest in Elizafar greater than her fear of being noticed.

Impulse rolled over her in heady waves, anger cutting away intdlect. It would be easy—it would be
wel come—to crowd Eliza againg the bridge ralling and take her. Her desire and his power had danced a
knifés edge dmog as long as either of them could remember. It was a dance that had to remain
unconsummeated; anything else would too dragticaly change the power structure among the four friends.
Javier forced his hands to loosen and glanced away, Bdinda finding hersdf doing the same, even to
letting a breath out in a quiet Sgh. Javier fdt, and Bdinda through him, Eliza's bright burst of hurt and
anger, even without looking at her. He waited a few moments before looking back. Her expresson was
under control when he did, fresh and open but for a diver of disgppointment that would someday fester
into hate. Belinda shivered with pleasure, not at that truth, but at Javier's recognition of it, and retreated
agan before her presence was detected.

“Liz....”
“Don’'t.” Hizaturned her head away sharply. “Don't, Jav.”

Javier curled afig again, then let it go. It was a visble moment before he trusted himsdf to say, lightly,
“I wouldn't be the last to know, because you would tdl me. But it's not her spending or her lovers | want
you to watch. It's smply what she does through the day. | must know if she can be trusted.”

“Do you intend to marry her?’

Javier's eyebrows went up. “Beatrice? She's practicaly a commone—" And then his thought rolled
across hisface, 0 clear Bdinda needed no power to read it ah, Javier, you are a fool. Hiza turned a
gaze of daggers on him. “Hiza—"

“You know | can’t tdl you no.” She looked away again.

“Yes” Javier said, dmog regretfully. He stepped closer, lifting his fingers to brush them over Hlizas
cheek. She diffened, refusing to look back a him. He produced awry grin and added, “Because | could
order you, anyway, and you're bound by oath of fedty to do as| say.”

It worked admirably enough that even Bdinda smiled. The tenson broke, some of the ging leaving



Hliza s eyes as her ful mouth curved dightly. “I was ten, Jav.”
“And | was eight. Do you think it meant less to either of usfor dl our tender years?’
“Y ou were going to have me thrown in the dungeon.” Eliza s amile grew, and Javier laughed.
“It seemed like a good threat at the time.”
“l was terrified!”

Javier laughed again, shaking his head. “Now that, Liz, | do not believe. | don't think you've ever been
terrified.”

“l am.” Amusement left her and she turned to lean on the railing, Saring down into the black river. “But
the fears that haunt me are very different from yours, Jav. Things you wouldn't understand. It's the
worlds we come from.”

“You've never let me understand.” Javier leaned beside her, fingers dangling over the rail. Eliza shook
her head.

“No. And | never will.”

“Why?" Belinda tasted the impulse behind the question: he had wanted to ask it a hundred times, never
daring. But there was something raw in the wind tonight, Ietting them touch on topics they had let lie
fdlow for fifteen years of friendship. Belinda found hersdf curling her fingers againgt the stone ralling,
wondering if that strangeness was her. She could sense tight control in not only the prince, but in his
common-born friend as well. They never spoke of desire or the postions in the world that helped keep
them apart. It was harder, too hard, for Eliza; that was what Javier told himsdf. “Haven't | been there for
your life, Eliza? He reached over to touch her hair, catching a short-shorn lock between his fingertips. “I
remember when we cut your hair,” he murmured.

“Thefirg or the second time?” Eliza gave the river an unhgppy smile. “Those were the best years, you
know, Jav. Before God saw fit to grant me tits and hips that made sure | could never redly pass as one
of the boys again.”

“You were adtick,” Javier said. “Narrow everywhere.”

“l was a child. We dl were. But you're a man, Jav, you wouldn't understand the change in freedom.”
Hizatouched her own hair. “My hair was my vanity then, you know. And you three pinned me down.”
She laughed, clear sound that Belinda found hersdf savoring, just as Javier did, for its rarity. “You pinned
me down and cut it dl off.”

“You were fashionable” Javier protested, grinning.
“For aten-year-old boy!”
“I never asked,” Javier murmured. “Whet did your family say?’

Hiza shook her head, the action drgping illness of soul over her. Her voice went quiet. “They were
angry. But in deference to the gtation of my friends’—a minute shrug—"they let me keep it shorn so short
for awhole two years. Until | got my blood.”

“Is that what happened. | remember you being sulky for weeks and looking like a hedgehog while
your har grew out.”



“No one would marry awoman with a boy’s haircut, Jav. And an unmarried woman is only a burden
on her family. My father had daughters enough without the added trid of trying to marry off one who
wears a boy’s haircut.”

“l would have taken care of you, Liz. Of your whole family.”

“Oh, aye. My whole family. And the cousins, Jav? And ther babies? And the hangers-on and the
families down the block who were related by blood three generations back? Until you had dl the poor of
Lutetiain your chambers, maybe. Maybe then you' d understand what you can't. It isn't your fault, Jav.
Y ou come from places that are too high.”

“And you won't let me walk in the low ones, Liz”
“No,” Hizaagreed. “Because you can't save usdl. You can’t even save one of us”
He reached out to touch her har again. “I saved you.”

“And my mother and three sisters died, Jav. Sacha and Marius should never have brought me to the
palace”

“You had the fever, Eliza What were they to do, let you die? They would have brought you dl. They
say your mother refused. That she only let them take you because you were so very ill. | remember the
second time, too, Liz. You looked so damned fragile, so pae and sick. They were afraid your har took
too much of your strength, and you needed it dl to live”

“And | looked like a shaved skull when | woke up. My mother thought | was Death come knocking
on the door when | went home.” Blizafdl slent. “And she wasright, Jav. They dl died.”

“l would have tried to save them,” Javier whispered. Hiza sghed and put her hand over his. Belinda
flinched, feding the warmth of the woman’s hand on hers, and jerked her gaze to her own hand before
looking back toward Javier and Eliza

Hiza had long fingers, her hands nearly as big as the prince’s, for dl that he was a haf-hand taler than
she. He turned his pdm up to lace his fingers with hers, holding on hard for the few moments that she let
him.

“I know, Jav. But we dl have our pride” She stared down at the river. When she spoke again her
voice was carefully neutrd. “It left me barren, you know that? The fever. | used to dream of marrying a
prince” Her amile had no humour in it, only years of resigned sadness. “I knew it was only a dream.
Royaty doesn't marry commoners, no matter how pretty they are. But 4ill, | dreamed. Then the month
after the fever my blood didn’'t come, nor has it in the five years snce. Not just common, but common
and barren. No dream can survive that.”

“Hiza” Cold flooded Bdinda's hands, Javier's horror her own. He tightened his fingers around
Hliza s, usdledy, and she flashed him another sad smile.

“Sacha knows, can you believe that? | got piss drunk afew years ago and he asked me point-blank, |
don't know why. And | told him. Made him swear not to tdl you. Then we fucked. It hasn't happened
agan, o he thinks | don't remember, but | do. Nineteen, | was nineteen and despite looking like this,”
she jerked her hand from Javier's o she could gesture a hersdf, “I was avirgin.”

“Redly?’ Javier's voice broke with surprise and he glowered at the black river below. Eliza laughed
without real humour.



“Redly. I'd wanted—" She shrugged, 4iff, and leaned on the railing, her elbows hyperextended with
the pressure she put on them. “I’d make a fine rich man's midtress, Jav.” She strove to keep her voice
light, stretching her throat long to do it. “He d never have to worry about by-blows.”

“You're better than that, Liz”

She amiled and turned to him, putting both hands on his chest and patting her fingers againg the soft
fabric of his doublet. “Yes” She sghed and dropped her hands afew inches, putting her forehead againgt
his chest for amoment. Then she stepped back, holding her right hand up. Gold coins glittered between
her fingers, then jumped as she flipped her hand over and bounced the coins, three of them, across her
knuckles. “I am.”

Javier clapped his hand to his purse. “Hiza”

She laughed, popping the coins over to land stacked in her pam. Javier picked them up, scattering
them across his own padm; they were dl faceup, dl imprinted with the same year. “How do you do that?’

“Practise” Hliza said with a shrug. She bent her wrigt in and fetched a fourth coin from insde of her
deave, holding it up between two fingers “Practise and a hedthy disregard for other people's

belongings”
Javier snatched the coin out of her fingers, grinning. “Are there more?’
Hiza spread her arms. “You'll have to look.”
“Biza....”

She dropped her hands and shrugged. “It’s your coin, Jav. | don’'t mind meking it my own. Cdl it the
cost of setting me on your lover.”

“You'll do it, then.”

She eyed him, turning back to the river. “ Sachatold on me, didn’'t he. He told you my father found out
what I’d been doing.”

“Yes” Javier put his backside againg theraling and studied his feet.

Hiza's mouth quirked and she shook her head. “Darling Sacha. | don’t need your protection, Jav. |
have enough money hidden away to make afinelife for mysdf.”

“And yet you don’t do it.”
“Of course not. Y our mother would never approve.”
Javier frowned. “What?’

“Come on, Jav. Your streetside friend suddenly makes good? All of Lutetia would think I'd given into
your wiles and you were putting me up in Syle. The prince' s migtress”

“Isit such aterrible facade?’

“No.” Hiza pressed her lips together, leening more heavily over theriver. “But | won't dimb the ranks
on rumour of royd bed, Jav. I'll find away by mysdf or not at dl.”

“Let me help. Take the pogtion in Beatrice's house. It's a place to begin, Liz”



“You're a hard man to say no to, Prince Javier.”
“I know.” He bumped his hip againg hers, amiling. “And you won't, will you?’
Hlizd s shoulders dropped. “I’'m not a lady, Jav.”

“Youwill be.” Javier twisted to put hisarm around Elizals wait, kissng her temple. Belinda fdt a Sgh
go through him, relief that the argument had ended without him meking his plea an order. Below thet lay
gladness, not just thet Eliza had agreed, but that he'd spoken earlier with Belinda, choosing his battles in
the right order. Not, Bdinda knew, that she could have refused the prince any more easly than Eliza
could have. “I have to get back,” he murmured againg Elizel s hair. “ Someone will missme”

“She'll missyou.”

“No. | only spend the night with one woman at atime. She's nat in my chambers tonight. Tonight was
yours.”

“Charmer.” Hlizaturned her head to kiss his cheek. “Good night, my prince.”
Javier |eft her on the bridge, less done than ather of them might think.

Hiza watched the river urtil the bells talled the haf hour after Javier's departure, nothing of her emations
readable to Belinda's weary investigations. Only when Eliza dipped away did she let the power go,
slaggering under the ondaught of stars after so many hours hidden in shadow. She reached for the raling,
leaned heavily onit, forcing hersdf to shdlow gasps when she wanted to drag in half-panicked lungsful of
ar. It would not do, would not do, to show weakness from use of power. Bdinda curled her lip, barely
an expression on the outside, but focusng dl her remaining strength through it, forcing dl her disdain a
her own fdtering vigor into it. A lifetime's training straightened her spine, steadied her bregthing even
when her legs trembled and her heartbeat scampered with speed and lack of ar. This was what the
dillness was for: to forbid anything externd from seeing her frailty. The tillness had nothing to do with the
power she'd used to excess; it was her own gift to hersdlf, studied and learned. The witchpower might
enhance it, but the dillness was not born of the witchpower, and Bdinda would not dlow hersdf to
soften inits use now. She spread her fingers againgt the bridge railing, light gentle touch that forbade her
leaning, and dipped a amileinto place as she gazed out over the quiet water.

No wal stood in her mind any longer, the odd, inexplicable flavour of her father washed away, his
barricade destroyed. The desire to act was no longer separate from the ability to do so, golden strength
findly her own. What was left of it? The day’s exercise had drained that pool so thoroughly she could
only fed the emptiness where it belonged. She cupped her hands together as if she would cdl the
witchlight to her, but in truth made no effort to—it would respond no more than a men exhausted by a
hedonigtic night. Like a man, though, it would replenish itsdlf; Belinda had no reason to bdieve that, but
found hersdf easly confident of it, the fear that it might not return as absurd as fearing the sun might not
rse.

Teaking her hands from the railing to cup them told her she had the srength to stand unsupported.
Replacing them there made it clear how much preferable support was. An unexpected quiet laugh
bubbled to the surface and Bdinda leaned forward, catching a glimpse of her reflection in the dark water
below. Returning home would be more of a chdlenge than dipping unnoticed into the palace had been
thet day.

Water rippled and distorted her feetures for an ingant, adding a length to her face and pesking her



harline in a way that reminded her of Lorraine. Bdinda straightened again, brushing her fingers againgt
her forehead to wipe away the thought. Allowing hersdf to dwell on the Aulunian queen was dways
dangerous, but more so now. She could dip into the minds of others and sense their emotions, even share
their thoughts if she touched them. Should Javier have a Smilar secret, then Belinda mugt be certain to
keep her mind guarded dways. Her duties to Aulun had to remain in the quietest part of her, lest she be
exposed and die for her troubles.

There was atrick dill left to be explored. Belinda put away thoughts of her work and turned to a thrill
of exploration that brought another amile to her lips. Beatrice, she thought without heat, smiled too eedly.
Even now, when the Lanyarchan lass had been set aside for awhile, her influence lay over Bdinda like a
cloak. Stll, she chose not to wipe away the amile as she considered the last step she might take with her
newfound skills.

She could read thoughts, gauge emotions. Influencing them would be a power worth reckoning with.
An Essandian princess might be moved to suicide, if caught in the right mood, or her red-haired son
meade to fdl in love with and rashly wed a barren commoner. Javier was a perilous target to test on,
though; his own witchpower might easly make him immune to Belinda s influence. And if the power were
agift of royd blood, then Sanddia, too, might be difficult to sway.

But the weaker minds around them could be used. Assdin aready moved toward sedition; with a little
effort, he might betray himsdf and his compatriots. A plot agangt Lorraine, built by those close to
Javier—perhaps, to succeed, Belinda didn't need so much as Sandalia s own hand in the pot. Sacha's
ambition might well bring Bdlinda far closer to her god, his plots the mechanism to undo them dl. And
sweet Marius would—

“Begtrice?’

Bdinda startled more profoundly than she could remember doing sSince she was a child, a jolt flinching
her entire torso as she twisted toward the sound of her name. Marius, in an extravagant hat and boots
that showed off the shape of his calves, came up to her in astonishment. “Besgtrice, whatever are you
doing out here done at this hour?’

“Has it grown so late?” Her question was digtant even to her own ears, a flighty smile curving her
mouth. “I suppose it has, hasn't it? I’ ve watched my reflection in the dark water without thinking anything
of it.” Marius put hisarm around her, warm and solid, just as the memory of her father had been. Belinda
turned her head toward his throat, inhding the scent of a tavern on his skin: wood smoke and de.

“Areyou dl right, lady?’

“Better now,” she murmured. Marius's pulse legpt and she put her lips againg it, probing curioudy
with her tongue even as her own thoughts demanded to know what she was doing. Marius gasped, the
soft sound of startled pleasure, and Bdinda lifted her hand to knock his hat off and pull hersdlf closer to
him, dosing her teeth over the rapid beeat in his neck. The hat made a londy splash againg the water and
Marius made a strangled noise, desire mixed with bewilderment.

“What, m'seur, have you never had awoman act fird?’ Belinda kept one hand in his hair and did the
other down his body, rucking doth out of the way to investigate what manner of man his codpiece
concealed. He croaked and sagged, catching the bridge raling for support as Belinda let go a delighted
chortle to tease his throat. “Less padding than a decent woman would imagine. What a lovey surprise,
Marius Poulin.”

“Bestrice...we...the prince...we cannot...”



“The prince iswelcometo join us” There was sense in Marius's protests and none at dl in Bdinda's
actions, but she withdrew her hand to unlace his ties and shoved his breeches down a necessary few
inches. Need pounded through her, a desire for control and domingtion that was nearly dien to her. Her
postion was to be wesak, attractive, usable; men of power, the sort she was trained to seduce and kill,
did not in generd appreciate a strong hand in bed. The sudden opportunity to take it was disconcertingly
appeding, dl the more o for the very problem that Marius had voiced. Belinda pulled him around unil
her back was againg the bridge raling, put his hands on her waig in a demand he understood whether
intdlect ruled againgt them or not. He lifted her high enough to rest her bottom on the raling, Bdinda
twiding her skirts out of the way as she pulled him closer.

He muffled a cry againgt her shoulder as she sheathed him within hersdf, and she bit his throat again,
hard enough to leave marks. “Have you ever shared a woman with your prince, Marius?’ All her rules
were shattering, stillness forgotten in the demanding rock of her hips. His name was on her lips, used
more than once, filled with a hunger that confused her. “They say ther€'s so little between a woman's
wadls that if you both take her & once you fed the other. Shdl we invite Javier, Marius, my love?’ She
nearly laughed a her last word, its gratuitous nature garnering another cry from the youth buried within
her. She did forward on him, bardy balanced on the ralling for dl that he groaned and pushed forward
agan. “Hold me tight and wéell pretend, Marius. Fuck me wel and imagine the dangers of teking the
prince’s lover as your own.”

For once, glorioudy, her lover's enjoyment meant nothing to her. Her breasts ached, body throbbing
with a need that she gave in to utterly, forcing her own hand between their bodies to seek out her own
pleasure. Marius protested and she bit him again, drawing a sharp sound of confused pain and then the
tilt of his chin, giving her his throat in acquiescence. She wrapped her legs around his hips, dragging him
closer, trusing his strength to not let her fdl, and his hands knotted a her waist in a promise that he
wouldn't. “Harder, Marius” Bdinda bardly knew her own voice, low with demand and desire, but the
youth in her ams whimpered as he drove into her, desperate to oblige. A sensation of rightness
overwhdmed her, carried on dimax beginning to crest; she had spent too long, far too long playing to the
whims of others. Marius would be hers, marked as hers, and no one would dispute her daim.

She knotted her fingers in his hair, pulling his head back to force him to look into her eyes. His own
were wide, glazed with desire, pupils dilated. His breath was harsh, the play of his mouth lost and sweset.
Bdinda brought his mouth to hers and when he begged a kiss bit his lower lip until she tasted blood.
“You'll make me come,” she whispered. “With your next thrugt you'll make me come or I'll cut your
throat and leave you here to bleed, | swear it on my soul.”

Honest terror did through him, delicious rewidening of his eyes as he believed a threat Bdinda knew
she could carry out. His body went dill in hers, no bad thing with her own weight bearing her down on
his cock, meking a spot of desperately riang pleasure as she worked her fingers againg hersdf. But she
amiled againgt his mouth, shaking her head. “Oh no, love. Not now. Y ou don’t get to stop now.”

She took her hand from his hair, his head fdling forward over her breasts, though fear gill hed him
dill. She dipped her hand down his backside, fingers spread wide over his crack and then diving
rlentlesdy ingde him.

His voice broke, high sharp sound as he shoved forward, scraping her againg the ralling, scraping
agang the bone within her that brought violent spasms of heat sailling through her body. She hit his
shoulder again, ralling againg him with her own whimpers and cries knotted in her throat. Marius dill
dared not move, only dung to her and gasped in uncertain need as she took what she wanted from him.
Only when she dipped her fingers from within him did he groan and risk rocking forward again, a plea
that broke hard laughter from Beinda's throat. She pushed hersdf off him, baanced on the raling



momentarily to shove him away and thump her feet to the ground.

Confuson filled his face, his hands spread in question, unsated cock jutting at a desperate angle
through the folds of his tunic. Bdinda straightened her arm, fully cognizant of another man she'd pushed
away thus, alifetime earlier, and watched Marius sumble back a step, but not to his death. *Come now,
Marius” Her voice was harsh in her ears, mocking more vicioudy than he deserved. “Can you imagine
the disaster of making me pregnant, with the prince as my lover? | can't risk your seed sailling insde me.
Put it away and take it home to a sarving girl.” Her heart banged againg her ribs, crudty aching and
didinct within her, as much in search of release as the fading throb between her thighs had been. She
crimped a fig againg the hurt in his dark eyes and brought her voice back under control, a grester
gruggle than she liked to admit.

“Go, Marius” Almog nothing more than a whisper. “Y our sweet mouth, your eyes. | knew enough to
ress, but it's hard when one man can't be denied where another is wanted.” Sorrow etched the words
and aflush came over Marius's cheeks, forgiveness too eesly obtained. “Tomorrow,” Bdinda promised.
“Tomorrow we ll talk, we ll try to see how this can be gotten through, when | know now I'm not strong
enough to stand strong againgt you.” Tears filled her eyes, tangling in her lashes and making hot lines
down her cheeks as she turned her head, offering her throat just as he'd done for her moments earlier.
“Forgive me, m'seur.”

“Bedtrice” Marius's voice went rough and he duffed himsdf back into his clothes before stepping
forward to catch her in a hopeless, desperate hug. “There is nathing to forgive. You're right, of course
you're right, about children, about...tomorrow.” He broke his own near-apologies off and clenched her
agang his chest, a promise of safety. “I'll cal on you tomorrow,” he promised, then released her s0
quickly it seemed he feared what he might do. Within seconds he'd taken himsdf away, hurrying across
the bridge without daring to look back. Belinda watched him go, licking the coppery taste of blood from
her lower lip.

Feared what he might do, or, she thought, feared what she might do. Red fire tinged the edges of the
reemerging golden pool of power within her mind, as if she had for the firg time acknowledged her own
grength. It made no sense; she had acted againg her own character and reveled in it. She did not take,
or risk, or demand, not in the fashion she had just done, and yet it fdt more pure and ddicious than any
moment she could remember. She did not release the dillness she'd learned so carefully and rut without a
thought for anything but hersdlf. Less than a quarter hour earlier, she would have said she could not do
0.

Fresh fire burned through her, sailling from the top of her skull down through her body, making points
of desirein her nipples and groin. She wet her lips, eyes hdf closed as she considered the barrier that no
longer lay in her mind. Perhaps it had held back this part of her, too. She had broken down that careful
barricade, drained her witchpower to nathing, and in the aftermath given in to her own wanting in a way
she had never imagined doing. If those things were connected, it was a lesson learned: usng her power to
its nadir was aggressvely dangerous to her, destroying a lifetime s careful study.

Her perfect memory rose up with agift: a sarving girl’s blush and shocked hunger fallowing her down
the Sairs.

Bdinda smoothed her skirts and set hersdlf homeward, a predator’ s smile curving her mouth.



9

SANDALIA, QUEEN AND REGENT

19 October 1587 | Lutetia, Gallin

The queen arrives back in Lutetiawith neither pomp nor circumstance. She has the flags covered on her
ship and dipsinto port late at night, meeting a prearranged and nondescript carriage to take her from the
docks to a country cottage on the palace grounds. She degps under guard, and awakens in the morning
to the amd| of breakfast in the outer room. Pulling on a dressing gown, leaving her hair touded and down,
ghe steps through the bedroom door to smile at Javier. “How do you aways know?”

“What kind of son would | beif I didn't know when my mother came and left her home?’ He stands,
fird to bow as benefits both their sations, then to step forward and kiss his mother’s cheeks. “I thought
your business with Rodrigo was only supposed to take a month.”

“Petulant child.” Sanddia walks barefoot to the table, greedy for a croissant and rich sdty butter. “I
hadn’'t seen my brother in two years. A vist was warranted.”

“You've written to him.” Javier retains the ddiberately sulky tone, earning Sandaid s laughter.

“And | wrote to you. You, however...” She points her butter knife a him and laughs again to catch his
expression of guilt. “Who is she?’

Javier's eyes widen. “ She? She who?’

“Jav.” Sanddia speaks the nickname fondly. “Even if you didn't write, my spies did. Don't pretend
there isn't awoman.”

“If you know there's a woman,” he says eadly, “then you know everything about her aready, and
there's nothing to tdll.” He glanced at her for permission, then sprawled in a chair, gangliness of youth
briefly ill apparent in hisform. “Her nameis Beatrice Irvine, and she's aminor Lanyarchan noble”

“Yes | don't recdl the Irvines, or her father. Roger, | think his name was?’

“Robert.” Exasperation fills Javier's tone. “Mother, you lived in Lanyarch less than two years. For dl
the stories, | cannot believe you dept on every hearth in the godforsaken country. You can't be expected
to know every parent and every child birthed there since you were fourteen. Even,” he adds lightly, “if
that was only a scant handful of years ago. How is Uncle Rodrigo?’

Sanddia laughs. “Handsome, but not as flattering as my son. Handsome,” she repeats thoughtfully,
“and, perhaps, growing ambitious at long lagt.”

Quietude surrounds her son, an expectation that she's learned to recognize as a moment when those
things that he desires will come to him. He has extraordinary will, and she wonders if he redlises how
eedly he influences others.



“Aulun” He bardy breathes the word, aware even in the privacy of her own smdl cottage how
caefully watched he and his mother are. “Curioudy,” he says an indant later, tone normd again,
“Bestrice may be of some use there. She's passionate, Mother.” He leaves words unsaid, words that
Sanddia has no need to hear spoken. Passion is an excelent vice, eesly shaped to foolish behavior.
Passion can be used to set flames from embers that have been too-long untended.

“Irving” Sanddia repeats, and taps the flat of her knife againgt her mouth. The blade tastes of sdt and
butter and she licks her lips absently. “Have you looked into her family?”

“No, and | haven't checked her teeth, either. She's for ralling, Mother, not breeding.” Ther€'s
something tense in his words, something he wishes to hide. It's possible he's fdlen in love with the girl,
though it seems he giill understands how she can be used.

“Javier.” Sanddia puts stedl into her voice, enough to make him flinch as if he were ill a guilty child.
“The Church says we mugt come pure to the marriage bed. Surely you haven't broken that covenant.”
She' s teasing, but Javier's mouth flattens for a moment before bresking into an easy smile

“Of course not, Mother. She'stold me alittle of her family,” he adds more patiently. “Her father was
landed but not noble, and that her titte comes from marriage to some old man aged enough to be her
grandfather. Asde from that, | haven't looked into her family, not beyond the painting of her father that
hangsin her hal. | don't know if it was his face or the painter’s ill that's lacking, but Begtrice must be
her mother’s daughter.” Tendon eased, he chuckles and reaches forward to dump jam onto a chunk of

pastry.

“They dways are, my sweet. They dways are.” Sanddia purses her lips, then holds out her hand for
the jam jar. Javier puts it into her pdm without her having to ask, and she smiles “Le me sat my
soymasters to her. If she'sdl she seems, then | think you' d better introduce me.”

“The courtiers will think you plan to marry me to her.”

“A Lanyarchan provincia? Let them think it, if they’re that foolish. My brother is making treatise with
Khazar, Jav.” Sanddia drops into her native tongue of Essandian, confident of her son’s dhility to follow.
He speaks more languages than she does, his Khazarian fluent and his Parnan passable. She has only
Gdllic, Essandian, and Aulunian, though they’ ve been enough to serve her. Nor does she think the change
of language will truly hide her words from anyone determined to listen, but no one is supposed to know
she's back, and the usud run of spies might only have one tongue. “With her help we might—"

“So we might,” Javier murmurs. That something is in his gaze again, a far-awayness that she haan't
seen before. She knows ambition, but is hard-pressed to recognize it on her son's face; Rodrigo spoke
truly when he said Javier was her firs and most loyd subject. HE's grown up in a shadow Sandalia has
worked hard to cast long, and he has never shown resentment or hinted at plotting beyond Sanddia's
own intentions. She is torn in undergtanding this, the idea that it's awe and respect that keepshiminlineis
aopeding, but at desperate odds with the behavior of the men she knows. If he isfindly facing his first
tagte of dedre for a throne, Sanddia finds hersdf dmog relieved, even as a part of her regrets the
loosening of the hold she's had on him dl hislife

“I have men,” he says aoruptly. “Friends loyd to me—"

“You have Sacha,” Sanddlia says, as gentle as he was abrupt. “And Marius. A lordling and a merchant
boy, my prince. Will you send them into battle for you? Will you risk them that way? |Is that what you
want to propose to me now?’

Red flushes Javier's cheeks as it hasn't done snce he was a boy. “They are, Sacha especidly,



ambitious, Mother. And I'm their prince. If—" He's sumbling now, eager embarrassment meking for
tongue-tangled frudration. “If events should move forward, and | know Sacha dreams they might, then
he might earn himsdlf atitle or lands separate from his father’s. How could | tdl hm no? And Marius—’
Now colour truly curdles his face, ugly contrast with his ginger hair. “Bestrice was his” he says dully. “I
owe him something.”

“You're his prince,” Sanddia says mildy. “You owe him nothing. Rodrigo reminds me that | have
never seen war, Jav. Nether have you. Perhaps you should wait to see it before you consgn your
dearest friends to their glory. Besides, winter comes on and there will be no dramatics during the cold
months. It'll be soring again before the ice breaks and the world moves forward again.”

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE

19 October 1587 | Lutetia, Gallin

A gong and a whimper of dismay awakened Bdinda, sunlight filtering through tangled lashes and turning
her vigon to red in the moment she became aware. The bdl sounded a second time, and so did the
whimper, the latter bringing alazy amile to Belinda s lips. She did a hand across the sheets, encountering
acurve of flesh and fallowing it upward to find the doppy oill of a breast. The nipple reacted as she
plucked it, hardening and earning another whimper, more bewildered and shy than the first. Belinda rolled
closer, sting lips and teeth to the girl’s breast, eyes Hill closed with lazy satisfaction, and dipped her
hend down the girl’s body, sfting her fingers through rough curls. Dismay squesked in the girl’s throat
and Bdinda lifted her mouth to speak even as her fingers delved ingde the young woman, seeking a
moisiure that had not |eft her in the night.

“Isit different in daylight, Nina? Y ou seemed eager under the stars. Isit frightening now? Is it wrong?’
The need for domination had left her while she dept, content filling her mind as the pool of witchpower
within her replenished itsdf. But an edge remained, though whether it was power demanding more or
amply the irresgtible toy in her bed, Belinda was both uncertain and uncaring. Her dark-haired parlour
maid lay bound ankle and wrist, wide open for teasing and taking, far too sweet to ignore.

A crudty that had left her had deiberately chosen to keep Nina spread through the night, a kerchief
shoved into her mouth and tied so the girl’s crying wouldn't disturb Bdlinda's deep. Nina's har was 4ill
damp with tears, pincurls dick and delicate as they stood away from her temples, and marks reddened
the sides of her mouth where she was gagged. Viciousness was gone, but Nina's heplessness woke
pulsng hunger in Belindal s veins, strong enough to kill any impulse to release the girl. “Shdl | stop, lovdy
child?” Her thumb worked a quick hard circle between Nina's thighs, sending a shudder of confusion
through her body. The protest she'd begun was swalowed, eyes wide and uncertain. Bdinda chortled,
ralling her weight on top of the young woman, who exhded sharply through her gag.

The bdl sounded a third time, sparking irritation. Bdinda flounced off the bed, knowing full wel she
behaved like a spailt child, and snatched up a dressing robe to run down the dairs in. Being left to
answer the door hersdf was cartainly her own fault, with Nina occupied as she was.

Marius, a high-collared cravat not quite hiding bruised tooth marks on his neck, stood outside the door
with eyes dark and haunted. “Bedtrice...”

Bdinda caught him by the deeve and pulled him indde, malding hersdf againg him as the door closed
behind him. “Did you deep? Your eyes, nmy lord...”

“l could not.” His voice was hoarse and Belinda amiled againg his chest, then turned a sweet gaze on



him as he clutched her upper aams. “I shouldn’'t be here, but | cannot think for desring you, Bestrice.
What have you done to me?’

“Young lug, m'seur. Young love. Thisiis its taste.” Belinda loosened his grip on her by lifting her
hands to touch his callar. “I was crud. Y ou mud forgive me, please.”

He hissd, jerking his head, though his pulse leapt as she touched the marks she'd Ieft. “Did you find a
gr to sate your need, my sweet?” Her own heartbeat rose too quickly, surprisng her with the dark
playfulness in the question. She'd thought her power replenished, with no need to take more, but the
impulse to tease the young merchant rode her heavily, pressng her beyond good sense back into passion.
Good sense: she clawed at the memory of it, aware of how quickly it had fled her the night before, and
feding it fater again as Marius shook his head with another quick hard motion. Laughter and desire, so
tied together she could fight neither, spilled through her, and Bdinda stepped back, taking his hands.
“Then let me help you.”

Hope flared in his eyes, so bright it made her laugh again, breathless. She shifted her shoulders, letting
her dressing robe fdl loose, so that only her arms, pressed to mound her breasts as she drew Marius with
her, kept it in place. His gaze dropped to the soft flesh she displayed, arrested by it. “Lady Besatrice.” His
voice was thick, tongue dumsy with desire. “1 would not have imagined you so...” He swallowed, unable
to find the word.

Bdindawet her lips, waking carefully up the stairs, each step taken backward so Marius kept his eyes
on her body. “So wanton, my lord?" Her own voice was hoarse, more artifice than desire, hiding laughter
ingtead of showing need. “I said my husband was old, not wel suited for pleesing a young woman. | did
not say he was...unimaginative. He had a young wife, and certain...desres to play out.” Laying the
blame on a man who'd never existed, meking him cruel and hard and cregtive, made it too essy to blur
the line between hersdf and the role she played. Too easy, but necessary: Bestrice should never have
Bdinda s expertise, not without an excuse that a young man, hdf in love with the idea of rescuing a londy
widow, could accept. “Let me show you how | can ease your need.”

She knocked her bedroom door open with her hip as she spoke, Marius fixated on her until Nina's
dill scream broke through the gag as a pathetic, high sound. She twisted on the bed, hands knotted,
hips raised as she sruggled againgt her bonds and only tightened them with her efforts. A blush scarred
Marius's cheeks, his gaze torn between Bdinda and the writhing, bound girl on the bed. “You have
admired her, have you not?” Beinda whispered. “She has known a man's touch before. Take your
pleasure from her, and think of me”

Nina screamed again, bucking and flinging hersdlf againg the bed. Marius flinched, his colour ill high,
and spoke with no conviction: “ She does not want me”

Bdinda released his hands, letting her robe flutter around her as she went to the bed. “She will,” she
promised, confidence burning ingde her. More than confidence: a drive to prove hersdf, to explore, to
contral; dl things lying outsde Belinda's sense of sdf, lying beyond her long-imposed dillness. There
were reasons to draw back, reasons that seemed far away and faded behind awall of golden fire. It was
without hesitation that Belinda sat a Nina's side, stroking her hand down the younger woman's bdly as
she repeated, “ She will.”

Nina shrieked again, spitting a curse that spilled new tears from her eyes and turned to dry sobs ingde
a breath. Belinda leaned down, kissng tears away and touching Nind's breasts. She could taste her
servant’ s thoughts if she wanted to, helpless repetitions of resignation sruggling with the need to defend
her own honour, discomfort at the erotic potential of her mistress's touch, a harrifying acquiescence that
hungered for more. “Nina” Bdinda whispered the name, taking her hands away and shifting to st at the



head of the bed, lifting Ninals head into her lap. “Are you afrad, Nina?”

The gil nodded, dying hope coming into her eyes, into her thoughts. Perhaps her mistress would let
her go from the nightmare she' d been brought into in the dark hours, if she admitted to her fear. Bdinda's
s0ft smile made that hope blossom and Nina twisted, not in reblion this time, but in supplication. Love
me, protect me, save me, I'll do anything spun through the desperate action and Belinda's own body
tightened with desire. “Do you want him to fuck you, Nina?’

Bdindafdt hot tears aill dong her own temples, fdt the tengon in Nina's neck as the girfl shook her
head franticaly. Another amile curved Bdinda's lips, offering another shard of crud hope to her sarving
grl. Power sang through her, encouraging, dominating, and Bdinda leaned closer to whisper againg
Nina's ear. “Do you fed any desire now, Nina?’

Nina shook her head again, coldnessin her body and thoughts tdling Belinda the answer was true. The
witchpower needed no gathering: it was there, golden and heavy, exploring the nuances of Nina's
emotions. It heated and shot a throb of need into Nina dong thin tendrils of connection, so sharp and
unexpected that even Bdinda gasped with it, uncertain if it had been her own choice to fill Nina with
aching want. Belinda knew that aspect of desre dl too wel, memoaries of a lifetime s traning a learned
aousa in a ubmissve pogtion rigng, then sailling into Nina Caught by her own lug and the
witchpower’s strength, Belinda focused on the ache in her own body and the heet of need dimbing in
her.

Nina gasped, eyes unfocused. Her hips relaxed, then lifted in a different way. Her nipples hardened
under the ondaught of desires chosen for her, and triumph blossomed in Belinda's breast. Hungry with
the ability to do so, she sent shame through the witchpower, and watched tears fill Nind's eyes again,
even as she whimpered behind her gag and pressed her knees apart. Emotion washed back to Belinda,
need rigng until it hurt coupled with Nina's humiliation a her body’s sudden betrayal. Bdinda let the
shame go, replacing it with rage. Nina vaulted upward as best she could, draning and twiding, cords
ganding in her neck as she screamed deep, raw sounds of fury againg her gag. Bdindafed that, her own
bresthing growing ragged, until Nina's eyes were shot with blood from the force of her protests and
sweat soaked her body. Bdinda sensed, more than saw, Marius hovering a few feet away, too taken
with the sghts to retreat and utterly uncertain of his place there. Nina's diametric changes in emation
excited him beyond his comprehension, as did the girl’s dark head in Belinda's lap.

“Isthat better?” Belinda whigpered the question over Nind's hair as she released the rage. “Have you
fought enough, love? Do you think we bdlieve your anger?” Sensudity bred from exhaudion dipped in
with the words, dow need throbbing again. Nina turned her head, whimpering as her body betrayed her
agan, and findly her gaze came to Marius. He took a rough step forward and she moaned behind her
gag, lifing her hips. “Touch her,” Bdinda commanded, and he put his hand between the girl’s legs as if
Bdinda manipulated his desires as well. Nina sobbed and Bedlinda flooded her with the impulse to submit
and offer hersdf to the merchant youth. She accepted it, Soreading her dready-wide legs and pleading
with her captured voice and eyes. A curve dipped over Bdinda's mouth: she had no sense of Nina
bdieving her emations and needs were anything but her own, betraying as they might be. A servant girl
was an easy target, bearing nothing like the will of a prince or queen, but it could be done. Her gt
extended that far.

Bdinda looked up, a amile dill playing her lips. Marius was trembling, his hand seding the hesat
between Nina s thighs “Do you wish to be crud to her, m'seur? As| was to you?’

A flash of heat scored off him, then faded as he shook his head, uncertain of which woman to look at.
Without touching him, Bdlinda couldn’'t know his thoughts, but the emotion that poured from him said
despite the momentary impulse, his better nature was true. That he wanted the hepless servant was



unguestionable, but he had no need to do her brutaly. Bdinda pulled her lower lip into her teeth,
watching the youth with dark eyes, and sought out that ingtant of spitefulness that had sparked through
him.

It was there, buried benegth an overwheming eraticism a the srength Belinda had shown the night
before. He was a man; he did not think of himsdf as submissive, and yet he'd given her his throat and,
mortifyingly, his arse, and liked it al. Belinda grasped that moment of humiliation and played it forward,
meking it larger than it had been; making him think on and remember it, when he preferred to put it away.

There was a woman here who could not resst him, Belinda whispered into that diver of
embarrassment. A woman who could not use him the way he'd been used. A woman to regan his
manhood through, a woman to dominate and show his strength to. She would not dare laugh a him as
Beatrice had seemed to, or would she? Was that amusement in her wide eyes now, recognizing that he'd
been taken by a woman? Was she gagged to stop her laughter, those sounds in her throat not need or
fear or desire, but mocking?

Marius curled hislip, hand twiding a Nina's crotch to dam soaking fingers indde her. She cried out
behind her gag and Marius's eyes darkened further, free hand fumbling at his leggings to loosen them.
Bdinda's heart raced, lip caught in her teeth as she leaned in, unable to stop hersdf from encouraging his
building outrage with her own body language. Her breasts spilled forward, close to Nina's face, and she
fdt a spike surge through the man, as hisimagination had the servant suckle the mistress.

Bdinda nearly laughed with split concentration, feeding enough of her own raw want to Nina to keep
the gl on the agonizing edge of fear and desre. At the same time she drew on Mariuss bardy
acknowledged desire for domination, turning it and feeding it into anger that it had happened. He closed
hishand over Nina s throat and replaced his fingers within her with his cock, a hard daiming that pulled a
raw gasp of pleasure from Bdinda Nina cried out in bewildered pain and Marius tightened his hand a
her throat, every struggle she made pushing him deeper into the violence Bdlinda had cdled up in him.
She laughed, rocking her own hips forward with enthusiasm, floating on physical and emationd links to
the two she had made unwilling lovers.

It was easy. Too easy, perhaps, sex and passon were eesly built upon, the mortd weakness for
pleasure. So easy she'd become logt in it letting newfound power stretch and explore even beyond what
she would have thought to be her own limits

Beneeth lug, benesth desire brought to the bailing point, the thought that the witchpower was
controlling her made a cool angry place indde her. Whether it did, whether it could, she would not alow
it to happen fredy. Belinda licked a hungry tongue over her lips, ralling with the need that built between
Ninaand Marius until it lay so close to completion it seemed nothing could stop it.

She threw her head back and with dl deliberate cruety, as much to hersdf as to the bespelled par
beneath her, cdled the dillness. Proving to hersdf that she could. The witchpower was second to the
dillness. It had to be, evenif it could burn away thet recollection with passion. It had controlled her. Now
she mug contral it.

Sillness swept over her, a lifeime's practise stronger than any desire she had ever known. She
distanced hersdf from the passion that wet her thighs dowed her heartbeat and ignored the pain nipping
a her breasts urtil it was gone.

Marius, unprepared for sudden flaccidity, croaked in disbelief, dl his desire for violence, for sensudity,
drowned as thoroughly in Bdinda's cam as it had been built by her witchpower. Nina cried out again,
digmay at the cessation of emotion; Belinda had not even left her her own dismay and fear a what she'd



been brought in to. There was nathing left for ether of them, no dimax, no pleasure, so cold and
wrapped in the survivd trait Beinda had developed for hersdf were they.

Passon was easy. Cutting its throat was power, and that power lay in the stiliness, not the witch-magic
itsdf. Relief trembled deep insde her, that even lost in pounding want, she could bring herself back under
rein. Bdinda rose from the bed a paragon of tranquility, dressng gown gathered around her breasts and
leaving her shoulders bared. Marius lifted his head, face twisted with befuddlement, and she touched his
cheek, heartbeat dow through years of training. “Fnish her while| dress, my love”

Not quite trusting her now-slent witchpower, Bdinda released her hold on the lovers, leaving them
nathing but their own emotions, Nina s fear and Marius s bewilderment. The young men scrambled away
from the servant girl as Bdlinda left the bedroom, wrapped in carefully held stillness.

“I'm doing this for Jav.” Hliza thrust her jaw out with the words, laying them fla between hersdf and
Bdinda Bdinda dropped her eyes, letting Bestrice' s easy amile quirk her lips

“Soam|.” She lifted her gaze, meeting Eliza's evenly. “With that in mind, we might make the best of
it.” Marius, flushed and flustered, had |ft before the noon bells had tolled. Belinda had climbed the dtairs,
skirts gathered and curiogity highin her mind, to investigate what he had left behind.

Nina, exhausted, confused, blushing to the tops of her breasts, had been left curled on her Sde,
bindings released to let the gifl huddle around hersdf, smdl and afraid. Surprise had wrinkled Belinda's
forehead. She would have taken the order brutdly, the finish she demanded was one the pretty serving
gl would never wake from. But that was her training, her expectation, and her cold way of facing the
world. Marius was, at his core, a kind man; if Belinda had doubted it before, she no longer did. Left with
aliving, breathing, blushing girl, she' d bathed Nina hersdlf, finding hersdf unaccustomed to the gentleness
shefdt at doing s0. She liked the girl, and if Nina were to live, then best to do right by her, as much as
could be done.

Nina had been cdm when the bath ended, able to meet her mistress's eyes. Whether a need to survive
overcame humiligion or whether Bdinda's careful attempts to dter the girl’s memories were successful,
Bdinda was unsure. If her minigrations had worked, Nina's night had been spent in Beatrice's bed,
indeed, againg the cold and afire that had burned out without new wood to feed it. Beinda told hersdlf
there was nathing of soft-heartedness in trying to rebuild the girl’s thoughts, only a test to see whether she
was able, but a thread of unusud guilt ran beneath the experiment. She had been roughly used often
enough to wish the edge could be blunted, and she' d been trained for it. Nina had found hersdf caught in
aweb she had no chance of understanding, and it brooked unexpected sympathy within Belinda' s heart.

She'd offered Nina a length of cloth to dry hersdf with, deliberatdly brushing her hand over the girl’s
naked breast. Nina had squesked, a amdl sound of Sartlement that flooded Bdinda with the same
innocent confuson and desire that asmilar touch had once brought, and Belinda had been satisfied with
her investigation. Nina had been set to aring a room for Eliza, putting out bedding and wall hangings of
equd qudity to the onesin Bdinda s rooms, and Bdinda had gone to await her new housemate.

Hiza arrived with dmogt nothing. A stand for the wig made of her own lusrous black hair, a trunk
bardy touched with clothes. Her men's wear was blatantly folded on top of the few items within the
trunk, and she shook them out now, as Belinda watched. “Nina will do thet,” Bedinda offered softly.
Hizaslip curled.

“l don’t need a servant, Beatrice. I’ ve done for mysdf dl my life”



“l know. But if we're to make the best of this thereé's no ham in ettling into the house like you
belong, isthere?” To her surprise, Bdinda meant the question, oddly hopeful she could make a friend of
the prince' s beautiful friend. “Nina honestly won't know what to do with hersdlf if shefindsdl your things

dready put away.”
“Nina knows I’'m a guttersnipe,” Eliza snapped. “Just as everyone else does.”

“Hiza” Bdinda took a few steps forward, putting her hand on the taler woman's shoulder. Hiza
flinched away, jaw set again. Belinda dropped her hand, but not her voice. “Have you noticed the prince
has a friend from each obvious class, in you three? The nohility, the merchants, the poor. You were dl
too young, | think, for him to make that choice deliberately, but if you play it right now, it could make him
even more beloved than he is No one expects you to become something you aren’t. You know where
you're from, and God knows the nohility will never let you forget it. But if you' re generous with your time
and your money and bring the poor to Javier's atention, even the nobility won't be able to despise you
outright. And the poor will love you for it.”

Hiza spat, the sound so violent Belinda expected to see a glob of moisture land on the bedpost. “The
poor will hate me as much as my father does for living.”

“Javier loves you,” Belinda said steadily. “The poor will see you as one of them who touches the stars.
You can give them dl a dream. Dreams are more precious than coin, sometimes.”

“What would you know about it?” That was spat, too, but Eliza had stopped putting her own
belongings away.

Bdinda drew her lower lip into her mouth, searching for an answer honest enough to ring true without
belying the persona she'd assumed. “1 could see it from the prince's face,” she said after long seconds.
“That to him, degping with the pigs was a colourful expresson. That it was outsde the posshbility of
redity. | was't born to nobility, Eliza. My title came with my marriage bed.”

Hizd's shoulders dilled as if she dared not breathe until Belinda's confesson was through. For her
part, Bdinda took a deliberately deep breath, speaking to those squared shoulders. “We were landed,
though not generoudly. No Ecumenic seems to be well-endowed now, not after a hdf century of Walter
rule. My husband was old, his wedth a gift for loya service to the Reformation queen. We had no dowry
to offer him, not even my beauty.”

Hliza s shoulders pulled back, a twitch as loud as words. Bdinda cast a amile at the floor. “Don't
bother,” she murmured. “Y ou're beatiful, Eliza I'm pretty. | don’t need protests to other ends. Besides,
it wasn't beauty my husband desired. It was a girl wdlborn enough to not cause comment and ordinary
enough to...not cause comment. He had certain pleasures” she said to the dight turn of Eliza's head.
“Peasures a beautiful bride might have dared object to, or that a father with his daughter’s beauty to sdl
might have found ways to avoid. Pleasures a young man might risk saving a beautiful woman from.
[...didn't offer those risks. | never dept with the pigs,” she added more clearly, and out of dl of it, that
was the lie that sung to speak, “but | know more of thet life, from my childhood, than | do of this one”
She fluttered a hand at Eliza s room.

“Your husband,” Elizasaid in ahigh voice, “died of old age.”” There was a question around the edges
of her statement, one that neither woman would dlow to come to the fore. Belindd's heart went tight,
internd expectation that she didn’'t dlow near her features.

“l was fortunate.” Her voice, too, was high and soft. “Perhaps there's someone you know whose age
iScresping up on him.”



Stillness, as profound as any Bdinda knew, settled over Eliza again. When she spoke, it was not to the
topic at hand, its weight too heavy in the afternoon-lit bedroom. “Do you redly think they could be made
to see me as something other than Javier's whore?’

“| think that if that’s what you want, you'd better begin by growing your hair out.”

Hizaturned, a startled hand going to her shorn locks, protest blackening dready dark eyes. “It’s that
or wear your wig dl the time, and hair's cooler than awig. You're acting out of defiance” To her own
surprise, sorrow curved Belinda s lips. “You're throwing it in their faces, that you're a woman protected
by the prince and so you dare to do the unconventiond. | know you don't like me, but | have no reason
to lie to you when | say you aren’'t physcaly capable of beng conventiond. You'll be beautiful when
you're Sixty, when dl the rest of us are merdly old. Wear the wig,” she said softly. “Grow your hair. Put
adde the men’s clothes and dress in your own gowns. Set convention. Be generous to where you came
from, and yes, Eliza, they will see you as something other than Javier’s whore. Not dl of them. There will
adways be smdl-minded and hitter people. You'll have to be dronger than they are. But you are
beautiful. You'll be able to make mogt of them love you.” She sighed. “And you'll be able to make Jav
regret dl hislife that he's not the one who can have you.”

She kept her hands relaxed at her sdes, againg the impulse to curl them. The card she played was a
dangerous one, usng smple words and an unexpected truthfulness to dly hersdf with Eliza The
more—or less; she was as yet uncertain as to which it was—subtle manipulaion of emation lay within her
cgpahilities, but Bdinda found hersdf unwilling to indulge in that game. Alliances forged with words were
better-known to her, more trustworthy, and would leave no mark of molding on Eliza's mind. Whether
that was even arisk worth consdering, Belinda didn’t know, but better to avoid it if she could.

Besdes, she admitted in a rare moment of honesty, she amply wanted the dark-haired beauty to like
her. Friends were a luxury she was unaccustomed to indulging in, and a hazardous one at that, but
Bestrice fdt the lack more than Belinda ever dlowed hersdf to.

“Andwill I have to share him with you?’ Elizals voice was il careful, her body Hill hed in statuesque
quietude. Bdinda coughed out a derisive breath.

“A Lanyarchan provincid? His fascination for me is fleging, Eiza You'll have to share him with
someone, but it won't be me. My sghts aren’'t set that high.”

“He's never shown even so much fascination for me” Strain cracked Elizal's voice now, meking her
sound more youthful than she was. Bdinda findly dared move, teking hersdf to stand before Hiza and
offer her a hand.

“There are four of you, and none of those men are your brothers. Giving yoursdf to any one of them
changes the baance. Gives weight to that coupl€' s desires over the other two. Javier is a prince. Royalty
does not afford friends eadly. It may be easier, and wiser, to refuse to see you, than to risk the only
friendships that go back so far as to withstand the test of sovereignty. You were children,” Bdinda
whispered. “Parents might care for the rank of person ther children associate with, but children care
nothing for it. You, | would think, mogt of al, more than Sacha or Marius, even, would stand that test. All
you wanted was some pears.” Her amile was fleging and sad.

“How do you know us so wdl?” Hizadidn't take Bdlinda's hand, but her question lacked accusation,
filled ingtead with resignation. Bdinda lowered her eyes to the floor, sdf-same amile turning wry.

“Envy, perhaps,” she replied, discomfited to find a degree of truth in that. Only a degree; the larger
part was in needing to know, to see dearly, for her own surviva. For the survival of her queen. “Thd,
and |’ ve been made a satdllite around a body that works. Perhaps it's easier to see you from the outside,



looking in.”

Hiza sghed, turning her gaze away, and after long moments swore under her breath. “Have you ever
had to grow your har out from this length, Begtrice? It looks and feds horrible”

Bdinda s mouth quirked, eyes bright. “We|l just have to find someone skilled enough with scissors to
make it bearable. Or buy you a sheerly impossible number of wigs”

“With Javier's money.” A note of bitterness sounded in that and Bedinda, despite the earlier rebuff,
ddiberately reached for and caught Eliza's hand.

“Not if you don't want to. | have money of my own.”
“l don't.”

Bdinda tilted her head, curious, Javier had accused Hliza of seding more than a pdmful of coin off
him, and Eliza had daimed to him that she had cash. But that might have been a fob to make a prince
cease worrying; there was no reason to suppose the chegpside beauty dill had the money. “Well, then.
We d better set about doing something about that, hadn’t we?’

“You've taken her under your wing more fully than I’ d expected, Bea.” Javier lay sprawled on a divan in
Bdindd s sunroom, one long leg kicked over its edge, the other knocked up rakishly so his free hand
could dangle over his knee. Bdinda sat tucked into a chair beside him, dlowing him her fingertips to
pluck and drop idly as he watched her household run.

In ten days her home had been transformed. Eliza, given her head and a budget, had stalked through
the Lutetian streets to make tightfisted dedls with merchants bewildered by the stacks of coin she left
even when they inagted a friend of the prince couldn’t possibly be expected to pay for the wares she
bought. She purchased cloth, bgewelments, threads, dl manner of sawing materia, and before the first
day was out a quiet young womean appeared at Belinda s door, jaw set with determination. She would
not, she explained hedily, be able to come back for the gown hersdf, but she would send her
sarving-mad. As it was, her mother believed her to be on the way to vigt a friend, but rumour had
gparked in the streets and she had seen for hersdf the gowns that Eliza wore. She wanted to be the firg
outsde the prince s intimate circle to wear a fashion made by Eliza, and was willing to risk her mother’s
angry hand to have that firs gown.

Hiza irraiondly offended at the link to Javier, had opened her mouth to refuse and Bdinda had
stepped on her toes with a solid hed, accepting the commisson while Elizal's ful mouth whitened with
annoyance and pain.

“Don't be absurd,” Bdindatold her acerbically, once the gil was measured and gone again. “You've
taken aloan out from me. | have no intention of Ietting you welsh on it through foolish pride. Now, unless
you intend to sew every gown yoursdf, I'd suggest you turn some thought to hiring a seamstress or two,
and if you've any sense you'll take one from your old address.”

Hiza had spluttered, railed, and ultimatdy acquiesced. By morning she had three seamstresses, dl from
her old quarters, and Belinda had kept Nina running dl morning to bathe the three more thoroughly than
they’ d ever known intheir lives. Elizals mouth had tightened, but she hadn’t argued; there was no profit
ingtaining expensve fabric with dirty hands, or holding it against bodies smeling of refuse and shit when
there were baths to be had. One of the women nearly refused the hot water, until Eliza reminded her of
the pay she'd be earning for a little deanliness. Muttering about it being againg God's will, the woman



hed climbed into the tub and emerged forty minutes later looking a decade younger than she had going in.
She' d asked twice for a bath since then.

“It' snot my wing,” Belinda said mildly. “It’s the chance unshadowed by your wings, my lord. I'm glad
to hep.” She was privady ddighted at how true that was, waiching tautness fade from Eliza's stance as
it became clear she could succeed on her own was worth the disruption to the household.

“Unshadowed,” Javier murmured. Belinda shrugged.

“Close enough for her pride. They come to her now because of your friendship, but in Sx months' time
they’Il come for her creations, and in five years most of them won't remember she was your friend firs.”

“Will she make something for you?’

Bdinda arched an eyebrow. “If | pay her, but if you'd like another gown to ruin on your garden floor,
my lord, I’d as soon wear amudin shift that can be replaced more eeslly.”

“No.” Humour curved Javier’s mouth momentarily. “1 want something to present you to my mother
in”

“Your mother.” Belinda's heart gave a sudden uncharacterigtic thump, filling her throat. A note of
panic cut through that fullness Bestrice's shock at the idea of medting the regent briefly overwhedming
Bdinda's own tense ddight, though as seconds passed her own emotions conquered those of the role
she played. She ached to meet Sanddia; after months in Gdlin's capitd city, waiting on the queen’s
return, she would findly have something to report to her “dearest Jayne” There had been no sudden
move againg Aulun in the months she'd spent in Lutetia; indeed, if a plot was moving at dl, Belinda half
fdt it was she who lay at the heart of it. Perhaps Robert’ s intdligence was overblown.

Or perhaps the plotting of a queen’s murder was a dow and careful thing. Bdinda fet the prickle of
hairs wanting to stand on her arms, and refused her body that tiny show of emotion. “I had not
thought...” The protest was token, a whisper, something to ease the amusement on Javier’ s face.

“You can't go skulking about the back hdls of the palace forever, and,” he lowered his voice, “1 have
no intention of putting you aside just yet, for reasons you know well. Better you meet her,” he said more
briskly. “Become a part of the court. Perhaps you'll even find yoursdf a better match than Marius”

“Would you take me from him, then? Bdinda asked, dlowing the question to distract her for a
moment. “It's crud enough what you've done. Would your friendship survive handing me to another
noble?’

“BEven if it were Sacha,” Javier said with arrogant confidence. “Marius's heart would break, and in a
week he'd find anew love. HE' s my man, Bestrice, and hissoul is a true one.”

“All the more reason to treat it wdl.”

Javier sat up, copper har fdling into his eyes. “Bestrice, are you tdling me you'rein love with Marius?
Do | keep you from your heart’s match?’ Teasng and jedlousy both tinged the question, Javier's will
flexing unconscioudy toward her, asif to bend her to the answers he wanted to hear.

“No,” Belinda said, neither influenced by his extended power nor lying. “But a loyd man should be
treated well, not used cdloudy for his good heart.” As she'd used him, she reminded hersdf without
rancor. His vists now were a paroxysm of discomfort, the merchant youth barely able to keep his eyes
from Nina, nor willing to dlow himsdf to look a her. Belindas work on the sarving girl’s memory
seemed to have held, and she showed no discomfort or interest in Marius's presence than was dictated



by their classes. Bdinda lifted a shoulder and offered Javier a amile, letting thoughts of Marius dip away.
“No matter. | would be honoured to meet your mother, my lord prince. Is she...is she like you?’ Belinda
drew her fingers over his, the question light and cautious. He chuckled.

“Hat-chested and redheaded, you mean? No.” A judicious pause. “She's a brunette.”

Bdinda laughed aoud, taken entirdy by surprise. “I’'ve seen paintings. She's not flat-chested, aither.
You know what | mean, Jav.” Her voice lowered. “The witchpower.” There was no more vitd piece of
information. She'd come to Gdlin expecting the chalenge of—Better not to think it, not when her own
gifts could pluck thoughts from the ar around someone she touched. She withdrew her hand from his
knowing Javier might keep asmilar secret close to his own heart.

“Is your mother?’

Bdinda thought of Lorraine, dender and degant on her throne. She was fond of pearls, thar
creaminess playing up her pae skin. Bdinda shook off the imege as surdy as she'd forbidden hersdf
thoughts of her dutiesin Lutetia. “My mother died when | was born.”

Javier shrugged, languid mation of dismissa. “Then there's no comparison to be made there. You and
| are what we are, Besatrice. We won't worry about others, except in the impresson you're to make on
them. Have Hliza make you something innocent, Bea. Mother will know better, but she likes the illusion
that the women | keep are nothing more than youthful playmates.”

“Asyou wish, my lord.”

10

There was nothing innocent to the gown’s cut.

In a decade of learning to dress to hide hersdf, to please men, to make hersdf beautiful or plain, she
hed rarely worn something that made her fed as unrestrained as Eliza's design did. It was not thet it was
ovely immodest, or lacking in underlayers, the gown Belinda and Javier had ruined had been more
daring in that respect.

Part of it was the deeves. Capped and ruffled, they followed the curve of her shoulder, just covering it,
and left her arms bare. Belinda had objected: it was October, and the paace was often cold. Hiza sniffed
without sympathy and handed her a cape.

Even that enhanced the gown. The cloak’s ties, stretched across Belinda's collarbones, made the
round scooped collar’s dip seem dl the more extravagant. Her breasts were shelved high, a new corset
tucked beneath them, and a broad ribbon made a waist of the dress immediatdy beneath her bosom. It
flowed loose from gathers below that, and above offered a shocking expanse of bared skin before a lace



ruffle that scraped her nipples made a nod toward propriety.

Most extraordinaily, it was pink. Bdinda had gaped at the fabric when it was brought in, unable to
stop hersdlf even as smugness played a Elizals mouth. 1 thought you were putting avay mannish things”
Bdinda d managed to protest, and earned Eliza s laughter for it.

“Who says only men can wear pink? Or would you pretend that you're too weak for the color, as
they say women are?’

Bestrice might have stood her ground, but Bdinda knew better than to fdl for the taunt. She found
hersdf eyaing the fabric more covetoudy despite hersdf, and had ignored Eliza's triumph. It was frathy
mudin, so light it would take layer after layer to give it a decent weight. That, Eliza had agreed with,
though thefind dress il dl but floated, and with the afternoon sun behind her Belinda knew full wel her
figure would be vigble through the gown’s layers. It was not at dl innocent.

And yet, looking at hersdf in the mirror, her har piled into ringlets that fdl around her shoulders, even
feding lush and sensud, Belinda s reflection to her own eyes looked virgind and soft. Pure. The costume
was S0 far from fashionable it would very possbly horrify Sanddia, but if its outrageousness passed
muster, the effect was exactly as Javier had asked.

“What | want to know iswhat’s benegth dl that digphanous materid.” Javier spoke from her bedroom
door, his reflection appearing in her mirror only after his voice wrapped around her. Belinda tilted her
head toward hisimage, amiling.

“| thought you were waiting for me at the palace.”

“| thought I d better investigate Elizal's creation, to make sure we weren't both to be humiliated.” He
came into the room, drawing the knot free from her cloak and catching it as it fdl. “My mother may have
astroke, Bestrice”

“You said innocent,” Bdinda said lightly. “Would Bliza ddiberately humiliate mein front of the queen?’

“No,” Javier said s0 seadily Belinda believed him. “Mother likes Hiza, so far as she grasps her
exigence a dl.” He dropped a curious kiss on Bdinda's bare shoulder. “Perhaps | should warn her
you've been dressed by my friend. It might aleviate her shock somewhat.”

“I have other, more ordinary gowns, Javier,” Bdinda murmured. “If you disapprove—"

“On the contrary. | approve enough that I'd prefer to keep you here and discover what's beneath that
dress”

“l am, my lord.” Belinda turned around with an impish amile and stood on her toes to brush her mouth
agang his ear. “Nothing you're unfamiliar with.”

“You're awoman, Bea. It's awoman's gift to be eerndly myderious”

Bdinda laughed doud and kissed Javier a second time before threading her arm through his. “Y our
mother’ s taught you wel. Shal we not keep her waiting, my lord prince? | do not,” and for once Bdinda
spoke with dl honesty, “want to make a bad impression.”

“You won't,” Javier promised, and with the murmured words, escorted her to the Gdlic queen’s
court.



Sandaia, Essandian princess, queen of Lanyarch and regent of Gdlin, was not a tal woman. Javier had
done her a disservice with his teasing about her figure even in the dratlaced corsets that were
fashionable, her petite curves were hinted at. Nut-brown hair, richer than Belindd s, was neither dyed nor
powdered to hide sgns of aging; unlike Lorraine, Sanddia had years yet before age began to caich her.
She'd borne Javier as little more than a child bride, her husband logt to battle within weeks of Javier's
conception, and she had ruled Gdlinin her son’s name and with her brother Rodrigo’s support for more
then two decades.

Bdinda was surprised to find her heart beating rapidly as she approached the throne. The assembly
was far from the formd audience a which she'd met her own mother ten years earlier, but her own
anticipation of the event was far more acute. Then, she had been preparing to kill a man for the firg time,
with no idea that meeting the Titian-haired queen would bring underdanding to a vivid memory from the
fird moments of her life. Today she met another target, much higher in rank than the unfortunate Rodney
du Roz had been.

Du Roz. Of therose. A dartling darity and question fdl over Beinda even as she heard Javier murmur
her name, even as she curtsied deeply and kept her eyes lowered, waiting for Sanddia to assess her. In
nearly dl her guises she cdled hersdf Rose, or some variaion thereof, seding her father's pet name for
her in ddliberate deference to him, and making a purposeful connection to the girl she'd once been.

How much of it, she wondered for the firg time, was an homage to the firda man who's life she'd
taken? Surprise burned her cheeks and she reached for dillness, then let it fade again: the flush might do
her good under Sandalia s watchful eye. Let the Gdlic queen think her a Lanyarchan provincid, shy and
overwhemed a meeting the woman who was arguably the rightful ruler of Bdinda's homeland.

“Ri” Sanddid's voice was sweeter than Lorrane's, a soprano of operatic qudity, if it could be
trained to Sng. Bdinda straightened from her curtsey, daring to lift her eyes to the queen’s for an indant,
then dropping her gaze again as benefited her station. “We presume our son'’s little friend designed your

gown, Lady Irvine”

Irritation flared in Javier's eyes, as open to Bdinda as the impulse for a hard look that she doubted he
would dare lay on his mother. A ging of sympathy went through her; Bdinda, in Eliza's place, wouldn't
care for the condescension in Sanddia s tone, ether. That Javier fdt outrage spoke better of hm as a
men than Bdinda might have thought, and for an ingant her heart softened toward him. There was
nothing he could say, certainly not in public, that would not make him look the fool and insult his mother.
One might be rude to street urchins, even, or especialy, when they weren't present, but offending the
gueen was a mistake no one would dare.

“Yes, Your Mgesty.” Belinda s whisper bardly reached the throne. Sanddia leaned forward, brushing
her fingertips againgt her thumb, not quite a snap of sound.

“Come forward, Lady Irvine. Let us examine Eliza s artidry.”

Javier's chagrin faded at the interest—no more than polite, but there—in Sanddia's tone, and at his
mother’'s use of Elizas name. Bdinda took two careful steps up toward the throne, its daised height
hdping to make up for Sanddia s diminutive size. Jav's throne, angled to the right and a step below the
queen’s, dill put his head nearly levd with hers, she was, indeed, not a tdl woman. “Turn,” Sanddia
ordered, and Bdlinda did, eyes cast out and up to examine the throne room briefly and thoroughly from
the closest she might ever come to roydty’ s vantage.

Courtiers and hangers-on watched with envious eyes, bdittling gazes, anger, and lugt; they were a
wash of colour, coveting Beinda's podtion above them and resenting her for it. It took no gft to



understand that; she could see it from their expressions, painted with politeness thet lay too thin over
rage there were daughters who belonged where she now stood, favoured of the prince. There were
gsters who had been overlooked. Bdinda would find no friends within the Lutetian court, though should
she hold her place with Javier, she had no doubt that dagger-smiling women would flock to her side.

“Pink,” Sanddia said when Bdinda had completed her circuit. “An unusud shade for a woman, Lady
Bestrice”

Sudden impishness caught Bdindawith asmile “It was that or a tartan, Your Mgesty. Mademoisdlle
Beaulieu thought the dress better suited to pink.” She let the Lanyarchan burr come through strong in her
Gdlic, everything about her ddivery bright and ddightful, though her heart hung between beats and she
fdt nothing but caculation as her gaze flickered to the queen again, seeking approva at her audecity.

Her heart crashed into mation again as Sanddia lifted an eyebrow so discreetly it didn't so much as
mar the smooth skin of her forehead, then dlowed hersdf a full-mouthed twigt of a amile that reminded
Bdinda unexpectedly of Eliza “We are indined to agree” Sanddid's voice warmed a little more, her
brown eyes curious on Bdinda's face. “It is not an unattractive shade for a woman of your colouring.
WEe re not certain we would see it as pink at dl, if there were not so many layers to enhance it. Tdl us,
Lady Bestrice, do you think we would look well in Mademoisdlle Beaulieu' s fashions?’

Hope surged from Javier, so sharp and controlled it cut through Belinda's heart. She kept her eyes
from him, knowing that the answer couldn’t be tainted by seeking his approva; Sanddia would see thdt,
and think less of her, and even more, less of Eliza, for it. But the queen had cdled Eliza by atitle, far from
the belittlement she'd firg used, and that, combined with the question, emboldened Bdinda to lift her
gaze and sudy Sandalia s petite form with a cautioudy criticd eye.

“Your Mgesty...” Bdindatilted her head, then took a deep breath, risking her place in Sanddid's
court on amoment of truthfulness. “Y our Mgesty, if you will forgive a blunt Lanyarchan assessment, you
have a form that women envy and men covet, and very likdy the other way around as wel.” Dismay
sparked from Javier's direction, but Bdinda went on, eyes earnest on the queen. “This style of gown
would enhance Your Maesty’s finest assets and help to prove that youth’'s bloom is not yet gone from
Your Mgesty’s face or figure That said, Your Mgesty is not especidly tdl, and truthfully, | would have
to see one of mademoisdlle s gowns on Your Mgesty to say whether the straight lines of current fashion
lend a gravitas and height that a woman of power might fed necessary, or whether the soft femininity of
looser lines might enhance her srength in its own way. | would like very much to see it,” she finished,
deliberately widful, then added a twig into her smile “If for no other reason than | believe Your Mgesty
would look lovey in this fashion, and the idea of the Aulunian queen echoing it amuses me. It would it
Your Mgesty; it would not suit her.”

Nor would it. Bdinda thought Lorraine too wise to fdl for such an obvious prat, but she was vain and
consdered hersdf—rightfully, as a queen—as a maker of fashion. Moreover, there was something
inherently youthful about the loose lines of Eliza's desgn, and Lorraine' s vanity was tightly tied to an
unaging, girlish self-image. To have such afashion come out of Lutetia and to have it look poorly on her
might injure an enormous pride that Belinda had no need to prick, but which suited Bestrice enormoudy.

Emation raged behind Sanddia's mild expresson. Bdinda could dl but taste it, sudden glee on the
Essandian princess's part at the idea of flaunting the Sixteen-year gap between her age and Lorrane's.
Bdinda had no need to touch the queen’s hand and read her thoughts amusement and avarice washed
off her, dmog as clear as words, and echoed the lines Bdinda wanted her to follow. Setting a new
fashion, one that played to her youth, would remind not just the Gdlic and Essandian peoples but the
Aulunians, that Lorraine was aging, and Sanddia dill so young as to be able to bear another heir. That
she was only just young enough hardly mattered; Lorraine, at fifty-five, dill seemed to flirt with the idea,



and if a people could accept thet, they could far more readily believe that thirty-nine-year-old Sanddia
might mother a second child.

Moreover, there was the question of Javier. Lorraine had no her and Javier, as grand-nephew to
Lorraine s father's, firs—and by the Ecumenica church, only legitimate—wife, had in the eyes of many
the only genuine dam to the Aulunian throne. Sandalia was comfortable in her pogtion as regent,
reluctant to give away her power to a son whom some murmured should have taken the throne a his
gxteenth year. Reminding Aulun of Javier's presence, even in so Smple a way as introducing new
fashions that played to vitdity and beauty, could benefit an intention to set the prince on Aulun’s throne,
leaving her own segt in Gallin unchalenged.

Bdinda lowered her eyes, no longer certain if she followed Sanddia s emotion or her own—plan, she
found hersdf thinking, and the dillness came over her whether she wanted it to or not.

We face insurrection against our own beloved queen. Robert’s words hung heavily in Belinda's
mind, his voice as clear as if she heard hm speaking now. She had come to Lutetia to seek out a plot
agang a pretender reaching for Aulun’s throne, and to whisper word of that plot in her father’s ear when
the time came. That the seeds of it lay dormant in the men and women she'd met, Bdinda had no doubt.
It was too soon, too soon by far, to know whether Sanddia hersdf sirove for the ends threatened by
Robert’s warning, but something new shaped itsdf now. If those ends were not yet in place, then Bdinda
hersdf might put them there, might push and prod the pieces into place in order to devastate Gdlin and
Essandia dike, leaving Aulun and Lorraine and the Reformation unchalenged in western Echon.

Coldness spurted through Belinda s hands, dien ambition risng in her so rgpidly that only the safety of
sdf-imposed and uncrackable control kept her breath from quickening. All her life she had been sent to
oy, to do murder, and to ingpire treacherous lust. Never had she found hersdf so close to guiding Strings
with her own fingers. There did not have to be rebdlion to root out, nor a queen piece to didodge. She
could build the rebellion, and damn a princess in the making of it.

Inexplicable joy tore her heart upward, giving it the wings of desire and excitement, so unfamiliar to her
as to nearly undo her. For an indant even her control fatered, a amile of astonishment playing a her lips.
Had Robert intended her to step into such a powerful position, or did his intdligence lead him to deeper
plots than she had yet seen? The laiter she would discover, and the former, if it was not so, would be a
jewe in her crown of quiet triumphs.

Sanddia saw the amile that touched Bdlindd's lips and read it the only way she could, her voice light
and amused. “It is a dangerous thing to hesp laughter on one monarch’s head when you stand in the
presence of another, Lady Bestrice”

Bdinda lifted her gaze to the Gdlic queen and let her amile come more fully, no repentance in it. “Yes,
Your Maesty.”

To her ddight, Sanddlia laughed doud and Javier, a his mother’ s right elbow, dumped a few inchesin
his seat, shooting Belinda a look that told her dl too clearly what a fine line she'd chosen to wak. She
didn't dare drop awink of reassurance, both propriety and her own rdief preventing it, but her amile
crinkled her eyes, more emation than she was accustomed to letting through. “We will see your Hlizain
our private chambers next week, Javier,” Sanddia said. “We prefer not to be offered pink. You may

go.

Ferce ddight and a thick wave of gratitude swept out from the ginger-haired prince, though he merdy
inclined his head and crooked a smdl amile of his own. “Yes, Mother. I'll tdl her.” He stood, executing
an eegant bow to the tiny woman who'd birthed him, and Sanddia put a hand on his am as he turned



avay.

“Do not become too attached, Javier.” She spoke precisely loud enough for the command to reach
Bdinda s ears aswdl as her son’s. “Your young lady is bold and clever, but Essandia and Gdlin's crown
prince will not marry a Lanyarchan upstart.”

“l never dreamed he would.” Javier pitched his voice as she had, courtiers draining to hear and to
look as though they weren't trying to. “Nor did she”

“Women dways sy that.” Sanddia released Javier's arm, then offered Bdinda a token tha would
have the court dancing on her wishes “We would enjoy your company at supper tomorrow evening,
Lady Beatrice. Wear something impetuous, and be prepared to discuss Lanyarch and Cordula. | would
fan to hear how our Sster Ecumenics do under Alunaer’srule”

“Your Mgesty.” Beinda curtsed so deeply as to doubt her own ahility to rise again, Javier saving her
from an ignominious falure by offering a hand as she began to straighten. She ducked her head in thanks
and dipped her fingersinto the crook of his elbow, ligening to a wave of murmurs crest before them and
ripple after them as they left the hall.

Only outsde it did she dutch Javier's am in hdf-red dam. “Wear something impetuous?’ she
whispered. “What would she have me do, wrap a sheet in ribbon and leave my breast bared, like the
Satues of ancient Parna?’

Javier laughed doud, as easly as his mother had done moments earlier. “Well ask Hlizato dress you,
and your tongue will be impetuous enough. What were you thinking, Bea? Comparing Mother to
Lorrane?’

“Comparing her favourably,” Bdinda retorted. “Sanddia is nearly as close to bdonging on the
Aulunian throne as my queen as you are to beonging on it as my king. She should st in Lanyarch as
(ueen and you are to be crown prince to—"

“To a land of rabble-rousers in skirts, by your reckoning,” Javier sad coolly, “as wel as har to
Essandiaand Gdlin”

Ice flew over Bdinda's skin, caution come too late. She drew her lower lip into her mouth, a show of
contriteness that went deeper than she expected it to. “I’'m sorry, my lord.” The gpology was whispered,
dl she dared. “1 meant no disrespect for the postion you now hold. It is only—"

“An endless desire to replace Lorraine with an Ecumenic ruler,” Javier said, dill cool. “Your lug,
Beatrice, has better places to show itsdf. | will not hear words of sedition againgt Aulun spoken near my
mother, not when the Titian Bitch seeks any excuse she can find to unseat her and have her put to death.”

“Sanddia is a queen in her own right,” Belinda sad steadily. “It does not do to openly commit
regicide, even if, especidly if, you're another regent. Take her power, yes, I'm sure Lorraine would do
that. But having her killed, Javier.” Her voice softened. “I think even the Aulunian queen would bak at
that.”

More than Bestrice' s naiveté alowed Belinda to speak the protest. Lorraine's reuctance to have
another sovereign put to death was a topic a her court, discussed vigoroudy, wel out of the queen's
hearing. Men thought it a Sgn of a woman's weskness and her unsuitébility to rule; women, if they
thought anything, kept it to themselves, opinions private enough that not even Robert knew how the
ladies of the court fet about the queen’s reticence in securing her throne through bloodshed. Bdinda
believed them to think as she did, because she did, that regicide was a dangerous precedent, and should



it be used it mugt be done untracesbly. It was not weakness, but prudence, and moreover, a public and
well-known horror of such means could only stand the queen well should her rivasfal unexpectedly.

A bloom of satisfaction took Belinda's bregth, then eased it into a amile. She made it winsome, turned
it on Javier in hopes of soothing his pique, and let hersdf ride pleasure that had nothing to do with gross
physca ddight and everything to do with a necessary job done well. It cannot be found out. It never
would be. There were far worse things than alifetime spent in the shadows. a lifetime of uselessness was
acondemnation Belinda couldn’t imagine. Lorraine could, and would, retain her mora stance, and might
wdl never know the detalls of the dance that helped keep her enthroned. She did not, in Belinda's
edimation, need to; impossible choices could be lifted from a queen’s hands and given over to another to
ease her way as eadly as might happen for anyone else. More eeslly, perhaps: the royd name inpired a
loydty that an ordinary man might never command.

“I think you understand less than you imagine of the afairs of roydty,” Javier snapped, unmoved by
her hopeful amile. “Being on my arm does not make you privy to the thoughts or means of those above
you.” His witchpower was extended, an unconscious and indomitable expectation that she would
acquiesce. Bdinda permitted hersdf the luxury of imegining to grind her teeth, imagining tightening her
fingers on his am in irritation, dl in a core of her so deep she bardy fdt rdief from those internd
alowances. Pride, strange thing that it was, would not dlow her to actudly roll beneath the prince' s will,
but unlike the moment of chalenge a the drinking house, she at least did not stand againdt it, did not meet
his urge to conquer with her own untouchable centre of illness.

“I'll watch my tongue, my lord,” she murmured instead. “Forgive me my impertinence.”

Javier relaxed, confident of his supremacy. “It's easy to forget your provincdity,” he offered
magnanimoudy, then dropped his voice to add, “particularly knowing that which we share.”

Belinda ddliberately dimpled, stepping ahead to twitch her skirts a him, eyes bright with mischief. “A
bed, my lord?’

Javier surged toward her with a laughing growl, and she skipped out of reach with an obligatory
squed. An indant later they were running down the hdls of the palace, the one after the other, given over
to playfulness that different circumstances forbade both from often indulging in.

“l am bored with these tricks, my lord. There must be more the power can do.” Beindalay on her bdly
on Javier's bed, shoes abandoned and her feet kicked up behind her, a pdmful of witchlight glowing in
her hand. It winked out as she spread her fingers, earning Javier's scowl.

“It took me months to cdl the light consistently, Begtrice. Y ou can’t abandon your practise after a few
weeks because you find it dull, nor can we risk pursuing our giftstoo far. You know what would happen
if we were found out.”

Beatrice flung away his protest with a wave of her hand, fully aware he was right and dill too impatient
to bow to hiswill. “How old were you when you began, my lord?’ she said irritably. “I’'m an adult, my
power matured.”

“| wasten,” Javier admitted. “But that means nothing.”

“It means everything,” Belinda said. “Y ou flex your power, Javier, waght others with your will. | wrap
mysdf, hide mysdf, in mine. I'd been practisng that for years by the time | was ten, long before power
wokeinme”



“Power you hid until 1 showed you it could be used,” Javier sad shortly. “Women fear strength,
Beatrice. You should see that from your own behavior. Now make the witchlight again.”

Unwilling to throw the truth in his teeth, Belinda schooled her features and cdled another pdmful of
light to her hands. She wouldn't dlow irritation to fud the soft golden orb; that would give Javier a score
in a bettle she could barely define. She wanted her strength to come from the control she'd learned
through a lifetime' s practise, not from raw, manipulaiable emotion. She heard Javier say, “Good,” and
ignored him, sulbbsuming annoyance benesth hard-won dominance. The witchlight wavered before dillness
won out, serene confidence brightening her globe to brilliance.

“Javier.” Bdinda looked up, hdf-imegining warmth radiating from the light between her fingers. The
prince turned to look at her, golden shadows warming his face and turning his eyes the shade of her
meagic. She sat up on her knees, cupping power, and flashed a amile. “ Catch.”

Theimpulse to throw it overhand, as hard as she could, shot through her. Instead she underhanded it,
refusng the urge to use strength. It soun through the ar in a delicate fiery arc.

The ar between hersdf and Javier flexed, Javier’s will thundering as though she'd offered an attack
and he could end it by overwheming her. Siver shot through the air, a shidd of his own moonlit power.
Bdinda s bdl splashed agang it, golden fire raning down in droplets, and she flinched back, feding the
impact asif she'd crashed againg something solid hersdlf. Javier's eyes rounded, youthful dismay that
brought forth a laugh that Bdinda usudly kept wel under control. An externd focus of power certainly
hed its uses, but the prince would never match her aility to hide expressons. She stretched out her hand,
cdling the falen sparks of witchlight back to her, and held them againgt her bosom when they’d returned,
her eyes bright on Javier’s. “Did you fed it?’

Javier's dow one-sided amile answered more thoroughly than words. “Try it agan.”

“And have my nose smacked up agang a shidd again? | think not.” Beinda rubbed her nose in
offense, then lobbed her power with her free hand, ddiberately winging it wide.

Javier fdl into afighting stance, eyes sngpping to the golden bdl even as dlver creased the ar agan.
Bdinda put intengty behind the desire to stop her power’s movement, and it brushed agang Javier's
shimmering shield with atingling caress instead of painful force. He split an astonished grin and she curled
her toes under hersdlf, lower lip caught in her teeth as they both stared at aspects of magic dancing with
each other in the prince' s bedchamber.

“We should stop.” Javier’s voice had no conviction. “Can you imagine what it looks like from outside?
Fire darting across my room and light glowing bright and white like no torch anyone' s ever seen?’

“The curtains are drawn. Ther€ s nothing to fear, Javier. Or will you be content with aways hiding
your skill, never pursuing its depths? | will not.” Belinda tossed her hair as Javier's expression darkened.

“We dare not show it, Begtrice. Tdl me you're not that great afool.”

“I'm not.” Belinda brought a second bal of witchlight into being, the first one flickering but holding its
position as fresh light cupped itsdf in her pdm. “But look what you've done here, with just a little push.
Shidds, Javier. What d<e is possible? Can you make it invishle, so it can be used in baitle?” She sent
her own magic ralling out of her pam, taking a dow and circuitous route toward Javier as he glanced firg
a her, then a his own shidding. Concentration made a line between his ginger eyebrows, and the slver
sheen of power faded a little at the edges. He exploded a breath of ar, nearly a laugh, and shook his
head.



“I may have to dam it's Gaorid here to protect my royad arse. | don't know if | can take the
moonlight away, Bea. It's aways been there.”

“Concentrate.” The word came hard, Belinda' s attention split three ways, but Javier gave no notice of
her second attack until golden witchlight spun out behind him and wrapped itsdf around his eyes. He
shouted, dawing a his face, and his shidd faled. Bdinda shot up onto her knees, hand extended to
direct her firg attack toward the prince, who roared in offense as witchlight invaded his chest.

Laughter burst forth from Belindals throat and lost her concentration in doing so, both hands clapped
over her mouth. For dl her complaints, Javier was right: they couldn’t afford to be found out. The
witchlight blindfold she’ d wrapped him with faded and he glowered at her, shoating a cautious look at the
door. No one came to it, his guards on the other Sde evidently unconcerned with noise. Her laughter,
Bdinda thought, might have been the saving grace after Javier's shout.

For a moment they faced each other, both panting with effort before Javier curled his lip as if to damn
the consequences and pooled siver light in his palms. With an ingant’s thought he solit the bal of power
into two and lobbed them, one &fter the other, toward Belinda. She shrieked, hdf startlement and hdlf
play, and flung hersdf across the bed, dodging phydcaly even as she tried to focus on the idea of
herdening the dillness, pushing it out of her as a force of its own.

Siver splattered againg a brief golden shield, the reverberated impact less gartling than her success.
Javier shouted with pleasure and Belinda, hdf off the bed, lobbed another handful of power a him. He
ducked, not bothering to shied, and power exploded behind him as it smashed into the wall, leaving a
scar above unlit candles. They both gaped at the mark on the wal before Javier turned toward Belinda,
censure warring with admiration.

Heavy pounding on the door startled them both badly enough to jump, and Javier's expresson shot
toward anger before he swept his hand over the mark on thewal and stalked toward the door, yanking it
open. “All'swdl,” he said sharply to a dismayed guard. Then, unexpectedly, a snigger ran over his face
and he added, “A little disagreement over how the candles ought to be arranged. They said we gingers
are tempermentd, but God save me from the brunette in my bedroom. You've heard nothing at dl, of
course.”

The guard looked in nervoudy, eyeing the scarred wdl and Bdinda in equd parts. She scrambled for
the edge of the bed, twising her hands behind hersalf guiltily, as though she might be holding one of the
mdigned candles. Something in the guard’'s expression changed, as though he was trying not to laugh a
his betters, and then he stepped back with a rap of hisfis againgt his chest. Javier closed the door and
turned on Belinda, who ran to him, hands againg his chest as she looked up with laughter and adoration
in her gaze. “I am trouble,” she whispered in ddight. “And you, my lord, you are control and restraint
and—"

He put his hands over hers, slencdng her with the gesture. Bdinda drew a sharp breath, words lost
beneath Javier's grey gaze and the things his touch told her. Even in hisiirritation he sparked with life, a
joy unrecognizable to him after a lifetime of solitude. She had brought thet to him, saving him from londy
condraint; saving him from the Hell that he was sure was hisfor dl eternity. For afew aching seconds her
heartbeat matched his, breath stolen beneath an exquigte agony that knew he could not keep her, and
dill found itsdlf daring to hope he might find away.

The gtrength of passion undid Belinda, leaving her gazing a Javier in astonishment. A lifetime of duty
hed never warned her of being needed, not for hersdf; only for what she could do. Hunger crawled up
through Belinda's body, claws of determination curling in her groin and ginging her breasts, a taste of
ambition burning away thought. She dipped her hands from beneath Javier's and knotted them at his



hips, meking a dean insdiate line of her body againg his. “Look a who we are together, my lord, my
love, my prince. Think of what we could do together. Think of the thrones we could hold.”

But for dl that he desired her, he went Hill, eyes darkening to Slver. “We, Begtrice?’

Rage, pure and unexpected, took Beinda's voice and flooded her body until she fdt as though hesat
poured off her. It captured her power, building it higher, dien and exciting. Javier had no right, no place,
in questioning her use of we, not when her power was dearly as great as his It burgeoned insde her,
begging to be used. 1t would be easy, ddicioudy easy, to let that rage ignite the very air, to burn Javier
where he stood for daring, daring, to question her—!

Bdinda forced clenched teeth into a amile internd sruggle more violent than anything she could
remember. Pushing away outrageous anger and dowing her heartbeat should be the work of a moment,
the cdm of dillness captured and wrapped about her. Instead witchpower flexed and fought her will,
demanding Javier acknowledge her as equd, even superior: she could do what he did not, disappear
from plain sght, manipulae others into acting as she desired. He could be used like any man, made to
think wel of himsdf and his cleverness while dl the time doing her bidding. That he stood againgt her was
exdting, profoundly interesting, but his gambit would ultimatdly fall: he was only mae, dave to her will.

Bdinda shuddered from her core dl the way to her skin, so profound Javier caught her out of concern,
despite the chdlenge she'd laid a his feet. Eyes closed againgt another surge of unaccustomed ambition,
she whispered, “We both know | could never stand at your Sde and share power, but | might offer it to
you in support, from behind those thrones you conquered. | meant nothing more, my lord. Forgive me”
She opened her eyes, procuring a weak smile that had more to do with deep-seated uncertainty about
her own impulse to dominate than the sought gpology Javier would see it for. “Once more I've faled to
watch my tongue, and I'd only just promised | would do s0.”

Mollified, he drew her closer again, voice dropped as he murmured, “Then perhaps | should watch it
for you, Bestrice.”

Bdinda trembled, subsuming the outraged witchpower as she tilted her head back and opened her
mouth to the prince’s.

11

JAVIER, PRINCE OF GALLIN
9 Noverber 1587 | Lutetia
“She ign't your usud type, Javier.” Sanddia is watching her son, meking him uncomfortable, though he

doesn't dare let that show. He left Beatrice deeping off the aftermath of sex in his bedchambers hours
ago, and he has been thinking, pacing, avoiding everyone ever sSnce.



Even now he paces the confines of Sandaia s chambers, reaching for wine, nibbling on sweetmests.
He isn't hungry, but better to let his mother believe that's the problem than delve deeper. “She's pretty
enough,” Sanddia admits, “but you' ve dways had an eye for the dender blondes” Amusement suffuses
her words. He thinks of her as a happy woman, he redises. She is many things, of course—focused,
intent, a queen—but in the end, to Javier, she is his mother, and she is happy. “Ddiberatdly avoiding
comparisons to your mother, | imagine. What draws you to her?’

Javier imagines, briefly, tdling the truth. Daring to explain, as he has never dared, the witchpower that
he thought was his burden done. Daring to pooal light in his padms and explain that hiswill isits source.

As adways, ance childhood, caution stays him. He believes, mugt believe, that his mother wouldn't
condemn him as a mongter, but while Sanddia is earthier than her brother Rodrigo, she's dso a true
Ecumenic queen, and he can't imagine making her believe that his abilities aren’t the devil’ s tricks.

Especidly when he doesn't believe it himsdf.

It's eesier, now that he has Besgtrice. Now that he knows he's not the only one gifted, or cursed, with
the witchpower. He's continuoudy surprised that a woman should share his powers, but better a womean
than aman. Bestrice' s sex gives him an easy excuse to spend time with her. Should he have discovered
another man with such skills, the hours they’ d spend together training would have dl of Echon snickering
inther deeves a Sanddiads only heir. It's not a path Javier has any interest in taking, dl the more so
given how desire helps to focus the witchpower for use.

“She'susful, Mother” iswha he dlows himsdf to say. It's dl he can dlow himsdf to say, even if he
were to leave the question of witchpower itsdf behind. The pain that sears through him at the thought of
losng Bestrice takes his breath, and to confess to more than her use would have Sanddia remove her
from hislife permanently. “The night Marius brought her to meet us—"

“You're the only son of a roya house | know who means more than one person when he says us”
Sanddia interrupts. Javier amiles because she expects him to and waits a moment to see if she's gaing to
fadlow that familiar path of scolding before he goes on.

“That night she named me the true heir to Aulun,” he says when it's clear he's been given a reprieve
from that particular lecture. “Even a brunette catches my attention thet way.”

“Did you stop to think that might be what she wanted?’

“Moather,” he saysimpatiently, “I’m the prince of Gdlin. | think the lagt time | met awoman who didn’t
want to catch my atention she was ten and trying to sted pears from our gardens. Of course | did. But
evenif she was, if she's bold enough to do it that way, then she may be reckless enough to hdp—" He
breaks off, unwilling to speak specific terms, even in a room where no one is supposed to be spying.
“Reckless enough to hdp,” he repeats, and makesiit afinished sentence.

Sanddia, less paranoid or more confident than he, laughs. “Help? What would you have her do,
Javier? Wrangle an introduction to the Aulunian court and dip poison into Lorraine' s tea?’

Javier exhdes. “I had a different plan.” This is a moment of danger, one he barely recognizes himsdf
for risking. It borders on sentiment, a weakness Javier never thought himsdlf to share, with the exceptions
of his childhood friends. For those three he will do anything. To find himsdf about to propose what he
intends to, in order to retain contact with the only other witchbreed being he's ever found—and in order
to threaten the Aulunian throne, he reminds himsaf—speaks of something his mother might see as
vulnerahility.



It is never wise to show weakness to royalty.

Sanddid s eyebrows quirk, invitation to continue. Javier puts down his wineglass and picksit up again,
curdng himsdf for the tdl even as he does s0. “This is not,” he begins, “intended as a long-term
arrangement.” He has to say that fire, or she'll never ligen. He has to say it fird, to establish to himsdf
that it's true. Interest and amusement light Sandalia's eyes at that opening foray. She gestures to the wine,
and he pours her a cup, brings it to her graeful for the physicd digtraction. “Lanyarch is without a king
snce Charles' s death,” he says as he does so0. “Either out of respect for you or fear of Lorraine, no one
has come forth to put on a pretender’ s crown since you fled the country.”

“Let’s pretend respect,” Sanddia says drily. “1 know this, Javier.”

“Lanyarch isdill Aulun's greatest threat as an Ecumenic neighbor to the north, contentious and chafing
under Reformation rule. But the threads that tie us there are dender, Mother. You're a widow, not a
daughter of any Lanyarchan nohbility, and you have no children by Charles” He amiles suddenly, bright
and disrming. “Unless you' ve hidden one dl these years?”’

“I'm beginning to consider daming that,” Sanddia says, though she' s amiling. “If you don’'t reach your
point.”

Javier isavoiding doing just thet, and knows it. He takes a sp of wine—a smdl sip, because he wants
alarge one—and says, “The Lady Irvineis Lanyarchan nobility, however minor.”

Sanddia takes it where he wants her to, dark eyes widening momentarily. “You would propose
marrying her to strengthen your daim to the Lanyarchan throne? Javier—”

“l would propose engaging mysdf to her to see if fear can shake Lorraine Walter out of her royd
Sedt,” Javier corrects. “If we can push her to invason or war, Mother, then Lanyarch can cdl on Cordula
for help. We dl only seek an excuse” He fdls dlent a moment, caught by childhood schoolings, and
beneeth his bresth murmurs, “How many centuriesisit snce Aulun held Galin's throne in any meaningful
way, or Snce Gdlin has reigned with true power over Aulun? Two? More? And dill we rettle back and
forth at one another like angry children, each of us certain the other has stolen our toys. Hatred runs old
and deep, the reasons long forgot.”

His mother’s gaze goes coal. “It's only a lifetime since Aulun splintered from the Church, and in that
time her Reformation has spread to Echon’s northern states. Our reasons are fresh, Javier, and born of a
hope to see dl the world safe in the asms of Chrigt, not led astray by weakness of flesh and mind. If you
can't remember that now, how can | trust you with awar for a throne?

Not so very long ago, Javier redises, that lecture would have sent his head ducking down and
gpologies to his lips. Now he lifts his eyes to Sanddid's with neither fear nor regret, and knows with
certainty and asmdl shock of joy that Begtrice has helped him come this far. “The Church is an excuse,
Mother, and if you can't admit it to yoursdf, at least | can. The wherefores of this plot run far deeper
than Lorranes father and his cuckholding ways. But let it be” he adds, smoothing away the
disagreement with a gesture. “What mattersis thet if an engagement to Irvine can shake the Red Queen's
grasp on Aulun, her reign may fdl beneath the combined might of Gdlin'sarmy and Essandia s navy.”

Sanddiais slent for long moments before she nods and admits, “ Clever. It's a clever thought. But how
much of it is born of sentiment, Javier?’

He will not dlow himsdf a guilty wince. Instead he shrugs, loose and casud, hoping the cost of that
doesn’'t show. “Some. | like her. But she's not meant to be a queen, Mother, and | know that. I'll need
to do better than her to hold even Gdlin's throne, much less Aulun’'s”



“There' s Irina s daughter,” Sanddia says thoughtfully. Javier's eyebrows wrinkle until his head hurts.
“She's fourteen.”

“As was | the fird time | was wed,” Sanddia reminds him acerbicdly. “Besdes, if you're to do this
$€ll be more than old enough by the time you're able to break with Irvine and 4ill hold two thrones”
To his asonishment, he redises she's genuindy congdering his proposal, and he wonders if it's not as
rash as he firg conceived. “For God's sake, Javier, whatever you do, don’t get her pregnant.”

“Ivanova?’ he asks lightly. “I'm overwhemed by your bief in my manhood, Mother, but I'm afrad it
won't reach dl the way to Khazar by itsdf.”

Sanddia gives him a sharp look that makes the jape worthwhile. “Irvine no more wants a pregnancy
thean | do. Don’'t worry, Mother.” An impulse hits him, though: what would ther child be like? Heir to
witchpower from both parents, trained in it snce birth? Echon might never have imagined such power in
such aruler.

Sanddia interrupts his musings with a snort that belies her delicate prettiness. “The only reason a
womean bedding a prince hopes to not become pregnant is if she fears for her bastard's life when a
legitimate heir comes dong. Ask her to marry you and she'll lose that concern, Javier, so for God's sake,
watch yoursdf. Make sure she watches hersdf.”

He finds himsdf holding his breath, asif he's a child again. “Does that mean you approve?’

“It has merit,” Sanddia dlows. “It would have more if your Bestrice were of more sgnificant rank, but
the tie to Lanyarch...” Her expression turns sour, a sure indicator that she wishes she'd thought of the
ploy hersdf. “It' swdl thought out. Making Lorraine nervous is an entertaining way to pass the winter, if
nothing dse”

“And come spring,” Javier sayslowly. Sandaianods, dow and thoughtful.
“Come saring,” she agrees. “Come soring.”

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE
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“Whisper seditious promises in my ear, Irvine” Assdin caught Belinda on her own street, dragging her
toward evening-made shadows between houses. She protested, one sharp sartled sound, and he curled
alip, crowding her into darkness roughly enough to make passersby sudioudy look away. Beinda put
her hands againg his chest, thrust him back, and for a moment imagined him fdling many feet to a
snow-covered courtyard below. There were damp patches of white stuck to the Lutetian streets even
now, enough to make the momentary vison seem redl, memory of a lifetime past overlaying the world in
which she now lived. Irritation flashed through Assdin's hazd eyes as Bdinda fixed hm with a steady

gaze.
“You will behave with decorum, Lord Asin. Javier's favour dill rests with me. He won't take lightly
hearing you' ve manhandled me”

“Do you think that?” Sacha sneered. “You're atool to be used, Irvine, nothing more, and I'll have my
use of you as much as he will.” He caught her upper arm, pulling her close with a hard grip. “You've
gotten no movement from him. Nothing. No whisper of ambition. What good are you if spreading your



legs doesn’'t make him jump to serve you?’

“Why the hurry, Asdin? Bdinda breathed the question, making it light and mocking. She
sympathized with Sacha's impatience, eager for movement hersdf, but her life had taught her patience.
The plot to create or kill aking was not a thing to happen swiftly in its beginning stages. Only when a
certain criticd momentum was reached did things begin to move a inevitable, unstoppable speed. They
would dl, intime, fdl prey to the trap Bdinda fdt more and more certain was hers to build, a dangerous
game to keep her own queen mother unchdlenged on the Aulunian throne. “You're young. Javier is
young. Surdly you've no persond stake in meking the prince a king so quickly, have you? Is it your own
desire agitaing for Ecumenic domination in Aulun again, or does someone feed your ambition and your
pocket? Does someone hunger for results and heap recriminations upon your head and your bank
because they are not swift enough in ariving?’

For dl of Asdin's<kill in dissembling, thet talent could not deny the touch of his hand againg her am
or Belinda s twist of witchpower, seeking his thoughts through that touch.

Guilt and anger surged through the link, powerful enough to obscure words. His actions hid emotion
beautifully, used the anger to bury qguilt as he closed a powerful hand around Bdindd's throat. “Do not
imagine | would hesitate to kill you for saying such things, Irvine. Javier ismy prince and my loydty is his.
My impatience sems from amean in his prime dancing and dawdling on his mother’s weak will, when he
should move forward and daim what is his under Cordula's banner. Don't think his favouritism will
protect you from meif you fal to move him, or if you question my loyaty again.”

Bdinda, incongruoudy, thought of the amdl dagger tucked a her spine, and opened her mouth to let
go a shaking laugh that told Assdin she was cowed. Eyes averted, she swalowed nervoudy againg the
pressure on her throat and dared atiny nod. The corsets benegth Elizas fashions were looser, shaped
more like a woman's naturd form, only tightening to shelve the breasts againgt the low-cut necklines.
There was no easy way, of course, to get to the dagger, not so long as she remaned clothed, but
gtripped to her undergarments she could dip her fingers under the corset and free the blade. It had never
been bloodied in battle, only in practise.

Someday, Bdinda promised hersdf as she swalowed againg the pressure on her throat, it would find
Sacha AsHin's heart’s blood.

“Forgive me, my lord. | spoke in jest, nothing more.” As her laughter could be read as supplication,
the quaver in her voice could be interpreted as fear, not the hard ddight of an oath made. Triumph rosein
him, obscuring anger and guilt, and words whispered through the grip he held on her aam:—does not
wish to wed a prince, but a king—

He released her with a spat curse, Bdinda's hand going to her throat as if she could massage bregath
back into her body, though eagerness for explanation behind the stolen thoughts overrode any discomfort
she fet. Only one person she knew might dare to want a king instead of a prince, for dl that the prince
was far out of her grasp asit was.

“Perhaps you need Hiza on your sde” Pragmatic Elizals ambitions couldn’t have risen so high, and
yet it was far too easy to see how they might have. An ache of unfamiliar sympathy shot upward through
Bdindd s chest, spiking in her throat. She quelled it with dillness it was not her place to care for the
pieces that were moved on the board, only to make certain of their dignment. It was easier not to care
from the guise of a servant girl, though, removed from the intimate interactions of lifdong friends. This
would be the only timein Belinda s life that she played so public a role—indeed, to do so again would be
to invite exposure—and she found that the larger part of her was glad. Caring made her vulnerable, and
she was unaccustomed to and displeased with the sensation.



Sacha answered her unspoken question with a sharp look. “ She's not to be any part of this. My name,
Marius's money, those might save us. Eliza's got nothing. Not even the patronage of the queen could
keep her safeif she were part of plans that went awry.”

“How long have you protected her?’ Bdinda hedtated over the penultimate word, knowing Assdin
would hear the pause and interpret it as hinting a another: loved. His lip curled, equd parts confesson
and dismissal.

“Long enough to know what I'm about. She shares your roof, Irvine. Make sure she doesn't share
your secrets.” He turned on his hed and stalked away, dush splashing around his feet. Bdinda held her
hand at her throat, her lips pursed as she watched hm go. Whether he'd finished with her or whether
Hizawas a ddlicate enough topic to drive hm away, she wasn't certain. If it was the latter, that would be
usful in the future, for dl that the idea of usng Javier’ s friends againgt one another sent a shiver of regret
over Bdindal's skin.

“Weakness,” she murmured to hersdf. It was weakness to be concerned with any one of them. That
thought fixed in mind, the dillness drawn around her like armour, she sraightened her gown and her
shoulders and stepped out of the shadows to dimb her front steps. She would have to watch the mirror
carefully for 9gns of bruisng on her throat, and entreat Nina to find the best cosmetics to hide evidence
of Sacha svigt.

JAVIER, PRINCE OF GALLIN

10 November 1587 | Lutetia

Of dl people, it is Marius he feds he mus ask permisson of. He, a prince of the rem—a prince of
severd, to hear Beatrice tdl it, and the truth is, she's right—finds himsdf a a merchant boy’s door
somewhere past midnight, further in his cups than any sensible man should be, most especidly one of his
gatus.

He cannot, for some reason, bring himsdf to knock. His carriage waits on the street, coachman patient
or a least slent, and Javier de Cadtille, son of Louis IV and Sanddia de Costa, can't bring himsdf to
knock on the front door of his friend's home. The coachman will wait dl night. The coachman may have
to. Javier sways, wine surging through his blood and meking him dizzy. He reaches for the door to keep
himsdf steady, and to his shock, it opens benesth his hand.

Marius, toude-headed and bleary-eyed, stands before hm with an expression tha Javier can't
decipher. He is not surprised, the dark-haired merchant’s son, not at dl surprised for a men who's
appeared a his own front door for no obvious reason, somewhere after the amdl bdls of the morming
have begun to toll. He stands there, looking up a his prince—Marius is well-built, broad enough of
shoulder and dim enough of hip, but has nothing of Javier's height, or Sacha's bulk, for that matter. He
looks up &t his prince, and his prince looks down a him, and findly Marius steps out of the door and
says, “1 expect you should come in, whatever it is” Ther€ s little doubt in his voice: he knows as dearly
as Javier does tha “whatever” is Bedtrice. It's merdy a matter of discovering what particular hdl being
the prince s friend will now cost.

Javier does, because his other choice is to spill—or spew, given how much he's drunk—his guts on
the threshold. He asks, “What are you doing up?’ as he stepsiin, and regards it as a supid question. So,
it seems, does Marius, who chuffs something like laughter and closes the door behind Javier. Darkness
overwhems them; Mariusin his degping shirt and bare feet isn't so much as carying a candle to light his



way, and the flickering dreetlights outside are too digant to penetrate the curtained windows of the
entrance gdlery.

“I heard the carriage, and then fdt you pacing.” Marius saysthis asif it's naturd, and Javier wonders if
it is. Suddenly the answer isimportant, and he grasps Marius s shoulder.

“Fet me?’

“You're alead weght to be around when you've got something on your mind, Jav. You dways have
been. It brings the rest of us down, like you're a drowning man dinging to our ankles. You know that.
No one comes out unscathed when you' rein amood.”

“l didn’t. | didn't know.” Javier's not precisely sure that's true; he's been careful for so many years
not to influence his friends conscioudy with the witchpower, it's never occurred to him that he might be
doing so accidentaly. “I'm sorry.”

“You're soused,” Marius says, not unkindly. “Come on to the kitchen. Some bread will sop up some
of that drink.” He guides Javier, who hasn't released his shoulder, down the dark hdl and down a short
st of wooden gairs into a kitchen lit by the banked embers of a fire. Only when Javier is seated in front
of the hearth does it come to him to demand, childishly, “How do you know I’'m drunk?”

“Two things” Marius tears off a chunk of bread from a new loaf; the cook will be outraged come
morning. “Fird, you smdl like a brewery.” He hands Javier the bread and roots around for a knife,
unwrgpping cheese as he speaks. “And second, you never gpologize for anything unless you' re too drunk
to remember your postion.” Now he brings his prince the cheese and pulls a stool closer to the fire,
sudying Javier in the red-tinted light. “1s she pregnant, then?’

“Fuck,” Javier says, and for long moments can think of nothing ese to say. “Fuck, Mar, you're not
even supposed to know I'm swiwing her.”

“My lord prince,” Marius says s0 diplomaticaly Javier knows the next words will be insulting. Nor
does Marius disgppoint. “Just how fucking stupid do you think | am?’

“l don’'t think you're stupid,” Javier protests, and it'strue. “It's only—"

“Only that when our roya friend sees fit to pursue one of our women that we're supposed to politely
glance aside and natice nothing. Sometimes | envy Eliza, Jav. At least you don’t look to her paramours.”

Javier, digracted, demands, “Liz has lovers?” and then, offense managing to work its way through
wine, adds, “You're crud tonight, Marius. It's not like you.”

“I think 1 may have earned it, Jav,” Marius says, so oftly that guilt burns hot through Javier's blood.
It's an unfamiliar and unwe come sensation, and it's the one that drove him firg to an excess of drink, and
ultimatdy to Marius's doorstep.

“I’'m going to ask her to marry me” There has to be a better way to couch it, but the words blurt
themsalves out, not out of viciousness but desperation. And Marius paes in the ruddy light, shock
widening his pupils until there' s nothing but darknessin his eyes.

“Oh, my lord prince.” The whisper has edges. “Do | not deserve better than that?’

Javier closes his eyes againd the pain in Marius's question. “You deserve far better than 1,” he replies,
and can't bring himsdf to look on hisfriend again. “So does she, and for being friend to a prince neither
of youwill get it. | won't marry her. | can’t. But she's Lanyarchan, and even the threat of a fresh dliance



between my mother and that country—" It's too much to tdl the merchant’s son, but Javier can find it in
himsdf to say no less. Marius does deserve better, and the only offering he can make is the hard truth.
And Marius is slent in the face of Javier's fdtering, so quiet the prince is forced to open his eyes and
gauge his friend's expression.

There is pain there. More than Javier ever wanted to cause the few people in his life whom he trusts
impliatly. Pain and weariness and worst of dl, acceptance. Wouldn't it be better for Marius to ral and
shout, to hit im and stand his ground againgt Javier’'s desire?

No. The answer comes too fast. For dl the friendship shared, Javier is dill a prince and Marius dill a
merchant’s son. He can't throw himsdf on Javier in outrage even when Javier mogt richly deserves it.
Worse 4ill, the witchpower would never dlow it to happen, even if Javier should sted himsdf to cower
and brace againg the blows he o richly deserves. His power would work to protect him indinctively,
ather through the shidding that he and Begtrice have discovered or through the part of Javier that is, and
will dways be, roydty. No one may lay a hand on a prince, and even if Javier might school his conscious
mind to other ends, the core of him would lash out and bend Marius to hiswill. Better that Marius hold in
his betraya and let it show in smaler ways than clear insubordination and thrests.

“So you will act at lagt,” Marius findly whispers. Javier isn't expecting thet, and finds himsdf saring
through the darkness at hisfriend. “Does she love you, Javier?’

“l don’t know. | hope not.”
“Doyou love her?”

Only because he owes this man so much, in the form of Beatrice Irving will Javier answer tha
question. He closes his eyes, savoring the words as he speaks them: “1 don’t know. | hope not.”

“l do,” Marius says steadily. “Love both of you, and see no way for this to end happily. But then,
that's not the point, isit?” He needs no more answer to that than he might need answer to the colour of
the sky. He stands, gesturing toward the food Javier dill holds. “Eat, my prince. You'll need to be sober
if you're going to ask awoman to marry you.”

Javier, unusudly obedient, tears at the bread with his teeth, its aroma suddenly heady. For a few
minutes he does nothing but gobble down the tender savory and the cheese. Marius hands him wine, so
well-watered there's only a glimmer of flavour, and waits for him to drink that before he speaks agan.
“Will you tdl her that she's only a mark to be used in a palitica game?’

The thought quite literdly hasn't occurred to Javier. He scowls through the dimness, more a the fire
then a hisfriend. “ Should |7’

Marius breathes a sound like laughter. “How many women would say yesto a proposdl like that, Jav?
But Bestrice might,” he adds more quietly. There is something indecipherable in his expresson agan. In
another man Javier might cdl it subterfuge or canniness, but Marius has dways worn his heart on his
deeve. The idea that he might now be trying to manipulate events is laughable. “Her passon for her
country’s freedom is great,” Marius finishes, and Javier has to look away again.

“And being engaged to roydty, however briefly, might make her an even more gppeding wife” he
offers. Marius exhaes again, another noise that resembles laughter.

“To those who care about such things, yes. | don't. | don’t even think my mother does. Now, if you
were to elevate her to some duchy or something, Mother might care...” He' s joking, and his expresson
changes to startlement, then horror as he sees Javier congdering the idea. “Jav, | don’t need—"



“But it would make a magnificent bride-gift, wouldn't it,” Javier murmurs. “So outrageous as to darm
Lorraine. Teke a minor Lanyarchan noble, eevate her to a duchess, propose to marry her...short of
dapping her face with a glove there could be no more obvious announcement of Gdlin's intentions
toward Aulun.” He offers a amile that he knows is too weak. “And in the end my friend could become
nobility, without me ever conferring the favour directly. It's a pretty setup, isn't it?’

“And where does it leave Hliza?” Marius wonders.
“Oh, hdl,” Javier says recklesdy. “I'll marry her to Sacha and we ll dl be happy.”

Marius barks laughter this time, so derisve Javier draightens in offense. “Yes, my princg’ is dl the
merchant lad will say, though, and Javier dimbsto his feet ungteadily. Puts his hand on Marius's shoulder,
oripping muscle as he leans heavily.

“Will you forgive me, Marius?’ The question’s asked thickly, more than just wine weighting it. Marius
folds his hand over Javier's on his shoulder, then reaches out to grasp the back of the prince's neck,
bringing his head in until they touch foreheads, an intimacy Javier would dlow amog no one dse. Marius
holds them there along time before his grip tightens and he sghs.

His answer, the only answer he can give, will haunt Javier for the rest of hisdays “Yes, my prince”

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE

10 November 1587 | Lutetia

“The prince has sent his carriage for you, my lady.” Nina bobbed a curtsey as she stepped into the Stting
room with her announcement. Belinda glanced up with afantly startled look toward the windows and the
dmming afternoon sky. “The coachman says I’'m to extend hisinvitation to dinner.”

Amusement curled Bdlinda s mouth. “How forward of the coachman. | don't believe I've ever been
invited to dinner by one before.”

Exasgperation flickered over Nind's face and Belinda s amusement turned to brief laughter. “1 know. |
have no propriety, have |”? Have blankets brought out for the horses, invite the driver in to the foyer, and
send Marie to my room. I'll have to dress for him.”

“For the coachman, my lady?’ Nina looked down her nose in hdf-teesng mockery, then bobbed
another curtsey and scurried to do as she was told. Bdinda dimbed the stairs to her room, laying out the
amber gown she'd dismissed for the outing with Eliza months earlier, only to earn Marie's cluck of
disapprova as she swept into the room behind Beinda.

“’Tign't the fashion, m’lady. Going to the palace you ought to wear the fashion you s&t.”

“Hizaset it,” Bdinda sad absently. “And | haven't any of her fashions warm enough for the weather
tonight. The amber isflattering and warm. It will do.”

Marie hummed, urgent little noise of dismay, but did as she was told, first settling her migress into a
char so Bdinda's har could be made suitable, then arranging petticoats and skirts and corsets until the
amber overgown could be settled into place. It took longer than Bdinda preferred—it dways did—but
the resullt looking back a her in an unwarped mirror seemed worth the time. Even Marie clucked agan,
this time in stisfaction. “M’lady should have a winter gown in the new style made up in this colour. It
does m'lady’s eyes and hair good. Shdl | have the dressmaker come round?’



“And insult Eliza? I'll discuss it with her,” Belinda offered, and Marie, satisfied, ducked her head and
backed out of the room. Belinda watched her go in the mirror, wondering, not for the fird time, what
kind of dragonish mistress had trained that particular obsequience into the girl. Only royaty expected
such behavior, and even then it was usudly only in the courtroom or private audiences. Servants were
expected to be efident, and backing through rooms wasted time.

Nina stood too near the coachman in the foyer, Sartling into a proper distance and blushing beyond
her collarbones as Bdinda entered the room. The coachman, only a few years her senior, hdd his
expression steady, as though the flirtatiousness in it couldn’t be seen if he didn’'t admit guilt in its being
there. Bdinda hid amusement as Nina helped her dip a cloak on, and watched the coachman as he led
the way down to the street. He was young for the job, which meant he had taent that might be parlayed,
inafew years time, to a pogtion in the stables as a judge of horseflesh and a breeder. He could make
Ninaa good match, and she could be kept on as Bestrice' s servant as long as Belinda desired her.

A dark amile played her mouth as she stepped up into the carriage with the coachman’s hand in
support. Aslong as Belinda desired her, or as long as Marius did. Nina d lost none of her good nature or
bidability in the weeks since she'd become their plaything, recollection swept away by the witchpower.
She had not been taken advantage of since, out of fondness for the gifl and out of no time or need to sate
Marius, but Bdinda was stisfied Nina's memory and body were hers to manipulate. With the girl safdly
wed to the coachman, any child would be assumed legitimate. Bdinda would discuss it with Javier over
dinner.

The prince met her in the courtyard, dressed in blues that shaded toward purple in the risng moonlight.
He took her hand as the carriage door was opened, breething a sgh that shone dlver in the cold air.
“Y ou've chosen a more consarvative dress. Thank God.”

“My lord?" Belinda arched an eyebrow as she stepped down to the flagstones. “Have Eliza's dresses
fdlen out of fashion aready?’

“No, no, God, no, not with Mother looking fresh as soring in them. No, a contingency from the
Khazarian court is here. They arrived without warning this afternoon, and they look to aman as if they’ve
walked out of another century. All dark and dour and fur-covered. Do you have any Khazarian,
Bestrice?”

The impulse to reply, blithdy, “Oh, I've had severd” nearly srangled Belinda, the expresson she
imagined on Javier's face dmog worth the cost of the answer. “None, my lord, except perhaps yes and
no, which do me no good at a dinner. There is a dinner,” she haf-asked, and Javier let go an explosve
bresth.

“Thereis, and I'm sorry | didn’t warn you. None of us had any warning, and dl | could think was your
presence would help to welcome her.”

“ He,?!

“Theré' s a woman in charge of them dl.” Javier escorted Bdinda into the palace’'s warmth as he
spoke, keegping his voice low as he shared what he knew. “She speaks nearly flawless Gdllic, and her
hangers-on have words of it here and there. Eliza will be a the table as wdl. Her Khazarian's not as
good as mine, but—"

“Hliza speaks Khazarian?' Bdinda couldn’t keep the astonishment from her voice, though even as she
blurted the question she wished she hadn’t. Javier's gaze darkened. “Of course she does,” Bdinda sad.
“You taught her. I'm sorry, my lord. It just never occurred to me. | meant no dight toward Eliza”



“l needed someone to practise with who would talk to me about something other than politics, so |
made them dl learn. Sacha and Marius are passable in Parnan, and Sacha' s Reinnish is quite good, but
Hliza sthe best of them.”

“She would be,” Bdinda murmured. Javier gave her a sharp look, eyebrows drawn down.
“What does that mean?’

“She had the mogt to gain from education, my lord.” Belinda left unsaid that a street rat in love with a
prince might hope innumerable languages could eevate her toward a throne; if Javier wasn't aware of
thet, there was no need to draw his aitention to it. “Tdl me about the Khazarian woman.”

“She's a noblewoman of some sort. They cdl her dvoryanin, a lady’s rank. Something like a
countess. Outside the line for the throne, should something happen to Irina or Ivanova, but close to it in
politics and friendship. She's the most dangeroudy beautiful woman I've ever seen,” Javier said, so
frankly it made Belinda amile. “All sharp angles and dark eyes. She looks like awitch.”

Bdindd s eyebrows shot up and her hand tightened on Javier's arm. He glanced a her and amiled,
brief and fant. “1 know,” he murmured. “Of dl the people to say that. But | don't know. | don't fed
anything from her, but you were the one who named us dike”

“Isthat why you redly wanted me here?’ Bdinda asked, just as quietly. There was no censure in her
question and after a moment to ascertain that, Javier dropped his head in anod. “What's her name?’

“Akilina Pankgeff. She goes through love—are you dl right? Javier caught Belinda's weight as she
sumbled, a moment of dumsiness, of logng control, unlike anything she'd fdt in years. Her heartbeat
soared and she fought down hest in her cheeks, knowing a blush could damn her. Golden witchpower
seared through the back of her mind, seeking a channd for use. Bdinda seized it, domingting it with her
will and wrapping it around hersdf in dillness that shivered under the ondaught of shock.

“My ankle,” she said, the lie coming eesily to lips numb with cold. “Forgive me. I'm dl right now.
Alikina...?’

“Akilina” Javier corrected, but his description of the woman was logt benesth Belindas own
knowledge.

She had only seen the woman once, briefly, in the early-morning hour before she escaped Count
Gregori Kapnist's country estates with the help of a lusty young coachman. Akilina Pankegjeff had been
the latest in Gregori’s stream of high-born lovers, just as he'd been the latest in hers. There was dmost
no chance Akilinawould know her: she had not demanded to see the harlot serving gifl whose sensudity
hed driven Gregori to his grave. Had Beinda stayed even an hour longer, with nasty-minded Ilyana
waiting to make trouble, she might well have come face-to-face with the noblewoman, but as it was the
raven-haired, hard beauty hadn’'t so much as glanced at the help.

And Bdinda was now Bestrice Irving, a provindd noblewoman from Lanyarch, hundreds of miles
away from Khazar. Lutetiawas as far as Begtrice had ever travelled, or ever would; to connect her with
the Rosa at Gregori’s estates was Smply impossible. “I'll do my best,” Belinda heard hersdf promising,
and had to cast her mind back over Javier's lecture to learn what she'd agreed to. Ah: overtures of
friendship with Akilina The Khazarian ambassador, if that’s what Akilina was, would have very little
reason to be friends with Bestrice Irvine, but if Javier's favour lay on the Lanyarchan girl, then friends
Akilinawould make. “Why is she here, my lord? Does Gdlin treat with Khazar?" That, above dl, was a
question that needed ansvering: Gdlin's navy wasn't well-endowed, but the Essandian navy to the south
was. A treaty made with Sanddia could very easily sway Rodrigo, and that triumvirate was a dangerous



combination for Aulunian prospects.

“Don’'t worry about it,” Javier murmured. “Those are palitics outsde your concern, for now. Well
discussit later. For now, be charming, Bestrice. Be chaming.”

A few steps ahead of them, doormen opened the way to the dining hdl. Bdinda, on Javier's am,
swept into warmth and light and between a double-row of Khazarian honour guards, who, like everyone
inthe room, turned their gazes on the new arrivas. Training made her offer a brief, bresthless amile a the
guards, friends in low places were dways good to have. None of them changed expresson, save one,
whose breath caught audibly beneath the sound of Belinda and Javier’'s footsteps. Belinda's curious gaze
went to that one, and for the second timein as many minutes, a lifetime of control deserted her, sckness
lurchingin her belly. Vassily, Vlad, Valentine, sang through her mind.

Viktor.
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She should have killed him.

The stress of running in tight corsets came back to her even now, breathlessness that had nothing to do
with the rigng illness in her bdly. She had turned from the coachman, moving with decorum, and then
gathered her skirts and run through the carefully laid-out hdls of Gregori Kapnist's estates as fast as she
could. She was young and hedthy and running for her life in any sense that mattered, and it had seemed
mere moments before she burst into her cell, breast heaving with the effort of haste.

Viktor had not been there. There had been no sgn of him; there never was once he left, except
perhaps a handful of thick black hairs sticking to the pillow. But it was early, earlier than a guardsman
often needed to be up, and so to find her mattress cold and the blankets rucked and empty was a shock.

Bdinda put it away dmog indantly. All that mattered, dl that truly mattered, was that he not be found
inher chamber. It would be best if he were dead, histongue silenced for good, but it was not necessary,
and she had no time for unnecessary things. She loosened her corsets and stuffed partlets beneeth them,
needing enough to give her clothes the look of having changed without the risk of packing a bag that
might draw attention. The coachman intended to leave within the hour. There might be time to find
Viktor, to dip aknife into hiskidney or across his throat and leave him bleeding in a streambed.

But Gregori’s death and Bdindd s disappearance, coupled with Viktor's murder, might wel shine too
much light on the serving gil whom llyana had accused of witchery. Better to leave Viktor dive, out of
the picture, than to play the dangerous game of slencing him.

A touch of sentiment made her shoulders tighten. It was not that he'd asked her to marry him, or made
the offer asif it were alove maich. That kind of weakness would be her undoing, and so it could bear no



relevance on the decison to leave im dive. It was not that which stayed her hand, but raw practicdlity.

Bdinda looked through the Khazarian guard now with the same brief and meaningless amile she'd
offered dl the guards, and told hersdf again that it had been the right choice, a thetime, to let him live.

She did not, could not, would not, let the Sickness in her somach betray itsdf with her expresson.
She forbade a blush to rise, forbade any hint of recognition to light her eyes. Disbdief beetled Viktor's
eyebrows, the outrageous impossibility of his onetime lover being in Lutetia and on a prince's am doing
more to mantain Belinda's cover than any action she might take could do. It was smply not possible,
and in that lay her only chance at safety. It had been wise to let him live then.

It would be suicide to do so now.

They were past the guards, bowing, curtseying to the table; Bdinda brought her curtsey low to Akiling,
admog as deferentid to her as to Sanddia Both women noticed, Sanddlia with a quirked mouth that
hinted just barely more a humour then offense, and Akilina as if it were no more, and possbly less, than
she was due. They were seated, Javier a Akilina sright and Belinda farther down the table, as benefited
her lesser status. Pleasantries were exchanged, dl in Gdllic, Akilinacomplimenting Belinda on her accent,
Bdinda demurring and inggting it had improved greetly in the months she'd lived in Lutetia, but Akiling, to
Bdindd s ear, sounded as if she'd been born to the tongue. Polite, meaningless, chaming; dl the things
thet Bestrice Irvine should be in the face of so much nobility, so much grester than her own, and dl the
while with the weight of Viktor's gaze on her dender shoulders.

Akilina said something that brought Bestrice s laugh to the fore. Too easy, too easy; Bedtrice laughed
too eadly, and in such free emation there was, had aways been, danger. Bdindd s grace was not in her
snging voice, but in her laugh, as she had once told a dark-haired courtesan in Parna. Viktor would
know that laugh, impossble asit was, and yet to choke it back was unthinkably rude. Belinda quieted it
as best she could, leaving merriment in her eyes and trugting without fal that her gaze and smile would
bury true emotion so deep no one but she would ever find it. Akilina amiled a her, an open predatory
expresson that Beinda knew too well, and thistime it was she, not her assumed persona, who wanted to
laugh, dmogt in despair. There was safety in being a sarving girl. No one saw her as a servant, no one
cared or noticed, no one bothered. Beinda kept her amile in place and coiled dillness around hersdf,
reaching back to the first days of training and remembering Robert Drake riding away, his cloak goldenin
the sunlight. That cloak was athing of protection, keeping her safe, making her untouchable.

Witchlight gathered in her mind, comforting, asif its presence had dways been meant to be there, and
now that it was, as if it were unthinkable that it might ever have been missng. It reached through
canddight and fire for the shadows, pulling them closer, darkness soft and comforting. The amber of
Bdinda s gown seemed to fade and dim, and for a sweet moment Bdinda fdt panic bleed out of her. She
hed been raised to shadows, that was where servants belonged.

Saving girls did not make themsalves part of burgeoning revolution.

The thought, sharp and clear, shattered the gathering witchlight and straightened Bedlinda's spine. She
reached for her wineglass too hedily, nearly knocked it over, and spat a curse in Aulunian that slenced
the table.

Thistime she let a blush come, able to stop it but unable to command it to rise, and murmured an
gpology in Gdlic. “I've forgotten my tongue. | beg of you, forgive me, my lords and ladies. I'm told
gopaling language is a Lanyarchan trait.”

“What did it meen?’ Akilina asked after a moment, and laughter restored itsdf around the table as
Bdinda made a till-blushing confession to the mating habits of swine. She made a show of holding on to



her wineglass too carefully from then on, earning amused looks and once, a mocking round of applause
for managing to accept a newly poured cupful. None of the banter went beyond the surface, not only for
Bdinda, but at the table as a whole it didn’t take the witchpower to see judgment benesth amiling eyes,
or the thoughtful perusd of the high-born blood segting placement. Javier, a Akilina s elbow, could essly
be placed there as more than just a polite sop to a vigting guest; it could be read as potentid, as a
promise: the young prince might be wed to a powerful woman from the Khazarian empire, making an
dliance there that would strengthen Gdlin and darm Aulun.

Unwilling to dlow her body to betray hersdf again, Bdinda didn't shift postions at the idea, but
memory of athought stolen from Sacha rose: she intended to marry a king, not a prince. Beinda had
thought he meant Eliza, but the possibility that the stocky young lord's reach stretched beyond Gdlin's
borders arose as she studied Akilina There had been guilt and anger both in Assdin’s reaction to her
pressure, and if his patron was making her way to Gdlin, expecting results. ..the idea was intriguing.

From the distance down the table, even with her witchpower extended toward the black-haired
Khazarian woman, Belinda caught no sense of plotting or turmoail. Nor should she, she thought; the fine
med and the company were intended for pleasure and the firg forays into casud intimecy. That it aso
served to dlow ingght into some of Sanddia s court aliances was inevitable, and that Akilina should pay
atention to those dliances was only to be expected.

And it set Belinda hersdf firmly in her place: four or five men and women separated her from the head
of the table and the guest of honour. Hliza was even farther down the table, and caught Belinda's eye
momentarily as Belinda looked over the gathering. They exchanged brief amiles, both aware of their
postions literdly and figuratively, and then Hliza turned her atention back to the heavily bearded
Khazarian man beside her. He, like mogt of Akilind's people, was aminor dignitary, part of an entourage
that was intended as a show of support rather than any expectation that they would do anything. Bdlinda
caught a murmur of Aria Magli from Eliza's conversation, and turned to the man a her side, offering a
amile of her own. “Do | understand that you travelled through Parna, then? You mugt have left Khazar
ealy in the summer, to make so much travdling worthwhile”

He stared at her asif she'd said something unpleasant, and suffed ajoint of lamb into his mouth, blood
drooling down his beard. Bdinda, repulsed and startled, drew back, earning Akilina's laughter. “Forgive
my men, Lady Irving” she said, loudy enough to be heard. “Ther manners are cruder than even the
word tales of a Lanyarchan's. | vigted Aria Magli,” she acknowledged, “but only with a handful of
retainers. This honour guard caught me on my journey east. It appears | was embarrassng my imperatrix
by travdling aslightly as | did. Have you ever been to AriaMagli, Lady Irvine?’

“Lutetiais the farthest I’ ve ever been from home.” Bdinda let the Lanyarchan burr come through more
grongly in her voice, then deliberately corrected it, trusting the show of provinddity to be considered
chaming. “I’ve heard that Aria Magli is the most beautiful city in Echon and the mogt vile. Is it possible
thet it could be both?”

“Oh, yes” Akilina said without hesitation. “| think the smdl would be gopdling in the heet of summer,
and yet the music on the cands and the life of the dty is irresdtible. And, of course, there are the
courtesans, who may be the breaking point for villanousness or perfection, depending on your opinion of
them. What isyours, Lady Irvine?’

Bdinda dropped her eyes to hide a laugh, her evident shyness garnering amusement from Akilina. “Is
that a terrible question to ask a young Ecumenic woman?’ she asked without remorse. “Can you even
imegine such alife, Lady Irvine? Trained in pleasure, educated on dl manner of topics—is it freedom, do
you think, or isit Hel?’



“l believe we should not be so bold as to define Hell as an earthly conceit,” Bdinda murmured, and
lifted her eyes. “Nor is freedom found in anything but waking God's path and cagting off our sins to be
welcomed in Heaven at the end of our days. | cannot say that | approve of a woman sdling her body for
money, but | wouldn’t presume to say God had no reason for asking her to do so. My lady.”

Akilind s dark eyebrows shot up and she leaned back to clap her hands together thrice, lazy staccato
sounds. “The provindd has teeth,” she said with an edge of admiration. “1 think | see why Your Mgesty
holds such fondness for the country of her firs crown, now. Forgive me, Lady Irvine” She leaned
forward again to give Belinda a frank and appraising look. “1 baited you, and you've set me in my place.
Shdl we be friends from here on out?’

Bdinda amiled, an open and ddighted expression, and thought that friendship was not made on words
even as she murmured, “It would be an honour, my lady.”

A near-commoner from Lanyarch did not refuse Khazarian nobility when the latter said, “Wak with me,
Bestrice,” regardiess of her fedings on the matter, or even the surreptitious glance given by her high-born
lover. Javier nodded, one barely vigble dip of his chin; Belinda thought she might not have seen it, had
she not been looking to the prince for a cue. Dinner was over, sweet wine drunk by the bottleful after it,
and the polite discusson that lingered was Akilinds and Sanddias to end. The duchess watched
Sanddia for weariness, and shortly after Bdinda hersdf would have begged off, did so with grace and
sdf-effacing gpology. Sanddia granted the Khazarian contingent their leave, and only then did Akilina
turn her hawk’s amile on Belinda and extend her invitation. The bells had run the firg amdl hour of the
moming along time since, and Belinda, as much as anyone, longed for her bed. That Akilina knew it she
hed no doubt, but while the Khazarian countess might not dare put out a queen, she had no such quams
about inconveniencing Belinda.

“What do you think of us, Bestrice?” Akilinatucked her arm through Belinda's and dawdled down the
hdll outside the dining chambers, in no more rush to deep than the moon was.

“| think al those beards mugt itch,” Bdinda said promptly, and earned alaugh for her efforts.
“Lanyarchan men wear beards, don't they?’

“They do, so | have confidence that I'm right.” Bdinda offered a amile and Akilina squeezed her am
with pleasure.

“What ese do you think? I've never met a Lanyarchan, so | want to hear everything. It's my smdl
way of understanding the world, in seeing how others see us” Akilind's explanation was guildess, her
expression open, and Belinda smiled again.

“Surdy you're not old enough to be so wise, my lady.”

“Surdy you're not old enough to be so killed at flaitery.” Akilinalaughed again, more eesily than even
Beatrice did, and Belinda, waking so close to her, thought that there was no atifice to her humour.
Witchpower whispered of Akilina's curiogty about the Lanyarchan provincid who'd captured Javier's
eye—for dearly she had, if he'd entered the dining hdl with he—and a certain glee in keeping Bestrice
from Javier's bed, even if only for a short while. There was more mischief than mdice in the emation,
though benegth it dl ran ariver of intent. It flavoured Akilina's laugh, but lay deep enough that without
touching her skin, Belinda couldn’t read its meaning. “You watched us dl very carefully during dinner,”
Akilina accused good-naturedly. “Y ou mugt have come to some conclusons. Besides the beards.”



“You laugh much more eesly than rumour has it, my lady,” Belinda said with absolute honesty. “The
gtories one hears of Khazar are dl of dark and dour people, as if the long winter days have pressed the
joy out of you. And you don't dress as I'd imagined. | think of somber colours when | think of Khazar,
but—" She broke off briefly to gesture a Akilina's gown, so deep ared as to be heart’s blood. “And the
guards with ther brigly hats and broad shoulders dl done in such blues, with the ydlow epaulettes. The
eye wishes to drink your dothing down. It's wonderful,” she added with a girlish enthusasm more
heartfdt than she expected, and amog laughed a hersdf. The sarving mad role shed played at
Gregori’s manor had never cared for the colours or costumes of the men and women she was
surrounded with, and nor should she have; for Rosa those things were merdly part of the patchwork of
life Beatrice' s observations and excitement were charming, in a dangerous way.

“Perhaps I'll have a dress made for you. Your skin isvery far, and would look wel in a grong tone.”
Akiling's offer masked a ploy so ddliberate Bdinda didn’'t need the witchpower to uncover it. A gift to
the prince€'s paramour was a way to draw his atention without being unbearably obvious. Bdinda
glanced at the amber of her current gown and arched an eyebrow at Akilina, who threw her head back
and laughed again.

“Thet was not an inault,” she promised. “You know what 1ooks good on you. Forgive me, my lady, if
you think I'm that crude.”

“I believe | hald the prize for crudity this evening, my lady,” Bdinda sad diplomaticdly. “I would be
delighted with a Khazarian-style gown, if your kindness extends so far. And perhaps | can introduce you
to Eliza, who sets fashion herein Lutetia”

“The extraordinary woman a the far end of the table,” Akilina said without hestation. “She is a friend
of hishighness's, da?’

“Da” Belinda echoed, ddiberately awkward. “That's one of the two Khazarian words | know. The
other is nit.” She made the word into a scrape in her throat, forcing it into unfamiliarity, and Akilina's
laughter rose again.

“Nyet,” she corrected. “Your Gdlic is very good, so you do know how to make the nasd sounds.
Nyet,” she repeated, and Bdinda imitated her again, retaining the | rather than the proper pronunciation.
Viktor was somewhere behind them in the ranks of guards, and she had no intention of making her voice
any more familiar to him than it must be.

“I'll practise,” she promised. “Gdlic didn't come easly to me. | fear | have little gift for language.”

“What are your gifts then?” Akilina asked lightly, but ice did in beneath the question. Bdinda flickered
an empty smile down the hdl, thinking of the answers she couldn’'t give. Loyaty. A taent for death. An
ability to belong wherever she stopped moving, at least long enough to wreak mayhem and move on.
And mog freshly, of course, the witchpower, a gift she bardy adlowed hersdf to consider in Akilina's
presence. She had no sense of indomitable will from the woman as she had from Javier, no recognition of
power shared, but caution was a better path to follow when it came to a magic that could see her burned
a the stake.

“Passion, | suppose,” she murmured. “But even that burns out in time” She was not spesking of
hersdf, and she knew it; so, too, did Akilina The black-haired woman exhded a short breath of
satisfaction and squeezed Belinda s arm again.

“At least you have the inteligence to see that,” she said magnanimoudy. “Intelligence sees us further in
life than either passion or beauty, Beatrice. Remember that, and you'll do well.”



Bdinda dl but bobbed a curtsey even as she remained on Akilina's arm, then dowed at a cross-hall
and looked around, suddenly cheerful. “Now, tdl me, Lady Akiling, shdl | leave you to wander the
palace hdlsdl night, or do you know where you are?’

1] R(m.”

There was no too-quick heartbeat of betrayd this time; Belinda had expected Viktor's voice to come
after her once she'd escorted Akilinato her rooms. She was nearly back at Javier's chambers when the
Khazarian guardsman spoke; he'd been waiting some discreet distance, not fallowing her, not drawing
atention to himsdlf.

She ignored him, walking past the dcove he waited in, her gait unfdtering. He stepped out behind her,
repesating the name with more urgency, though just as quietly: “ Rosa.”

There was no one esein the hdl, no one else he could possbly be spesking to. For that reason done
Bdinda turned, eyebrows wrinkled curioudy. “M’seur?” Her performances dways had to be perfect,
but quiet urgency swilled in Belinda's ssomach this time. It was impossble that she could be both Lady
Beatrice Irvine and Rosa the serving maid. Viktor knew it, but suspicion rode so heavily on him that he
couldn't let it go. Damnable sympethy for the man rose in Belinda's breast, complicating everything.

“Rosa, isit you?' He spoke Khazarian, of course; Bdinda didn't think he had any more Gdlic than her
assumed persona had Khazarian. She offered an uncertain amile, and shook her head in apology.

“I'm sorry, m'sieur. | don't speak Khazarian.” Unexpected memory rose in perfect darity: Dmitri’s
exagperdtion at Rosa's guise of incomprehension, and the bruise he'd left on her cheek for playing her
part so wel. Bdinda would not dlow hersdf to lift a hand to the memory of that bruise, but instead
dipped a nervous curtsey and turned away again.

Recklessness drove Viktor forward to catch her am. Bdinda yelped, smdl soft sound of terror,
trembling as she tried to pull away. Viktor would know nothing of the soft noblewoman’s fear in her
eyes, not from the Rosa he knew. He knew ardor and weariness, those being the primary emotions she
hed let show as the serving girl, and common srength. Rosa might have fought back; Begtrice cowered,
tears dready marking her cheeks. “No—no, you can't, you—please, don't hurt me, don't—"

Viktor, who had never understood the need to hurt a woman, let go with a look of horror and fel to
his knees, offering apologies. Laying hands on a noblewoman, especidly a prince' s doxy, could far too
eedly lead to his own desth.

Could, and should. It was by far the eesest way to protect hersdf: one sngle scream would have
Javier's guards & her d9de in a few seconds; one babbled accusation would have Viktor in chans or
dead. It would mar the rdaions between the newly arrived Khazarian contingent and Gallin, and that
could only be to Aulun’s favour. 1t was an opportunity to seize subtle control in Sanddia's court, gently
crafted and offered up to her. Robert himsdf could not have planned it more perfectly.

Bdinda did not want to scream.

A lifetime of training made her draw breath. Alunaer, clean and ill under new snow, flashed through
her vison. The flavoured memory of wood smoke in the distance, rich and sharp, tightened her throat
agang sound, and black-branched trees reached through ten years of survivd to snk their shadows into
her. She did not need to look down to see a body lying broken on the flagstones beneath her. To scream
was to write an ending, as one had been written, bloodily, to end her childhood. To scream was to end



sudying with Javier and to move forward with revolution.
To scream was to et Javier go.

Witchpower thundered through her blood. Belinda reached out on its command, putting her fingers
into Viktor's harr. It was clean, though not so clean as it had been the last time she'd seen him, when
he'd kndt before her in just such away and offered marriage and sex. Recognition jolted him profoundly,
any doubt at Rosa's impossible transformation swept away beneath familiar touch. Belinda dropped to
her knees, hands dill knotted in Viktor's hair, and swayed toward him, hungry with the grasp of power.

“You could die for touching me” she whispered, her mouth nearly againg his. She spoke Khazarian,
but the witchpower in her blood raged and danced, working to play tricks on the man's memory even as
memories were made. He would bardly know she had spoken to him, but he would do her bidding with a
need bordering on mania She would be his object of desire, not because he had known Rosa but
because she was a pure and gented creature, so far above him as to be an angd. Such was her intent,
and her experiments with Nina gave her no reason to doubt that Viktor, too, would bend to her will.

“I'll let you live, in exchange for your services” She knotted her hands in his har more tightly,
forbidding hersdf the impulse to loosen her fingers and drive them into his pants, to have him service her
inmore ways than one. Her pulse beat hot in her throat, desire unlike any she'd ever known for this man
aching between her legs and ratling her thoughts. He was stronger than Marius, more ddicious to
dominate, harder to break, but he had gotten down on his knees to make a match with her and he could
not, would not, deny her will. Blinda drew hersalf closer, putting her teeth over the heartbeat benegth his
jaw, and bit hard enough to draw a strangled sound of mixed desire and resistance.

“Love me” The command sank into his skin with a golden glow, stronger than the shields or witchlight
she'd built as wegpons. “Worship me” Viktor croaked agreement, shuddering beneath her mouth. “I am
your queen,” Belinda breathed. “Y ou will serve me or you will die”

His acquiescing nod sent pleasure so strong it became weakness over her, and she sagged againgt him.
His ams closed around her, solid and strong. For an ingant intellect clawed through passion, leaving
Bdinda gagping and chilled. Stillness fdt an impossible distance away, unreachable, untouchable, dien to
her. In amoment of darity she understood that it was using the witchpower that turned her into a creature
of raw desire and rough lugt, endangering everything that she was and everything that she worked for. It
cannot be found out. Robert’'s concern made sense for a few burning seconds: if this was what she
became when she touched the magic within her, she could not, should not, be trusted. Locking it behind a
chypre-scented wal had been wise,

And arrogant. Fury shattered understanding. She was not a tool to be meddied with and played by the
likes of Robert Drake. That was something he would come to understand; she would make certain of it.
Bdinda shoved back from Viktor's warm strength, lip curled in disdain as she studied the paroxysm of
agonized need dretching his face. Less out of sympathy than the cold thrill of power, she did her hand
over the front of his breeches, fdt his hardness through doth and curled her fingers around him. One
vidous jerk sent a spasm over him, hesat seeping againg her wrigt.

Unkind delight curled her mouth again and she pushed him away, sanding up in the same smooth
motion. “Watch Akilina Remember when she meets Sanddia and what they discuss. I'll come to you
when | have need of you.”

She stood outside Javier's door along time, flanked by guards whose gazes looked palitely through her.



She did not look a them, not trugting the witchpower to lie dormant if she did. Not truding it to not flare
up and demand tribute from the unfortunate men who guarded the prince that night. They would die if she
met ther eyes; they would die because she would take them sexudly, fully, and the noise of it would
bring Javier to the door, and to hold her postion in his bed she would cry rape and the guards would die.

The urge to use that power tickled the centre of her pams and itched at her until as little as she dared
step into Javier’s chambers so uncontrolled, she dared stay out even less.

Javier sprawled before the fire, linen nightdress faling around his knees, moon-pae legs stuck out in an
ungainly fashion toward the fire. Belinda closed the door behind hersdf and locked it, hands tight on the
bar as she leaned and stared at the casudly bedecked prince. He looked up with a grin, wobbling a wine
flask & her. “Akilina kept you longer than | expected. You did well, Beatrice. Even that crack about pigs
fucking got a laugh. Here” He sat up, taking her in. “You look a hit disheveled. Did the Khazarian
ambassador have her way with you?’ He gave her araucous leer that was better suited to Sacha's face.
“I missdl the fun.”

“My lord, what do you fed when you use the witchpower?” Belinda's voice came benegth his, soft
with something she was reluctant to cdl fear, but could see no other name for. Javier's drunk faded with
her question, his eyebrows drawing down.

“Fed? What do you mean? Did you fed something from Akilina?’ He bounded to his feet, enthusasm
suddenly rampant. “Is she one of us?’

“No.” Regret's thin edge dashed through her a the disgppointment in Javier's eyes, though he
recovered indantly.

“No,” he agreed. “1t would be too much, for two women to come into my life so quickly, both bearing
such power. Perhaps we're the only ones, Bestrice. But that's not so bad. At least we ve found each
other.”

“Yes, my lord.” Bestrice remained a the door, waching Javier as though he were an unfamiliar
creature. “Do you fed anything?’ she asked again, dmog diffidently. “Do you fed...desre, the wish
to...dominae?’ She remembered, abruptly, the way he'd sculpted her body the firg time they’d lan
together, and thought that perhaps he did.

His expression, though, gave no hint of anything beyond bewilderment. “Do you?” Amusement cleared
befuddiement away and he sauntered to her, deliberately leading with his hips. “Aah,” he murmured. “A
woman given power finds hersdlf in the unfamiliar position of wishing to flex it, is that it? Does it excite
you, Beatrice? He crossed his wrigts, laughter sparkling through his eyes. “Shdl you be my crue
mistress?’

“Pease” Bdinda spoke the word carefully, turning her face away in order to make hersdf more
vulnerable. She was too aware that the power running through her blood would make her words a
commeand if she were not purposefully cautious. Javier's laughter would disappear into offense in an
ingant should she be that bold, and she couldn’t afford to lose his attention now. Not with Viktor in the
paace; not with Akilina and her unknown schedule to consider. “Please, do not mock me, my lord. This
isnot an easy thing to ask.”

Javier uncrossed hiswrists and touched Belinda's jaw, turning her face back toward his “No,” he sad
afew seconds later. “I can seetha it ign't. I’'m aman, and aprince,” he added after a moment’s thought.
“It snaturd that | should be in control, Bea. The witchpower helps to impress that on people, but...no. It
doesn't waken in me a need to lord mysdf above others. But our stations are very different, and | think |
can understand why you might chafe at the bounds of yours, when you and | both know what power you



might command.”

Bdinda nodded, amdl motion, bardy trusting hersdf to even that. Javier's fingertips fdt cool aganst
her face, asif her warmth might rise up and swdlow him whole. She had let dip an opportunity to control
his mother’s court once this evening, shgping that chance into something new and, she hoped, something
worth the risk of Ietting Viktor live. She could not afford to givein to hungry power and try to overwhelm
Javier, not now. There would be other chances to wrest contral in the court, but not if she pushed the
prince so far asto fdl out of hisfavour, even despite the witchpower.

A fleging note of cool white dipped through golden magic, then spilled over it, the ordinary strength of
her childhood dtillnessfindly hers to command again. Witchpower faded beneeth it and Bdinda let it go
gratefully, no longer hungry for the reading of emotions or the attempt to sted thoughts. It was a gift, for a
precious few moments, to be unweighted by that power and its desires. Bdinda let her head turn heavily
agang Javier' sfingers, let hersdf sag againg the door, and closed her eyes.

“What would you say,” Javier asked in alow voice, “if | were to offer you the station that would alow
you command?’

Bdinda opened her eyes, bemused. Javier's hair flamed over his shoulders, firdight behind him lending
it warmth that cast a golden glow to his skin. Shadows darkened his eyes to nearly black, devagtating in
the paleness of his face. His expression held cautious hope, so unexpected Belinda found a soft laugh to
voice. “What, my lord?’

“l could offer you a duchy.” Javier took a breath and hdd it, then exhded. “I could offer you a
crown.”

Amusement burgeoned and Belinda straightened, a full amile on her lips. “Your mother would have a
fit, Javier.” Her amile edged its way toward a grin, a broad expression unfamiliar to her, but welcome as
she reached for hiswine flask. “ She'd have gpoplexy just a hearing you tease me with the idea. Give me
that. Whatever you're drinking isfine Suff indeed. | want to try it.”

Javier stepped back, holding the flask out of reach with what looked like a childish pout, though there
was too much astonishment in his gaze for it to work. I’ ve dready spoken to her, Begtrice”

“And I'm the queen of Cor...” Humour drained from her voice as surdly as blood drained from her
face as she took in Javier's growing insult. “Holy Maire, Mother of God. Javier, you're not—Javier?’
Witchpower lay out of reach, dormant beneath the cloak of illness that wrapped her mind. That habit
hed won over power was a rdief now, for her untouchable core seemed shaken, doing nothing to dow
her racing heart or the colour that reversed itsdf and began to dimb her cheeks. Something was wrong
with her hands: they trembled with cold emotion that strove to take her breath awvay. Tears Sung a her
throat and eyes, bewilderingly a odds with a fierce hope that burned her. Tears did not beong in the
height of an emotion so extreme she was a a loss to name it. Neither excitement nor happiness went far
enough; it harkened back to childhood and the moments of bdieving that Robert, in hosting Lorraing' s
court for a month, would introduce young Belinda to the queen. She had known the name of that emotion
once, it had, perhaps, been joy. Surdy tears didn't belong to joy, no more than such vidlent jubilation
should belong to Bdinda at dl. Her heart's beat filled her chest too fully, teking her bresth and
threstening to knock itsdf out of her body. “Javier?’

“For dl that Mother’s the queen of the country, Lanyarchan lands are hard to offer you. They would
be best, for it would spite the Red Bitch, but | could offer you grounds in Brittany,” Javier whispered.
“Enough to be landed gentry; enough to command a certain power yoursdf.” He took a breath, dill
holding the wine flask out, away from his body, away from Beinda “Enough to make coming to the



crown more than a pauper’ s wak.”

A amile found Belinda s mouth and turned it haf up long before Javier finished his plea. “To spite the
Titian Bitch,” she echoed. Her heart hurt, sending spikes of pain through her ams and into her pdms,
down her bely and to the soles of her feet. The heart should not be able to make painin such far reaches
of the body, she thought, but it did, as surdy as it had taken up dl the room for ar in her lungs “A
Lanyarchan lady strengthening Prince Javier’s dam to that throne. Throwing Cordula sfathin Lorraine's
teeth, awarning that we will stand together. It is—" She had to swallow to loosen the knot that her throat
hed become. “It is an excdlent ploy, my lord prince.”

“Itisnot,” Javier said with great care, “only a gambit.”

Pain lanced through Bdlindd s chest again, foraing a laugh. “Is it not? What would your queen maother
sy to that?’

“Nothing flattering.” Javier dared a amile that looked to hurt as much as Belindd' s breath did. “1 would
make you my wife, Beatrice.” He cast the wine away, coming toward her to take her hands. “1 may not
be dlowed to.” The frankness there deegpened his voice and made raw cuts of it. “But | will if | can. Yes,
what | presented to my mother is a game, but she doesn’t know about your power. Our power. | have
no intention of putting asde a woman who could be the heart and centre of my reign in ways no one dse
could ever understand. Forgive me for the method of it, Beatrice, but | beg of you, will you play this
game with me?’

For the second timein her life aman got down on his knees, as if he were to make a love match, and
asked her to marry him. And for the second time Belinda put shaking fingersinto his hair, and whispered,
“YS”
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“You wanted movement, my lord Asdin.” Bdinda spoke the words carefully, not out of respect for
Sacha but out of respect for her own swollen jaw.

She had not come traipsing home to tdl of Javier's proposal with a light heart, nor had she needed to.
Hiza met her a the door with afis baled so hard Belinda was certain she'd heard the other woman's
knuckles crack when the hit landed. It had been Eliza s only comment; Belinda hadn’t seen her in the two
days snce, nor did she expect to for some time yet. Belinda had opted to reman a home in the interim,
as much to give the city time to spread gossip as to let the bruise fade. 1t had been, she ungrudgingly
admitted, a magnificent hit. And she should have seen it coming. That she hadn’'t struck a note of



discordant humour in her, and she spent entirdy too much time studying the knuckle-shaped bruise dong
her jaw.

Sacha, the lag-behind—for Marius had vidted as wdl, expresson blesk and tempered only with the
fant hope Bdinda redised Javier must have given him, that she could not possibly be expected to actudly
wed the prince—Sacha had only come around after two days, and his outrage was as plan, if less
physca in nature, as Eliza's had been. He, who had been quite free with laying his hands on Belinda's
person, was a sudy in avoiding doing so now, adthough his figts clenched and opened as he stalked her

parlour.
“I wanted movement, Irvine, not our friendship shattered! Have you seen Hliza?’

“She left.” Beinda worked her jaw carefully, putting cool fingers againgt the bruise. “I assume she
went to you or Marius until her temper passes. Her things are dill here”

“She's gone, Irvine. No one has seen her. Not since Tuesday morning.”
Bdinda turned toward the stocky lord with genuine horror denching her ssomach. “ Gone?’

“Maius is holed up sck as a dog, dl the spirit kicked out of him, and Liz is gone. You cdl that
movement, Irvine?’

“You didn't ask meto protect your friendship.” Bdinda turned away again, startled by the ache cutting
through her body. “I’'m Lanyarchan. Lorraine won't like this at dl.” She had taken her bruised jaw and
retreated to her bedroom after Eliza stormed out, writing a hasty letter to her “dearest Jayne’ that warned
him of the Gallic prince's clever plan. Lorraine would be a fool to act on the empty threat presented by
Bdindd s unexpected engagement, but the act could be made, and a trap lad in which to catch a queen.
“Surdy Eliza could see it was a ploy. Doesn't she know Javier better than that?’

“Bliza's not looking with her eyes”

“Areyou?’ Bdinda cast the question without expecting an answer. Sacha growled, so low and deep
for amoment she thought an animd was indeed locked in the room with her.

“You're anathing, Irvine. A backwater noble—"

“From a country Lorraine druggles to dominate, whose faith is backed by Cordulas power and
therefore the posshility of Essandia and Gdlin's armies. You wanted movement, my lord Assin,”
Bdinda repeated. “I am atempting to provide it.”

“Y ou've done nothing. Thiswas Javier's idea”

“Areyou sure?’ Bdinda asked, but shrugged. “Does it matter? Without me there would be no dliance
to dream up. What,” she asked more pointedly, “do you want of me, Assdin?’

“l want your word that you won't go through with this farce.”

Bdinda barked laughter, then winced, putting her hand againg her jaw. “It is not the provenance of a
minor noble from Northern Aulun to determine whether she will or will not marry the prince of Gdlin,
Sacha” She used his name deliberatdly, a reminder that in comparison to a prince's rank, he was barely
more than she. “Would you have me ganding at the dtar and refusng my vows?’

“If necessary,” Sacha snapped. “He can’'t marry you, Irvine”



“l think you and Her Maesty are in accord on that topic. Her objection | understand, but your
moativations make me curious. 1'd think | would make a less offendve choice than a carefully bred
pureblood who could never accept Javier's casud friendship with Eliza or the importance of you and
Mariusin hislife” She hadn’'t seen Akilina since the night Javier had proposed, and curiogity ate a her. It
would be easy to learn from Viktor whether his midress was infuriated over the development, but
Bdinda was reluctant to face the palace with Elizal's handiwork dill visble on her face. Cosmetics could
cover the bruise, but a keen eye would see it regardless, and it smacked of a weakness Bdinda was
uwilling to show.

“Perhaps | Imply want him to marry Eliza, so our quartet isn't disrupted.”

“Then you're far more of afool than I’ d thought,” Bdlinda said. “He couldn’t even if he wanted to, and
not just for the station she was born to.” Eliza's confession to Javier on the bridge hung in Belinda s ears,
and the spasm of anger that crossed Assdin's face said he, too, remembered why their gutter-born friend
could never aspire to the throne. That Belinda had reminded him of Eliza's flav was clearly no kindness,
and she moved to soften his temper with quiet words. “I hope she comes back soon, Lord Assdin. Does
Javier know she's gone?”’

Freshiirritation curled hislip, her sop afailure except in redirecting his anger. “Javier's been cloistered
with his mother for two days. Haggling out the details of your wedding, I'm sure. He won't hear me, and
he twists with guilt every time he looks a Marius. Y ou've destroyed us, Irvine”

“Youwon't believe me when | say that was not my intent.” Bedinda gathered her skirts and lifted her
chin, disolaying the bruise to full effect. “Perhaps | can distract him from his mother for a little while. I'll
tdl him about Eliza, my lord. It' s the best | can do.”

“No.” Sacha s gaze turned ugly. “It’'s the least you can do.”

Bdinda pulled dillness around hersdlf, hiding in plan dght in the thin November sun. It would be
easy—appropriate, perhaps—to enter the palace with fanfare and pomp, but she found hersdf shivering
with distaste &t the idea.

She wondered, too late now, what Robert would say to the hand she'd played. An engagement to a
prince meant portraits, drawings, discussons of her face and figure across the breadth of Echon. It meant
the ordinary prettiness she' d hidden in would no longer be a disguise, her anonymity gone. She might ill
move among the lower ranks without fear of discovery, but a placement in a household like Gregori’'s
might be forever out of her reach again. It was a thought that should have come to her before she agreed
to Javier's mad plan.

And yet. And yet, had she thought, she would have chosen the same path she now walked, separate
and in shadows, because from within she could more closly monitor Javier and his mother. Could more
closdy direct them into dangerous waters, dl to Aulun’'s benfit.

Besdes, her complexion could be roughened, weight gained or lost, her hair darkened or lightened.
Those things could lend her anonymity again, if such measures were even necessary. Belinda stood aside
as agaggle of court ladies passed in a rush of perfume and giggles They looked through her, no more
seaing her than they might see the air they breathed, and she watched as they disappeared down the hdl
in a flury of bright colours and shining har. Mundane disguises fdtered and fdl before the
witchpower-granted ability to stand amidst a gathering and go unseen. The only danger there was in
avoiding those who could see through her magic, and thus far, the only ones who could were on her side.



The thought dowed her as she approached Javier's chambers. Robert worked for the love of his
queen, but Khazarian-born Dmitri—if indeed he were born of that northern country; his accent when
he/'d accosted her in the Count Kapnist's estates had been flavlesdy Aulunian—had no such tie to
Lorraine. Bdinda stepped into an acove, holding her breath as she conjured memory, the distant voices
of her father and Dmitri as they dimbed the gtairs to Robert’s dtting rooms. Dmitri’s, low and marked
with the Khazarian accent: “ —begun. The imperatrix is with child—"

And amusement from her father: * That was quickly done.”

“As it had to be,” Dmitri agreed. “ With the imperator’s wars, that Irina has even a chance of
childbearing is—’

“A blessing to us all,” Robert’s tone, sanctimonious, garnered a staccato laugh from Dmitri, one that
cut through the gtillness surrounding Belinda even now. She haf-focused across the hdl, understanding
coming to the woman where the child had seen no meaning at all.

Ivanova Durova was no more the Imperator Fodor’s daughter than Bdinda hersdf was. Dmitri had
lan with Irina and gotten a child on her, and as much as Robert had, guided that child's growth to
adulthood. Like hersdlf, like Javier, lvanova was witchbreed.

Sudden coolness poured down Bdinda's ingdes, chilling the shadows that held her safe. Robert was
her father, and Dmitri lvanova's. Sanddlia showed no Sgns of witchpower, and the king whose name
Javier bore was long dead.

Bdinda found that she did not, for an indant, bdieve that Louis IV of Gdlin had carried the
witchpower in his blood.

Who was Javier’'s father?

Laughter trilled in her throat, more desperation than humour. Belinda pressed hersdf againg the walls,
folded her hands againgt her mouth and winced as she found the bruise again. Its ache soothed her and
she increased the pressure againg it, ignoring pain until it faded. The impulse to flee the Lutetian palace,
dl the way back to Aulun, so she could put the question to Robert Drake in person filled her. It was not
a quedtion to be asked in a letter, even to dearest Jayne; those, while cryptic, could be discovered and
decoded. A hint, even the dightest hint, that Javier, like hersdlf, was a queen’s bastard, would send Gdlin
flying gpart and shame both Sanddia and Cordula to no end.

Bdindd s heart crashed once againgt her ribs and hdd there, emptiness in her chest that thrummed
through her veins until it flt that she might erupt from negetive pressure within her.

It would send Gallin flying apart and shame Sandalia and Cordula to no end.

Javier's ties to Lanyarch would be shattered. Sanddia was only heir by marriage, not blood, and for
her son to have come from the wrong side of a marriage bed would break his daim to that long-empty
throne. Likewise, his mother was regent in Gallin, holding the throne for her son.

Her son. Not Louis's son. Javier, as a bastard, had no right to Gdlin's throne. Only his heirship to
Essandiawould be legitimate, coming through his undle to his mother to himsdf, and Rodrigo, for dl his
fondness toward Sanddia, might well not be able to see past a bastard child. Not when his fath in his
church was so much to him that he himsaf had never wed and fathered an her. His piety, Bdinda
thought, must have been a frudtration to Robert and Dmitri, who now seemed to her intent on littering
Echon’s royd families with witchbreed bastards.



Yes. If it was ther plot, then Dmitri had to be Javier's father, though the look of the ginger-haired
prince held nothing in common with the hawk-faced man at dl. Perhaps his pde skin and dim build,
nothing more, certainly not the narrowness of his grey eyes or hislong jaw.

Uncertainty washed through her. Javier looked far more like the washed-out blond king who was his
father by law than like Dmitri or even his own mother. Maybe witchbreed magic was less rare than ether
ghe or Javier thought, and dept unnoticed through most generations, only sparking from time to time in
certain families.

But then her own father should not have the power that he did, and perhaps then Ivanova, daugher of
Irena of Khazar, had no power at dl. But had Dmitri and Robert not been certain of that gift arisng, then
the circumstances of Ivanova's hirth made little difference to anyone. Bdinda quelled the urge to dutch
her temples, asif she'd try to hold her thoughts together. No, witchbreed parents knew what they had
when they made a child, and Robert would know, must know, who Javier's father was. Perhaps not
Dmitri after dl, his sharp features and darkness dearly not inherited by the witchbreed prince. Someone
else, then, a user of witchpower outside of Belinda's redm of knowledge. Someone at court who could
guide Javier in the development of his kills.

No.

Javier had told her she was the only one like himsdf. Bdinda had recognized dmost immediatdy that
her father, too, was like them, but Javier had spoken fredy of having no guidance, only his own sense of
Hf to show him the way.

Robert didn’t know. The thought came with gartling darity. Her father, who seemed to Bdinda to be
awaysin control, did not know that the prince of Galin was witchbreed. Had he known, he would have
influenced Sanddia through her son rather than insert Belinda into the realm. It was what Bdinda hersdf
would have done, and her father was far more caculaing than she. Javier lay outsde Robert’s redm of
influence, and that meant he, even more than Sanddia and her ambitions, stood as a threat to Aulun.

A chill of curiosty lifted bumps on Bdindd's skin as she thought of other royd scions, and wondered
how many of them were ther father's children, and what purpose they served if they were not. Her
purpose was dear: as the hidden daughter of Aulun, she was a secret weapon, trained to protect a throne
that stood on the faith of a new rdigion. Ivanova, openly Irina's daughter, could hold no such postion in
her mother’ s court; she had been born in wedlock, if on the wrong sde of the sheets, and no one would
question her hership. But that initsdf could be a purpose, if Ivanova could be controlled and influenced
through witchpower. An unbreachable Khazarian dliance would strengthen Aulun immeasurably .

Bdinda shuddered in a breath through her fingers, then spread her hands wide, saing a her pams.
Echon’sfate lay in her hands more thoroughly than even Robert imagined.

Excitement darted through her, testing her externd gillness like a hummingbird in search of life-giving
nectar. She kept it locked within, golden witchpower cloaking her againg dl comers as she considered
her needs. Foremost, dways foremost, was to find proof of a plan agang the Aulunian throne, but
beneeth that now lay the task of discovering who had fathered Javier de Cadtille. To learn, in short, what
other players influenced Echon’s royd families by way of the base sde of a marriage bed. It cannot be
found out thrummed in the back of her mind, her father’s lifdong warning, and she thought that even if
ghe had the means to ask, Robert might withhold that answer from her. She had often asked questions
and rardly had them answered—that |esson had been learned early on. Better to discover what she could
on her own and, armed with knowledge, come to her father with detalls that shone light on Sanddia's
indiscretions and shattered Javier'sdam to atrio of thrones.



To do otherwise was to question her own existence, focused and purposeful as it had been, and even
with power growing ingde her with its own ambition for dominance, Bdlinda did not doubt hersdf or her
place in the world. And even if—dien thought, difficult to so much as endure, much less truly
consider—even if she were somehow to be brought into the light as her mother’s daughter, every step
toward securing Aulun’s future secured her own. The truth of Javier's heritage would inevitably hdp
fashion that security.

It would take more than a hint. Belinda s head spun, glee rushing through her veins in sparks of golden
light. The extraordinary potentid of what lay before her threstened to burst her self-imposed cam, and
she didn’t care. It would take more than whispers to properly bring down the Gdlic regent and her son.
She would need proof of Sanddid s infiddities, and a wise queen would have done away with proof.

Bdinda uncurled a dow gmile a her pdms. Sanddia had let one shred of proof go: Javier himsdf.
Knowing whet to look for, the rest could be done. Not by anyone, perhaps, but by Bedinda, with her
burgeoning gift for seding thoughts and influenang emation. It could be done, and when it was done,
Ecumenic Echon would be in shambles, and Lorraine' s Reformation throne safe for years to come.

Javier would never forgive her. Bdinda swayed at the thought, letting her hands close into loose fids
agan. He, who had unlesshed her witchpower and her heart, he who believed that above dl Bdinda
wished to see him sefely enstated on the Lanyarchan throne, he who was her to hdf of Echon, would not
forgive her if she so0 utterly destroyed his world. Nor should he. Belinda closed her eyes, regret landing
through ddight until her heart hung in her chest again, aching with unfamiliar choice. Her duty was
obvious.

And she would not shirk it. Nalls dug into her pdms and she let go a soft cry, ddiberatdy forgoing
dillnessto reved in brief pain. To serve Aulun, to serve Lorraine, she would destroy Javier and with him
the precious sense of belonging.

Unless she could convince him it was the only way. Dismissve laughter rose in her even as the idea
formed. It was, perhaps, the only way for her, but she was a child of another realm, both in country and
in heart. The few moments she would spend at Javier's sde in the eyes of dl Echon would fade and
disappear beneath alifetime of duty serving Aulun. Bestrice Irvine might briefly be remembered; Bdinda
Primrose would never exigt.

Irritation surged through gillness, an unexpected rise of emotion. Belinda clamped it down, thoughts
haf bent to scolding the witchpower within her. Identifying the ambition that usng power woke in her
made it easier to draw back from it, though it rose more quickly each time she drew heavily on the gift
Javier had teased to life. Its fire was only semi-welcome: Belinda craved the skillsit brought, the dbility to
hide and influence, but shied from the raw sense of injustice it carried with it. She had accepted with open
eyes and a clear mind her place in the world as Lorraine' s natura child, and to find a part of hersdf
bailing with resentment and griving for a place anong the stars was uncomfortable and distressing. It
made her wonder a her own beliefs, whether she was content with the lot she'd been handed, when a
lifetime of knowing who and what she was had never troubled her before.

“It's dill too early.” Dmitri’s voice, heard through a child's pretense a deep. She had been nine
then, truly no more then a child. Perhaps now, a twenty-two, she was dill come too early to her gifts
perhaps that was why Robert had never removed the barriers in her mind. But the witchpower that
pooled in her mind told her otherwise: it had wakened her to Dmitri’s arivd in Khazan, and
overwhemed her a the tavern in AriaMagli. Robert might yet believe that her magic should go untested
and untrained, but that was a rare misdake on her father’s part. True power would not be forever
contained, and it had broken free outsde of hisinfluence and in its own time,



And s0, too, Belinda thought, would she, if it were necessary in shaping Gallin'sfdl and Aulun'srise.
Skirts gathered, she findly stepped free of shadow and dipped down the hdl to her lover’s chambers.

AKILINA PANKEJEFF, DVORYANIN

14 November 1587 f Lutetia

There is something wrong with the guardsman.

Akilina chose him at random out of Gregori’s ranks, once the death services were attended to. She
chose him for his rough-hewn good-looks and a tendency toward cleanliness that most of his brethren
didn’'t seem to share, and that, she redises now, is what's wrong. His thick har looks greasy, his brown
eyes bright with fever. Sweat stands againg swarthy skin and trickles into his beard, and she thinks she
can smdl him, even from haf a room away. It's not like him, and a combination of curiosty and disgust
compels her to snap her fingers and gesture him toward her. “L utetia doesn’'t agree with you...?’

“Viktor, my lady,” he supplies without resentment, though she's sure she's asked before. His gaze
flickers to the side, unwilling to meet hers. That would be proper, except for the skittishness she seesin
him.

“Look at me, Viktor.” Command suits her voice well. Viktor draws his shoulders back, coming to full
atention and bringing his eyes to hers. “Lutetia disagrees with you?’ she asks again. “You've kept close
to me dnce we' ve arrived, and you look ill.” 1t's only as she says it that Akilina redises it’s true. In the
hendful of days she’s been a Sandaid s court, of dl the guards, Viktor has never been far from her sde.
Even when weariness must have had him wanting his rest, he's been nearby. Ddight curves her mouth
and she congders him again, this time as a cat might a morsd. He needs bathing—God, he needs
bathing!—but he's broad of shoulder and if there's a thickness to him through the hips, dl the better;
fragile men have never been to her taste.

That thought, inevitably, brings the pale, ginger-haired Javier to mind. He is beautifully shaped, though
his dender body makes Akilinathink of aboy not yet grown to a man's form. She has little doubt of his
mde assets, but now ign't the time to explore that road. Not with news of his engagement coming so
quickly on the hedls of Akilinais ariva that she might think it ddliberate if she didn’t know better. Asit is,
an dliance with the little Lanyarchan girl strikes Akilina as enormoudy funny, and she has every intention
of remaining in the Gdlic court long enough to watch the romance play out. There will, after dl, be pieces
to pick up afterward, and Akilinafancies hersalf something of an expert at puzzies.

Which brings her back to Viktor's atentiveness. It seems a Smple puzzle, to be sure, but pleasing to
unrave regardless. “Are you unwdl?’ Heartsick? she wants to ask, but it's far more entertaining to play it
out and see if the man condemns himsdf with his own tongue. A guard ought not look so high as a
noblewoman, though should her eyefdl so low he dares not turn away. Such is the narrow path offered
to the lower classes, and Akilina enjoys making a man walk its balance.

“Not ill, my lady,” Viktor replies, but he sounds uncertain of himsdlf. Akilina cocks an eyebrow and
leans forward, arching her throat as she amiles up a him. His gaze fdls to her breasts and then jerks
away again, more caution in him than many a man bothers to show.

“Too little deep, then.” She traces a finger dong her jaw, then down the line of her throat, watching
Viktor sruggle with where to put his eyes. “Y ou’ ve been near me my every waking hour, Viktor. Do you
watch over mewhile | deep, aswdl?’



“Yes my lady.” Viktor's voice has gone hoarse and he sruggles not to waich as Akilinaidy follows
the curve of her own breast, mounded againg corsets. The attempt is vaiant, and she would admire him
for itif it didn’t amuse her so much.

“And why do you watch me so closdly, guardsman?’ Viktor's erection is plain to see agang his pants.
It's ashame he's so badly in need of a bath, or the afternoon might take a far more entertaining turn than
Akilina had anticipated.

Viktor, thickly, says, “Shetold meto,” and Akilina's hands grow chilly, ceasing their exploration of her
body. The afternoon, it seems, will yet provide some entertainment.

“She?” That Sanddia would put a spy on her is to be expected. That she'd choose one of Akilinas
own peopleis both audacious and foolish: the strain of survelllance is a thing to be worked up to, to be
taught, not dropped into the lap of an amateur. It explains Viktor' sfaling hedth and his sharp scent; he is
absolutely unprepared for this kind of work.

“Rosa” he answers, then draws his eyebrows down heavily and passes a hand over his face. “Rosa”
he says again, but there’ s uncertainty in his voice. Akilina stands, moving closer to him even though doing
S0 causes her to hold her bregth.

“Who is Rosa, Viktor?” The command is gone from her voice, leaving gentleness. He seems close to
bresking, this strong Khazarian guard, and it would be a shame for him to shatter before she understands
the game he's been drawn into.

“Prince Javier' swoman,” he responds, and Akilina s astonishment blooms into laughter.

“Javier's woman, as you so cruddy put it, is Beatrice Irving, some ignoble gentry from Northern
Aulun. She set you to soying on me?’

“Rosa told me to,” Viktor says stubbornly, and something in his gaze clears, fever pitch fading as he
turns a glower on Akilina. It's amoment before he seems to redise whom he's scowling at, and then he
shakes himsdf and drops his gaze. “I’'m sorry, my lady.”

“Viktor.” Akilina puts a fingertip benesth his chin and forces his head up again. “Lady Irvine reminds
you of aRosa?’ Thisisfine duff: a guardsman in lust with alady. Better yet, the prince’s woman. Akilina
could have his head for it, and make it agift to Galin.

Viktor, it seems, ceases to care that Akilinais his mistress, and turns the full force of frustrated anger
on her, black eyebrows drawn low over dark eyes. There s desperation in him, a broken understanding
that bleeds from his gaze. The fever is back, burning in him. “I’ ve swivved the bitch, my lady,” he snaps,
and even as he speaks it's clear he doesn’'t know how what he says can be, but that he bdieves it with
evey fibre of hisbeing. “ She more than reminds me. I’d swear on my own grave that she's the same hit
that warmed my bed and Count Gregori’sin the days before he died.”

Heet and cold dip over Akilings body like a lover, rasng queasiness instead of passion. It fades in
seconds, leaving heart-pa pitating excitement inits place. “Viktor, Viktor, Viktor.” Akilina covers his lips
with her fingertip and steps closer ill, risking saining her gown with his swest. “If you are not right,
daling Viktor, it will indeed be your grave you swear on. Now tdl me” she breathes. “Tdl me
everything.”

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE



14 November 1587 | Lutetia

“Hiza can't be gone” Javier's petulance astounded Beinda, his hurt that of a child whose world had
been so badly shaken he could only stand and rall againg it. “Where would she go? Why would she go?’

“Lord Asdin tdlsme sheis, my lord,” Belinda said unhappily. “And | haven't seen her since Tuesday
moring.” Javier hadn’'t noticed, or had not, at least, commented on, the bruise that marked Belinda's
jaw. That was aswdl: she discovered that she genuindy preferred not to lay its blame at Eliza's feet—or
fis—and she doubted Javier would accept dumaness as an excuse. “Are there any childhood hideaways
she might be able to make her way t0?’

“Not without me.” Casua arrogance filled the reply, making impossible the suggestion that Hiza had
somewhere to go outside of Javier's persond haunts. Belinda held her tongue, waiting for a chance to
propose the idea without insulting the prince. “Bestrice, she can't leave. | need her.”

“Did you ever tdl her that, my lord?” The part of the devil’s advocate was an unfamiliar one, and
Bdinda took no rdish in playing it. Javier done was no doubt easier to manipulate than Javier surrounded
by his lifetime friends, but the raw misary pulsing off hm made Belinda want to throw her characteristic
behavior away and gather him close in sympathy.

Javier made a noise of exasperation. “Why would 1? We ve been together dl our lives” Agan, the
emoation that poured off him showed no indication that he could be in the wrong. 1t was a powerful thing,
Bdinda thought, supreme confidence in onesdf. Powerful and dangerous, perhaps most especidly to
those who never had it chdlenged. Bdinda believed in her own growing magic and in her skills, but not
with Javier'sroya conviction. Understanding how people might react was a survivd trait for her; for the
prince, it was something to be advised on by councilors and generas.

“You've been together dl your lives but dill you' ve become engaged without warning her,” Bdinda
pointed out. “Y ou've been together dl your lives, Javier, and she loves you. She's in love with you. Did
it not strike you that such news might come most kindly from your own lips?’

“| told Mariud”

“Oh, God hdp me” Bdinda let hersdf fdl into Aulunian for the one phrase, endowing it with a
Lanyarchan burr and dl the impatience she could mugter. “Yes, and that was wel done, but those three
are your friends, Javier. Mariusisn't the only one who deserved to hear it from you. They dl did, maybe
Hizamog of dl.” Pride was as dangerous as Javier's boundless confidence, and even Javier had grasped
the idea that the poor might be even more terribly proud than the wedlthy.

“Wel, then, I’ve got to get her back.” Javier threw off his sulk in a fit of action, saking across his
chambers to fling open the wardrobe and root through it. Belinda watched, bemused.

“Shdl you humiliate me by announcing an engagement and then riding after another woman, stopping
to ask dl the passersby if they’ ve seen a beauty filled with rage come this way, my lord?”

Javier went dill, so sudden and profound Belindaimagined for a moment that he had learned her trick
of letting nothing touch him. She sSghed and crossed to him, putting her fingers at the amdl of her back,
where she hersdf wore atiny dagger. “I want her gone no more than you do, Javier. If we're to find her,
let's put a practicd plan into place, rather than chasng hares across Echon. She's a woman aone,
without money. She can't have gone terribly far in four days.”



“She does have money,” Javier said thickly. “I can't count how much she's solen off me over the
years. She...” He drew his hands from the wardrobe, rippling his knuckles as though a coin danced over
them. “Practised,” he murmured. “On me, | suppose, so she could sted from others without being
caught. Oh, Liza, you foal.”

It was not, Belinda thought, Elizawho was the fool. “Send men, my lord. Send them to wherever you
can think she might be. Make it known that you're doing so, if you want. | can sand the
embarassment.” She amiled faintly. “And Eliza will like thet you've put up the fuss It may bring her
home.”

Javier turned to look down at her, hope burning bright in his gaze. “Would it bring you home?’

“Yes” Belinda said gently, and amiled to sed the lie. Hliza would be found only if she wanted to be;
Javier, Bdinda suspected, smply had no undersanding of where to seek the gutter-born woman. But
rdief turned the prince's eyes to date and he nodded, drawing her close. Againg her will she put her
ams around him, feding his 9gh and brief tremble before he spoke againgt her hair.

“And what of Sacha? Is he as angry as dl that, too?’

“Sacha has drictly forbidden me to marry you.” Belinda made her voice light and tipped her chin up to
give Javier another amile, this one intending to mask nothing but the truth. “I expect helll denounce me as
a harlot eager to spread my legs for anyone willing to move toward freeing Lanyarch from Reformation
ruleif | don’t break it off with dl due haste.”

“Redly?’ A hint of welcome laughter warmed Javier’s question. “And is that true, Begtrice?’

Bdinda widened her eyes in a too-broad semblance of innocence. “Of course not, my lord. I'll only
gpread my legs for the prince' s friends, and complain bitterly when they’re coarse and inattentive lovers.”

Javier's laughter turned full, a bark of sound over Beinda's head. She lowered her gaze, taking
momentary satisfaction in the truth turned againgt Assdlin, then looked back up to amile a Javier's teasing
remark: “ Splendid. I'll tdl Sacha he's dreadful in bed when he comes to me with imprecations about your
reputation.” His humour faded. “And Marius?’

“Believesyou'll put me aside, my lord.” Bdinda sighed, more genuine regret in the sound than she was
comfortable owning to. “The same story you told your mother. A mother might eventudly forgive, but a
friendship like Marius sis a precious thing to waste.”

“Helll forgive me, intime.” Javier's unflaggable confidence rang fase. “1t would helpif | had a Sster to
marry him off to. Mariusisinconggtent in love. You were—" Discomfort wrote itsdf over his face. “You
were the firgt he bothered introducing to us”

“If I'd known about the witchbreed power,” Bdinda murmured, “I might have come draight to you,
and we might have spared Marius s heart.” Again, there was more truth in her words than she liked, and
Javier drew her closer, senang her meancholy.

“We two are done” he sad into her har. “You couldn't know. Nor, I think, would you dare
introduce yoursdf to a prince. You fal to watch your tongue often enough, Beatrice, but that boldness
might have been beyond your ken.” He chuckled without humour and moved away from her, tensgon in
thelines of his body. “Or did you choose Marius so you might meet me?’

“What a horrible burden to dways wak beneath,” Bdinda sad after a moment, Ietting raw sorrow
touch her voice. “It islondy to be a prince, ign't it, my lord? Rumour said that Marius Poulin was your



friend,” she admitted cautioudy. “1 did not imagine he would bring me to meet you so reedily.” Truth lay
in fine shards beneath her words, Javier seeming too delicate, in the moment, to ease with soothing
fasehoods. “I could not have imagined what has happened.” That, at least, was truth unvarnished, so
much so that Bdinda uttered an unnaturdly rough laugh. “Who could?’ she added, unable to help the
question. To her rdief Javier turned back with awry amile

“Not I. And | think that even if you had ddiberately sought Marius out and used him to reach me, that
| might forgive you for it, Beatrice. | have been done with God and my power dl my life, and whatever
means brought you to me are means that | am thankful for.”

“Then be thankful for a srong Lanyarchan oak, and the clever hands of shipwrights” Belinda quipped,
and Javier amiled again. “Come, my lord,” she said more quietly, and then amusement did into her voice
despite hersdlf. “We have other things to think about, do we not? A wedding to plan, a throne to topple,
and Lanyarch to framefor it

14

ROBERT, LORD DRAKE

19 November 1587 1 Alunaer

“We are unobserved?’ The quedtion is a maiter of ritud, and that is the only thing that brings it to
Robert’s lips tonight. He stands in the queen’s private meeting room with a letter clenched in his fig, a
letter that has made its way by ship from Lutetia to a miserable hove in Northern Aulun, then by horse,
of which it andls to his estates to the west, and findly by his own harried courier to Aulun’s capita city,
where it has come to end its days as a amear of ink in Robert Drake' s large fig.

“We are” Lorraine answers, and for a rarity she sounds amused at the question. It's because of his
own agitation, he knows, and yet he finds himsdf too piqued to present even a semblance of cam. “What
on earth has happened, Robert?’ Lorraine isin fine form, indeed; perhaps he should remember that his
distress improves her humour. He is accustomed to being level-headed, and Lorraine has dways thrived
on the temerity offered by her red-gold hair. 1t's believed redheads are more prone to temper fits than
others, and if Lorraineisto be taken as an example, superdition isright.

“It's Bdinda” he manages to grate, and for a gartling moment both of them cease dl motion, the
weight of that girl’s name heavy in the air between them. Robert refers to her as Primrose when he must
discuss her a dl with Lorraine, but their daughter is a topic he prefers to avoid. It's a matter of
practicdity, not senstivity; a queen ought not know the details of those doing murder in her name.

“You have our attention, Robert,” Lorraine says archly, when slence has gone on too long. “Pray,
share your news with us”



“She has—She's—" Robert gplutters and thrusts the bedraggled letter toward his queen. Her findy
plucked eyebrows devate and she takes it as if it were diseased, which may not be far from true. She
unwrinkles it between long white fingers—even in her age, Lorraine' s hands are lovely—and scans the
travel-stained contents of the paper. Her eyebrows inch fractiondly higher as she reads, until wrinkles
appear in her forehead; sheis not given to dlowing hersdf such expressons, for they leave marks in skin
that’s no longer as reslient as it once was. When she looks up her expresson ishugdy amused, and that,
Robert fears, is deadly.

“Congratulations, Robert. Y our slent weapon isdlent no longer.” Lorraine hands him the letter and he
crumples it again as she lounges in her chair, tapping a fingertip againg scarlet-painted lips. A amile
hovers behind her mouth, playing at the musdes of her face but not permitted to burst forth. “Has
amhition proved too much for her? A queen’s ba—"

Robert slences her with adice of his hand through the air, abrupt motion that he would never dare in
public. Lorrain€' s eyebrows shoot up again, more than enough commentary, but of dl things, he will not
permit her to say the words she nearly has, not even in the privecy of her unobserved meeting room.
There are no ears to hear it, but it remains far better if there are no words to be heard. “A queen’s
bastard” is a condemning phrase, and not to the child, not in this age, not in this world. “If she were
working from ambition,” and this he believes, “she wouldn't have warned us of Javier's plot. It's enough,
Lorraine” He uses her name ddiberately, something he doesn’t often do; he hopes to sway her with its
importance. “1t's proof of movement againg you. It'stimeto act.”

He can see before she speaks that shell rgect his indgtence. Lorraing's greatest weakness is her
caution, though it may aso be her greatest strength. That caution has let her hold a throne for nearly thirty
years without losng it to a marriage bed or a battle. But it has dso kept her from acting when she should,
epecidly againg Sanddia, who holds ambition like a flare againg the night. The men of her court cal it
feminine sentiment, and dill, after three decades, name it proof that Lorraine should not be permitted to
rule one. Robert knows that sentiment sway's his queen less than a too-precise undersanding: revolution
and regicide are dangerous tools, and once broached, catch imagination far too easlly.

Frugtration rises, dark and hot within him as he's proven right with Lorraing' s dight shake of her head.
“An ambitious boy doesn’t lay the grounds for action taken againg another crowned head, Robert. Your
Primrose says Sanddia approves, but words aren’t proof. | will move” Her voice sharpens, as does her
cool grey gaze, and for a moment Robert recalls that he is indeed in the presence of royadty. Lorraine
expects her will to be obeyed, and in the end, he knows he won't go againg her. To do so is not in his
nature, no more thanitisin Bdinda's.

“I will move” Lorraine repeats, “when no other crowned head of Echon would hold it againgt me for
doing so. We demand proof, Robert, unquestionable proof. We demand words written with treacherous
intent and sgned in Sandaia’s name before we will cal our sster-queen a pretender with ambitions to
our throne and strike her down for it.”

“My lady.” Robert bows his head, unwilling to argue. Lorraine holds a hard gaze on him for long
moments, establishing that her will is as supreme here, in her private chambers, as it is everywhere in
Aulun. Only when he has held the submissive posture long enough does she rdent with a quick gesture of

her long fingers.

“We will, however, play your Primrose’s game,” she says more oftly. “We will agitate and rumble
and amdl of fear, as if we are so uncertain of oursdves and our throne as to quaver a the idea of a
Lanyarchan uprising. Perhaps we oursalves will lure young Javier into a trap, and hold his mother a bay
that way.”



She relaxes suddenly, regdity fleeing from her stance and weariness greying her eyes. “Am | such a
wicked queen? Robert,” she says, and he's uncertain if she wishes him to answer. He thinks not, but
Lorrane's lgpses into ordinary humeanity are as unpredictable as her temper, and she never questions
hersdf, not in public, not in private. “My sster held the throne through a reign of bloodshed; my brother
for so few days heisdl but forgotten.” She stands, crossng the room to where a window once was, now
itsonly mark is stone of a lighter shade than the surrounding wals. She puts her hand againg the seam,
gaze turned outward, as though she sees things he can't. He is more certain now that she does not want
an answer of him, only for his ears and slence.

“It's been a hdf century and more since my father split the Church and lad down Reformation law.”
Lorrain€ s voice holds a note of wryness: in confessng those years she confesses to her own age, for her
mother was the woman Henry split from Cordula over. It's not an acknowledgment she cares to make; in
fact, Robert often wonders if she quite redises how many years have passed. He knows she's too
intdligent to deny the passage of time, and yet the determination with which she plays a youth and teases
fresh marriage proposals on the proposition of child-bearing is so deep-set that it seems impossble she
could maintain the facade without bdieving in it hersdif.

But now regret hollows Robert’s heart to hear her admiit to the years. It's an unexpected weakness to
find indde himsdf, the hope and bizarre bdief that Lorraine Water can hold off age through denid, even
when his eyes and intdlect tdl him it's a battle she, like everyone, mug lose. “Lanyarch chafes under
Reformation rule where Aulun has bowed its head to it. | don't want Congstance' s legacy, Robert. | don't
want my name to be whispered as a butcher’ s—Oh, stop it,” she says impaiently, and he Sartles, then
curls an apologetic amile toward the floor. Her thoughts may be turned to things beyond the palace walls,
but her attention is crisp enough insde the spy-hole room, and she saw his grimace that said she waan't
supposed to know the names lad at her dead sster’s feet. “I'm neither deaf nor a fool, and Constance's
name was drowned in blood long before | took the throne. A country does not eesily sway between one
fath and another. Surdly it was right to hold with Father’s rdligion, when a return to Corduld's brought
such bitter bloodshed during Constance's years on the throne.”

Now she heditates, and Robert takes it as a cue to speak, though he keeps his voice quiet and
diffident. “You have been right.” Ther€'s no other answer he can give, but he dso bdieves it's true
Aulun’s tender new rdigion has drawn scars deeply across the whole of the idand nation. But those that
run deepest are the ones left from Congtance's reign. Lorrane's older sster, daughter of Henry's firg
and only, in Ecumenic eyes, legitimate wife, Constance had been fathful to her mother’s rdigion, and
tried to turn the tide back to Cordula’s church. Hundreds of Reformation believers had burned during her
short reign, and in the end, she had pad for her fath with her life For dability, for expanson, for
practicdity in moving forward, Lorraine chose wisdy in choosing her father’ s reigion.

And Robert wants nothing more than for Aulun to move forward. “You have been right,” he says
agan. “I have no answers for contentious Lanyarch, save to cut them free and make them ther own
country, no longer subject to the Aulunian crown.”

Lorraneturns a look so incredulous it borders on offense toward him, and Robert laughs. “Well, it's
anidea” he protests, and Lorrain€ s expression becomes that much more appalled. Robert lifts his hands
in gpology and bows deeply a the same time, though he’ s il amiling as he rises again. “Forgive me, my
queen. It was aterrible idea”

“Your humour sometimes bewilders us, Robert.” Lorraine fdls into formdity, but there's a twitch in
her voice that says she might give hersdf over to laughter as well, were she not a queen. But she is, and
Robert wondersif she can laugh at such a jape, or if it's physcaly beyond her cgpability. He sghs il
gmiling, and now turns his pams up.



“If | didn’t occasondly befuddie you, my queen, you might grow bored of me and put me asde. My
life would be meaningless” It's meant as a quip, but his voice softens, betraying too much. Lorraine
lowers her eyes asif she were dill agirl and uncertain of how to respond to truth disguised as flattery. It
was an embarrassment, Robert thought, to actudly fdl in love with his queen. At least Dmitri would never
know, and Seolfor; wdl, Seolfor.

“Let them play their game with Lanyarch,” he says before slence grows too heavy. “Let Gdlin think
we tremble. We have Irinas treaty dl but in hand, and with Khazarian troops we can qudl that
troublesome land if necessary. Y ou mugt admit,” he adds, suddenly thoughtful, “it’s not a bad plot.”

“Not if | were eighteen and uncertain of my throne” Lorraine says tartly, but she rdents with a nod.
“Better, perhaps, for sirring up Lanyarch than for threstening me, but even that can be trouble enough.
Areyou sureit’s Javier's plot, Robert, and not your Primrose’ s? Y ou taught her to be clever.”

“No,” he says, gartling himsdf into another amile with the recollection of Belinda's innocent gaze dl
the times she made the amused dam that he now offers for her: “Her nurse did.”

Lorraine s eyes narrow and he shrugsiit off, briefly and inordinately pleased with the child he fathered.
“I believe €l press it forward to the point of the hard proof that you require, but not that she would
indigate a plot againg you, Lorraine. She's loyd, and if she is not, there is someone there who watches
her, and who will tdl meif she should fdter.” Robert spreads one hand, admisson of his own weakness.
“I trugt her, but | wouldn't be your spymeaster if | didn’t distrust my own certainty. She's watched.”

“She's young,” Lorraine says, “and he's a prince. Loydty can be bought. WEIl play her game,
Robert, but we wish her to be extracted from the Stuation. Fetch her yoursdlf, or send your man who
watches her to do s0.” It's not a mother’s concern behind the command, but a regent’ s sdlf-interest.

Robert indines his head, a promise, then lifts his eyes again to say, mildly, “It will be done, my lady.”
He cannot hdp himsdlf, though: he believes in his daughter, and so adds, “If I'm wrong about her, my
head for it.”

It's careless, meant to show loydty, but something cool comes into Lorrain€' s eyes again, and Robert
is once more reminded that he stands in the presence of roydty. She doesn’'t need words to remind him
that it could wel be his head for it, nor that favouritism can fade. Wdl and truly scolded, Robert bows
agan, and in the hidden places of that obsequience rues the heart that loves a queen.

ANA DI MEO

22 November 1587 | Lutetia

Auun is such alittle distance away.

Anad Meo fingers a letter sent to her only three days earlier, from Alunear across the channd, and
imagines the journey it would continue on for days or even weeks yet, if it had to reach her in Aria Magli.
There are mountain ranges in the way, a difficult enough journey in summer; in the winter it's easier to
take a ship beyond Essandia’ s most westerly points and bring it back again into the Primorismare. There
are sorms to risk, of course, but there are dways storms.

And one is brewing now, between Aulun and Gdlin.

Ana dimbs to her fedt, letter held in her fingertips, and collects a warm fur to wrap around her



shoulders as she crosses to a window that overlooks Lutetia. 1t's a grey city in the faling winter light, with
the Sacrauna cutting a broad dark dash through it. She's not as close to the water as she'd like to be:
after alifetime of AriaMagli’s cands, it surprises her how uncomfortable she is with cobbled streets and
0 little sound of running water. But she can see the river from her tower, and see the dty besides. A
cathedrd rises up as the landscape’ s dominant feature, overwheming even Sanddia de Costa' s paace.
God reigns here more surdy than Man, and Ana supposes the church would have it so. For hersdf,
she' d rather be back in decadant Aria Magli, where God and Man wrestle in the sheets every night and
come morning bob and greet each other on the cands like digtantly polite strangers. Lutetia thinks itself
quite the centre of culture, but Anafindsit difling.

Rue carves linesin her face and she taps the letter againg the windowslll. If it's difling, it's in part her
own fault: she’s chosen lifein a tower, like a princess or worse, God forbid, a nun. Lovers and servants
come to her full of gossip, and she rarely leaves her protected place. Not for her own sake, but because
Bdinda Primrose has made hersdf afixturein the palace, and Ana di Meo, much as she would prefer to
stand and watch the young woman weave her way through Lutetian paliticians, can't risk Belinda seeing
her. Ana knows hersdf to be driking; men remember her after only a glance, and she shared far more
then that with Belinda

And might have shared more yet, had the gifl not drawn back, fever and distress blanching her
features. Even now that expression sings Ana, though when Robert Drake had arrived to take Bdinda
away, much was explained. Ana had thought it revulson; now she knows it for guilt, and that she can
sympathize with. Women of ther nature are rardly alowed moments of freedom, and to be caught up
when they’re stolen...

WEel. Ana paid the price for the path they’d looked a travelling, too, as damned by unfettered desire
as Bdinda had been. Robert had snatched away a chance for afew hours of joy without price, though to
hold him accountable is both petty and pointless. She knows that as wel as she knows her own name,
and dso knows her own character well enough to place blame comfortably, whether it was warranted or
not. Thereislittlein the way of bitternessin doing so, but everyone, queen or courtesan, counts coup.

Ana unfolds the letter onto the sll, reading over words she has no need to be reminded of. Robert’s
strong hand is undisguised in the pages, words of loydty and love scrawled out as though passon had
captured hmin afit and forced him to the pen.

He warms her with his promises, even when she reads the requests hidden by careful phrasing. It isn't
her love he seeks, but news of Bdindd s fedings for Gdlin's crown prince. Not Ana's loydty he wants,
nor his own pledged to her, but details of Bdlinda sto her duty. It's a pity the world is not other then it is,
for Ana can imagine one in which Robert’s missves to her are nothing of coded questions, and dl of the
desire and fondness written on the surface.

But that is not this world, and so she cdls for a servant to bring warm clothes not at dl in the flowing
new fashion set by the prince' s cheapside friend, and not at dl in the Sartling strong colours Ana prefers.
She has her hair disguised beneath a hat, and dismisses the servant to do her own cosmetics, aging
hersdf, and it is a different woman entirdly who leaves the courtesan’s tower. Gossip carried by lovers is
dl and well, but if she’ s to judge Belinda s emotions for Javier, she mugt see them together.

Shejoinsa hogt of petitionersto see the queen, confident she won't be called upon: there are dozens
of applicants, and she only one drab old woman among them. What matters is dipping through the palace
doors and coming into the royd hdl. She hasn't been this bold before; when she's taken it upon hersdlf
to watch Bdindawith her own eyes, she's done it in church, or parks, or city streets, but that has been to
watch the girl a play with the other men she' s used to reach the prince. To tdl Robert what he wants to
know, Anamug stand among the privileged and observe without being observed.



And wha she redises in moments is that something new has come over Bdinda Primrose, a
confidence thet rivas her lover’s. They do not stand together, prince and consort: he Sits a his mother’s
dde, a step or two below her while Sanddia ligens patiently to a merchant complaining of ruined wares.
Bdinda stands wdl away, across the hdl from Javier, but their connection is such that it takes Ana's
breath. They have a sense of the forbidden about them, strange for a pair whose engagement has been
announced. But Ana has no other way to describe the intengty that flows between them. If she didn't
know better, she would think them thwarted lovers, ready to die for each other if they could not live
together. Nor is she the only one who sees it murmurs and gmiles surround her, courtiers and
commoners there to watch young lovers as much as pay attendance to the queen.

Of the two, Bdinda is the more reserved: her gaze is cast downward, a picture of modesty in one of
the new-fashioned gowns. It makes her ook sweet and delectable, like a creature who should be thrown
on thefloor and tasted of, taking her innocence with tongue and fingers and shaming her modesty when
gasps of unlooked-for ddight come to her lips. And yet an undercurrent of drain seems to vibrate
through her, tdling Ana that despite her outward demeanor, Bdinda listens, judges, plans. That's good,
that’s what Robert will want to hear.

But the other, the prince: he watches Belinda more often than he watches the queen or the people who
will someday be his It’'s his place, Ana supposes, to be the one who looks on her, being a man with no
need for decorum. He looks like the one who would take Bdinda on the floor, so much need burning in
him that he would hardly bother sending courtiers away fird. It's glorious to see, how passion warms his
pade skin and how people glance toward Beinda with admiration, as though Javier's lugt for her
influences their own opinions. Javier isanatura leader, if he can pursuade men so eeslly that his passons
are the ones they should follow.

Robert, Lord Drake, will be very pleased indeed if the prince of Gdlin will follow Belinda Primrose to
the ends of the earth and beyond.

Sdidfied, Ana gathers her skirts and dips out of the palace hdl to write a letter of reassurance. Oh,
yes, she will write, thereislove and lust and loydty between them, but it runs deeper on Gdlin's part than
Aulun’'s, an opinion Robert ought to trugt, for there' s not a much better judge of character than a whore.
And then shell sedl the letter and let arider take it to a ship and the sea, for Aulun is such a little distance
away, and Robert so very close.

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE

24 November 1587 | Lutetia

“Viktor.” 1t had become too easy to use names in the weeks—months, now—that she’'d been Bestrice
Irvine. 1t would take retraining to fal out of the habit again, though at least a servant wasn't expected to
be on persona terms with her mistress and master. Bdinda whispered the guard’s name again, dmost
sanging it, and extended witchpower through the word, drifting magic through Sanddia s palace.

She fdt him diffen in more ways than one when her will touched his. Even from the distance his
emotions surged, desire mixing with fear to make a potent cocktail. He stepped away from his posting,
gaze lingering on Akilinafor an ingant, a moment in which Belinda thought she could see the raven-haired
woman through his eyes. She was barely dressed for breakfast, wearing a shift of linen and an open robe
thrown over it, and her gaze went briefly to her guard, then away again, dismissve as she turned her
atention back to her med. A thrill danced through Belinda a the possbility that another’s eyes might be
used to spy in such a way, but the images faded so quickly as to have been imagination, as Viktor



walked blindly through the hdls, drawing closer without seeming to know where his feet took him. Lust
dl but rolled ahead of him, strong enough that Belinda thought she could amdl it, musky and warm in the
cool stone halways. It pricked her own interest, and for a fleging indtant the idea of risking teking her
onetime lover anew appealed to her.

She cut off a sharp laugh a the back of her throat, meking a fig at her sde. That impulse was the
witchpower, not her own intdlect; she'd come to recognize its base desires quickly enough to route
them. Anything ése would be tantamount to suicide: the prince' s soon-to-be wife could not, under any
circumstances, be thought unfaithful. Even Sacha had ceased playing a that game, his obsession turned to
searching for Eliza, though Belinda till waited for him to betray her to Javier. That she'd set up a defusdl
for his accusations was a start, but perhaps not enough, and the uncertainty rankled.

Witchpower whispered around the edges of her mind, golden and sultry, offering itsdf as a method of
deding with the stocky lord. Bdinda set her jaw and put the temptation away: power was best used
discreetly, and Asdin could be controlled through other means. She would not have wished Hliza to
disappear, but it drew Assdin’s attention elsewhere, and that was a gift not to be overlooked.

She had yet to confirm a meting betwixt Assdin and the Khazarian countess, even with Viktor's help,
nor had guarded inquiriesinto the young lord' s finances turned up any hint of proof to back her theory of
conspiracy between the two. That, too, rankled, though with more of a chdlenging itch than genuine
iritation. Asdin was a surprigngly worthy adversary, his ill at dissembling nearly equa to her
own—equa, perhaps, had she nat borne the witchpower within her as an unseen weapon. Bedinda liked
himfor his skill and loathed him for what knowledge about her he owned; that she fully intended to bring
hislife to an unexpected and violent ending seemed a reasonable recourse to the dichotomy of emotion.

A new spill of laughter, less sharp, washed through her at the slent admisson. She was unaccustomed
to finding hersdf wishing persona revenge, and wondered if that, too, was the witchpower, or if it was
the noblewoman’s trappings she’ d worn the last few months. A serving gil manhandled by a lord had no
path to reprisa, and in a decade of playing those roles Bdinda could not, even with her haunting memory,
recdl atime when resentment had risen up againg a man’s greedy hands. It was the manner of the world,
and nothing was to be done about it. Sacha Assdin had come into her life at the sirangest time she could
remember, and it would be to his own hedth’s detriment.

Bdinda shook hersdf, turning her gaze out a palace window to wetch flakes of snow idle toward the
earth. Asin, hdf a Javier's request and modly a his own demand, searched for Eliza, and kept himsdf
out of Belinda's way. For the moment, that was enough. Until Viktor could confirm her suspicions with
reports of a meeting, she would focus on tasks closer a hand.

Her thoughts conjured the guard, whose wave of lugt rode her again just before he pushed aside heavy
velvet curtains that protected Bedinda's acove from the hall, and the hdl from winter's chill creeping in
around the edges of lead-lined glass. Viktor let the curtain fdl behind him, a questionable prudence that
Bdinda didn’t comment on. She could neither afford to be seen with him nor be seen pretending not to
be seen with him, but this floor of the palace was poorly travelled, and the wing she'd chosen even less
s0. All the better to flip her skirts up and have the man on his knees before her.

Viktor’'s gaze snapped up to hers asif the pulse of heady, dangerous desire she fdt had legpt to himin
turn. Bdinda inhded, deliberate and sharp through her nogtrils, and cursed the very magic that gave her
swvay over the Khazarian guard. “Wdl?’ She spoke Khazarian, keeping her voice low; the curtains
would muffle anything they had to say, but Bestrice Irvine didn't speak Khazarian.

All the more reason to go unseen. A rough guard and a noblewoman from different countries have only
one obvious language in common, and Bdinda doubted anyone would believe her protestations of



innocence, should it come to that. Viktor takes another step toward her as she speaks his tongue, and the
guestion comes into his voice again: “Rosa?’

“I'll be your Rosa” She samiled to hide irritation and waked her fingertips up his chest, feding
witchpower flex and reach for him. Marius and Nina were absurdly easy to manipulate, compared to the
stubborn Khazarian guard. Whether it was his familiarity with her old sdf or something hewn out of dark
nights and long winters, Belinda neither knew nor cared. “I'll be your Rosa,” she promised agan, “if
you'll tdl me what Sanddia and Akilina discuss. They seem to never see one another. Why isthat?

Congernation creased Viktor's brow. He folded his hand over hers, enveoping it: his hands, like the
rest of him, were large. “Sanddia won't see her,” he sad heavily, then gave her a dy look so open it
might have been a child's. “Not during court, at least.”

Bdindd s heart caught and beat again more painfully, her bresth hanging empty in her chest. “When do
they megt?’

“While you're spreading your legs for the count,” Viktor sad nadily. “No, the prince. It's hard to
remember, Ros—ah!” His voice cracked as Bdinda caught a hand between his legs, bardly stopping
hersdf from making it a blow. It required trembling concentration to turn it into a caress, anger and
power sparking through her. Viktor's eyes glazed as she stroked him, her own pulse rigng and heat
pooling between her thighs

“Doesit take the actud act? Is that why Marius and Nina were so easy, and you stand agangt me?’
She whigpered the questionsin Aulunian as she rucked her dress up apdmful a atime. “Do you want to
fuck me, Viktor?’ That, she spoke in his own language, as if words were needed. He shuddered and
dropped his breeches dl in a sngle action, Belinda gasping with unexpected pleasure as he took her an
indant later. Witchpower washed over her vison until she saw only gold, and with her mouth againg his
skin she whispered, “You do not know me, Viktor. I'm Bestrice Irvine, not your Rosa, and you must
forget me and her when you wak away from this” She sent a trickle of illness through the power,
holding him away from dimax. “But firg tdl me when Akilina and Sandalia mest, and why.”

He groaned in protest, thrugting harder into her in search of his own pleasure. Belinda laughed, quiet
liquid sound, and let her head fdl back, riding his strength inside her for her own benefit. “Tdl me, and I'll
let you finish,” she promised, and out of selfishness, murmured, “but keep doing that.” A womean could
separate out words from pleasure; surdy a men could as wel. Viktor's desperate grunts and fierce
rutting seemed to beie that logic, and impatience took her. The witchpower dillness resided in him; she
withdrew it and filled him instead with her own building desire. He cried out more loudly than he ought to
have, srangled sound of release, and she forewent the urge for satisfaction to snap, “Now, Viktor, tel
meof Sanddia and Akilina”

And findly, in gasping words, he did.

AKILINA PANKEJEFF, DVORYANIN

24 November 1587 | Lutetia

Akilina watches Viktor dip out of the acove, and taps a toe againg the chilly floor. Her feet ache from
the hard stone and her toenails are edged with blue from cold, but bare feet and the soft shift she wears
made no sound as she followed her guardsman through the palace, unbeknownst to him and very clearly
unbeknownst to Bedtrice Irvine. Explaining her outfit will be unnecessary, should she come upon a
courtier as she returns to her rooms. she is, after dl, Khazarian, and can use that as an excuse for any



odditiesin behavior the palace hangers-on might observe.

She heard very little of the conversation from her hideaway; she heard much more dearly the sounds
of passion. That alone would be enough to condemn Irvine on; Akilinais a countess and a noblewvoman
of repute, and Irvine is dmost nothing. Even backed by her lover—by Javier, Akilina corrects her own
thought, as it appears the term lover can be used generoudy when spesking of Bestrice Irvine—even
backed by a prince' s bdidf, Irving' s reputation would be shattered with Akilina's accusations of infiddity.
Javier would have to put her aside.

But better Hill isthe fact that what words Akilina did catch spoken between the lovers were spoken in
Khazarian. That lends srength to Viktor's feverish indstence that he knew this woman on Gregori’'s
estatesin Khazar:  the very leadt, she has the tongue for it.

Runing Javier's mariage is a ddightful end in and of itsdf, but discovering the truth of who Bestrice
Irvine is is the far more entertaining game. Akilina tucks her shift beneath her feet and stands watch,
waiting for Bestrice to leave the acove down the hdl so that she might say she saw the assgnation with
her own eyes, both lovers identified.

Intime, the curtains shift, but no one emerges. Akilina frowns and watches more closdly, kegping her
place until afternoon sun has crept around the palace to pour into her nook. Aching from gtting on stone
and weary with the wait, Akilinarises and stalks down the hdl to push back the velvet curtains.

No one a dl iswithin the dcove.

It's only then that she remembers Viktor’ s flushed cheeks, the sickness that seems to ride him, and his
mumbled accusation of witcheraft.

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE

25 November 1587 | Lutetia

Bdinda curtsed deeply enough to border on the absurd, keeping her eyes lowered and the deferentid
pose until Sandaia flickered her fingers, a gesture Javier had surdy learned from her. And Hiza had
learned it in turn, Bdinda thought as she rose. The bruise on her jaw had faded—avoiding Javier's
mother for the days it took to hed had been a chdlenge—and Bdinda had taken care in dressing tha
morning, knowing Sanddia would ingst on seeing her. Her gown was flaitering, though not one of Eliza's
new fashions, whether she chose to dress as Hliza had set fashion or not, it would remind the queen of
her son’s misang friend, and Belinda found she preferred the more familiar asmour of an older syle.

Sanddia, in contrast, wore one of Eliza's high-waisted gowns, and looked ravishing—or ravishable,
She wore her nearly forty years well, but with the costume' s soft lines and attention drawn to her bosom,
she seemed some sort of Madonna, full of beauty and grace. Belinda curled the tiniest of amiles as she
draightened, pleased beyond expectation that she'd been correct in the style suiting the Gdlic regent.
“Do we amuse you, Lady Irvine? Sanddid's voice was cool; she knew as wdl as Bdinda did tha
Bdinda had been avoiding her, and a queen did not like to be treated thus.

“Not a dl,” Bdinda sad, then gambled on Bestrice's impetuosty and added, “It's just that Your
Magesty is lovdier than I'd even imagined. Forgive me for being so bold, but the fashion suits you
wonderfully.”

Sandaia s mouth thinned momentarily, dry humour infusng her voice. “As you suggested it might. Will



you now go to the Aulunian queen and mock her for the same dress?’

Bdinda bobbed another curtsey and dared a bridf, brilliant amile “As Your Mgesty commands. |
would beg leave to bring a court artist with me, that he might sketch her expression when | do s0.”

Sandalia s mouth twitched again and she rose in a swirl of gossamer skirts. “We cannot decide if our
s0n likes you for your tongue, Lady Bestrice, or if he likes you despite it. Walk with us” She stepped
down from the throne dais to Belinda s side, gartling the younger woman with her diminutive size. Even
crowned—not heavily; the crowns of state were left for forma affairs, and Sanddia's daly tiara was a
delicate thing of gold and jewels—even crowned, Bdinda could easily see over the top of the regent’s
head, and heard hersdf ask, impertinently, “Was my lord’ s father atdl man, Your Mgesty?’

Agonishing sllence fled out around them, the courtiers who caught the question fdling quiet so quickly
it made others do the same, craning to see what they’d missed. Sanddia turned her head to look up the
few inches a Bdinda so dowly that for long seconds it barely seemed the queen moved. Her expression,
when thelr eyes met, went beyond outrage into incredulity, and Belinda wished desperately for the ahility
to cdl ablush on command. “Forgive me, Your Mgesty. | have no idea what came into me.”

“You have no sense a dl, girl,” Sanddia said. “If Javier doesn’t teach you to control that tongue he'd
best cut it out. You cannot say such things”

“Your Maesty.” Bdinda put mortification into her voice, though that same impertinent part of her
wanted to ingg that she certainly could, though she dearly should not. God in Heaven, if this was what
the witchpower brought out in her, Robert had been righter than he knew. A lifetime would be too soon
to unleash the foolishness she found hersdf playing at.

And yet the question pricked her curiogty. Louis had not, from description, been an especidly tdl
man, and paintings showed him as pae and aesthete, with none of Javier's height or colour. Belinda had
no way to determine whether witchpower burned indde someone from a portrait, but looking on Louis's
image, she would far more imagine his tiny, once-widowed bride to carry magic within her blood, and
knew that Sanddia did not. It was far from proof, but it whet her appetite for the truth, and so she lad
the question out and hoped, despite her gppaling rudeness, that Sanddia might say something indiscreet
in response.

“Louiswas tdler than I” was Sanddia s reply, after a frosty slence that brought them both out of the
courtroom and toward Sanddia s more private medting chambers. Surprise curdled in Belinda's ssomach
as she redlised the queen had dropped formdity; whether it was a Sgn of liking Belinda despite her
unfortunate tendency to speak her mind, or whether she intended to appear soft until bitter hardness was
necessary, Belinda was unsure. “As you so ruddy implied, however, most people are. Perhaps Javier's
length is from his uncde; Rodrigo, whom you have not met, is quite tall.”

“And dark,” Bdinda said. “I’ ve seen a portrait. HE' s extremdy handsome.”

Sanddia amiled unexpectedly. “He is. | would that he had wed and had children of his own. But
there's dways Lorrane” she added, dryness returning to her tone again. “Do you understand the
politica Stuation there, Beatrice? Y ou give lip service to Lanyarch’s freedom, but do you understand?’

For a moment Bdinda imagined hersdf flanked by Sanddia on one side and her father on the other. It
took effort to not glance to the side, looking for Robert, and she schooled her voice to show no
amusement as she replied. “Henry of Aulun’s firgt wife was sigter to your father. There is no surviving
Wadter her from that union; Constance, their one daughter, is dead these thirty-some years. Lorrane's a
bastard child begotten through desperation that severed Aulun from Cordula and birthed the Reformation
Church, and she, too, iswithout an heir.” Belinda drew a breath. “She's run Lanyarch’s royd blood into



the earth, leaving you the wedded queen to the throne, but without a child of Lanyarchan blood. Rodrigo
woos Lorraine dill, morein Cordula’ s name than his own, though if he should succeed, such a marriage
might legitimize Javier's daim to any throne on the idands. In her eyes you and Javier, who are not of
Aulunian blood, but who can trace line of descent to her throne, are pretenders to her crown, and
dangerous.”

“And it is your opinion...?" Sanddia's voice was so steady she might have respected the opinion
Bdinda offered, though in contrast to her vocd qudity, humour sparked around her to Belinda's
witchpower senses.

“That with no legitimate Wdter heirs, Aulun should be ruled by the royd family closest to it. There are
those in Aulun who would make themsealves kings,” Belinda admitted with a shrug, “but the de Costas
dready bear God's sed of approva, and through Catherine you and Rodrigo are...” Too late, far, far
too late, she recognized the injudiciousness of being so free with her opinions. She had, for a terrible
moment, shared Bestrice' s naive beiefs, that faith and rightness and God' s will would protect her. Thet
as awoman engaged to a prince, she might speak frankly to that prince’'s mother and have her opinions
respected and considered. That Javier would protect her, even when she spoke sedition to a queen.

Her somach knotted, knocking upward so hard as to make her teeth set with the impact; it took
sudden and frantic control to not let that reaction complete itsdf. She spoke without swalowing down
sckness, forang hersdf to remain untouched visbly by raging darm, and finished, “posshilities” If it was
atrap, it was nedtly set, and she was dl the more a fool for stepping into it. If it was a trap, she richly
deserved its jaws dosing around her.

“You are afool,” Sanddia said. “Either afool or so truding as to be one, and | can afford neither.
You're apalitica tool, Begtrice” Thetiny queen turned to face Belinda, eyes large and dark and utterly
without mercy in her heart-shaped face. “You'll hep us to see if Lorraine can be shaken loose from her
throne, but you will not marry my son, even if he should ings on it.”

“Your Mgjesty—" It took gppalingly little effort to put the quaver in her voice, Beinda's hands cold
with dismay. She knew better, had been trained better, and had ill let hersdf be led. Witchpower
danced golden and warm through her mind, uncaring of the danger she danced with. “Yes, Your
Magesty, of course, but how—"

Sanddia offered a amile that lad her open to the bone. “You'll find a way to make him hate you, my
dear.”

“Oh...oh, no, | couldn’t, 1...1 lo—" The words stuck in her throat, bringing warmth to her cheeks.
Bdinda clenched her hands in her skirts, dlowing Bestrice' s distress to override the coldness pounding
within her. Denying the desperation with which she wished to wrap hersdf in illness and forbid anything
to touch her. The words that finished her protest were the emaotions of aslly noblewoman, not of Bdinda
Primrose. Her heart fluttered and beat againgt her ribs, a wild thing trying to escape the sckness indde
her. She was Bdinda Primrose, the queen’s bastard, an assassin and a spy, and she could not love a
prince.

Sanddid s amile turned postively radiant, bringing a beautiful glow of youth and good hedth to the
pretty queen. “You will,” she said implacably. “You will, Lady Irvine, because our solution would be far
less pleasant than that. We are finished with this discusson.” She flickered her fingers, shared language of
the body from queen to gutter rat, and said, pleasantly, “Y ou're dismissed.”

Beinda, uncaring of her dignity, of her lifetime of trained untouchability, uncaring of anything but the
bewildering, consuming ache that rattled her bones and took her breath, gathered her sKirts, dipped a



dumsy curtsey, and fled.

SANDALIA, QUEEN AND REGENT

5 December 1587 | Lutetia

“That’'s her. That's the witch who did Lord Gregori to desth.” The girl sanding in Sanddia’s private
chambers might be pretty, did hate not so contort her features. She is young, perhaps nineteen, with
blond hair so thick and heavy she could be dangled fromit. Her hands are clenched in her skirts, meking
wrinkles of plain working fabric, and she's terribly afraid of her surroundings. “I don't care that she's dl
tarted up and dressed as alady. That's Rosa”

She speaks Khazarian, atongue that Sanddia has only in smatterings. Sandalia looks to her trandator,
who repeats the girl’s words back in Gdlic. Sanddia nods dowly, and doesn’'t laugh: the wretched
cregture is usng hate to push away fear, and Sanddia is not one indined to bdieve accusations of
witchcraft from the frightened. “Why do you think she's awitch?’ She lets the trandator do her work and
keeps her focus on the gil whose face tightens with rage and, unless Sanddialis grestly mistaken, envy.

“Lord Gregori was strong and fit, my lady. A fever came on him too fast to be naurd, not in the
aummer. Winter's the time for sicknesses like that. 1t came on him when she came—"

Sanddia lifts a hand as the trandator speaks, and the girl breaks off. “When—Rosa—arrived in
Gregori’ s household? That was when he becameill?

The servant curls her lip reluctantly. “No, not till she went to his bed.”

Sanddia once more refuses a amile, and nods for the girl to continue. “She went a him without
sopping for three days, and on the fourth he was dead. Then she ran, like the craven devil’s creature that
she is Why would she run, if she hadn’t done him to death?’

Sanddia knows enough not to argue that question with the girl, ether. Instead, she murmurs, “Why,
indeed,” which is trandated to the serving girl’s obvious ddight. “You're certain it's the same woman,”
Sanddia says one find time, and the girl tosses her head with a siff.

“Sure as the sky is blue” There's such a sparkle of laughter in the trandator’s voice that Sanddia
suspects the servant said something far more crude, and that diplomacy has won out over accuracy.

“Thank you, llana. We shdl—"

“llyana” The gil doesn’t seem to redlise she's correcting a queen, and Sanddia s elevated eyebrow
hes no effect. After a moment she amends hersdlf, mosily because there€'s no sense in antagonizing the
unpleasant young woman, and goes on: “llyana. We ddl cdl on you agan when we require your
tetimony, and in the interim you'll be expected to remain within the walls of the cottage we have
provided for you.”

llyana doesn’'t understand enough to know she's being placed under arrest. Her expression lights up
asthetrandation is made, and she ducks a curtsey. The cottage is no doubt a far finer home than she's
ever known, and as a guest, involuntary or not, of a queen, she will be waited on as if she were the lady
and not the servant. It will be a rude shock to her to return to the life she once had, if she's lucky enough
to be dlowed to do so. She's dlowed to go to the door unescorted, and beyond it, two guards, one
Khazarian and one Gdllic, will bring her to Sanddia s cottage. Only when the girl is gone does Sanddia



turn to the trandator, eyebrow lifted again in curiosity.
“Do you believe her, Lady Akilina?’

Akilina stands with animd grace, lithe even beneeth the weight of petticoats. She wears a shade of
coppery gold that should look terrible on her, but somehow enhances the angles of her beauty. “1 believe
she'sa nady little gil who wanted Gregori’s bed for hersdf, but she's as certain as my guardsman that
Your Mgesty’s Begtrice and their Rosa are one and the same. Viktor,” and the heaviness of a Khazarian
accent weaghts the name, though her Gdllic isusudly exquisite, “tels me that Rosa wore a blade beneath
her chemise, under her corsets. A smdl knife” She holds up a hand, giving the knife its length in
demondration. “Your Mgesty could ask Javier...”

“No.” Sanddia s reply is dow, thoughtful. “ Better to see where his heart liesin the heat of the momernt,
| think. We I discover the blade in another way. How,” she adds absently, “did you get that little wretch
here so quickly? It's a month's journey to Khazan even in summer.”

“Viktor told me about her when he told me he was certain Bestrice and Rosa were the same woman. |
sent a pigeon,” Akilina says cardlesdy, “and the journey is a month if you travel in comfort. It can be
made more quickly if you truly desire it to be done.” She shrugs, coquettish thing, and throws a amile
toward Sanddia “And llyand's comfort wasn't my concern.” Her amile fades, leaving her features
beautiful but sharp; thisis a woman honed to a blade, Sanddia thinks. “Did anyone come to you asking
for Gregori’s death?’

Sanddia finds caution dirring in her belly, cool and dow, a the question. She knows Akilina was
Gregori’s love—that much gossp has spread to Gdlic ears, especidly with Akilina leading this
Khazarian envoy into Lutetia. “Did you bdlieve his death to be unnaturd?’ she asks dowly, not avoiding
the question, but feding it rdevant. Akilina shakes her head in the negaive and Sanddia nods,
unsurprised. “No one that | know of asked Gdlin for a Khazarian count’s death. I'll ask my men,” she
says, meaning her spies and assassins, and Akilina nods her understanding as Sanddia finishes, “but |
think 1 might have been told, if we were to play that particular sort of diplomacy. You knew him,” she
says ddicately, playing on a different kind of diplomacy. “Who might have wanted him dead?”’

Akilinalaughs, not the sound of genuine cheer Sanddia's come to expect from her, but a bitter thing,
edged. “Haven't you heard the stories about Baba Yaga, Your Maesty? Almog anyone would point to
me firs. Akilina Pankgeff, the witch who eats lives. But Gregori’s degth would only have served me if
he' d married mefirgt, and he was no more likdy to do that than marry the imperatrix.”

She jerks her eyes to Sanddid's as the words come down heavily between them, their portent
unexpected and undeniable. Astonishment curls one corner of Sanddia's mouth. “Irina?”

“Widowed this past decade,” Akilina gives back, thinking it out as she speaks. “Only a girl for an heir,
but the child is strong and intdligent. Irinais as canny as Your Mgesty or the Titian Bitch; she wouldn't
have a suitor murdered unless...”

“Unless he thought he could pressure her into taking his hand,” Sandalia murmurs. “Which he would
only do...”

“If she had a secret.” Sanddia speaks the find words as certainty; as only a woman with secrets of her
own could do. Sheisa queen, and to speak so isnot indiscreet; al men, and dl women, too, have secret
things hidden in their hearts. Akilind's gaze is forthright and dmost sympeathetic to that truth, and for a
moment they are not queen and countess, but Smply women standing againg the tide of a world made by
men, sruggling with more difficulties because of their gender than even the men who try to tear them
down could know. “Can you learn it?’



“Doesit matter?” Akilinais aware, as llyanawas not, when she takes a stance contrary to a regent’s,
but she doesn’t back down from it. “Gregori’s dead and Irind's secrets are a thousand miles away, but
Bedtrice Irvin€' s are here, under ou—Your Mgesty’s nose. Set me on her, your mgesty, and we may
find the answers to the Khazarian questions as wdll.”

15

The coachman remembers Rosa, certanly, dl lust and long legs and an eye for when to leave a bad
gtuation. He rode her dl the way to Khazan, Khazar’'s capitd city, and he' d have done her longer if
Gregori’s son hadn't caled him back to work. His eyes grow wary, though, and he lifts his hands in
protest: if the whore' s had a child, there' Il be no pinning it on him; he was one of three he can guessin a
matter of days.

An information-gatherer amiles and waves off the coachman’s concerns. Wonders, casudly, if Rosa
sad where she' d be going next, and the coachman snorts. He wouldn't know, but he pointed her toward
a stagecoach business that a friend of his owns. That's his god, he confides, to go into business himsdf
and see more of Khazar, maybe leave it entirdy and have a look a Echon. His friend has been as far as
Gdlin, and works with men from far-off Essandia. HE' s got more mundane routes, too, and where would
somebody like Rosa go but back to her village? Ask his friend, maybe hell know.

Hisfriend took her south, dl the way to Reusdand, and of course he's sure it's the same woman. He
was sure before he saw a drawing, and he's twice as sure now. What happened to her then, he's got no
idea, nor any care, but a bit more gold might help him to remember.

It doesn’'t, which is a shame, and he' s left coughing on his own blood and staring at his tongue, dready
diffening from cold asit lies bright and red againg the snow.

A pigeon makes its way to Hammabarg faster than a man can, three of them sent againg the risk of
hawks and frozen nights. A fat man who knows the countess's sedl and trusts her for the money—he has
ways of assuring that trust is met—begins to look for a woman who passed through hdf a year ago. He
knows where she came from, what she looks like, and makes no suppositions about what direction she
took. He knows she spreads her legsto pay for passage in preference to paying coin, but that she carried
enough cash to travel from Khazan to Reusdand when dour, now-tongueless Yuliy snorted a her sexua
offerings.

It takes him saven days to find her. It should take fewer, but on the third day he finds a different
womean, one no one is looking for, and takes histime with her, so that when he's finished, there's nothing
left for anyone to find.

Three women meeting Rosa's description left Hammabarg done in the right time frame. Two went
west, ultimatdy toward Gdlin; the third went south, riding on the back of a stagecoach with her skirts
showing her ankles. That, the fat man wagers, is the one Akilina wants, and she's paying for his opinion



as much as histracking kills

Akilina sets men on dl three trails. The one who's forced to go through Swiss mountainsin the dead of
winter, folowing atral seven months old, is bitter indeed, and dl the more so when a pretty gil he met
on a summer journey through the pass greets him on a village edge with a round bdly and a fig for his
nose. He finds himsdf in a church exchanging vows before his horse has cooled from its ride, and finds
the horse sold to build another room on his bride' s father’s home for the new family to live in before the
aun breaks noon.

He finds himsdf on foot in a mountain passage in the midst of a winter sorm before the night is over,
and hiswife finds hersdf a widow when the morning comes.

Akilina finds hersdf beginning again when the fat man proves right and the other women are
unquestionably not Bestrice Irvine. She is patient, and wedthy, and nether Gdlin nor Irvine are going
anywhere. She hires a man reputed to have no earthly vices, which means only that his vices are too dark
to be shared, to send through the mountains thistime, and he follows a trall now eight months old toward
Parna.

He pauses conscientioudy to report that the young widow gave birth to a girl, who has been christened
in the church, thanks be to God that her parents were wed, and may God bless her father’s logt and
frozen soul. Akilina stares at that missve for a long time, findly laughing, even if a pigeon was wasted to
tdl her the news.

Perhaps because he is without vice, but more likdy because Akilina is paying him very wal, this hired
tracker does not stop a the border of his own country. He follows Rosa's tral, travelling quickly and
effidently; Akilind s treasury will fed the weght of his haste. He comes, in time, to Aria Magli, and there
comes to the very doorstep from which Rosa dighted on her afternoon of freedom in the cana-ridden

city.

The man without vices is a narrow blade of a man, his cheeks pocked with scars and his eyes
deep-set and dark. The gondola boy who looks a hm weighs his own smdl life, and the lives of his
twelve, or eight, or fourteen brothers and siters, and thinks of the pretty womean in blue who gave him
coin for the day and a chicken to bring home to his family, and tells the man without vices the wrong

bridge and the wrong time and nothing at dl of the man who paid him to wat on Bedinda Primrose
outside her home.

It dows the tracker by afew hours, and when he realises the urchin lied to him, it brings a rare dash of
agmileto hisface. He returns to find the child, and because a gypsy man with a kind of cadm readiness is
watching, the boy’ s father ill has nine, or fifteen, or thirteen children to his name when the man is done.
He has what he needs now: the description of a man, and that of an unusudly driking courtesan. His
name, the tracker does not learn, but hers he buys off another courtesan, a woman with large breasts and
little of the brains her kind are supposedly vaunted for.

A sngle morning later he sets loose the last pigeon, and with it the trail that Akilina wants findly, findly,
findly comes to Gdlin.

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE

4 January 1588 | Lutetia

Bdinda chafed. As Bestrice Irvine, widowed wife to a depraved Lanyarchan lordling, she had become



accustomed to a certain amount of freedom. It had been the limited freedom of a woman, unable to cross
certain thresholds, reluctantly lent money to, wooed by those who might want a nobleman’ s title to add to
thair names, but it had been freedom.

Beatrice Irvine, fiancée to Javier de Cadtille, crown prince of Gdlin, had no such freedom.

That the watching guards and constant eyes were bothersome came as a surprise to her. She would
have imagined Beatrice' s freedoms to be overwheming—and they were, but in a different manner than
she might have expected. Accustomed to a lifetime of hiding and going unnaticed, she had thought that
playing an obvious role, one in the public eye, would darm her; tha a habit of circumspection would
keep her from enjoying the part. Instead she'd taken to it, a truth that made her wonder, though only
briefly, if Besatrice's easy laugh might have been her own, had circumstances been different. It was a
Speculation to be let go unpondered; her life was what it was, and imagining it otherwise sent a shudder
of confused revulson down her spine.

Siill, those smdl freedoms that she'd known were now gone, and she found hersdlf resenting the fine
life she lived. She picked a embroidery, surrounded by court ladies and under the waichful eyes of
guards, until her fingers and her brain both seemed to bleed with weariness of it al. None of her
discontent spilled outward; she kept it wrapped ingde as thoroughly as she was caught under the guards
gazes. It was far more difficult, she'd discovered, to cdl the witchpower dillness and disappear from
view when someone was activdy watching her. That she'd done it with Javier and Sacha in the room
suggested to her that intimacy was key there, as wdl; whatever connection a joining of flesh offered
seemed to provide inroads to the minds of the men around her. The guards, patient, unobtrusive,
watching, turned their focus on her more pointedly when she cdled witchpower and tried to hide herself
inthe shadows of plain Sght. Ultimately more concerned with secrecy than proving, if only to hersdf, her
ability to fade away and escape her palite jallers, she gave up trying and resgned hersdf to the boredom
of ditching.

Weseks. It had been weeks, and for once Bdinda shared Assdin's impatience. Her access to Javier
hed been whittled away, her daility to write fredy to “dearest Jayne’ compromised, and the thing that
kept a stranglehold on her was that she could see no way to dip free the bonds that held her and escape
into a different world for awhile without threatening the position she now held.

For the firg timein her life, Belinda thought she might understand, truly understand, the congraints that
hed Lorrainein place.

She, though, had advantages that Lorraine didn’t share. It was possible, not even difficult, to surround
hersdf with shadow and escape the palace, escape the guards and the narrow definition of what a court
lady was, a least a night. Daytime belonged to dull interactions with women Bdinda had nothing in
common with, but nighttime, at least, was her own.

She had nat, in weeks of plying Viktor and prowling the palace a night, found where it was tha
Sanddia and Akilinamet, nor learned their subjects of discussion. The handful of times she touched skin
agang ether woman, she'd solen thoughts of open disregard from Sanddia; unlike Javier, the queen
regarded Bedlinda as no more than ameans to an end, and perhaps as atest of loydty for her own son. It
was not that Sanddia didiked her; on the contrary, she seemed to be more amused by Beetrice s inaility
to keep her tongue in her head than she let on, and she admitted to a persond weakness for
Lanyarchans, whose king had been the firg step on the path she now travelled.

Bdinda closed her hand carefully around the edge of her embroidery hoop, turning the wood to more
eedly reach another set of titches rather than flinging the whole mess away. Sanddia was as guarded in
her thoughts as Belinda was, no more dlowing hersdf active dreams of a pretender’ s crown than Bdinda



permitting hersdf remembrances of her true heritage. Even if Sanddia had, thoughts couldn’t be proven,
and Belinda required proof that was hard in the finding. That it would come through Akilina, she fdt sure,
but as yet there' d been no hint of it.

Nor was geding thoughts from the Khazarian countess an easy task. Bdinda had been raised to that
tongue as much as any other, but her witchpower had been brought to life in Gdlin. The precious ingant
log in grasping understanding of one language over another clouded her adility to follow Akilinas
unspoken amhitions, though her flavless memory helped to bring back those things she feared she'd
missed. That she appeared to be mising, in large part, Akilinas vas amusement a a Lanyarchan
provincid wedding a Gallic prince, only pricked her pride and made her that much more determined to
pursue Akilina and Sandalid s hidden agenda.

Weeks of dipping through the palace at night, searching for the two women and their conspiracies, had
largdy left Bdinda tired and snappish during the day, and none the wiser for her efforts. Viktor, voice
thick with desire, ingsted that they met in the queen’s chambers, but even hidden by witchpower, Bdinda
had not dared those rooms, locked againg vistors. She had learned passageways within the palace,
searching for a back path to Sanddia's rooms that way, but had met with no success, found nether
gueen nor countess nor hidden, private places in the palace where they might meset. It was not, she told
hersdf, Viktor’' s fault; he couldn’'t be expected to stand guard within Sanddia s chambers unless invited
in, and no queen would lower hersdlf, or grace an ordinary guardsman so.

Shefinished the last stitches on a rose and smoothed her thumb over the shining crimson thread. The
delicacy of her postion seemed absurd; she mugt push toward a battle for a crown without seeming to,
without stepping over anearly invishle line that made her treachery a gift worth handing over to another
queen, and find proof of a plot that her own words were part of cregting. It was a baancing act worthy
of athedtricd troupe. Her latest missve from Robert—nearly a month old now—meade it vividy clear
that Lorraine wouldn't act without written proof, and since then Bdinda's newly eevated place in the
Gdlic court had made corresponding with Aulun’s secret spymaster too dangerous. She didn’'t know for
certain that her letters home were opened and read, but there was no reason to suppose they weren't,
and she preferred to err on caution’s side.

Quiet rumblings had come out of Aulun a the news, dffiddly carried, of Javier's engagement to a
Lanyarchan noble. Better ill, raw ddight had driven a dan of drunken Lanyarch men over the wall that
defined their southern border and into a cattle raid on Aulunian territory. A Lanyarchan banner had been
planted in the midet of a fidd and an entire herd of beefstock driven north. The outraged, frightened
landowner had sent to Alunaer for help, and rumour whispered that Aulunian troops were amassing near
the idand nation's northern border, though there weren't yet stories of skirmishes fought dong the
border.

Stll, troops encroaching on close-to-Lanyarchan-territory was excuse enough, even in the dead of
winter. Stories flooded into Gallin, new tales every day. They said the clans gathered in Javier's name, in
Beatrice' s name, putting aside their own differences to come together and face the Reformation threst.
They sad that Lorraine grew agitated on her throne, unwilling to commit to battle in the middle of winter,
but less willing Hill to lose her contentious northern neighbor from her empire. Even now, when Bdinda
turned her ear to the chatter shared by the embroidering women, they spoke of dmaogt nothing else. She
kept her tongue firmly between her teeth, ressting the urge to point out the unlikdihood of fresh news
arriving from Aulun each morning. It didn’t matter: the point was to build confidence in the Gallic people
and their monarchs that Lanyarch would stand up and fight for itsdf and Cordula given even a hint of
support from the world across the channd. Gossip had its place in cregting that confidence.

The worst danger of playing a Lanyarchan uprisng was that someone might think to ask who Bestrice



Irvine was, and wonder why no one remembered her. Bdinda trusted that Robert would ded with that;
that there would be a handful or more of men and women who remembered growing up with her, who
remembered her marriage to some loydist whose grounds were a gift from Lorraine. They would plant
half-certain recollections in the minds of others, until Bestrice took on a life of her own, but it was 4ill,
dways, arisk.

All the more reason, Bdinda thought, to try to hurry the matter. The less time spent venerating a minor
Lanyarchan noble who'd caught the eye of the Gdllic prince, the better. She smoothed her embroidery
out again and scowled fantly at it, reveling in the expression. Besides, never mind Beatrice' s higtory,
Bdindawas like to find hersdf bored to the very death if she had to dtitch roses onto a tapestry for much
longer.

“My lady Bestrice” The voice was agpologetic and unexpected; Bdinda looked up to find Marius,
eegant hat clenched in his hands, ganding in the doorway. A titter arose from the women around her, dy
looks exchanged as Marius bowed to dl of them, perfunctory and polite, but left his gaze on Belinda

“May | speak with you, my lady?’

Genuine warmth lit Belinda' s amile. “It would be my pleasure, m'seur.” She murmured an gpology to
the other women, leaving the room to a burst of laughter as the door closed. Marius, ever polite, offered
his elbow, and Beatrice dipped her fingers through it. “It's been weeks, Marius” There was more
question than reprimand in the statement, though Marius glanced a her to be certain of tha. His dark
eyes were mournful, asif he were an injured wild thing, not a man.

“I’ve been hdping Sacha look for Eliza. It was...easer.”

Bdinda let the confesson go a moment, tightening her fingers againg his am. “Have you had any
luck?’

“Of course not.” More redism coloured Marius's voice than had touched ether AssHin's or Javier's
when it came to the topic of Elizd s disappearance. “Liz won't be found unless she wants to be. If | were
her, I’d have gone to Parna, or Essandia by now. Somewhere far away from dl of this”

“Marius...” Hisname cameto her lips again, too eadly, and he shook his head in a preemptive denid.

“Maybe that' s the advantage to her station. A prince and his friends may look for her, but she has no
finendd obligations or familid expectations to keep her in one place. Where would you go, Begtrice?’

“Aria Magli,” Belinda answered, too much truth in the soft words. “If | were Eliza, as well-educated
and as beautiful as she is, | would go to Aria Magli and become a courtesan or a rich man's mistress. |
think | might make friends there.”

“Liz isn't especidly good a making friends” A guard opened a door for them and Belinda squinted
agang a sudden splatter of cold and rain.

“It' s hardly the time of year for agtrall in the garden, Marius”

“Theré' s a bower just down the walk. Itll keep the rain off, if not the cold. | won't keep you long.”
He quickened his pace as he spoke, moving againg the rain and tugging Belinda with him. She groaned,
haf-laughing, and scurried to keep up.

“Please. Would you send me back to my gtitches? | hadn't thought you a crue master, my lord. I'll
bear the cold a while, so long as | don’t have to go back into that difling gpartment. At least the ar is
refreshing.” She amiled at her feet, watching the path, then transferred the amile to Marius as he ducked



beneath an arch of lesfless branches and into a gazebo well-protected from the weather. He didn't so
much as pretend a amile in return, and the expression fdl away from Bdindd's face as her forehead
wrinkled. “Marius?’

“My moather,” he said in clipped, precise tones, “has decided it' swdl past time | was married.”

Bdinda caught her breath, dismayed laughter riding it. “Who is she?” From the way he spoke, there
hed to be a bride dready sdlected, a match made of good financid sense and, if Marius were lucky, a
tile to go with it. It ought not ing, that it did was discomfiting.

“Sarah AsHin,” Marius said through his teeth. Bdinda blinked a him, honest surprise warming her
cheeks.

“Sachd's harpy-voiced sster? Marius, she s—" Bdinda broke off, then said, helplesdy and with
perfect honesty, “ She' s a brilliant match, Marius. How—7?’

“It seems Sacha was well-advised in sending me home to change clothes” Every word was spoken
like a blade, cutting againg Belinda's skin. “It seems | caught his sster’s eye that day. Her mother has
spoken with mine and the noose is dl but tied. | do not want her, Bestrice. | do not love her and | do not
desre her. |—"

“You,” Bdindawhispered, “are bound by finendd and family ties where Hliza is not, and even if you
and | had made promises of forever to one ancther, your parents have the strength to break those vows
and send you where they will. She's a better maich than | am, Marius. She's prettier, wedthier, and
younger than |, and you' ve been friends with her family dl your life”

“Javier could—"

“Could what?' Belinda asked gently. “Forbid you to marry her? What would you do? Go to him and
ask himto release me now? Ask him to set this game he plays with Aulun on its ear for the sake of our
happiness? He' s a prince. Even if you could ask him, he couldn’t agree.” She stepped closer, curling her
fingers againg the merchant lad’s chest. “This does not end hgppily for the likes of you and me, Marius.
We ve known that dl dong.” His heart best too hard benesth her touch; Belindals met it in rate, pulse
quick and uncomfortable in her somach. “Do you like her at dl?’

Dismay and outrage, suffused with guilt, surged through the young man, flushing his cheeks. “She's
Sacha' s sdter, Bestrice. I've never thought about her—’

“—about her soft curves under your hands, or her mouth and body opening to accept you?’ Belinda
reached for his emotions with witchpower, griving for ddicacy instead of heavy-handed overwhdming
thought. An abstract fondness for the Assdin girl was there, no more thought of than a passing admiration
for afine horse or well-bred dog. She whispered encouragement to that, tying abstraction to the impulse
of desire that made Marius blush more deeply. That want served to accentuate hisguilt and dismay, but it
could, would, tie the merchant’s son to the lord's daughter, if he didn't fight it. Belinda wondered at the
gentlenessin hersdf, to try to soften Marius's pain. “This game with Javier may go on for months, even
years, Marius. Waiting on a possihility isthrowing your life away.”

Marius's jaw clenched. “It'smy life to throw away.”

“It ign't.” Belinda closed her eyes, dmost swaying with unexpected regret. “We dl have duties,
Marius. We dl have things we mugt answer to. Wishes don’'t make horses, my love, or beggars would
ride. You must like her,” she said. “Find it in yoursdf to love her.”



“l only loveyou.”

“Youmus learn to let it go.” Words were hdf a odds with the tangle of emotion she wove, binding his
want for Belinda to his unexplored desire for Sarah Assdin. Thet it was meant for his benefit was true;
the young man would be better off out of love with Bdinda Primrose. But the interweaving could benefit
her as well, a cool caculaion that seemed more like hersdf than the concern for his heartache. Should his
love for Sarah be permanently bound to his desire for Belinda, she would never lose hm as an asset.
Whether true emotion, born on its own and growing in strength once the match was made, could undo
what she put into place, Bdinda didn’'t know. If so, usng him again in the future might be lost to her, if
unfettered emotion could scrape away the ties she wrought. But his loss would be no great matter in the
longer term: she could not long anticipate Saying in Lutetia or Gdlin once Javier's plan to shake Lorraine
on her throne was seen to fruition, unless the prince had hisway and the promises he' d made were red.

“I only want you,” Marius repeated stubbornly. Bdinda turned an unkind smile and stepped a little
closer, bringing her lips close enough to brush his ear.

“Only me?” she asked. “Shdl | tdl Nina that, then, or have you forgotten her aready, my lord? You
wanted her surdy enough. Imagine now that it's Sarah’s pae form beneath you, and tdl me that you only
want me” She dropped a hand, brushing her fingers over his groin, and chuckled at the hardness she
found there. “Shdll | come to your chambers on your wedding night, Marius, and watch you take a virgin
as you took Nina? Y ou will be the husband, strong, indomitable, and only I'll know the weakness in you
thet wishes to submit.”

Witchpower set her blood on fire, pushing off the winter cold until Belinda fdt she could gtrip to the
skin and go unscathed by wind and rain. She wet her lips, touching her tongue to Marius's earlobe, and
he shuddered, a sound of desre drangled in his throat. Belinda's own rationd mind warned her of
danger, but the sty taste of Marius' s skin and his too-fast pulse were a ddight to her, making her amile
agang histhroat. “Or would you risk it dl for me? Y our marriage, your stature, your friendship with the
prince? Will you have me and damn dl consegquences, Marius? We musin't, you know,” she breathed,
mocking with laughter. “We musin't grunt and grasp and twist againgt one another, or seek pleasure in
sharing bodies. Or would you break that commandment, my love? Would you fuck your brother’ s wife?’

Marius groaned again and knotted his hands in Belinda's hair, bringing his mouth to hers, savagery in
the kiss. She laughed at his bruisng strength, giving in for a few seconds before pushing avay agan,
feding her body flushed with desire and danger. “We musn't,” she said again.

And behind her, awoman's voice murmured, “Forgive me, my lord. | wish | had not been right.”

Sickness curdled in Bdindd's bely, birthing ice that burned the witchpower’'s heat from her blood.
Marius flinched back, so much an admission of guilt that Belinda wanted to let fly a sharp cry of laughter.
She turned away from him, faint curiosity cocking her eyebrow, no admisson of guilt in her colour or
expresson. Her hands were not cold, despite the churning in her somach and the shards of ice making
their way through her body. She curtsied, brief perfunctory thing, then wrinkled her forehead as she
looked from Javier to Akilinaand back again. “Been right, my lady?’

“What are you doing, Beatrice?” Strain filled Javier's voice, shock shegting off him as a precursor to
the anger Bdinda could sense growing in him. Akiling, at his Sde, stood as a bastion of smugness, though
only severe disgppointment and gpology was visble in her demeanor. Belinda's witchpower remained
chilled beneeth the need to play out this scenario flavledy, ese she might give in to its impulse to step
forward and dap the expresson off Akilinas face. Javier, cheeks flushed with colour that did his



complexion no favours, drew breath, and hisvoice cracked like a boy’s when he spoke. “What are you
doing with Marius?’

“Saying good-bye, my lord.” Belinda dipped another brief curtsey, tuming toward Marius as if in
gpology. “He s just come to tel me that he's to be wed.”

“Marius?’ Javier's voice cracked again, but this time with command. Marius blanched, then curled his
hands into fists and let go alow laugh.

“Bedtrice protects me from mysdf, my prince. | came here to beg her away from your side, rather than
agree to the maich my mother’'s made.” He closed his eyes, his skin grey in the winter shadows. “More
fodl |, as she told me quite plainly that we were not meant to be. Forgive me, Jav, for my jedousy. Yes’
he added dully. “It ssems I'm to be wed. Sacha's sigter, of dl people, and by the ides of March, if my
mother’ swill be done.”

“Sachd's...? And you...you came here to—7’

“To play the part of the fool. That's dways been my role, haan't it, Jav? You the prince, Liza the
lover, Sacha the strong right arm. I’m the young one, whose passions and naiveté rise and fdl so quickly
as to make you dl laugh. | believed you, Javier.” He spoke hitterly, ignoring Akilind's presence, and
Bdindd s somach clenched again, thistimein warning. She lifted a hand to stay Marius, and Javier lifted
histo stay her. Fingers curled in reluctant acquiescence, she dropped her hand and watched Akilina from
the corner of her eye. Smugness had Ieft the countess as surdly as it had filled her, and she cast her gaze
from Marius to Javier, angry a lodang control of a scenario she had dearly bdieved she owned.

“| thought you might find us a happy ending from dl of this. Tdl me, did you ever intend to give her up,
or was it a gory to make me hold on while you found away to keep her close to you? | know as wel as
you do that she's like no other woman.” Marius's eyes flickered to Belinda, poison in them instead of
lug, then returned to Javier. “ She wakens desires | never dreamed | had. | can only hope she has the
same effect on you.”

“But you would take her from me whether she does or not?” Softness filled Javier's voice, more
dangerous than cutting words. Marius barked laughter, more derison in the sound than Bdinda had
imagined he could convey.

“If I could, my prince. If | could. It seems, though, that she's as much under your spdl as any of us.
We can't tdl you no, Jav. We never could. And I'm not that much of a fool. A prince is a far better
pairing than a merchant’s son. | would have accepted it.” He spoke quietly, eyes hard on Javier. “I would
have hated it, but damn you, Jav, | would' ve accepted it if you'd said she was yours, and not thrown a
bone. Am | worth o little as that?’

New softness, thistime of pain, came into Javier's answer. “You're worth far more than | could ever
give you. | told you that once, and its truth hasn't changed. Y ou're better than I’ ve ever deserved, and
perhaps | thought. . .there could be a happy ending.”

“It must be comforting to be a prince,” Marius said with great precison, “for no one will tel you when
you lie, even to yoursdf.”

Javier, never swarthy to begin with, paed vishbly. Bdinda fdt his will flex, injury strengthening his
witchpower as he said, “Tdl me, Marius, how badly | have lied to mysdf. Are you and Bestrice lovers?’
The ar seemed weighted with his question, so heavy that Bdinda hersdf wanted to blurt out an answer,
any answer, to appease royd anger. She no more alowed hersdf to speak than she dlowed her hands to
curl infear, or her colour to change as she anticipated Marius s response.



Marius laughed again, another sharp and ugly sound. “Would it be ardief to you if | sad yes, Jav?
Would that intimacy be enough to forgive my behavior? Would you then understand my rage and hurt at
having her taken from me?’ He turned his head, lip curled asif he might spit, then looked back at Javier,
stood benegth the weight of Javier’s will, and said, bitterly, “Bestrice and | have never shared physica
love”

Bewilderment edging on disgppointment shattered Javier's expresson, even as Bedinda hdd dillness
close, refusng her stance a waver. She understood with vicious darity the fine line Marius walked with
his answer, understood his bitterness was not for loang her, or even pointed at Javier, but for what hed
passed between them in the name of passion. It had not been love. It had been something else, something
darker and hungrier, lust and power marked by submisson and domination.

She caught, for an ingant, aglint of humour in Akilind s eyes, and knew that the Khazarian dvoryanin
understood the game Marius played as wdl. Among them dl, only Javier heard what he wished to hear,
and Belinda thought how terribly right Marius was: no one would tel him when he lied, even to himsdf.

“l don't understand.” Javier's whisper came though the busy slence of things unsaid. “I don't
understand, Marius.”

“It doesn't matter, does it, Jav? Whether you understand or not, Begtrice is yours. I'm a merchant,
and you're a prince. It could never be any other way.” Marius drew himsdf up, a dartling amount of
mocking in his sudden grace. He bowed fird to Belinda, then to Akilina, murmuring, “Forgive us for
aring such unpleasantries in front of you, my lady,” and then turned to his prince. “Duty cdls me
elsawhere, my lord. | hope you'll attend my wedding.”

He bowed far more deeply than he had to the women, then stepped past Javier and Akilina to exit the
garden bower, never looking back.

AKILINA PANKEJEFF, DVORYANIN

4 January 1588 | Lutetia

Akilina watches Marius go, then turns to Beatrice Irvine again, finding hersdf awash with admiration.
Bestrice, or Rosa, or whatever her name truly is, is cooler than the winters in Akilinds homeand. The
confrontation with Javier should have destroyed their rlationship; instead it seems to have shattered a
friendship much older and deeper than anything the young woman could possibly share with the prince. It
uggests Sanddia was right not to bring Javier into the attempt to unmask Bestrice's true identity; if he
can be swayed in the sght of one of his oldest friends, then mere words are unlikdy to change his mind.
It would be wrong to say Akilinais anticipating Begtrice's downfal with ddight, but she would be tdling
herdf fdseif she didn't admit to a certain enthusasm for the project. Not for the hurt that it will bring
Javier; despite what they say about her, Akilina takes no particular pleasure in causing others pain. She
amply loves both puzzles and secrets, and understands that both have power.

Akilina Pankg eff is very fond of power.

Nearly dl the pieces are in place to expose Bestrice. Akilina consders, briefly, sparing the prince his
lover's exposé, but there's a part of her wedded to drama, if not crudty. Her search for Viktor's Rosa
hes led her to fascinating discoveries,; discoveries she has not yet shared with even Sanddia. Javier will
regret, too late, being swayed by Besatrice's Spdl rather than sanding at Marius's sde. He's fortunate
he's the prince; a lesser man would lose dl Satus at the coup d' état that Akilina intends to present. If
Javier iswise hell accept that he has, indeed, been under a spdll, and that Beatrice Irvine is a witch best



meant for the burning.

Akilina meets Bestrice' s eyes judt briefly, and for a wonder, the young woman neither curtseys nor so
much as indines her head in acknowledgment. Her gaze is steady, cool hazd as she dares, a least for a
moment, to hold hersdf equa to a countess.

Akilinalikesthisgirl.
€|l like bringing her down even more.

A amile curving her lips, she graces Bestrice with one smdl nod, an admisson of chdlenge, and then
she gathers her skirts and dips away from the garden, eager to degpen the game.

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE

4 January 1588 | Lutetia

“You look at me as if you're no longer certain of me, my lord.” Beatrice kept her voice soft, putting
sorrow into it instead of accusation. Javier twitched, the firs movement save breething he'd made since
Marius s departure. He hadn’t so much as watched Akilina go, his gaze fixed whally on Belinda

“Marius has never spoken to me s0,” he said roughly, when another moment had passed. “How isiit
that you've lan a barrier between us dl, Beatrice? Hizais gone and Sacha will bardly speak to me when
he's not searching for her. Marius, my gentle Marius, has become brittle as ice. We four, who have been
together since childhood, disrupted by one woman. How have you done this?’

“It was your own power that persuaded them to stay away from the opera” Bdinda spoke carefully,
wanting only reminder in the words, not blame. “Perhaps...” She hesitated, not for effect but out of
genuine uncertainty, then exhded a sgh. “Perhaps it was, or is, time for childhood to be left behind, my
lord. They—"

“I will never give them up,” Javier snapped. Belinda lifted her handsin gpology, shaking her heed.

“l meant no such thing. But friendships change, don’t they? Nothing remains the same. | don't at dl
mean that you should lose them, Javier, but a reckoning, a redefining, may be a hand. It's inevitable, isT't
it? You'll dl marry, one way or another. You'll dl have families and duties and responghilities beyond
those to one another. Perhaps I'm a harbinger.” Bdinda smiled faintly. “Anill omen.”

“No.” Javier sounded desperate as he stepped forward to take Beinda s hands, squeezing them until
her bones ached from it. “Y ou’ re the only one like me” hedl but whispered. “Y ou're not, you can't be,
anill omen. Mariusis—" Desperation broke his words a second time and Belinda shifted his grip, so they
held each other’s hands.

“Maiusfdl in love with me, Javier, and you took me from him. His mother might have agreed to me
marrying him, but she's neither privy to your plans nor a fool. I'm no longer a viable interest, and she
thinksit'stime he's wed, so Sarah Asdin it shdl be. He s hurt and angry and | hope hell forgive you. |
hope you'll forgive him,” she added more quietly. “I did not mean for any of this to happen.”

That it had, and that it increased Javier's reliance on her, was a gift she hadn’t looked for. Without his
childhood friends a hand, Bdinda thought the prince more likdy to buck Sanddias whim, and seek
Bdinda hersdf out when he was supposed to be otherwise occupied. It might lead him to share secrets
that weren't his to share; Bdinda would try to work that from him. Fat acknowledgment rose in her: she



hed been avoiding moving too aoruptly within the court as much to keep eyes off her as to sed moments
with Javier; it wouldn't be long before what time they had together came inevitably to an end. It was
shocking sentiment to want to stretch that time out, and as wdl that neither Robert nor she dared
communication while she was so publidy in the court’s eye; Robert would be thoroughly displeased with
her reticence, and Bdinda would have no legitimate grounds on which to defend hersdlf.

“I know you didn’'t.” Forgiveness lightened Javier's voice, before rductance deepened it agan. “I
should see Mother before the countess does. God knows what el tdl her.”

“Thet I'm a harlot not good enough for the royd house, so she should marry you hersdlf,” Bdinda sad
drily. “Go. I'll take mysdf back to embroidering.”

Javier quirked a brief, unhappy amile, then stepped closer to kiss her. “Don’t abandon me, Bestrice”
he murmured againgt her mouth. “I'm bereft on dl sdes. Without you, | lose hope.”

“Never lose hope, my lord prince,” Belinda replied. Javier broke from her, touching his knuckles to
her cheek, then spun and strode away, sodden earth marking his passage through the garden.

Bdinda exhded, sanding done in the wind and chill, then made fids of her hands and cdled dillness to
hersdf. Witchpower flared, golden light drawing shadows close until she fdt the freedom of invighility.

Thus wrapped, she threw caution to the Sde and went to seek out the secrets shared by Countess
Akilina Pankg eff and Sandalia de Costa, queen and regent.

16

Anger propelled Belinda through the palace hdls Anger at hersdf for ddlying with Javier, for luxuriaing
in the life of nobility; for dlowing hersdf to lose focus. Anger, too, a Javier, for playing Marius so
dumsly; as a prince he should have more &hility with people than that, though perhaps inevitably royaty
falled to understand its effect on the common man.

Anger, most exquidte anger, a Akilina Pankgeff. If her purpose were to split Bdinda from Javier,
she'd falled, but that she was willing to make such a blatant attempt at it rang caution through Bdinda's
soul. That very blatancy might have helped Bdinda in defusng Javier's anger, though Marius's careful
play with words had gone much further in doing that than anything Bdinda had or hadn’'t said. Stll Javier
was no fool, and Akilina aranging for im to catch Bdinda and Marius together smacked of a
deliberation that the prince might have resented, had that card been necessary to play. Bdinda didn't
know the raven-haired countess well, but such an obvious hand seemed unlike her. And if it was, then
she'd had a greater plan in bringing Javier to the young lovers in the bower, and not knowing that plan
angered Belinda, too.

It was easy to stk through the palace, hidden in plan sght, with anger to fud the witchpower. It



burned away the usud heady wash of sexud desire that usng her magic carried; that, beyond anything
else, was ussful to know. If the impulsve, idiotic actions brought on by too much use of power could be
headed off by focusng on rage instead of want, it was much the better for Bdinda

Tempestuous emoation dlowed her to wak through Sandaia s audience chambers a few steps behind
Javier, dipping through the doors before the guards closed them again without anyone being the wiser. It
let her follow the prince, unseen, into the private dayrooms beyond the forma courtroom, where she had
the presence of mind to stop just indde the doors, while Javier walked ahead. He didn't seem to share
her gift for recognizing when witchpower was being used around him, unless it stood directly in conflict
with what he wanted. But angry or not, there was no use in pushing the boundaries further than she had.
A few feet of distance fdt safer, even through the turmoail of frugtration, and both prince and queen were
wdl within viewing and hearing range.

Sanddia, in fact, lounged on a divan before a haf-banked fire, her hair loose and informd; she dearly
had no plans to be seen in public again that day. She quirked an eyebrow as Javier came to an abrupt
hdt and bowed without his customary grace, and a wave of amused curiosty splashed off her. “1 won't
likethis will 1?7’

“Only if you didike me condemning your favourites” Javier snapped. Sanddia s eyebrows went higher
and she sat up, meking a smdl imperious gesture toward a chair opposite her. Javier flung himsdf into it,
meking its feet bump off a thrown rug and squeak dully againgt the cold tile beneath it. “ Akilinaistrying to
destroy Bestrice, and she may wel have dready ruined my friendship with Marius”

Even consgned to shadows, Belinda put a hand over her mouth to hide the dightest hint of laughter
from vigble expression. Javier's easy arrogance appeaed to her much of the time, but it could dso be
both gppaling and amusing. Perhaps it was the near-godhood of princedom, but she had thought him
able to accept his own faling when it came to the Stuation with Marius. To hear him place the blame
esawhere was adreadful sort of ddight. Hurt and anger pinged off him in sharp sparks, dmogt audible,
like a rain of needles faling againg a hard floor. In marked contrast, fresh humour rolled around his
mother. “Do tdl, Javier. What' s happened?’

He sketched out the events in the garden, gving Belinda more innocence than she deserved and
lingering over Marius's rgjection and hurt. Sanddia listened slently, her laughter & firgt contained and
then dipping away, until her response was as grave as Javier might wish it to be. “And you beieve
Akilinais at fault, for meking more of their meeting than it was? What if she was right, Javier? What if
your Begtrice and Marius were lovers?’

Javier snorted, derisve sound that barely touched the bleak disbdief Belinda could fed from him. “He
sad they weren't, and Marius couldn’t tdl alieif hislife depended on it. Y ou know him, Mother. I'm not
wrong.”

Sanddia pursed her mouth, brief thoughtful expresson. For an indant Bdinda wrestled with the
temptation to cross the room and touch the regent’s smooth cheek, to sted her thoughts from her and
understand whet idea it was that held her for that moment. She held her ground, wisdom greater than
curiogty: her experiments hadn’t determined whether she could touch someone while hidden in shadow
and 4ill remain unnoticed. The queen's private chambers would be a disastrous place to discover the
limitsof her power did not stretch o far.

“It istrue” Sanddia murmured after a few seconds. “Marius couldn’t lie to save his own life” She
watched Javier, who nodded agreement, and the corner of her mouth curled as her son read nothing
further into her statement. Belinda breathed a slent exhaation, understanding quite clearly what Sandalia
implied and Javier faled to read. Marius might not tel a convincing lie to save his own life, but his known



incbility to dissemble might well save another’s. Javier, Bdlinda thought, would have to learn more about
the way wha was unspoken said as much as what was voiced doud, or how careful truths could be
infdlible lies, before he would make a worthy king. She wouldn't have imagined Marius to have tha
double-speech within him, but then, he was a merchant’s son. A reputation for honesty and a kill for
usng the truth to tdl lieswould do him very wdl, were he to falow his father’s trade.

And unless Javier learned to not trust those around him to employ such tactics, he, unlike his merchant
friend, would never follow wel in his father’ s trade.

Bdinda dlowed hersdf a quick amile at the floor, expression hidden by habit even when shadows
conceded her. Not in his reputed father’s trade, at least; she was dill curious as to his true heritage, but
in the weeks she'd been hdf-imprisoned in the palace, she'd not yet found a way to direct Sanddia's
thoughts to alie told a lifetime ago when she could touch the queen’s hand and stedl the truth from her. It
would come intime; truth dways did.

“What would you have me do, Javier? Take Akilina asde and explan | can no longer ligen to her
counsdl, because my son's jedlous heart has taken a didike to her?” Belinda heard teasing in Sanddia's
voice, though Javier’ stight expression said he was having none of it.

“You're the queen,” he said petulantly. “Y ou don't have to explain anything.”

Sanddia laughed doud, a thing rare enough that Belinda couldn’'t remember having heard her do so
before. She had amuch deeper laugh than expected, in contrast to her sweet soprano voice. It coloured
Bdinda s viewpoint of her, enriching her into sudden humeanity as her amile carved lines around her mouth
and bent her toward likahility. It was a sriking thought: Belinda had never conceived of queens as being
likadble or not; that was a thing reserved for ordinary humen affars. Lorrane was a cresture for
venerdion, and Sanddia was her rivd and therefore the enemy; that was dl that mattered.

Unexpectedly, unplessantly, Bdinda wondered if she wanted Sanddia to die, and the idea rained
chaos in her mind, bresking cold sweat on her skin. Within an indant she drew Hillness to her, beyond
the witchpower she used to hide hersdlf from the room’ s other occupants. This was her childhood game,
the one of not hurting and not fearing; it could be used as wdl to not think. Duty and desire lay on
opposite sSdes of a vadt divide; it was not her blessng or her curse to consder her own wishes as she
served her queen. Duty made her the queen’s secret blade; dedire, as she lifted her eyes to look a
Sanddia again, seemed a foreign conceit, and as quickly as she'd wondered whether she wanted the
petite Gdlic queen dead, she wondered why she would not want her dead.

Javier's sullenness had grown in the ingant Belindd' s thoughts were turned aside. He cared for being
laughed a no more than anyone, and perhaps less: his royd mantle saved him from it often enough. “A
queen,” Sanddia told him, “can do far less as she likes than you might imagine. 1 will not put Akilina
asde, Javier, so draw in your lip and cease your pouting. It ill becomes anyone over the age of three,

especidly a prince”

Javier did as he was told, though the emotions that pooled around him and crept toward Belinda were
dill black. “Why won't you rid us of her? We asked for no Khazarian contingent.”

“Nor,” Sanddia sad after long moments, “did we ask for the support of Khazarian troops that Akilina
and | have negotiated, to be ratified by Irina's own hand.”

Javier's aulk fdl away as abruptly as Belinda's interest piqued. Impulse again edged her forward, as
though she might miss something if she remained more safely sequestered by the door, and she made her
handsinto fists, leaning toward the royd pair by the fire, but not moving further. “Mother?” Bdinda could
dl but taste the legp of Javier's heart, excitement suddenly pounding through him where a breeth earlier



there had been a childish whinge. Sanddia regarded her son another long moment before sanding and
gesturing for him to follow. Belinda bit her lower lip and pursued them, matching her steps to Javier's and
moving close enough to pass through the door Sanddia opened.

Sanddia paused, holding the door, forehead wrinkled at Javier as he passed in front of her and
Bdinda stepped to the side, holding her breath and keeping wel out of the way. Javier turned back to his
mother when he redlised she was dill a the door, curiosty tilting an eyebrow. “Perhaps you should
consider rubbing up to Bestrice only at night, Javier,” Sanddia sad drily. “You samdl of her perfume.”

Red scaded Javier's cheeks and Bdinda pressed a hand agang her stomach, caught between
horrified laughter and nausea. She had thought to trick the eye, but never to try fodling the nose. She
would pour out her perfumes the indant she returned to her rooms. Javier mumbled an gpology thet
Sanddia brushed off, dosing the door behind her and locking it before crossing to a writing desk that
dominated the private chamber. The rest of the room was equaly businesdike, the windows too smdl to
be looked through from the outside, the chairs arranged in such a fashion as to focus on the desk; here,
Sanddia could hold court among counsdors, hersdf gStting amidst the scribes as they scribbled and
sketched out tresties as voiced by the men who advised a queen.

It took more than one key to open a heavy drawer within the desk. Sanddia tucked the keys back
into her bodice, alocation suffidently secure that Belinda briefly despaired of acquiring them hersdf, and
withdrew a stack of parchment, spreading the top pages out as Javier joined her behind the desk.
Bdinda hdd hersdf ill again, heart crashing againd her ribs while Javier traced a fingertip down one
sheet of parchment, murmuring written words doud: “*...commitment of troops toward the adminigtration
of open water passages from Khazar’'s port town of Nvskya to the Essandian Straits.” ‘Adminidration,’”
he repeated. “A ddicate word for indelicate intentions. This has your sgnature aready, Mother. Yours
and Akilina's. Can you be certain you dly yoursdf with Irina, and not her duchess?’

“Would you have me use saizure and control? We tread dangerous enough waters as it is” Sanddia
sad shortly. “The details of raification are at the top. Read carefully, Javier. Akilina acts in Irina's name
or not a dl.”

“Does my uncle Rodrigo know?’

A lance of guilt spiked from Sandalia, though her words didn’t betray it: “Irina dill dances with him on
atreaty. Ther sexes suggest treeties should be made by marriage, and Irina wants that no more then any
of us” Bdinda knew she spoke of the reigning queens of Echon, an unusud ssterhood endlesdy
threatened by the men around them. Javier alowed himsdf a brief laugh.

“Does something make the imperatrix think that Rodrigo’s eager for marriage? He' s managed to avoid
it for thirty years.”

“My brother prefers to make his conquests peacefully,” Sanddia said. “It's why he dill treats with
Lorraine, and why Irina should be cautious”

“Lorraine will die before she gives her hand and throne in marriage,” Javier said. Sanddia lifted her
eyes, pretty face carved with an animd amile

“Yes. Shewill”

The threat’s weight settled over Belindd's skin like a cloak, wrapping her tightly in it. Her fingers
drifted to the amdl of her back, where her tiny dagger lay hidden beneath clothes and corsets. It would
be very easy to end it now, to dip forward unseen and drive the blade into Sanddid's throat. Javier
would not be adle to save her, or raise an darm quickly enough to save his own life There was no other



choice, if she were to kill the queen now: it must be both of them, so no one was It for a pretender’s
crown. She could take the papers that Sanddia and Javier now gloated over and return to Aulun; the
treety would prove her right to have acted as she did. Lorraine's reuctance to put another regent to
death would be mitigated by proof postive of plots againg her, and with the witchpower hdping her, no
one would ever know Beinda had done the deed that saved her queen.

She found her skirts dready gathered high, a hand twisted behind her back to snake its way benegth
her corset in search of the blade she was never withouit.

“Akilina came as an ambassador in truth, then,” Javier half-asked, dill Sudying the treaty. “A woman.”

Sanddia let a shoulder rise and fdl. “Who better to trust than another woman, rather than the men who
ingg we are too weak to rule in our own right? There's a price, Javier.” She turned a page, parchment
whigpering againg itsdf. “This treaty has a price”

“They dl do,” Javier said mildly. His fingertips stopped their wandering, pressed againg the sheet
Sanddia had uncovered, and he read for a few seconds before bregthing, “Ah. This cannot be wha
Akilinawanted, Mother. She came to Gdlin in search of a throne” He chuckled, another soft sound, as
Sanddia glanced at him in surprise. “I’'m not that blind to redity, Mother, even with this match made to
Bestrice”

“I'm glad to hear it.” Sted crept into the queen’s voice, then faded again as she touched the papers
above Javier's hand. “And you're right, it isn't. But she cannot protest overmuch, or shell lose her
ganding as an ambassador. And it benefits her, if not as thoroughly as she might like”

“She wants public adoration. But faling that, yes, sanding behind the throne might do.” Javier took a
breath. “ So you'll wed me to the Khazarian her after dl.”

Cold duiced through Beinda, chilling her fingers againgt the amdl of her back. Ivanova Durova, Irina's
daughter. Dmitri’s daughter. Belinda clenched her hand and let her skirtsfdl again, heart hammering once
more. Neither Dmitri nor Robert would alow the engagement of Khazar to Gdlin if they did not tacitly
approve; Bdindas hagty action in taking Javier's life dong with his mother’s could eedlly disrupt
Robert’s plans. She st her teeth together, a new flush of anger running over her. Hers had been alifetime
of servitude, never asking why, but this once, set loose in the Lutetian court, understanding her father’'s
ultimate purpose might have been useful. Securing Lorraine's throne was the obvious end game, but
dlying the massive eastern country of Khazar to tiny Galin had to go beyond that. Perhaps that dliance
might end in avictory for Aulun that Bdinda couldn’t yet see. She would have to risk a letter to Robert,
seek his guidance. Nothing ese could clear her way.

“How will you secure the troops?’ Javier asked softly. Sanddia dimpled at him, suddenly youthful.

“Your plot with Beatrice is proving to be the perfect foil. Troubles stir on Lanyarch’s border. We need
only push it far enough for Lorraine to risk invading, and then Lanyarch, under my banner, can cdl to
Cordulafor help in repdling the Reformation soldiers”

“Khazan is along way from Cordula, Mother. We don’'t so much as share ardigion with them.”

“Irina treats with Cordula as wel.” Sanddia's voice was full of the same casud arrogance that her
son's often carried. “The Pappas and his patriarchs see her overtures as a softening toward the
Ecumenic faith, and intend, in time, to use them to convert Khazan. Until missonaries are sent, though,
Cordulais happy to accept troops willing to fight where Cordula decrees.”

“In Lanyarch and Aulun.”



“And Alunaer,” Sanddia finished, savage light of fanaticism suddenly bright in her voice. “Well take
the battle to the Titian Bitch's doorstep, Javier, and when it's done you'll st on the idand throne with a
Queen at your Sde.”

“And what of Beatrice?’ Javier's voice softened, deceptive in comparison to the resolve Bdinda fdt
diffening within him. “She and | have spoken of the need to put her aside, but we both believed there
would be a match waiting for her. Mariusis...no longer avallable. What of Begtrice?’

Sanddia touched his arm, a mother’s reassuring gesture, and amiled. “She's come to mean a great
dedl to you, hasn't she, Javier? You spoke of giving her lands; I'll have papers drawn up for some amdl
holding in Brittany. Marius may be condgned to another’s wedding bed, but your Bestrice is young and
pretty enough. Another man will come aong. | promise to take care of her,” she said, and Bdlinda could
see in her eyes, and in Javier's, that once more, they both took what they wanted from her words.
Sanddiafdt of honey-coated stedl, and Javier struggled with shards of hope and bdief fighting againgt his
determingtion to not release the witchbreed woman he'd found. It was he who acquiesced, though,
lowering his gaze and his head to murmur, “Thank you, Mother,” as a dutiful son should.

Bdinda, dipping out behind them many long minutes later, wondered if such promises were what a
noose tightening around a dender neck fdt like.

BELINDA PRIMROSE / BEATRICE IRVINE

11 January 1588 | Lutetia

FHve long days of watching had not managed to provide Bdinda with the opportunity to sted the keys
that Sanddia kept on her person. She had, once, made her way back into Sandalia's private chambers
with lock-picks in hand, only to narrowly avoid a tiny, vidous needlg, its tip stained dark, popping out
from the lock. Bdinda had sworn under her breath, searching her skin for marks, and used a blotter to
press the needle back into place. The lock required keys. they needed, it seemed, to be turned
amultaneoudy, and two hands were Smply not enough to hold in place two separate locks and turn them
together. The witchlight couldn’t be formed into something solid enough to manipulate the locks with her
will, and after over an hour of atempting the job, she had rductantly given up and let hersdf back out of
Sanddia’s rooms.

That had been one of the few times she' d successfully escaped watching eyesin the past severd days.
Much as she'd chafed a her guards in the previous month, they seemed ever-more ubiquitous now,
perhaps the vedtiges of Javier's uncertainty about her fathfulness. She saw no one and went nowhere
without armed accompaniment unless she was with Javier in his chambers.

The morning previous, she'd been awakened by a dour-faced dressmaker, who stripped her to the
skin—Bédinda padmed her tiny knife franticdly and threw it into the bedclothes as she was hauled toward
the centre of the room—then stood her up and kept her there, corsets bound tight, while he built a dress
on her, regardless of the pleas she made on her bladder’ s behdf.

He had none of Eliza swild imagination when it came to fashion, but if his purpose was to turn Bdinda
from a provinda Lanyarchan into a Gdlic noble to be reckoned with within thirty-Sx hours, he
succeeded admirably. Belinda had been permitted two breaks from standing as a dressmaker’ s dummy
to eat and rdieve hersdf, and her peevish costumer had eventudly deigned to let her deep, waning he
would be dill earlier the next morning. Belinda shook off nobility’s habits for the servant she was
accustomed to playing, and at least managed to eat and use the necessary before he arrived again to saw



her into a gown that rivaled not just Sandalia s wear, but even her own mother’s,

His one concession to time was that he adlowed her along while to stand in front of a mirror, barely
able to bdieve it was hersdf she saw there. Some of the sourness Ieft his face as she stood, hardly
breathing while she gazed at the woman reflected back at her.

Bdinda Primrose did not look like her royd mother. She had none of Lorrain€'s dramatic colouring
or, most especidly, the widow's peak that dl eyes were drawn to, whether they met Lorraine in person
or saw her portraits. Belinda thought her own face rounder than Lorrain€'s, her eyes larger, her mouth
more full; these were things she' d taken from Robert.

But bedecked roydly, skin pae with powder and perhaps shaped more by maurity than she recaled
it, looking at hersdlf, she saw Lorraine in her for the firsg time. The gown was a shade the Titian Queen
would wear: the green of young leaves, too bright for a winter day and yet utterly fitting for Belinda's
youth and skin tones. Moreover, it brought forth the green in her eyes, making them far brighter and more
chdlenging than she thought them to be. Lorrain€' s eyes were grey and narrow; cosmetics did something
that hinted a her mother's eyes in Bdindd's reflection. Even her har, upswept and bgeweled with
emerdds and rubies made, she trusted, of paste, looked lusher than usud, as if the firdight had taken up
resdenceinit. She was by no means the redhead that Lorraine was, or even Javier, but there was golden
warmth in what had aways seemed to her an ordinary brown.

The gown itsdf was high-collared, iff lace and gold threads itching furioudy even through a wrap of
soft old mudin. It thrust her chin high, meking her neck long and degantly dender. The shoulders were
demurein thelr cut, deeves coming to points over her hands. There was little of the puffed nonsense that
could send awomean to walking through doors sdeways in order to fit; that narrowness served to make
her look ddlicate, a thought which Beinda might have laughed at, had she been able to catch breeth to do
0. She was a worker, dsrong and trained; to find hersdf looking fragile was dl but beyond
comprehenson.

The bodice fit with gppalling tightness, gold and white worked into the fabric to make a subtle pattern
of roses. When the skirts findly flared a her hips, they, too, were far less extravagant than fashion
dictated, but considerable enough to create a didinctivdy feminine shape to her form. Tdl shoes lent her
height, and only when Belinda findly turned from the mirror in astonishment did her chamber door open
to dlow Akilina Pankegeff entrance.

To Belinda s surprise, and even more to her gratitude, the Khazarian countess stopped a few feet from
the door to look her over with admiration that bordered on amazement. “The queen told me Pierre was
her best dressmaker, even above Javier's young friend and her radica designs. | bdieve it now. My lady
Bestrice, you are exquiste.”

“Thank you.” Belindd's voice sounded faint to her own ears and she took a careful breath, draining
agang the corsets to Akilina s vishle amusement.

“Let’s hope you don't need to run anywhere today, my lady. I've brought you a gift” She stepped
forward, offering Bdinda a necklace that caught gold light in its pendant, a thumbnail-sze piece of amber,
carved as a rose. Belinda gaped at the jewd, heart seized as though she were 4ill a child, offered not
one, but two new gowns for the queen’ s vist. Akilina remained slent a fev moments, long enough to let
Bdinda admire it, then asked, teasingly, “Do you like it?’

Bdinda lifted her eyes, wide with unfeigned astonishment. “How could | not? My lady, | mean no
disrespect, but why—7’

“It seems a suitable gift for a queen-to-be,” Akilinareplied, and dropped a wink that would better suit



alecherous old man. “And perhaps you'll recal someday who gave it to you. May 17" She took the
jewe back and stepped behind Belinda, sending a thrill of nervous caution down Beinda's spine. Her
touch was light as she fastened the necklace, the stone settling againg the hollow of Belinda's throat, and
both women turned to look at her in the mirror.

Amber flashed magnificent rich gold againg the green of her gown, its chain so fine that it seemed to
hover a her throat unsupported. The dressmaker—Pierre; he had never bothered to give Bdinda his
name—huffed a sound she took as approva, evidently satisfied thet the jewe enhanced his creation.

“Thank you,” Belinda said a second time, peculiarly aware tha those were not words that often
crossed her lips. “It's astonishing, and | shdl indeed remember from whence it came.”

Akilina amiled with more pleasure than necessary, as if hearing more in the words than was obvioudy
there. “You're expected in the courtroom at the midday Angdus bels. I'd best go there mysdf; Her
Mg esty wants no one to distract from your arrivd.”

Colour built in Belinda's cheeks, less artifice than she might wish, and Akilina laughed as she excused
hersdf, leaving Bedinda done with the dressmaker. “Thank you,” she sad to hm as wdl, and his
cusomary dour expresson reasserted itsdf. Beinda fought back another laugh and turned to look at
herdf a find time before drawing a careful deep breath. “I suppose | should go. I'm to wait in the
audience chambers.”

“Wait here until the bels are closer to ringing,” Pierre said abruptly. “Had the woman not been a
countess and bearing a gift, | wouldn't have let her in. No one should see you, my lady. The effect isdl
the grester that way.”

Bdinda blinked a him, startled and then nat, at his sudden opinion. He'd had them by the bucketload
when it came to her gown, that he should have them in how to best show it off should be no surprise. “All
right.” She took another careful breath, dizziness Sailling through her, and asked, “Could | perhaps have
some wine, then? I’'m light-headed.”

He fetched some, and, unexpectedly, a croissant with jam, then stood by with a napkin dangling from
his fingertips and a glower set onto his face. “I won't wipe my fingers on the dress,” Belinda promised,
and he looked increasingly dour that she' d even spoken the idea aoud.

Food, more than the drink, helped to steady her head, though with having done no more than stand
and turn, Belinda knew she would be desperately glad to rid hersdf of the corsets when the time came.
Theideaof curtseying before Sandalia made her dizzy dl over again, and she waked carefully to a chair,
leening awkwardly againg its cushions; the corsets had far too little give to dlow her to bend at hip or
wag so she might gt properly. Still, the change of weight seemed to hdp for a few moments, even if
Pierre scowled a the possibility of his creetion being wrinkled by her carelessness.

He could not have made a better dress if his plan had been to forbid her any chance of deding
Sanddid s keys in the bare moments they would be that close to each other. Moving quickly enough,
aubtly enough, to pick the queen’s pocket was unlikdy even if she'd been graced with the chance to
wear one of Eliza's gowns, doing it in the rigid contraption she now wore would be an imposshility.

She would have to risk the poisoned darts and damaging Sanddid's desk. It lacked any degree of
delicacy, but perhaps there was someone she could hang for it, some servant who could be made out as
a spy. An Aulunian spy, no less, though the idea brought on a laugh so breathless it could be cdled a
ggde escaped her. Pierre, disgpproving of levity, turned a ferocious glare on her, and Bdinda subsided,
nibbling her croissant and Spping at the wine. Her heartbeat was too quick, and Hillness kept dipping
away from her, even when she ought to have hdd it close and let it help her forget the discomfort of



too-tight corsets. It had seen her through a day and a hdf of Pierre’'s minigrations, to find it deserting her
now was an irritation.

“The bdls will ring the hour in some ten minutes” Pierre’ s voice cut through her reverie and Bdinda
shook hersdlf, looking up. Her wine was finished, the croissant gone, and the napkin Pierre had offered
was caught in her fingertips. She cast her thoughts back, recdling finishing the food and asking for the
napkin, but it was a hezy memory, as if breathing shdlowly had fogged her mind. She would be glad
indeed to shed the dress, eveniif it made her regd.

“Thank you,” she said yet again, and took the dressmaker’ s hand to let him help her rise; without it she
feared she may wel have been doomed to an afternoon of uncomfortable lounging, unable to rise or St
without some drastic change of state.

Breathing seemed to come more eeslly again once she stood; movement appeared to be the trigger,
the changes of pressure tricking her into thinking she could draw more breath. She curtsied to Pierre, a
gmdl thing—the most she dared, and probably more than his station could ever aspire to—and left her
chambers in a dow, datey glide that had far more to do with being unable to move more quickly than
any particular need for the dramaticaly dow pace.

The corridors were empty, servants working to prepare a dinner feast and courtiers dready in
attendance in the audience hdl. After five weeks of being waiched, Bdinda was findly done in the
palace, and completdly unable to make use of that private time. Even if she dared dip through shadows
to search Sanddia's chambers again, there was no way to do it in the dress she wore. Better to follow
what plan she had, and make her careful way to the audience hal to accept the gift Sanddia had in mind
for her.

It was as wdl she was awoman, and not a man come to be knighted. Bad enough to have the chamber
hdl doors swung open dowly in front of her, ponderoudy, with the rush of wind they made herdding her
ariva even before a crier could shout out her name. Not since childhood, not since she'd bowed for the
fird time before the queen of Aulun, had Bdinda fdt the weight of so many gazes upon her.

Then, they had been tolerant, disinterested, amused. Now they judged, and not kindly: she was ther
prince' s intended, she was backwater and without connections, and she was loathed by many for those
things done.

That she was d<0, this one day, beautiful, softened some hearts toward her and hardened others. Even
uncdled for, the witchpower stretched out, tasting emotion and bringing it back to her in powerful waves.
She was prepared for that, braced for it; the tillness held a cool cam centre againg which admiration
and didike and envy broke and fdl around her. Out of the cacophony she could pick out individuds
whom she knew wdl: Marius, a bastion of regret, his pain alondy note in the mass of broader sentiment.
Sacha, full of smoldering rage tempered by a sense of intent that Belinda couldn’t define.

Sanddia, nearly as cool as Bdinda hersdf, asif she, too, had drawn dillness around her and did only
what she mugt. Viktor, unexpectedly, his hunger and lugt pounding through Belinda s control to bring the
fantest heat to her cheeks. Akiling, whose easy laughter fet spiked, asif she had a ddicious secret no
one de shared. And Javier, whose pride in Belinda s appearance was softened by a heart-filling joy that
Bdinda could not, or dared not, name.

Beow it dl she fdt a rumbling anger so thick and murky it seemed familiar; a human predilection
toward violence, perhaps, the thin line that kept a group from being a mob near to being crossed over.



She was not loved here, though with the thought her gaze skittered back to Javier. She was not loved
here, save, perhaps, by one. Her dow footsteps measured the length of the hdl with ear-shattering
sound, no voices raised in murmurs to discuss her, even after she'd passed.

She curtsed before Sanddia, dropping straight down and indining her head; there would be no
forward bow from the waist to deegpen her obsequiescence, not in that dress. For the second time she
thought it was as wel she wasn't a man coming to be knighted; the prospect of kneding in the gown
she' d been sewn into was absurd to the point of bringing a amile to her heart, though she didn’'t dare let
one curve her mouth. She hed the pose an achingly long time, the breath gone from her body before
Sanddia findly murmured, “You may rise”

She may, Beinda thought, but whether she could was entirdy another question. Concentrated effort
pushed into her legs helped her to straighten, so dowly she knew others would cdl it grace, so long as
they didn't see the tremble that suffused her body. She flickered her glance up once in thanks, then
lowered it again, waiting for Sanddia’s words.

They came, soaring over her head to reach the back of the audience hdl; Belinda was merdy a tool in
ashowcase;, none of this was for her. “Today we have the pleasure of granting a noble title to one who
has done this court great service. We have lands in Brittany to our north that are ripe and wooded,
well-made for hunting and, we are told, for planting. We regret that there are no living quarters yet on
these lands, but we have arranged for a generous alowance so suitable quarters might be built.”

Ddight sparked off Javier, boyish excitement at the prospect of overseeing the creation of a new
retreat suitable for roydty. Sandalia, in marked contrast, remained wonderfully neutrd; Beinda thought
she hersdf could not do better. “We shdl recommend artisans” the queen went on, “and perhaps it will
be our honour to vist when building is complete.

“We dd| provide a stipend for five years,” she continued, “long enough that the fertile earth should
begin to give its return, o our new friend might earn a living from her lands and provide to the crown
some smal measure of gppreciation for the gifts we offer. All of these things and more we are delighted
to give to one who has done us such service.

“But fird,” she said, and her attention findly came to focus directly on Belinda “First, we mug attend
to the matter of Bdinda Primrose.”

17

The core of dillnesswithin her turned to ice, utterly frozen, even as blood thundered in her ears, washing
away dl other sound. It brought back memory, memory so old that others said it couldn’'t be at dl: a
battlefidd, red-tinged and rushing, but what had once been comforting now only emphasized the words
that she had carried with her since her birth.



It cannot be found out.

It carried fear into her, intense and sharp, a part of her that could never be cut away. It cannot be
found out. Somewhere, extraordinarily digant to where she now stood, Javier's voice tickled through
the centre of her being, bewilderment lifting it high: “Mother?’

Outside hersdf, she could fed her expression tuning to polite puzzlement, eyebrows crinkling as she
glanced around hersdf, looking for the woman Sanddia had named. “Your Magesty?’ The externd
performance would be flawless; that was the purpose of Belinda s very existence, of the lifetime straining
in hard-won gillness that wouldn't dlow her body or face to betray hersef, even when turmail shattered
her ingdes. It was helped, unexpectedly, by the prison of a gown she wore: Begtrice Irvine, who laughed
too eedly and let emation come too quickly, was hindered by the condtricting corsets and high throat, but
Bdinda Primrose fdt a home within such condraints. she had been born to a carefully difled life, and
knew wel how to work within it.

“Forgive me, my lord prince.” Akilina's voice, slky smooth, laden with such insolent smugness that a
cat would envy it. Witchpower rage lit up Belinda's mind, golden ferocity that she thought must bleed
from her eyes and nose and ears, so ovewhdming was its heat. She did not, would naot, let it fly free; her
only hope lay in absolute innocence, and even a hint of anger now would be her undoing.

“There are things you must know about your intended.”

“Beatrice?’ Javier's voice cracked a second time and Bdinda lifted her gaze to his, wide-eyed with
incomprehension and a touch of fear.

“l do not know, my lord,” she whispered. “I do not understand.” Her pulse fluttered in her throat, such
agentle admission of girlish darm and confusion that she amost regretted the gown’s choking collar.

“Do you deny, then, that you are cdled Belinda Primrose?’ Sanddid's question cracked out over the
as=mbly, echoing againgt the chamber wadls. No one within the hdl spoke, ther tendon dawing a
Bdinda and tdling her that to a man, they feared a word spoken would have them banished from the
audience hdl and they might miss the drama unfolding. A part of her wanted to laugh at the sheer eager
hunger for thegtrics; the larger part put awvay acknowledgment of the emotions that rose up behind her in
favour of focusng on those immediatdy around her. Sacha had stepped forward, his figs clenched as he
leaned toward Bdinda, as though his very presence might crush her to the earth. Marius, too, had broken
away from the crowd, making himsdf one of the little party surrounding Sanddia's dais and standing
subtly closer to Belindathan to her accusers. Only Elizd s presence was marked in its absence. A sing of
regret touched Bdinda for that, though she had no idea what sde the beautiful street woman might have
come down on.

“l am Bestrice Irvine, Your Mgesty,” Belinda protested. “Born in Lanyarch in 1565, daughter of—"

Sanddia cut her off with a sharp movement of her hand, and Bdinda caught her breath, saying her
words even as she cast another frightened glance toward Javier.

“Mother, what is this jape?’ The prince’s voice was S0 low as to bardy carry to Bdinda, much less
the breathless mass behind her. “Bestrice is—’

“A whore who'd do anything to get the Red Bitch off the Aulunian throne, Jav.” Sacha grated the
words out, vicious ddight in them. “Know how | know that? |[—"

“—fucked her?’ Javier interrupted sharply. A whisper ran through the gathering and subsided again,
even as Sacha gave his prince, then Bdinda, a startled look. Javier's anger and his will rolled toward



Sacha with undeniable power, demanding an answer; more, demanding the answer that Javier himsdf
wanted. “Is that your tae, Sacha? You had the prince's woman and she was willing to take you for
hopes of getting her voice heard in the name of war? It's an ugly ploy, brother,” he said, voice dropping
to awhisper. “Could you do no better than that?’

Quick triumph bloomed and faded in Belinda's breast as Javier stole the sting from Sacha s truth; even
AsHin could see that he'd log, that any protest he made daming exactly that had happened would only
meake him look the part of a bitter fool. He turned a look of hate on Belinda, who lifted her chin to regard
him coolly, as a woman insulted.

“Cleverly done, my lord prince,” Akilinasaid without a hint of mocking. “If only Lord Assdin were the
only one who knew of Lady Irvine's past. Viktor.” Her voice thickened on the man's name, rich sounds
of the Khazarian language filling that Sngle word even when her Gdlic was typicdly bardly accented.

The stiff-bearded guard stepped out of the ranks, gaze torn between Akilina and Belinda. Frustrated
laughter ripped a thread free of Belinda's internd control, witchpower driking through thet weakness
with only her haf-formed intent behind it: he could not be dlowed to speak. Javier's will had moments
earlier dominated Sacha; now Bdinda strove to do the same to Viktor, seeking the familiar lines of
passion and desire to conquer him with. She was his queen; he ought not have been able to betray her.
The newness of her powers, the training at Javier's hands instead of Robert’s—fury a her father, for
forbidding her the knowledge she needed to save her own life, shot through the ties she had to Viktor,
drengthening them. She was not Rosa. She was his heart’s desire, his loins desire. He could not, would
not, betray her. She sent hints of promises toward him, the rewards to be reaped from remaining slent,
even as she cursed the frailty in her that had alowed him an avenue to tdl Akilina what he knew. He
dearly had; there could be no other reason for him to be called forward.

Bdinda should have killed him when she'd had the chance. Fralty indeed, a woman's weakness,
shared with her queen mother after dl. She could let none of her anger show, only watch Viktor with
wide eyes as she hammered loydty into the sexud bond they shared.

“Bedtrice?’ Javier again, the srength of will that had sustained him now fdtering. Belinda jerked her
eyes to his, tearing her gaze from Viktor to the prince, and shook her head hepledy.

“l do not know thisman, my lord.” Whispered words, desperate with confuson; she could not afford
to dip. Akilinalaughed, a soft warm sound thet ripped through the chamber’s Slent air.

“l watched them together, my lord. Watched Viktor go into an dcove and heard ther sounds of
passon. He cdled her Rosa, and she spoke Khazarian to him. Your pretense a migpronunciation was
very good,” she added lightly, and repeated “Nyet” the way Belinda had, shortening the vowels to an i.
“Viktor,” she said again, more heavily and in Khazarian, “tdl them what you told me”

Do not, Bdinda willed, and turned her frightened gaze back to the guardsman. He hesitated, hands
balling into figts, then finaly shook his head. “Sheisnot my Rosa,” he said thickly. “How could she be, so
far from Khazar?’

Rdief jabbed Bdinda in the somach and witchpower flared dong the connection she had built to
influence Viktor. Raw desire, pure ddight, absolute pleasure: the guardsman made a deep sound & the
back of his throat, shuddering as Belinda' s ungpoken thanks caught him on a primd level. Marius, closer
to her, made a amilar sound, his cheeks darkening as he redised the connection between himsdf and
Viktor. Bdinda fdt the merchant man's heart spasm, the unwelcome pleasure found in submisson
suddenly making his pulse race. Bdinda swallowed againg a certain wicked mirth, seeing that the thing
tying both men together was both having bent to her will. Javier, thank God, remained unaffected, the



temptation she'd had to top the prince unacted upon and now a barrier to linking him into the
dominearing witchpower that ate at her veins,

White anger pooled around Akiling, though none of it reflected in her countenance. Admiration dipped
through Belinda s control; the countess was as killed a hiding emotion as Bdinda hersdf. They might
have been friends, if the world had been utterly other than what it was.

“Helies” awoman’s voice said in Khazarian, and the white of Akilina's anger cooled. Bdinda turned
toward the new speaker as did the gathered throng, and among them she was the only one to know
despair. Rationdity gave way for an indant beneath a child's furious protest: this woman, this piece of
nothing from a remote Khazarian estate, could not be there. llyana could not be in Lutetia, her thick
blond hair dressed as a wedthy woman's might be, her clothes far finer than any servant might dream of
wearing. She Smply could not be there.

And yet she was, and dl the anger and betrayed fedings in the world wouldn’'t undo that. Hate
thickened the girl’s voice, audible even if the words were foreign to most of the Lutetian court’s ears:
“She's probably got his cock locked in a box somewhere and will only give it back when he's cleared
her name. Too bad for her she don’t got the same hold on me. The bitch is a witch, Your Mgesty. She
did my lord to death and she's got Viktor under her spell. Probably your prince, too, the poor bastard.
Her name' s Rosa and I'll swear it on my grave.”

Akilina trandated, soft-spoken words loud enough for the fird rows of courtiers to hear; ripples
gpread back through the congregetion as the speech was handed from one ligener to another. Bdinda
dlowed growing horror and confusion to part her lips and wrinkle her eyebrows, tears singing a her
eyes as she turned away from llyand s accusations to ligen to Akilina s trandation of them. She took one
tiny step forward, reeching toward Sanddia and Javier with shaking hands as she shook her head in
denid. “1 don't know this woman, your highnesses. My name is Beatrice Irvine, and | don’'t understand
why thisis being done. Surdly I'm not a threat to a woman like her ladyship the countess.” She let herself
laugh, rough sound of distress. “Even | know I'm not the best maich for his highness, and thet if tresties
required it | would eesily be set aside in favour of someone like Countess Akilina. | can think of no other
reason why—"

“Mudg we play thisdl the way to the end, Bdlinda?' Akilinainterrupted so gently Bdinda overrode her
for severd words. It was the use of her name that stopped her, chills cregping over her skin and mking
her grateful once more for the al-encompassing gown: barely more than her fingertips and face were
vishle to give away any changesin complexion that she might be unable to control. However Akilina had
found her out, the thoroughness with which she had done so devastated everything that Bdinda had ever
been. Her name on the other woman's lips struck away her last chances a anonymity; even if she
survived the next few minutes, Bdinda Primrose would be forever associated with Begtrice Irvine, and
neither would ever be able to hide again.

But she drew hersdf up, dragging dl the self-respect and command that poor Bestrice had left to her
and met Akilina's eyes. “We mud.” The quaver in her voice belonged to Bestrice, whose fright and
anger went nowhere near the depths of Belinda s fury. “1 don’t know who Bedindais, or why you seek to
destroy my reputation, but if you indst on playing this farce I'll see it to the end, my lady. | see no other
choice”

Marius cried out, a warning that came an indant too late. Belinda whirled, less grace or power in the
movement than she might have wished, her dathing hampering her. [lyana, forgotten as Bdinda made her
pleas to throne and countess, legpt forward with her hands clawed, scraiching and scraping a Belinda's
eyes. Bdinda flung her hands up, green slk gown tearing with a shriek as dreadful as the sound that
ripped from Ilyana s throat. They collapsed to the floor, Ilyana s weight bearing Belinda down, Bdinda s



ams crossed in front of her face. She could fight back, even condtrained by the gown, but Bestrice
didn't have Bdinda s taught skills, and to cower was far better than to out hersdf by competence beyond
thet which she should have.

Another sound, terrible and pained, erupted from Ilyand's throat, and her body went rigid above
Bdinda's. Whimpering, hdf crying in the shock and fear that her persona fdt, Beinda dared lower her
ams afew inches, then screamed outright as Ilyana coughed blood and bile, blue gaze accusang even as
it turned glassy. Her body jerked, then dumped heavily againgt Belinda s chest, blood drooling down her
chin. Bdinda screamed again, scrambling backward to get out from under llyana's weight, and knocked
into Javier's shins. She looked up, gasping for breath, to see his unsheathed sword dripping blood on
Sanddid' s prigine carpets, and his gaze locked on Marius who stood on Ilyand's other side, his own
blade dill buried in the dead girl’s back.

Marius let go his blade as if it burned him, lifing his hands againgt a sudden shuffle of guardsmen.
“Forgive me, my prince. | forgot whose presence | wasin.”

“Away.” Javier's abrupt word was to the guards, not his childhood friend. “1 can hardly fault you,
Marius, when your impulse was the same as my own.” Each quiet word was infused with gpology, the
maogt a prince could offer, and the slence that rang between the two of them made Belinda s heart ache
and pound and ache again, until spots of blackness came into her vison. Marius bowed findly, so deep it
might have been mockery could she not, through waves of dizziness, fed profound sorrow and respect
from the young man, and a lonesome forgiveness that would break the heart of the man he bowed to,
could he but fed it.

“Bedtrice” Javier's voice was gentle, as gentle as it had been to Marius. He offered her a hand,
hdping her to her feet; to her rdief and embarrassment, the darkness faded from her vison as she was
better able to catch a breath. “Are you dl right?” He touched her cheek, making her aware of dinging
where Ilyana s nalls had caught flesh, but she nodded, carefully folding her arms across her torso as she
tried to hold the bodice of her gown back together.

“I'madl right, my lord. | fear the same cannot be said for my dress.” She offered a weak amile and cast
her glance downward, not daring to look toward ether Akilina or the queen. At her feet, though, lay
llyana s body, and the part of her that was Bestrice shuddered and turned away, hiding her face aganst
Javier's chest. His heart echoed loudly in her ears, and his voice came deep from her close quarters.

“Areyou satiffied, Lady Akilina? What more would you have Begtrice go through? Y our guardsman
admits he's lying and this wretched creature is dead for your plotting.” He rested one hand around
Bdindd s shoulders, lifting the other to sngp and gesture for llyana s body to be taken away. His mother,
dill on her feet a his Sde, had not spoken or moved during the entirety of the display; now she turned her
atention to Akilinaas well, cool curiodty in her voice.

“This was not the entertainment we were promised, my lady. Our gown is spattered with blood and
our dais stained with it, dl for the purpose of making us look afoal, it seems. Is this what your schemings
have produced, and nothing more?’ Her every word was beautifully precise, as though rehearsed, and
for afdtering moment Bdinda wondered if it were. Surdly Ilyana s death had not been for show; Marius,
for dl his youth, would not agree to murder awomean for theetrical court.

That, Bdinda thought with a ghost of inappropriate humour, was much more her sort of duty to carry
out. But she had no sense of anything from Sanddia, for dl that the queen stood very nearly touching
distance away. Close enough to sted the desk keys from, but with no way to do it, not now, not at the
heart of such a spectacle. The same horrid ghost of amusement came over her, squeching through her
inddesin search of a place to break free.



“I wigh it were, Your Mgesty.” Another woman's voice, more painful in its fant familiaity than
llyana s for dl that Belinda had never heard it speak the Gdlic language before. She lifted her head, the
gmdl mation denying dl the diffness that wanted to come into her body. The depth of shock thet Ilyana’s
appearance had brought seemed to have faded: she fdt no outrageous disbdief this time, only a sadness
as deep as that which marked Marius.

The crowd of courtiers parted, dlowing the woman to come forward. She wore, to Belindd's surprise
and agonizing pleasure, one of Eliza s fashions, the loose flowing gown meking the most of her height and
her breasts, the vibrant lime fabric only wearable by a scant handful of women with her generous
colouring. She dipped a curtsey, more perfunctory than polite, and kept her eyes on Beinda as she
spoke. “I wish it were” she sad again, more quidly this time, as if the words were an gpology to
Bdinda “and | wish that | had not been cdled to stand here before you.”

“You are? Sanddia asked crigoly. She was cool and cdm, unsurprised, unpredictable, unreadable.
Satisfaction swept off Akiling, meking Belinda s somach tighten.

“l an cdled Anadi Meo, and | am a courtesan from Aria Magli. | knew this woman in Aria Magli,
when she cdled hersdf Rosa, but moreover, | know her father. Through him | dso know tha she is
cdled Belinda Primrose, and that her purpose hereisto sow dissent and revolution in Gdllin's heart, and
if possible, to take the life of a queen.”

Thunder crashed through the hdl, voices risng in shouts of horror and excitement and dismay. Javier
tightened his arm around Belinda's shoulders as if he could protect her from the surge of passon that
swept the hdl; indeed, the men and women gathered behind Ana stepped forward en masse, suddenly
hungry for blood and information.

Bdinda fdt only slent astonishment, her soul emptied of anything else, even the witchpower rage. It
would be her undoing to ask why, though she thought the question might be in her eyes, and that only the
lush courtesan would read it as anything other than bewilderment. Indeed, Ana lifted a shoulder and let it
fdl in such a minute mation Belinda might have imeagined it; it did not at dl carry the answer she sought.
Her gaze carried quiet regret but not guilt: whatever drove her, she would not lose deep that night over
betraying Belinda.

Bdinda's mind danced back to the moment they’d shared a the Maglian pub, the injury she'd seen
flicker through And's expresson when the tavern’s ovewhdming emotiond attack had made her draw
back from the other woman rather than give in to the sweset, unbartered passon they’d both fdt. To
condemn Bestrice Irvine as a fasehood seemed an extraordinary retdiation for a flesting moment's pain,
but Belinda knew too well how desire dismissed could go astray, and had no other answer to consider.

Javier's voice, above her head, cut through the clamor, witchpower giving it srength: “Who is her
father, that you make this outrageous daim and lend it his name as backing?’

Beinda thought, did not say, did not so much as breathe, no, and could not let hersdf close her eyes
or flinchin dismay as Ana sad, “Robert, Lord Drake, favoured of Lorraine in Aulun.”

“Bedtrice?’ Javier whispered her name through the commotion rigng in Sanddlia s audience hall. Bdinda
dlowed hersdf a laugh, atiny sheking sound, and turned her eyes toward the prince, helplessness in
them.

“What should | say, my prince? | can’'t end this farce by agresing with them. I’ ve never been beyond
Lutetia, much less as far as Aria Magli. My father’s name was Robert, it's true, but he was Robert



Stewart, and hdd a plot of land in the highlands of Lanyarch. |1 don’t know why they’re doing this” She
fdt digressngly exposed, as if wearing Beatrice' s too-raw emotions so openly stripped her to the skin.
Asif Ana had the power to undress her with words and show the Lutetian court the truth of the woman
beneath Javier's consort. She could do nothing other than hold her ground and maintain her innocence,
but doing so was draning the srength from her, and she didn't dare reach for the witchpower’s
uncontrollable fire to shore hersdf with.

“Thet isdl you need say.” Javier pressed his lips to her forehead, then lifted his voice. “We find this
woman, these women,” he said, induding Akilina in his accusations, “to be troublesome and
cruel-hearted. Bestrice has done none of you any harm, and a woman's life has aready been paid for
your foolish, bitter games. | know this woman whom | hold inmy arms.” Passion deepened his voice and
he tucked Bestrice againg his chest more solidly. “ She has given me more joy in the brief months I've
courted her than alifetime has known before. | had believed mysdf to be done” His voice gentled again
and he set Bdinda back, his hands on her shoulders as he gazed down at her. The grey of his eyes was
bright with passion, his fingers warm againgt her skin where her gown had torn. His thoughts whispered
to her things he wouldn't say doud to the gathered assembly: She's like me, more than any of you can
understand. She shares the power that | have. | will make this all right if | have to bend each and
every one of you to my will, even you, Mother. | will not be left alone again.

“She's shown me that I'm not aone” he said, dmog for her ears only. “For that gift done | would
defend her to God Himsdf.” He looked up again, anger darkening his face. “And | will hear no more of
these accusations. We know where Bedtrice Irvine is from. Ask yoursdves ingead what ends the
Khazarian countess gains from this drama.”

The crowd turned with his speech, grumblings twisting away from Belinda to focus on Akilina Only
the scant handful a the front of the throne room hdd steady in ther stances. Marius, for whom Bedinda
could do no wrong; Assdin, for whom she could do no right. Akilina's confidence flagged not at dl, and
Sanddia hdd suspicion above any other conceit. Javier's steadfast trust was strongest, but the walls of
dissonant, grident belief from each of them battered a her, threatening the Hill core she dared not
release.

“l don't gain a throne from it.” Akilina's reply was light. “You know that as wel as |, Prince Javier.
My aspirations reach beyond my grasp, | fear; | mug learn to content mysdf with lesser objectives. This
has nothing to do with me, my lord, and everything to do with the safety of your mother’s reim. Of your
reelm, your Highness. How might | convince you of this?”

“Produce Dreke,” Javier spat. “Let me hear it from his own lips. Condemn Bestrice that way.”

A serpent’ s amile dipped across Akiling's mouth and she curtsed so deeply as to border on ridicule.
“Viktor.”

The guard, whose eyes had never left Belinda, flinched at the sound of his name, coming to attention.
Akilina nodded and he broke from formation, somping down the cleared aide through the courtiers.
They drew back, watching him asiif he were an dien thing, dangerous to them, and Bedlinda watched him
gowith asurety and a sckness rising in her. The doors a the end of the hdl banged open to dlow him
exodus, and shut again with a find-sounding boom behind him.

Rage, underlying, too familiar, scented of chypre in the back of Belinda s mind.

“Do forgive me his condition, my prince,” Akilina murmured to the dlent hal. “He's been most
reluctant to cooperate.”

Bdinda trembled in Javier's grip, not from fear but from fury. Akilina's smugness, her utter pleasure in



the Stuation, was truth enough as to who would be dragged through the doors when they opened again.
Bdinda wanted, even without seeing Robert, to fdl to her knees, to cry doud and shriek her horror and
dismay. She wanted her hard-learned dillness to desert her, to be alowed to be a child abandoned and
forgotten but gill seeking approval; to break away from what she and her father had made of her and be
nothing more than an ordinary woman in atrying postion.

Like everyone dse, she flinched when the doors banged open again. The tiny reaction fdt like her
sngle nod to humanity, for she could not dlow hersdf to fdl into despair as Viktor and another men
dragged Robert Drake' s broken and bleeding form down the audience chamber aide.

She did permit hersdf a cry of digmay, fingers pressed agang her mouth, eyes round with horror.
Beatrice Irvine was a gentle woman, and a man broken under torture was far from a Sght she was
prepared to see. She turned away, painful abrupt movement, to hide her face agang Javier's chest, a
plea sheking her voice: “My lord, | don’t know this man. What have they done to hm? Surely we're not
such mongers... 7" Witchpower raged beneath her skin, searching for a weakness that would permit it to
burg forth and act, though what form that action might take, Bdinda didn't know. She only knew she
wanted to lash out, and that she fdt a marrow-deep resentment of the traning that forbade it as
powerfully as she fet reassurance a thet training's strength.

Grimnessfilled Javier' s response, more in feding than in words. “1 beieve | would know the Aulunian
queen’s consort anywhere, even as badly treated as he has been. Akilina, you will explain this” Sanddia,
a his sde, sparked with a curious blend of resentment and relief that her son seemed findly willing to
take a leading pogtion. He was too much like his unde, Bdinda thought abruptly, and wondered once
more & the father who'd gotten Javier on Sanddia The digtraction, however brief, was a welcome one,
diverting some of the edged fury elsawhere. Sanddia, just within Belinda s line of sght, said nothing as
she turned to the Khazarian countess, awaiting answers to Javier's demand.

“Viktor and Ilyana both spoke of thiswoman.” Akilina gestured with her hands as she spoke, graceful
motion encompassing first where Illyana s blood patterned the rugs, giving the name to the dead girl, then
induding Belinda as a woman unworthy of naming. “They knew her as Rosa, on a Khazarian estate north
of Khazan. My lover Gregori Kapnist died there and on that same day this woman fled.” She dl but
wove a spdl with her words, spesking softly enough that everyone leaned in to hear. “Tdl me, Prince
Javier, does your woman wear a knife a the amdl of her back?’

Javier's expresson became nonplussed, turning from Akilina to Belinda and back again. “Not thet I've
seen.” He offered afaint amile, suggesting, “If you like | could take her away from here and investigate in
private.”

A voice distorted with lus and envy came out of the crowd: “Strip the whore here and let us dl see
you're not bespelled, Red Prince.”

Javier turned shocked eyes toward the courtiers, who tightened ranks rather than fdl apart and expose
the speaker. Bdindatried to cdl ablush and failed, anger a her ingbility bringing colour to her cheeks a
moment later. Javier set his jaw and returned his atention to Akilina, whose unimpeschable confidence
hed faded a notch at his confesson. “1 had her journey traced,” the countess said, voice lowered further.
“To AriaMagli, where she met this woman and this man, whom | know mysdf. She was sent here from
Parna, Y our Highnesses, to bring down your throne.”

“Drake has confirmed this?” Javier scraped the words out, earning Akilina s laugh.

“Not yet, my lord prince, but he will. Or perhaps Belinda could spare him the pain, and tdl us dl the
truth.”



“My nameis Bedtrice Irvind” Bedinda cried her reply with dl the passion she could mugter, frudration
bringing tears to her eyes. Emoation legpt in Robert, sharp spike of pride that dl but undid her, making
tears more red than they had reason to be. “I do not know this man or this woman! They mean nothing
to me, and | have no way to prove mysdf to you!”

“You do,” Akilina said, ful of liquid delight. Begtrice turned to her, hands spread beseechingly, and
Akilina offered arazor amile. “Perhaps his highness would lend you an aready-bloodied sword, and you
might end Robert Drake' s life to show your loydty to your affianced and his kingdom.”

Honest astonishment dropped Belinda's jaw, though it was Bestrice's horror that whispered, “You
want meto...kill aman?’

“You're eager to bring down the Red Bitch's throne, aren’t you?" Akilina asked glesfully. “Kill her
favourite, prove your loydty to Javier, and force Lorraine to overextend hersdf into an attack on Gdlinin
one smooth blow.”

Sanddia stepped forward, exchanging a brief glance with Javier as Bdinda turned to them, heartbeat
highin her throat. “My lord, my lady, I...I can't—"

“It's a dangerous game you play, Akilina” Sanddia spoke thoughtfully, watching Drake and the
Khazarian woman in equd parts. “You stand in our court and suggest a ploy that would have our country
invaded by another. Y ou mus be very confident indeed of your resources.”

Akilina, with wonderful precison, said, “As confident of the breath | draw, Your Mgesty. There is no
need to fear it will not come.”

Sanddia turned her head, minute movement, to examine the raven-haired countess. “We are pleased
to hear your sureness. We extend to you an invitation to remain ssfely within these wadls until your
confidence is borne out.”

Muscle tightened in Akilind s jaw, the tendgon vanishing into a amile an indant later. “I'm honoured by
your concern for my safety, Your Mgesty, and ddighted to accept.”

“Vay wdl.” Sanddia turned her atention to Bdinda with a familiar flickering of her fingers
“Proceed.”

Thickness seized Belinda's throat, making her suddenly, itchingly aware of the gold-threaded lace
scratching againg the Slk wrap. “What?’ Her bluntness had charmed the queen in the past, but it was
ample disbdlief, not artifice, that forced the question.

“Marius's sword will serve,” Sanddia said. “We do naot care for the idea of Drake’ s blood saining our
son's weagpon.”

“Your...Mgesty...cannot expect me to...” Besdtrice's fantness was Beindds own, though the
reasons were different. Sandaia arched an eyebrow sharply.

“Our Magesty can and does. Prove yoursdf, Irvine, or we will have you stripped and searched as
threatened. Are you ours, or are you his?’

“Your Mgesty, | cannot...I cannot...kill aman—’
“Doit!” Sandaia s command lashed out with a strength bordering on the witchpower’s.
Golden rage swept Belinda s vison and she lurched forward a step, the “No!” that tore from her throat



a memory before she heard hersdf speak it. Sanddia, only inches away, drew hersdf taut with
fury—better fury than fear; so much as that, Bdinda could 4ill sense even in the midst of pounding,
hungry power growing in her—and lifted a hand.

Bdinda screamed, aborted sound of terror as guards closed around her, reaching for the torn places
on her dress and shredding the fabric from her body even as she writhed and fought againg them. A
roaring cheer filled her ears, ugly thrills and ddight from the courtiers, and she fdt a dagger Solit the laces
of her corset, bindings springing wide.

She caught it as it fdl forward, dutching it to her chest and gasping for ar, hdf astounded at the ease
of breathing. Another pair of hands caught her underskirt, tearing its seam, and it fdl awvay to expose her
backside. A gasp of disgppointment ran through those closest to her asit became clear no betraying knife
pressed againg her skin. She lifted her eyes as the guards parted, searching for Javier and trusting her
fear and pathos to soften his heart.

There was kindness in his eyes. “You ought to have acted, Bedtrice, but perhaps a woman's
weakness is too much to overcome. Let me do it for you. You will respond, gr,” Javier said with smple
arrogance. “Confirm the duchess's accusations or refute them, but you will share with us your answers.”
He extended a hand, princely gesture, and with it Belinda fet inexorable willpower come forth from him.

She lifted her head, tumning it toward Robert: a mistake, for it warned those eyes that knew to look
that she had an expectation of what would happen. Only Javier himsdf might have those eyes, but of
everyone in the courtroom, his were the ones she could least afford to betray hersdf to.

And his power bludgeoned into Robert’s like atoy knight playing at Sege againg Lutetia's great wals.
The scent of chypre filled Belindd's nose again, dinging her eyes to unplanned tears. Javier made no
audible sound, but surprise lanced through him like a weapon itsdlf, and he redoubled the effort, pouring
alifetime of easy command into the expectation that Robert would fold beneath hiswill.

Drake chuckled benegth his breath, the softest surprise in the sound, so muted that only one who
knew him might recognize it. Agony lanced Bdinda s heart, tearing her breath away as she saw, too
clearly, the houses that would fdl with her father’s response. Deception upon deception, so tangled and
twisted together she could no longer determine where to begin or end. Who, who, who was the Gdlic
prince's father, if not Dmitri, whose look was not at dl stamped on him; if not Robert, whose surprise
answered any doubt that might have lingered within Belinda. There had been secrets hidden in Javier's
parentage, secrets reveded by his use of power; and now, unstoppable, came the lagt act of treachery
thet would undo her in his eyes forever.

Because her father had put a binding on her mind, and whispered it is too soon, it cannot be found
out, and today, here, in this place, he had no idea that his daughter had come into her power, and tha
Javier de Cadlille had trained her in it, and that to fight the prince in the battleground of the mind was to
condemn Bdinda to desth.

Knowing none of this, Robert lifted his gaze to Javier's, thin bloody smile cracking a mustache and
beard that had grown too long under Akilina's tender care. He shook his head, clucked his tongue in
disapproval, and pushed back, such aflexing of strength that it seemed the whole room moved beneath
it. Javier staggered, his hand dropping, and then rage came into his face as he turned toward Belinda
Every aspect of his emotions were threaded with betrayd, truth brought to light by Robert’s easy hand
with the witchpower. Bdinda knotted her hands in her corset, holding it againg hersdf as if it made a
shidd, and wrapped dillness hard as iron around hersdlf.

Javier's anger came down on her with the waght of anvils fury lending its Slver sheen more power



then she'd ever fdt inhim before. It wasn't the playful jousts with witchlight; there was nothing visble in
this attack, only wordless, slent will bearing down agang Belindas shidds. Javier searched for
weaknesses, bdieving her, as awoman, to inevitably have them. To her pride, he found none, his power
rebuffed.

Pride lasted bardly an ingant. She might be his equa in raw strength, but the Gdlic prince had a
decade of training with his gifts that she did not share. A fresh ondaught rushed her, no longer searching
for weakness, but amply crushing: that Belinda's power had been locked behind a wal in her mind was
something not only she remembered, and with inexorable force, he squashed and contained that power
agan, pushing it back to where it had once been.

Bdinda hdld a pinprick of light againgt him, sruggling to keep it dive within her mind. They had
practised shidds and throwing blasts of power, but her gift was an internd one, safety from the outside
world making an impenetrable cloak around her. It was not made to defend againgt a comer that pressed
agand it rdlentlesdy from dl sdes; itsindinct was to make itsdf smdler, hide in the shadows, go unseen.

Silence came, and the light winked into blackness.

18

Peculiarly, it was the gown’s destruction that stung her firg upon awakening.

A chill had dready set in, meking her aware of her bones in a digant, aching way long before
consciousness was reached. It was dull discomfort, the sort of thing she had so long held hersdf againgt
that it bardy seemed worth congdering; certainly it was unworthy of disurbing her rest. Later, when
some of the blackness had retreated, she became equdly aware of the temperature of her flesh: not so
cold as to freeze, but far below what it should normdly be, as though she'd kicked off covers as she
dept and |eft a shoulder bared to the night air. She reached for the duvet and found nathing, its lack too
removed to be meaningful to her. She drew in on hersdlf, making hersdlf a amdl curled thing againgt her
hard bed without reaching awareness.

In time, sengbility began to creep back into her: the vague redization that her bed was made of stone;
nothing dse was s0 hard, nor pulled the heat from her body even when it fdt warmer than the floor
around her. Neither words nor clear thought conveyed that to her, merdy a recognition of fact as deep as
the cold in her bones. Sound encroached even more dowly: the drip of water broken by an occasiona
solll of the same, splashing againgt rock. Droplets spattered her body when that happened, bringing a
shiver that she fdt in her jaw and somach but not on her skin's surface. A dank scent came with the
water, too-old straw grown soft with mold, and the stench of humen offa gone uncleaned.

She knew where she was before consciousness came, and when she opened her eyes to darkness, dl
that was visble was a remembrance of Pierre's exquiste cregtion, shredded and torn and trampled
beneath guards' feet. Courtiers would have surged forward to snatch up scraps, usng a shimmer of gold



or green to prove that they had been there the day Bestrice Irvine fdl beneath the look of angry betrayd
in Prince Javier's eyes.

Bdinda sat up dowly, diffness in every joint. Her hair fdl around her shoulders, shockingly warm
agang the coldness of her skin, and brought a rash of gooseflesh to her. The dichotomy in temperature
made her nipples tighten, absurd erotic thrill that activated genuine desire. She closed her eyes againg the
darkness, wet her lips, and whispered, “Javier,” on that wash of longing, then folded her arms over her
breasts, dutching her shoulders to contain whét little heat her body had left.

She had not been left so much as her petticoats, dl those things ripped away from her on the
courtroom floor and left there when they took her away. That she had been given nothing at dl to cover
hersdlf with suggested the remainder of her life could be counted in hours, not days no queen would be
fool enough to dlow such a prize as Bdinda was to die of exposure before she could be hanged in a
public square, and the oubliette would ensure her desath by cold within afew days.

Bdindafound she was not at dl afraid to die, and wondered if that was fatdigtic acceptance or blind
denid.

She got up because it was better to move than St and wait for her fate to come. Better to force blood
to flow through her body in hopes that doing so might warm her than to remain seated againg the cold
and fed life drain out of her one dow minute a a time. She found the wals of her prison: there was
enough room, jugt, to open her ams and turn in acircle; stone brushed her fingertips when she did so. A
few pieces of straw had enough srength to prickle her soles, bardy fdt through numbness, and the
fantest crack of light came down from above. She stretched her ams up, searching for a celing, and
found nothing. For an ingant the darkness pressed on her, weighty, before she let go a raw laugh and
cupped her hands together, caling witchlight.

A soft glow lit her palms and the confines of her prison. Above her, out of reach for even atdl man, a
sguare of sone made mogt of the dungeon’s ceiling. An oubliette, yes smply a roofed pit to be dropped
in and forgotten about, too wide to somehow scramble up its Sides, too deep to reach its lip even if it
were not closed up. There would be other cells elsewhere, but she—and Robert, she warranted—had
earned specid attention, a private dungeon such as this to prevent any other prisoners from fdling on
them and risking Sanddlia s sport.

Her fingertips seemed warmer, the witchlight bathing them. Belinda spun it out, expanding the golden
bal and dretching it until she literdly wrapped hersdf in it as she so often imagined hersdf wrapped in
dillness. Some of the ache faded from her bones, whether from actud warmth or an illuson of it she
neither knew nor cared. It was away to pass the time, building gowns of light from her power. When the
warmth that spread over her body came from a different source, urging an exploration of her sex with her
fingers, laughter broke through, unexpected in the cold stone prison. She'd learned to ward hersdf to
some degree againg the raging passion that built when she extended power to influence others; to find it
equaly demanding when she turned her magic on herself was disproportionately amusng. For atime she
hoped with active enthusasm that a guard might be sent to check on her; the prospect of being
discovered locked in a black hole in the ground, writhing with passion, struck her as tremendoudy funny,
an emotion Belinda was completely unaccustomed to experiencing or givingin to.

When stone findly scraped against stone and externd light flooded her little prison, though, she had
long snce left witchpower desire behind, and indead lay shivering againg the cold stone floor in
darkness. Less stagnant air flooded her cell, bringing new chill with it, and she squinted toward the light.

Javier crouched above her prison & its lip, torchlight behind him to hide his face in shadow, though
shadow did nothing to disguise the cold anger that rolled off him. He stretched out a hand, opening it; a



dagger, no more than padm-length, fdl to Belindas floor with a clatter. “This was found in your
bedclothes.”

Bdinda uncurled hersdf and reached for the blade, tucking it agangt her chest. She could thwart
Sanddia's execution with that amdl knife, testing its sharpness in her own heart rather than Sacha
AsHin's, as she'd once dreamed. “Perhaps the countess hid it there,” she whispered. “Javier, | am 0
cold.” She risked, as she had never risked before, a thread of power dretching toward the prince,
seeking any hint of sympathy he might have for her.

“Not for long,” he said implacably. “You die a dawn tomorrow. You and Robert Drake, for intent to
kill a queen. Lorraine will have to deny you both to keep her throne, but it should go a long way toward
degtabilizing Aulun.”

Fear, it seemed, had a placein her after al. Bdinda's muscles contracted dl over, urging a soft squeak
of terror from her throat. “How can you believe the Khazarians over me?’ The tremble in her voice was
redl, Belinda no longer able to tdl her own emotions from Beatrice's. “I'm like you, Javier. Witchbreed,”
she bresthed.

The dightest sense of hestation broke Javier's surety. Bdinda, waiting for the chance, whispered
encouragement to that hestation, Stting up on the dirty stone floor to lift her gaze toward the prince's.
She made a pretty and pathetic picture, she knew, al wide eyes and tangled hair, dirt smeared across her
naked body from lying on the ground. She kept her arms folded over her chest, a woman'sfrall modesty,
and sent her own concept of her helplessness toward the man crouched above.

“Witchbreed like Robert Drake. Your father.” Javier's words were rdentlesdy certain, but doubt
fogged his emations, hope sparking through in pulses he tried to quash. “I fdt the power in him.”

Bdinda shook her head, sending curls over her shoulders. “If it's there, perhaps that explains how the
Red Bitch has kept her throne so long. | don't doubt you, my lord.” She shivered, hdf artifice and haf
genuine “I don't doubt that he has the power, but your mother doesn’'t. Did your father? My mother
died when | was born, and my father herded cattle. The power we share belongs to us done, not our
parents, Javier.” The wish to be free of the oubliette was beginning to pound heavily in her vens,
witchpower content to ride quietly until the possibility of escape was a hand. Now, with the stone celling
removed, the urge to blast through ddicacy and demand Javier bend to her will grew harder to fight, for
dl that Bdinda knew it would be fally. She lacked the strength to stand againgt him with brute force; that
hed dready been proven. She mugt be subtle, convince him from within of her innocence and of the
rightness of her freedom. “1 do not know him, Javier.”

He made afig of hisright hand. “Then why did you spare hislife?’

Incredulous, frightened laughter broke free. “My lord? Kill a man? Me? Perhaps it's easer for a man.”
Bdindd s voice shivered with respect and not a little fear. “1 am only a woman. | have no somach for
such things. That...that girl, the Khazarian girl...l had never seen a violent death so dosdy, my lord.”
She shuddered again, casting her eyes down as much to hide truth as to play a horror and a woman's
gentleness. “1 couldn’t do that to any man. Forgive me for my weakness, please, my lord. | did not mean
to betray you with it.” She tightened her fingers around her dagger, agand her chest, Idting the action
look like another shiver as she willed her captor to beieve her. It was a reasonable argument, she
whispered into the witchpower. A woman's flaw; Javier knew wel she was a flawed creature, but she
could never be the two-faced cresture Akilina had made her out to be.

“BEven if | believed you,” Javier said dowly, “my mother never will. Robert Drake is a prize beyond
imagining, and to take him from Lorraine far too great an opportunity to pass up. Innocent or not, your



desth is as much part of the pageantry as hiswill be.”

“But he is the prize)” Bdinda echoed. “I might—" She caught her breath and cut the words away,
letting Javier’s hope and curiogty spike again. Making him ask, rather than putting the words into place
for him.

“You might what, Beatrice?’ He kept his voice low, asif someone might be close enough to overhear.
Bdinda shook her head, trembling.

“Nothing, my lord. Only a woman's fear. Only my fancy. Forgive me” she whispered agan. “I
couldn’'t ask it of you.”

“It,” he murmured. “To alow you to escape.”

She cast her gaze up, full of desperation, and reached one hand toward him, fully aware of her nudity
and of the affect cold ar had on her body, her nipplestight asif in sexud arousd. Javier's focus did from
her face down to her throat, then to her bresasts, where it lingered as she caught her breath. Desre
pricked in him, fed back to her and heeting the witchpower she stretched toward him; pink suffused her
cheeks and spilled downward, unmistakable excitement to a man whose eyes wanted to see it. She
looked to him as her savior, hersdf a helpless, dominable creature in a position of supplication; she had
been his, was his, should be his and could be again through his choosing.

That she lifted only one hand, the other dill holding and hiding her knife, was a detall she willed him to
ignore. When he hestated she let hersdf laugh, a sound of tears, and looked away, fingers curling in
despair. “l am afool.”

“No.” The word was drangled. “Beatrice—is it Beatrice?’ Javier asked, hdf desperate himsdf. “Or
are you Belinda, as they named you? It hardly matters,” he added in a whisper. “How can | let the only
womean like mysdf die?” He moved abruptly, stretching flat on his ssomach to reach a hand into Belinda's
prison. “Come. Thiswill not be comfortable, but | can ask no one for hep.”

Bdinda scrambled to her feet, shaking off cold as she grasped Javier's hand and dmost cried out with
its warmth. “Hold tight,” he said. “Both hands.”

She bit her lip and dropped her knife into the bits of straw. The blade struck stone at her feet, sharp
metdlic dang cutting into her heart: it may have betrayed her, but it was one of the few tangible things her
father had ever given her. To lose it in the depths of a Lutetian prison was more hitter than she could

imagine
Less hitter than losng hersdf to those same depths. She clasped Javier's hand and wrigt with both of

hers with dl the strength cold muscle could mugter. Javier braced himsaf againg the pit's edge with his
free hand, eyes dark and serious on hers. “Are you ready?’

She only nodded, not trusting words. Javier surged upward, jaw clenched againg strain. Belinda' s feet
left the ground and she cut off a shriek, caught somewhere between surprise and ddight at his strength. It
took effort not to kick, even redizing extra movement on her part would make her weight more difficult
to manoeuver. He breathed hard, fingers white around her wrigt, and she fdt the determination of
witchpower flare, asif it lent him the strength to draw her up. He went to hand and knees, the arm that
held her ill dropped with her weight, then opened his mouth in a slent roar as he dragged her hdfway
over the precipice' s edge, fdling backward as he did. She scraped over rough stone and swallowed
pain, then pulled hersdf the rest of the way free, crawling forward to collgpse againg Javier's chest. Both
heaved for air, Javier more than she, though he sat up within seconds, pushing her onto her heds with his
hands hot on her shoulders. Questions fired in his gaze and she drew breath as if she might answer them



before they were so much as spoken.

His eyes dropped to her breasts again, and desire, irrationd and beyond thought, crashed through the
hald he had on her. Beinda caught it with her own witchpower, stroking it and feeding it back to him
hungrier than it came to her, then reached ingde his grip to pull his shirt open. His warmth bled toward
her, drawing her close, and she moved forward, hands dropping to loosen his breeches.

“Beatrice—" A dungeon floor was not Javier's idea of an idyllic romancing spot, that much was clear
from his thoughts. Belinda stopped his mouth with a kiss, diding cold fingers into his pants to curl her
fingers about him, earning a quiet gasp and a thrust up into her hand. He said nothing else as she crawled
atop him, wrapping her arms under his shirt and meding her body to his His body was hot agang hers,
panful relief from the cold, and she rocked againg him, letting hersdf whimper as the chill began to
recede from her limbs Witchpower responded to the heat, courang through her and demanding
satisfaction, but she hdd it off, burying her nose in the prince s throat as Marius s words haunted her: we
have not shared physical love.

Love was too dangerous a word for one such as she, even before Akilina had moved to expose her. It
left vulnerabilities that she couldn’t afford; she had understood that sSince her childhood, weatching Rodney
du Roz fdl to his death; watching her father so ddliberately whittle avay at the emationd structure he'd
provided when she was very young. Belinda Primrose was not meant to know love, and she had not until
lately fdt its lack in the life that she'd led.

Javier dipped hisarms around her, holding her as close as she hdd him. She could taste his thoughts,
running free beneeth the surface of passion, and shivered at them: they spoke too much of freedom and
an escape from responghility, ideas only whispered at in night's darkest hours; they were not daylight
thoughts, no more for the prince than the assassin. It made commondlity between them and flavoured
Bdindd s need with akind of despair. All, all she could offer was what she did: her body, her mouth, her
gentlenessin place of coupling whose enthusiaam often touched on violence.

“Come away with me” She spoke againg his mouth, knowing even as she said the words that even if
he agreed she could never dlow it to happen. Javier breathed laughter, bresking away far enough to 1ook
quedtioningly into her eyes. “Come away with me” she said again. Witchpower surged, rash agreement;
whether it was her own or Javier's she couldn't tel. “Tonight. You and | are dike, Javier. Let us be
together. Forget the rest of the world.” She echoed the thoughts that he did not dare speak, could bardy
imagine spesking, and for the few seconds that they hung in the air she reveled in them, uang them as her
only way to offer in words what she hoped to say with shared bodies.

The thrill of the idea peaked and passed, reluctance flooding in its place, and her frudration rose,
sudden and sharp. “Come away with me” She tore a his reluctance, weakening it, seerching for a core
that wanted to do as she proposed. “Do you not wish to? They could never find us, Javier, not if we
didn’t want them to. Perhaps you' d no more be a prince, but you would be free. Come away with me”
She rolled her hips into his, offering phydcd graification as pleesng a the dangerous thought she
suggested, and Javier's resstance faded. It was a fary tae, a dream for playing a, and for a few
moments she logt hersdf init as they came together inlove.

He hdd her, gasping roughly againgt her shoulder, after, then drew aragged breath. “If we're to go we
should go now, Bedtrice. Time must not be wasted.”

“You have duties today, do you not?’” she whispered. He hestated, then nodded reluctantly, and she
tightened her arms around him. “Y ou mugt be seen attending them, Javier. I'll go to the docks and secure
aghip to leave on the late tide. You'll leave the paace after supper—can you lose your guards?’



He laughed, low raw sound. “Sometimes. Yes, | will.”

“Then meet me under moonlight.” Belinda called witchlight to her fingertips, soft and golden, tracing it
over his skin. He shuddered benegth the touch, eyes tuming dark with desire, and a thrill of ddight
spasmed through Belinda s belly. Even a prince could be conquered, it seemed, if only she took the right
path to it. “Come to the docks and I'll meet you there tonight, bring you to our ship, and well go away
together.”

She meant it. A jolt of astonishment cut through gillness imposed by habit. She meant it. Her
heartbeat leapt, rabbit-quick, and she found an incredulous laugh bubbling deep indde hersdf. For those
brief moments she meant her words with everything she had in her. If it were a dl possble, she would
make her promise of WE Il be together redl.

It was not in the least possible. Her spike of hope and excitement was dready dying, larger purposes
reminding her of her place and her duties. Desire twisted at her and faded beneath a curdling in her bely,
a bone-deep revulson of abandoning her mother’s cause. It could be no other way, but she could never
whisper that truth to Javier. Her life and freedom depended on his agreeing to her scheme; he must
believe her, even when she hersdlf could not.

She brushed her mouth againg Javier’s and rose from his lap, ams wrapped around hersdlf again to
ward off the chill. “Tonight, Javier.”

He closed his breeches as he came to his feet, putting warm hands on her shoulders again. “And until
then will you run around Lutetia naked?’ he asked, a trace of wry concern in his voice. He released her
to close a hand in his shirt and Bdinda stopped him with a touch.

“l can get to the laundry and find dothing there without being seen, | think. The prince of the redm
cannot be discovered waking the palace hdls haf naked, my lord. It would not go without comment.”

“Prince no more after tonight,” Javier said quietly. Steadfast emotion came through, no regret in it a
dl. He had never lived a life uncoddled by warmth and comfort; Bdinda fdt a bitter note that her lies
would spare him learning regret for his decison. Eliza, she thought, would understand. “Are you certain,
Beatrice? Your skinis4ill dammy.”

She offered a weak amile. “Then perhaps we should leave the dungeons, my lord. If we can. The
guads...?

“Dismissed.” Javier's voice scraped low and raw. “Reuctantly, but dismissed. There is some good to
being Sanddia s son. They aren’t bold enough to forbid me a last while with my lover, even if | saw the
laughter behind their eyes as they |eft. Help me put the lid back on the oubliette. No onewill look for you
until tomorrow dawn. You're to have no food, no water. Nothing until the priest comes to hear your
confession, and then the axmen.”

“So that I'm weak and can't fight.” Horror crept over Bdinda s skin, chilling her more deeply, and she
moved to the oubliette's far side, hdping Javier to wrench the lid back into place. Stone boomed, and
beneath the reverberations, Javier offered her his hand. Bdinda shook her head, catching his fingers to
kiss ther tips, then whispered, “You can't be seen with me, my love. This cannot be found out. Go
ahead, and I'll make my own way behind you. How long did you send the guards away for?’

“Until | seek them and send them back to duty. I'll give you a few minutes to dip away. Be careful,
Bestrice” He hestated, words caught in his gaze, then brushed his thumb over her bottom lip and left her
knowing that things remained unspoken. Belinda watched until he was out of Sght and his footsteps were
faded before she drew shadows around hersdlf, uang her cloak of dillness to push away echoes of the



things he hadn’t said. Even <0, they followed her as she dipped through the palace hdls naked and
unseen, until resolve fdtered and she dropped into a corner, hands clutched over her head as she
keened, dl but slent, through her teeth.

Duty lay on her like weights, pressng down into the corners of her mind. Never in her life had it
seemed onerous, never something to be shied from, and yet the heart of her wanted to keep the promise
she'd made to the prince. Wanted to bolt from the palace and book passage on a ship to somewhere
mead; on a ship to the Columbias, where no one could ever find them. Attending dreams had never been
her gation in life, was not now her gtation, and dill the wish to follow them crashed through her with
every heartbeat, pulling her body apart joint by joint, as the cold had done in the oubliette, Snking deeper
and deeper into her. Her breath came raw in her throat, hurting, dry sobs accompanied burning eyes.
Sickness roiled up, sharp and bitter, and she rolled onto her hands and knees to hack sour mouthfuls
onto the floor.

Her fingertips found the seams of tightly placed flagstones. Bdlinda dug her nals down and inched
forward, dragging hersdf from crack to crack. Duty lay ahead of her. Loydty to her queen, to Aulun, to
her mother, to the throne: dl the things she had ever been. Somehow there was blood on her fingers,
benegth the nails, but she crept onward, knees scraping, eyes dry, mind screaming protest and duty
trumping dl.

Steam bathed the laundry hdl, comforting to muscles strained with the effort of continuing on. Teeth
gritted with anger a her weakness, Bdinda pulled hersdf into a pile of rough warm cloth, undisturbed by
the sharp smdl of sweat and work dinging to the unwashed cdlothing.

She was not meant to lose control like that: she ought to have been stronger than the cold that had
invaded her core; ought to have been far stronger than the inexplicable war between loydty and—even
then she shied from the word, unwilling, perhaps unable, to name the emotion Javier had awakened in
her. It was damnable, whatever it was. Bdinda Primrose had spent alifetime making hersdf stronger than
the things around her; to find hersdf fdlible now was an outrage. To find hersdf longing for a life other
then the one she'd known was inconcaivable. There was work to be done, and everything she was,
evarything she had ever been, everything she would ever be, was bound to that work.

And yet she could not stop trembling: her muscles ached with the tremors and her jaw locked from
keeping her teeth from clattering together. Laundry maids hauled dothing from around her, cursng at the
cloth’'s unaccountable weight. Desperate, she crawled further into the pile of fabric, burying hersdf in it
and releesing witchpower for more conventiona methods of hiding. She had dept in the oubliette, but rest
hed evaded her; that she could not afford to give into the fresh weakness of warmth and darkness was
her lagt clear thought.

She didn't awaken until weight left her body and cold ar brushed over her. She came out of the laundry
before a maid's gasp became a scream, one hand dapped over the girl’s mouth and her other am
wrapped around her neck, cutting off air. “Scream and you die. What time is it?” She loosened her
fingers and the maid caught aftiny, terrified breath of air.

“S-supper, my lady.” The gppelaion made Bdinda want to laugh: such deference was so well-bred
into the sarving classes as to come through even under the mogt absurd of circumstances. Had she been
caught as the poor girl in her arms was, she, too, would have been as polite.



Supper. The day was gone, then, and her chances to make right most everything were dipping away.
Seep had cleared her mind: there were so few things that truly needed doing, and dl of them were to be
donein the name of duty, not desire. “Has Robert Drake been executed yet?”

The girl shook her head, frantic little motion. Bdinda exhaed in quiet relief, then brushed her lips
agang the girl’s cheek. “Do you know who | am, gil?’

She nodded thistime, and Bdinda clucked her tongue, soft sound of dismay. “You ought to have said
no.”

Witchpower roared with satisfaction as Belinda cast the girl’s naked body away minutes later, blood
on her thighs gaining the laundry, knotted fabric a her throat hiding any marks Belinda s smdl hands may
have left. She smoothed the dress she'd taken from the girl—it fit wel enough—and tucked her har
back, then dipped out of the laundry rooms as a faceless one of many.

AKILINA PANKEJEFF, DVORYANIN

12 January 1588 | Lutetia

Akilina descends into the dungeons with her mouth pursed distagtefully; it isn't that she falls to understand
the necessity of such places, or, indeed, that she's above making use of them. It's that the floors gain the
hem of her gown, and the scent seems to linger in her skin for days, even when she bathes with perfumed
s0aps and has a womean to carefully wash her hair. Still, she believes it wiser to do her own bargaining,
and she has an offer in hand that it seems Robert Drake cannot possibly refuse.

Sheisfollowed by two strong men, one her own guard, Viktor, and the other some broad-shouldered
creature put in place by Sanddia, so that Akilind's polite house arrest might not be dipped. Viktor she
does not object to, but the other man irritates her. It'sdl right; he won't for long.

There are four passageways in the dungeons. One leads deeper down, to where the ordinary
dissonants and problem-makers are thrown—literdly: the stairs Smply stop some ten or fifteen feet
below her, a ggoing pit beneath them. It's crude, but extremdy effective. Many are killed or broken
smply by being tossed in, and those who survive turn on one another within a matter of hours. Suchisthe
fete of petty men; it requires inteligence and planning to survive games of treason.

The other three passages lead to oubliettes, a particularly Galic manner of isolation. Akilina snaps her
fingers, sending Viktor and the other guard into the right-hand passage, where the scrape of stone on
gtone sounds, and then a crashing thud of heavy rock faling back into place. The floor benesth her feet
vibrates, and she wondersif Robert Drake and Belinda Primrose can fed the shaking within their prisons.

Viktor exits with a shake of his head; Akilina nods toward the second passage. Moments later he
cdls, “Here)” and she waks delicately into the passage.

Drake squints up a her from the bottom of his pit, and, unexpectedly, chuckles. It looks and sounds
panful, though he manages a bow as wdl, and says, drolly, “Lady Akilina To what do | owe the
pleasure?’ He cranes his head again, peering up a her, and she feds a surge of ddight at how vulnerable
he seems. It's anilluson built by their locations, but that makes it no less appeding.

“l have a proposd for you,” she says in Khazarian. Viktor she trugts, but the Galic guard will run to
his queen with word of her intentions, if she lets him. Robert flicks an eyebrow upward and spreads his
hands.



“I'm ligening.”

“You're to die a dawn,” she says, which garners a nod from him. No surprise, no dismay, just
agreement. She finds that she likes that in him; perhaps it's the same qudity she finds ddightful in his
daughter. “1 can save you.”

“In exchange for?’ Hisvoice is steady; whatever he fears, it's not the threst of being Ieft to die. Akilina
crouches, though it means more of her skirt touches the filthy floor, and amiles down a him before
murmuring secrets of state and treason into the dark.

BELINDA PRIMROSE

12 January 1588 | Lutetia

She had no poison of choice. Such things couldn’t be kept in her bedchambers within the palace, and she
hed no time left to hurry into Lutetia and obtain arsenic or even something less subtle. It ate at her, being
uncble to leave that find gift in certainty; a hedthy pinch would spdl Sandalia's death, and leave Bdinda
free to tear hersdf from Gdlic shores.

Sipping into Sandalid' s private chambers was so easy as to bring frudtrated tears to Beinda's eyes.
She remembered too dearly hours spent watching, waiting, hiding in plain sight, hoping for the chance to
ded into other dignitaries quarters so she might fulfill her duties. A lifetime had been wasted in those
petty behaviors, when she might have done what she now could, let shadow cloak her and force eyes to
see through her even as she walked between armed guards and perfumed courtiers. She might have lived
alife more like the one Javier had been born to, and been dl the more secretive for it, as who could
bdieve that alady raised to the courts might have the skill or thewill to thrust a dagger into a man's ribs?

Or a queen’s. The thought whispered so softly Belinda barely let hersdf admit she'd thought it. Ten
minutes earlier, while the queen and her courtiers ate supper, Belinda had stood at Sanddias Sde,
nimble fingers unfastening the catch on the Galic regent’s necklace, so she could dip away the keys that
opened Sanddia s twice-locked office drawers. Once more so very easy, when she let desperation drive
her. Too easy: had the court not expected Bdlinda Primrose to be buried in an oubliette until dawn, even
the cdl of duty and the power riding her might not have pushed her into taking the risk. If anyone had
dreamed she might be free, the shadows she cast around hersdf might have been breachable; it was only
circumstance that alowed such tactics to be put to use. Sill, the ease of it dl made her burn with
frudration and regret for alifetime of harder choices.

She might S0 eadily have ended it there, taken Sandaia's life in exchange for her own humiliation, but
the tiny knife she carried no longer sat a the smdl of her back. For dl its strength, Beinda doubted that
witchpower would hide her through the process of srangling a woman with her bare hands. There were
other ways to ensure Sandalia' s death, and Belinda would be far from the palace by the time they were
St in motion.

There was no light beyond frall moon shadows in Sanddia's office. Bdinda moved admog blindly,
usng flavless memory to step around the chairs and find the desk locks in the darkness. The fdl of
tumblers sounded loud as waterfdls as she opened them, diding free parchment that condemned the
queen with her own hand. Not just one queen, but two: Irinawould not emerge unscathed, ether, even if
she denied with dl vehemence that Akilina spoke on her behdf. Belinda leafed through the papers in the
dm light, watching for the royd sedl, then set them on the desktop, saisfied as she closed the drawer

again.



Ancther few minutes work picked the firg lock carefully, triggering the gligening needle. She used the
hem of her dress to dip the poisoned dart free, bringing it to her nose to siff and place the poison by its
scent. It had none discernible; the gligening materid was likdy to carry the poison, rather than be it.
Pleasure curved her mouth and she smeared the uff on the fabric before reaching for the degant glass
that sat on Sanddiad's desk. She wiped her hem around its edge, lacing it with poison, then tested the
second lock to find another dart that she dropped into the nearest wine decanter. Sanddia's papers
would be protected with something strong. A thief caught by poison and able to tak was more ussful
than a dead one, but a dead man was better than one who managed to escape. Sanddia would not dare
lose state secrets to a chance a surviva.

It was a pity Akilina couldn’t be expected to share the queen’s glass, but that was a dish best served
cold; time would prove a chance to taste it. Bdinda gathered up the parchment, a chill lifting hairs on her
ams asif her very skin understood the import of what she touched, and she dipped toward the door,
heart quick with triumph.

It opened before she touched it, sending her back into shadows with a smothered gasp that turned to a
soft, incredulous laugh. “Robert?”

Her father, gratifyingly, flinched, then turned his head to gaze through darkness and find her unerringly.
Bdinda let witchpower go, feding suddenly bright againg the night, a beacon, and a smile turned one
corner of Robert’s mouth. “So this is where you' ve gotten to, Primrose. | checked the dungeons” His
hend dipped into his ves—his clothes were dill torn and stained, but he had sraightened them on his
body, made himsdf as presentable as a beaten man could be—and withdrew it again, Slver dginting
across his pam. “You seem to have lost something.”

Another laugh broke from Belinda s throat as she took the dagger from Robert’s hand. “Thank you.
How did you...?’

“I might ask you the same question, but neither is one to be addressed here. You have the tregties.”
He took in her bundled armload with a pleasad glance. “How wonderful. My temporary employer will be
50 disappointed. Return to Aulun, Bdlinda. Show Lorraine what you carry, and know that your work
here will force awar to change everything.” He gave her a quick nod, turning away.

“Father.” Bdindd s voice broke asit followed him. He turned back, arching an eyebrow, and she took
astep toward him, crushing the papers againg her chest. It was not the time he was right. There would
be another chance to ask the questions only he could answer. She knew patience; it was the only virtue
shremight cdl her own. Despite that, the words scraped out.

“l remember, Robert. | remember Dmitri and the night you said it was too soon and came into my
room to put awal in my mind. | remember.” Surprise darkened Robert’s eyes, surprise and something
dse a hint of respect, perhaps, and a touch of dismay. Bdinda s breath came short, need sparking off
her so that she could nearly see it, golden fizzes of light born of her will done. “All my life I’ve done
Aulun's bidding. I'm my mother’s creature; I'm yours. But what am 17’

A amile had begun to crease his beard. It fdl away a her precise words, a mention of her mother, and
Bdinda fought down the urge to hawk and spit with frustration. “My mother,” she repeated. “1 know
that, too. | dways have, snce the day du Roz died. | remember, Robert. Titian curls. Grey eyes, a pde
face. | remember my birth. How can 1? What am 1?7’

Now the amile returned, covering pride and astonishment, and her father touched her cheek, gentle
paternd action. “You are my daughter.” He nodded, 4ill amiling, and she fdt within him the same flex of
will that Javier could command: a nearly unconscious expectation that no one would question him, or



gand before his desires. She had once stood againgt Javier’s whim, not cowering; it had been enough,
then. It no longer was.

She stepped forward again, catching his am with more drength than she knew she had, her fingers
digging into his biceps. He dropped his gaze to her grasp, then lifted it again to meet her eyes with cool
expectation.

Bdindd s lip curled and she tightened her grip, rage and fear and witchpower bailing up in her. “
Father.” Her throat ached from vehemence. “What am 1?”

“Y ou would not understand if | told you—"

Bdinda let the parchment fall, dlgpping her freed hand to his face, dmog a dap. Images, memories,
words, dl of them meaningless, shattered through her power: a creature vaster than any she'd ever
imagined, snuous and scaled, dangerous dien intdligence in its gaze. Respect beyond the profound for
that mongter; respect that was so inherent to her father that he literdly could not live without it.

That respect, transferred in some peculiar fashion to Lorraine Walter, and wry amusement at human
wesakness.

A dragon in the stars, and a deek slver thing that Robert’s mind called a ship, though it could no more
sl on the seas than Bdinda hersdlf could. It rode on the wind, and in the black spaces of the sky above.

Pain, so incredible it could only mean death, and then the mewling, horrible weakness of an infant's
form.

A cdrde in the sky, like the moon, but blue and green and swirled with white. Ambition toward thet
sphere: clear focus, a ddiberate plan.

Robert’ swill roared up, white and hard as a blow, no comforting scent of chypre in it, but only intent
to break the drain of thought and memory. Belinda staggered back under the strength of his desire, head
pounding, witchpower subdued. “1 told you,” he said gently, dl the dominance and authority of his will
disappeared, “that you would not understand. You have a purpose, Primrose. Let knowing that be
enough for now.”

“It will not dways be enough.” Bdinda kept her voice low for fear rage would break through
otherwise. Robert breathed a laugh, nodding.

“So | now see” He crouched, gathering papers, then offered them up to her from the subordinate
position, curious gmile dill shgping his mouth. “Answers will come, my Primrose. You have time. And
you mugt return to Aulun now. Lorraine will need you, and better for you both to be far away from
Lutetiawhen Sanddia dies. I'll give you a week to be safdly home before | act.”

“| dready have” Beinda looked toward Sanddias desk, then took the parchment Robert had
collected. “Shell sp from a poisoned cup soon enough, and Lorraine will see the papers that forgive her
for condemning a Sster-queen to death.”

Startled admiration wrinkled Robert’s forehead and he indined his head after a moment, as much
homeage as she' d seen him pay any woman save a queen. “Then my journeys take me elsewhere, and you
will learn to stand in my place a Lorraine's sde for a time, Primrose” He sraightened, then stepped
forward to place a kiss on Belinda's brow, looking down at her with amusement and pride. “You'll do
wadl,” he promised, and his voice lightened with mirth: “ After dl, your nurse taught you to be clever. Now
go,” he murmured, and Belinda could not say if it was hiswill or her own that drew shadows around her,



and propdlled her toward escape.

ROBERT, LORD DRAKE

13 January 1588 | Lutetia

Only one thing remains to be done, and she is walting for him. Composed, sanding above the dity in a
sumptous tower, wearing one of the flowing new gownsin an off-shade of red, too much orange licking it
to look wel on most women. On her, it is magnificent, and even with her back to him, the gown’s shape
makes her ook younger than she is. Robert knows why she's done it, and part of him even admires her
for it, but as he lets himsdf in to her bower, it doesn’t move him. Not enough.

She doesn't turn away from the city view. Her hair, lush and dark and fdling free, makes a cloak over
her shoulders that he imagines wards off some of winter's chill. If the circumstances were different, he
might let himsdf bury his handsin it, inhde its scent, and be drowned in the pleasure of it dl.

Instead, from the door, he says, “Why?’ It's not important, but he's surprised at how badly he would
like to know, surprised a how deeply these fragile, clever humans can touch him.

And she says, in a lighter voice than he's heard her use before, “They offered me something you
couldn’t.”

“Your life” Oh, how he has fdlen. He shouldn’t have said even so much. Rue, or perhaps some closer
coudn to distress, curves Robert’s mouth, though he won't et himsdf look down. That would be too
much; too weak, and that he cannot, or will not, alow himsdlf.

She turns then, amusement and wonder in her eyes, and he holds in a flinch, knowing far too well that
he should not have spoken. It's along moment before she says, “That,” as if it doesn’'t matter, and she's
right, for it doesn’t, and then lifts her left hand, where a heavy Sgnet ring weights the third finger. “That,
and this”

There's no guilt in the courtesan’ s gaze, and Robert is quiet awhile as he takes in what the ring means
to him, and what it means to Ana. “A friend to the crown of Gdlin” he findly says, dowly. “What of
Auun, Ana?

She shrugs, beautiful mation thet ripples her har and the light folds of her gown. “What of it? You've
never redly understood, Robert. I'm a courtesan, and a man came to me with an offer. Live like a
duchess at Sanddia s bidding, or die a his hands a whore. There€ s no choicein that, my love. Theré sno
choice a dl.”

Fog creeps over Robert’s thoughts, making them thick and dull and dow. He cannot recdl—and his
memoary is excellent—that Ana has ever used those words before. My love. Too much has changed too
quickly, and for the firg time he wonders if Dmitri was right, and he, Robert, islosng control.

He is clearly losng control, for there's the question of Javier, born to the power that Robert and
Bdinda and Dmitri dl share, but born outsde of Robert’ s awareness, raised outsde of certain schools of
thought and indoctrination. Oh, yes, he islosng control, but that, thet is a thing to be dedt with later.
Tonight there is only one thing Ieft to do, and she stands before him, waiting on his slence.

Which he breaks with a confession that is unlike him: voice graing and low, he says, “I do not
undergand.”



“Of course you do.” Ana has a deep voice, but tonight, ill, it's peculiarly light. Bresthless, but not
with ecstacy or laughter. More as though she dares not take too deep a breath, for fear it will cut her,
and she does not want to spend her last hoursin pain.

Then, suddenly, he does understand. Fog clears, hismind sharpening, and unexpected regret turnsto a
knife's edge within him. “Which is it, then? That you wished not to die a whore, or wished not to die a
his hands?’

“Oh,” Ana says, dill ligntly, “I wished naither, my love, but having had to choose, | chose not to die for
him. It'sasmdl thing,” she says much more softly, and Robert suddenly redlises they’ re spesking Parnan;
that they have been snce he entered the room. There should be the sounds of the cands around them;
there should be voices lifted in laughter and anger and life from the waterways. That's how it should be,
but it never will be, never again. “It's a amdl thing,” Ana repeats, “but in the end, it seemed to be

everything.”

Robert’s heart contracts. It's only a few steps across the room, long hard steps, but only a few, and
he takes them swiftly, catching the striking beauty in his arms. She cries out, a quiet shocked sound, and
he covers her mouth with his just briefly, before kneding with her.

Off-orange fabric settles around them dowly, darker now in places, wet and sticky. She's dlent, and
he admires her for that even as shelifts fingertips to brush his lips, and then, strength spent, lets her hand
fdl again. He holds her, and at the lagt, breathes in the scent of her har after al, and then rises, slently, to
leave death behind.

JAVIER, PRINCE OF GALLIN

13 January 1588 f Lutetia, the docks

He has gone to some measure to disguise himsdf, his ginger har darkened not with dye but with soot and
aghes it is a more temporary guise than he might like, but grey and black catch the light more naturdly
then pure black dye, and it only needs to work for a few hours. He has no especid kil a changing his
weight with clever clothes, but he has packed both coin and food into a rall a his bdt, thickening his
dender hips. Thereis padding in the shoulders of his cloak, making him bulkier, and he can, at the lesd,
take the street vowels he learned so wel from Eliza and gpply them to his voice. He remembers streaks
of dirt on Bestrice' s face as he drew her from the oubliette, and has mimicked them on his own, shadows
changing theline of hisjaw. It is not a perfect disguise, but it is enough to let im walk the docks late a
night without notice.

There s a ship dready on the horizon, black shape againg the stars as it salls agang the wind. That
wind carries the scent of the sea, the heavy unpleasantness of rotten fish and saltwater, and Javier is
certain that there is no hint of perfume, carried from the horizon, on that breeze. He is certain, and yet.
And yet.

The tide has long since turned, and Begtrice has not come to him. Beatrice, he thinks no: Beinda.
It'sanirrationd conclusion, that Beatrice would have come to him but Bdinda Primrose would not, and it
isthe only one he can bear.

Morning comes, and Bestrice does not. Head lowered, heart empty, Javier, prince of Gdlin, dimbs
aboard a ship bound for Isdro in Essandia, there to seek hisuncle's counsd, and salls with the dawn.
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