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Praise for the Swords and Fire trilogy

“Charming, intelligent, fast-moving, beautifully atmospheric, with a heroine and other characters whom I really liked as people. (I overstayed my lunch break in order to finish it.) I would love to read more set in this world”

Genevieve Cogman, author of The Invisible Library on
The Tethered Mage

“Engaging and entertaining with intrigue, a good pace, and strong characters. Zaira and Amalia are bright, bold heroes in a smartly constructed world”

James Islington, author of The Shadow of
What Was Lost on The Tethered Mage

“A riveting read, with delicious intrigue, captivating characters, and a brilliant magic system. I loved it from start to finish!”

Sarah Beth Durst, author of The Queen of Blood on The Tethered Mage

“An enchanting voice and an original world you won’t want to leave”

RJ Barker, author of The Bone Ships on The Tethered Mage

“A joy to read ... Melissa Caruso is well on her way to making a very big splash in the fantasy genre”

BiblioSanctum on The Defiant Heir

“Caruso admirably refuses to pull her punches ... Thrilling”

Kirkus (starred review) on The Unbound Empire

“Caruso’s worldbuilding is brilliant and complex”

Library Journal on The Unbound Empire
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To my brother Dave
An excellent companion on many adventures
And a great teacher
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Give no cunning voices heed

Make no bargains born of greed

Only this and nothing more:

Nothing must unseal the Door.

Blood endures through ages long

Build the castle high and strong

Keep your secret, guard your lore:

Nothing must unseal the Door.

Guard the tower, ward the stone

Find your answers writ in bone

Keep your trust through wits or war:

Nothing must unseal the Door.
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There are two kinds of magic.

There is the kind that lifts you up and fills you with wonder, saving you when all is lost or opening doors to new worlds of possibility. And there is the kind that wrecks you, that shatters you, bitter in your mouth and jagged in your hand, breaking everything you touch.

Mine was the second kind.

My father’s magic could revive blighted fields, turning them lush and green again, and coax apples from barren boughs in the dead of winter. Grass withered beneath my footsteps. My cousins kept the flocks in their villages healthy and strong, and turned the wolves away to hunt elsewhere; I couldn’t enter the stables of my own castle without bringing mortal danger to the horses.

I should have been like the others. Ours was a line of royal vivomancers; life magic flowed in our veins, ancient as the rain that washed down from the hills and nurtured the green valleys of Morgrain. My grandmother was the immortal Witch Lord of Morgrain, the Lady of Owls herself, whose magic coursed so deep through her domain that she could feel the step of every rabbit and the fall of every leaf. And I was Exalted Ryxander, a royal atheling, inheritor of an echo of my grandmother’s profound connection to the land and her magical power. Except that I was also Ryx, the family embarrassment, with magic so twisted it was unusably dangerous.

The rest of my family had their place in the cycle, weavers of a great pattern. I’d been born to snarl things up—or more like it, to break the loom and set the tapestry on fire, given my luck.

So I’d made my own place.

At the moment, that place was on the castle roof. One gloved hand clamped onto the delicate bone-carved railing of a nearby balcony for balance, to keep my boots from skidding on the sharply angled shale; the other held the wind-whipped tendrils of dark hair that had escaped my braid back from my face.

“This is a disaster,” I muttered.

“I don’t see any reason it needs to be, Exalted Warden.” Odan, the castle steward—a compact and muscular old man with an extravagant mustache—stood with unruffled dignity on the balcony beside me. I’d clambered over its railing to make room for him, since I couldn’t safely share a space that small. “We still have time to prepare guest quarters and make room in the stables.”

“That’s not the problem. No so-called diplomat arrives a full day early without warning unless they’re up to trouble.” I glared down at the puffs of dust rising from the northern trade road. Distance obscured the details, but I made out at least thirty riders accompanying the Alevaran envoy’s carriage. “And that’s too large an escort. They said they were bringing a dozen.”

Odan’s bristly gray brows descended the broad dome of his forehead. “It’s true that I wouldn’t expect an ambassador to take so much trouble to be rude.”

“They wouldn’t. Not if they were planning to negotiate in good faith.” And that was what made this a far more serious issue than the mere inconvenience of an early guest. “The Shrike Lord of Alevar is playing games.”

Odan blew a breath through his mustache. “Reckless of him, given the fleet of imperial warships sitting off his coast.”

“Rather.” I hunkered down close to the slate to get under the chill edge that had come into the wind in the past few days, heralding the end of summer. “I worked hard to set up these talks between Alevar and the Serene Empire. What in the Nine Hells is he trying to accomplish?”

The line of riders drew closer along the gray strip of road that wound between bright green farms and swaths of dark forest, approaching the grassy sun-mottled hill that lifted Gloamingard Castle toward a banner-blue sky. The sun winked off the silver-tipped antlers of six proud stags drawing the carriage, a clear announcement that the coach’s occupant could bend wildlife to their will—displaying magic in the same way a dignitary of the Serene Empire of Raverra to the south might display wealth, as a sign of status and power.

Another gleam caught my eye, however: the metallic flash of sabers and muskets.

“Pox,” I swore. “Those are all soldiers.”

Odan scowled down at them. “I’m no diplomat like you, Warden, but it does seem odd to bring an armed platoon to sign a peace treaty.”

I almost retorted that I wasn’t a diplomat, either. But it was as good a word as any for the role I’d carved out for myself.

Diplomacy wasn’t part of a Warden’s job. Wardens were mages; it was their duty to use their magic to nurture and sustain life in the area they protected. But my broken magic couldn’t nurture. It only destroyed. When my grandmother followed family tradition and named me the Warden of Gloamingard Castle—her own seat of power—on my sixteenth birthday, it had seemed like a cruel joke.

I’d found other ways. If I couldn’t increase the bounty of the crops or the health of the flocks with life magic, I could use my Raverran mother’s connections to the Serene Empire to enrich our domain with favorable trade agreements. If I couldn’t protect Morgrain by rousing the land against bandits or invaders, I could cultivate good relations with Raverra, securing my domain a powerful ally. I’d spent the past five years building that relationship, despite muttering from traditionalists in the family about being too friendly with a nation we’d warred with countless times in centuries past.

I’d done such a good job, in fact, that the Serene Empire had agreed to accept our mediation of an incident with Alevar that threatened to escalate into war.

“I can’t let them sabotage these negotiations before they’ve even started.” It wasn’t simply a matter of pride; Morgrain lay directly between Alevar and the Serene Empire. If the Shrike Lord wanted to attack the Empire, he’d have to go through us.

The disapproving gaze Odan dropped downhill at the Alevarans could have frozen a lake. “How should we greet them, Warden?”

My gloved fingers dug against the unyielding slate beneath me. “Form an honor guard from some of our nastiest-looking battle chimeras to welcome them. If they’re going to make a show of force, we have to answer it.” That was Vaskandran politics, all display and spectacle—a stark contrast to the subtle, hidden machinations of Raverrans.

Odan nodded. “Very good, Warden. Anything else?”

The Raverran envoy would arrive tomorrow with a double handful of clerks and advisers, prepared to sit down at a table and speak in a genteel fashion about peace, to find my castle already overrun with a bristling military presence of Alevaran soldiers. That would create a terrible first impression—especially since Alevar and Morgrain were both domains of the great nation of Vaskandar, the Empire’s historical enemy. I bit my lip a moment, thinking.

“Quarter no more than a dozen of their escort in the castle,” I said at last. “Put the rest in outbuildings or in the town. If the envoy raises a fuss, tell them it’s because they arrived so early and increased their party size without warning.”

A smile twitched the corners of Odan’s mustache. “I like it. And what will you do, Exalted Warden?”

I rose, dusting roof grit from my fine embroidered vestcoat, and tugged my thin leather gloves into place. “I’ll prepare to meet this envoy. I want to see if they’re deliberately making trouble, or if they’re just bad at their job.”

[image: Illustration]

Gloamingard was really several castles caught in the act of devouring each other. Build the castle high and strong, the Gloaming Lore said, and each successive ruler had taken that as license to impose their own architectural fancies upon the place. The Black Tower reared up stark and ominous at the center, more ancient than the country of Vaskandar itself; an old stone keep surrounded it, buried in fantastical additions woven of living trees and vines. The stark curving ribs of the Bone Palace clawed at the sky on one side, and the perpetual scent of woodsmoke bathed the sharp-peaked roofs of the Great Lodge on the other; my grandmother’s predecessor had attempted to build a comfortable wood-paneled manor house smack in the front and center. Each new Witch Lord had run roughshod over the building plans of those who came before them, and the whole place was a glorious mess of hidden doors and dead-end staircases and windows opening onto blank walls.

This made the castle a confusing maze for visitors, but for me, it was perfect. I could navigate through the odd, leftover spaces and closed-off areas, keeping away from the main halls with their deadly risk of bumping into a sprinting page or distracted servant. I haunted my own castle like a ghost.

As I headed toward the Birch Gate to meet the Alevaran envoy, I opened a door in the back of a storage cabinet beneath a little-used stairway, hurried through a dim and dusty space between walls, and came out in a forgotten gallery under a latticework of artistically woven tree roots and stained glass. At the far end, a string of grinning animal faces adorned an arch of twisted wood; an unrolling scroll carved beneath them warned me to Give No Cunning Voices Heed. It was a bit of the Gloaming Lore, the old family wisdom passed down through the centuries in verse. Generations of mages had scribed pieces of it into every odd corner of Gloamingard.

I climbed through a window into the dusty old stone keep, which was half fallen to ruin. My grandmother had sealed the main door with thick thorny vines when she became the Witch Lord a hundred and forty years ago; sunbeams fell through holes in the roof onto damp, mossy walls. It still made for a good alternate route across the castle. I hurried down a dim, dust-choked hallway, taking advantage of the lack of people to move a little faster than I normally dared.

Yet I couldn’t help slowing almost to a stop when I came to the Door.

It loomed all the way to the ceiling of its deep-set alcove, a flat shining rectangle of polished obsidian. Carved deep into its surface in smooth, precise lines was a circular seal, complex with runes and geometric patterns.

The air around it hung thick with power. The pressure of it made my pulse sound in my ears, a surging dull roar. A thrill of dread trickled down my spine, never mind that I’d passed it countless times.

It was the monster of my childhood stories, the haunt of my nightmares, the ominous crux of all the Gloaming Lore. Carved through the castle again and again, above windows and under crests, set into floors and wound about pillars, the same words appeared over and over. It was the chorus of the rhyme we learned in the cradle, recited at our adulthood ceremonies, and whispered on our deathbeds: Nothing must unseal the Door.

No one knew what lay in the Black Tower, but this was its sole entrance. And every time I walked past it, despite the unsettling aura of power that hung about it like a long bass note too low to hear, despite the warnings drilled into me since birth and scribed all over Gloamingard, curiosity prickled awake in my mind.

I wanted to open it—anyone would. But I wasn’t stupid. I kept going, a shiver skimming across my shoulders.

I climbed through another window and came out in the Hall of Chimes, a long corridor hung with swaying strands of white-bleached bones that clattered hollowly in a breeze channeled through cleverly placed windows. The Mantis Lord—my grandmother’s grandmother’s grandfather—had built the Bone Palace, and he’d apparently had rather morbid taste.

This wasn’t some forgotten space entombed by newer construction; I might encounter other people here. I dropped my pace to a brisk walk and kept to the right. On the opposite side of the hall, a slim tendril of leafy vine ran along the floor, dotted irregularly with tiny pale purple flowers. It was a reminder to everyone besides me who lived or worked in the castle to stay to that side, the safe side—life to life. I strained my atheling’s sense to its limit, aware of every spider nestled in a dusty corner, ready to slow down the second I detected anyone approaching. Bones clacked overhead as I strode through the hall; I wanted to get to the Birch Gate in time to make certain everything was in place to both welcome and warn the envoy.

I rounded a corner too fast and found myself staring into a pair of widening brown eyes. A dark-haired young woman hurried toward me with a tray of meat buns, nearly in arm’s reach, on the wrong side of the corridor.

My side. Death’s side.

Too close to stop before I ran into her.
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I desperately flung myself away from the woman, obscenities spilling from my mouth in pure terror. Every piece of me was a deadly weapon I had to redirect: knees and feet and the arms that instinctively windmilled for balance. No, too near her face, NO—

My outflung hand hit her earthenware tray, knocking it from her grasp; it was the final push I needed to throw myself aside to the hard floor. The woman yelped, pottery crashed, and meat pies rained down all around me.

I hadn’t touched her. She was alive.

Except that I couldn’t sense her. I should have felt her heartbeat. This close, her life should have been a warm light in my mind. There was nothing.

“Oh! I’m so sorry! Let me help you—” She reached toward me, brows furrowing in concern.

I scrambled away on the floor, crabwise, my heart still thundering in my chest. “Don’t!” I cried. “Stay back!”

She stood, hand still half-extended, meat pies scattered amid shards of pottery at her feet. “Are you all right?”

I lurched upright, stepping away to open more distance between us. A stray chunk of earthenware crunched under my heel. All I could think of was how close I’d come to killing her.

“Didn’t anyone warn you? Why were you on the wrong side?” Her brow creased; I wasn’t making any sense, every nerve still jangling. The fear that should have harrowed her face was missing. How could she not know about me?

Unless ... “You’re not from Morgrain.”

That was why I hadn’t sensed her before I saw her. My inherited link to the land let me feel the presence of Morgrain-born lives close by, but I had no magical connection to outsiders. And while she looked Vaskandran, the wide bands of colorfully embroidered trim on her crimson vestcoat, along with her golden-brown skin and thick black hair, suggested the lowland domains rather than the gray, pale hill folk of Morgrain.

I’d relied too much on my magical perceptions, allowed myself to get distracted and lazy, and almost killed someone. Again.

My legs trembled beneath me, threatening to dump me on the floor.

The woman smoothed the confusion from her face and dipped a quick bow. “Yes. I’m Kessa, with the troupe of traveling players who arrived this morning. The Foxglove Theater Company; finest in Vaskandar, if I do say so myself. I was trying to bring these from the kitchens for the other players”—she made a grand, tragic gesture toward the fallen meat pies—“and, well, it’s easy to get lost in this place.”

“I’m so sorry I almost ran into you,” I said, which seemed like an appalling understatement given what had nearly happened. “You should stick close to the vines with the purple flowers when you’re walking around Gloamingard.”

“Yes, someone mentioned that. They were terribly dramatic about it, in fact, but I thought—” Her bright brown eyes came into sharper focus on mine then, and she broke off. I knew what she was seeing: lightning-blue rings around my pupils. Realization broke over her face like a cold wave. Who knew what rumors she’d heard—and if she miraculously hadn’t heard any, the staff would have been eager to warn her the moment she crossed the threshold.

Whatever you do, don’t go near the Warden. If you touch her, you’ll die.

She killed a man when she was four years old. They say she’s cursed.

Just last summer a stable boy bumped into her, and his heart stopped for half a minute. He didn’t wake up for days, and he may never be the same.

“Oh!” Kessa’s eyes widened. I braced myself for the inevitable flick of fingers out from her chest in the warding sign.

But it didn’t come. Instead, she dropped to her knees in one fluid movement, head bowed. “Forgive me, Exalted Atheling. I didn’t notice your mage mark.”

My fingertips flew up self-consciously toward my eyes. “You don’t need to kneel. We don’t do that here.”

Kessa rose, dusting her skirts off, and flashed me a smile. “Better safe than sorry, Exalted. We travel all over Vaskandar, and every domain is different. We just came from Alevar, and if I didn’t kneel to a marked mage there, they might have decorated a tree with my head.”

“This isn’t Alevar.” Now that I knew she was safe, I was eager for her to get out of my path so I could head to the Birch Gate. “Please be careful. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but my magic is flawed. If I touch you, you’ll die.”

Her eyebrows flew up. “I heard that, but I thought they were exaggerating,” she admitted. “That’s got to be awkward. And the gloves don’t help?” She nodded toward my hands.

Sympathetic curiosity wasn’t the response I was used to. The only other people outside my family who’d reacted to my power without fear or aversion were a Raverran boy I knew and Rillim, the girl I’d once had mad dreams of courting. A flush crept up my cheeks, and I found myself inexplicably staring at the way dark strands of Kessa’s hair lay against her neck as she tilted her head, waiting.

I couldn’t get distracted; I had too much to do.

“Through the gloves, a quick touch might not kill you outright,” I said. “Skin to skin, it’s instant. Now, if you’ll excuse me ... Wait a minute.” A few things fitted belatedly together in my mind, and I frowned. “We’re not anywhere near the kitchens or the Old Great Hall where the players are rehearsing. You’re more than a little lost.”

She let out a rich, warm laugh, but something flickered in her eyes. “More lost than I thought, apparently, and I ruined the meat pies. My friends will never let me hear the end of it.”

“There’s nothing in this part of Gloamingard but the old stone keep.” And the Door, with all its compelling mystery and power. “You said you came from Alevar. Did you have any dealings with the Shrike Lord, perchance?”

“No, Exalted.” She gave a convincing little shudder. “I’ve heard he doesn’t have much of a sense of humor—a rather grave character failing, and one often coupled with a lack of appreciation for theater.”

I couldn’t help the smile that tugged at my mouth. I wanted to like her—she had lovely sparkling eyes to match her wit, and an easy grin that welcomed me in on the joke. But she’d been too quick with her explanation for being here, as if she’d prepared it in advance. Not to mention that much as I appreciated her relaxed and friendly manner, it didn’t fit for a commoner used to domains where you had to kneel to avoid a mage’s ire.

If she’d been poking around near the Black Tower, it didn’t matter whether I liked her. The Gloaming Lore was quite clear on our duty: Guard the tower, ward the stone. The magical protections on the Door were powerful, but that only made tampering with it all the more dangerous.

“Did you see anything interesting, while you were wandering lost?” I asked, deliberately casual.

Kessa hesitated only a fraction of a second. “With respect, Exalted, every inch of this place ranges from interesting to outright bizarre.”

A new voice spoke, low and rough as the rumble of an approaching avalanche:

“She’s asking because she thinks you’re a spy.”

My grandmother rounded the corner, her power gathered palpably around her like a cloak of thunder.

It was always her eyes that caught me first. Blazing orange rings circled each pupil, her mage mark standing out fierce and wild from her dark irises. Everything else fell into place around them: her white crest of hair, her strong jaw and hollow cheeks, the dagger-thin length of her body honed sharp as a weapon. A pale mantle of rust-barred owl feathers cascaded in layers from her shoulders, coming to a point at the small of her back like folded wings. She was ageless and ancient, a hundred and seventy years not so much weighing on her lightly as burned to fuel some secret inner fire. The sheer force of her power made the air around her tremble.

Kessa paled and stepped back, nearly slipping on a meat pie.

“Ryx,” my grandmother greeted me, “I must commend you. Your instinct for finding trouble remains flawless.”

“Better to find it by spotting it than by stepping in it.” I didn’t add For a change, but it hung unspoken between us nonetheless. “Grandmother, this is Kessa. She claims she’s one of the traveling players visiting the castle.”

“Is she, now.” My grandmother paced toward Kessa with the deadly prowl of a predator, the sheer force of her presence oppressive in the narrow corridor. “You were clever, slipping into my castle while I was distracted by another visitor. But nothing escapes an owl’s notice.”

She swept past me like a cold winter wind. Kessa held her ground, still and silent—though by the strain in her eyes and the trembling in the hands she laced together behind her back, she knew very well the danger she was in.

My grandmother stopped in front of her, her voice nonetheless powerful as she dropped it to a whisper. “Nothing. Not even a rook.”

The full implication of what she’d said sank in. “You’re not spying for Alevar,” I breathed. “You’re spying for the Rookery.”

I didn’t know much about the Rookery, only a tangle of stories and rumors probably no more accurate than the ones about me. A mysterious group with the backing of both Vaskandar and the Serene Empire, they dealt with strange and dangerous magic when it became a problem others couldn’t handle. Which was all well and good, but our strange and dangerous magic was private.

Kessa rallied enough for a you-caught-me grimace and a graceful bow. “I’m sorry for the deception.” The regret in her voice seemed genuine, her brown eyes shadowed as they met mine. She turned to my grandmother. “We weren’t certain you’d receive us if we announced ourselves properly, Most Exalted.”

“For good reason,” my grandmother growled. “I keep my secrets close, rook. I don’t allow others to come poking around in them.”

“It is our job to investigate and deal with magical threats.” Kessa ducked her head in respect, her tone calm, reasonable, soothing. “We have a responsibility to the Conclave of Witch Lords to look into rumors of dangerous artifacts, and we heard that you might have one here in Gloamingard. All we wanted to do was determine whether it poses any kind of—”

“It does not,” my grandmother cut her off, sharp as a knife slash. “Your investigation is over. You and your friends may go. Pack up your things and leave Gloamingard at once.”

“Most Exalted—”

“You may go, little rook. Do not tempt me to rescind that permission.”

My grandmother’s words cracked like a whip. She wasn’t angry—I’d never seen her truly angry, and I never wanted to. I didn’t have nearly such good control, myself; my hands still trembled from my near miss, and it felt like a personal betrayal that the one stranger who’d been warm and friendly to me despite knowing who I was turned out to be a spy.

Kessa was apparently smart enough not to want to see my grandmother angry, either. She bowed again, so deeply the tips of her shining black hair swept the ground. “Yes, Most Exalted.”

She didn’t wait to be dismissed again, but she managed to not quite flee, either. She cast me one last glance, a sort of shrug and grimace mixed with a roguish smile—the kind of look that might mean Sorry, we’ll have to finish our talk later.

I doubted I’d have much more to say to a spy. I caught half a smile on my face and twisted it into a frown at once.

My grandmother turned to me, the lines of her face softening, the aura of power around her dampening.

“Ryx,” she said, her voice rich and deep, full of layered meaning as if she could comprise everything I was in that one syllable. “I actually came here to find you. Something’s come up.”

My stomach tightened instinctively, bracing for a blow. Enough had gone wrong with these negotiations already, and the envoy hadn’t even arrived. “What is it?”

She raked a hand through the bristling white crest of her hair in a rare frustrated gesture. “A rogue chimera has crossed into Morgrain from the Alevaran border, too powerful for the local Warden to deal with. He can barely keep it at bay. I’ll need to dispose of it personally.”

“From Alevar? Hells, I thought the Shrike Lord would at least wait until his envoy arrived to start a war.”

“I’ve received a message claiming the chimera isn’t his and he has no control over it.” Enough irony edged my grandmother’s voice to forge a sword. “I’m afraid it gets worse. Care to venture a guess as to who his envoy is?”

At this point, I had to assume it would be the absolute worst possible person—and there was no doubt who that would be. “Please don’t say Exalted Lamiel.”

My grandmother’s chuckle held no more humor than teeth grinding on bone. “He is, apparently, exactly that audacious.”

The Shrike Lord’s betrothed, who had set off the very incident with the Serene Empire that we were trying to mediate. Lamiel had ambitions of becoming a Witch Lord—in which her betrothed encouraged her, presumably so that she could gain the immortality he already enjoyed. But making a Witch Lord required a domain; it was from the land, and all the countless living things populating it, that Witch Lords drew their near-limitless power. This need had driven endless petty wars in Vaskandar.

Lamiel had taken the unconventional approach of attempting to covertly lay a magical claim on Windhome Island, an imperial territory off the Alevaran coast. The Serene Empire had caught her in the act and been upset enough to dispatch a fleet of warships. Only Morgrain’s intervention—my intervention—had stopped the situation from escalating into bloodshed.

This was who the Shrike Lord sent to represent him.

“She’s not even a diplomat. The only reason to send her is to give deliberate insult to the Empire.” I yanked at my braid in frustration. “Why is he sending an envoy at all if he’s bent on sabotaging the negotiations?”

“Love is making the Shrike Lord reckless.” My grandmother’s lips twisted in contempt. “He needs to accept that he’ll have to watch his loved ones age and die. The rest of us have.”

I shook my head. “Reckless doesn’t cover it. He’s got to know he can’t win a fight with the Serene Empire.” They were too vast, and wielded devastating magic of their own.

“Not without allies,” my grandmother agreed.

Oh. I let out a soft curse. “That’s it. He’s trying to provoke either Morgrain or the Empire into attacking first, so he can call on allied domains for help and paint us as the villain to the Conclave.”

My grandmother snorted. “All we have to do is not start the fight, then, and I can collect a powerful list of grievances from him.” Her eyes darkened to unfathomable pools, grave and deep. “Still, I don’t like the timing. The Rookery must have heard something that prompted their investigation; clearly some kind of rumor about Gloamingard is making the rounds. And now Lamiel is drawing me conveniently out of the castle.”

“You think they’re after the Door, too.” I kicked at a meat pie. “Should you leave the chimera to the local Wardens?”

“It’s old and powerful, and it’s holed up in a rocky cave where their magic has nothing to work with.” She shook her head. “I’ll deal with it as quickly as I can. You’ll have to welcome the envoy and host Lamiel yourself tonight, but you’re well capable of that. I’ll be back before dawn.”

It was awkward to play host from across the room, but I’d done it before when my grandmother was absent from Gloamingard. Never when the stakes were this high, but I’d spent the past week intensively preparing for these negotiations. I nodded. “I’ll handle Lamiel in the meantime, and keep a watch on her to make sure she doesn’t go near the Door.”

“Thank you.” My grandmother clapped me affectionately on the shoulder.

My heart lurched with the sheer, starving joy of a dog receiving a pat from its master. I tried not to show it on my face. She was one of the very few people who could touch me safely, and I’d sooner swallow a hot coal than let her know how much it meant to me. Better to keep things natural between us, without weighing down every interaction with a heavy burden of need and longing.

“Guard the tower, ward the stone,” she said softly.

“Find your answers writ in bone,” I finished. “Keep your trust through wits or war: nothing must unseal the Door. I won’t take my eyes off her, Grandmother.”
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Nutty wood paneling sheathed the Round Room’s walls, reaching up to a ceiling of living branches twenty feet overhead. Golden afternoon sunlight sifted down through the leaves, and a bird called sweetly from above. It was a warm and private room, perfect for welcoming an envoy; it encouraged confidences. You can speak freely here, it seemed to say. This place is safe.

It didn’t feel safe now. Even sitting at the far end of a long table from Lamiel, she felt about as harmless as a shard of broken glass.

“The mysterious Exalted Ryxander.” Lamiel’s lips curled into a smile above her teacup; she cradled it in both hands, drinking in the almond-scented steam. “I’m honored and frankly a bit surprised to meet you in the flesh. I half thought you were a myth.”

Shining pale hair fell loose about her like a mantle, and the mage mark stood out bright silver from her hungry eyes. She wore a gray vestcoat of the softest leather, cut in the close-fitting, almost military style popular in Alevar but trimmed with an asymmetric trail of dark leaves and delicate white flowers rather than mere embroidery. A subtle note of polished condescension in her tone set my teeth on edge.

“As you can see,” I said, “I’m entirely real.”

“One hears so many strange things, though.” She sipped her tea. “That you’re a ghost. That you’re a crazed murderer stalking the halls of Gloamingard.” She paused, gauging the impact of her words, cheeks dimpled with amusement.

“You can’t believe everything you hear.” I returned her smile through my teeth.

Her lashes dipped, half veiling her eyes. “Why, I’ve even heard that you’re a Skinwitch.”

The teacup in my hand cracked, a hairline fracture spiking down from the rim. I set it down on its saucer, struggling with limited success to keep the anger from my face.

“This is my house, Exalted Lamiel,” I said, biting off each word. “I am your host. Will you truly insult me at my own table?”

Her laugh rang out like little bells. “Oh, I don’t believe those rumors. How could they be true? After all, no Skinwitch in line to inherit a domain may be allowed to live, by order of the Conclave. To be able to use life magic on humans you have to be a soulless monster with no sense of kinship to humanity.” She gestured to me with one elegant hand, a motion like twisting a knife. “Given that you’re an atheling and you’re alive, well, you surely can’t be a Skinwitch.”

I couldn’t tell whether she truly believed I was lying or if this was simply another attempt to provoke me. Either way, this boiling rage that strove to burst out of me in scalding words would do me no good.

“Is there some point you’re trying to make?” I asked, my tone frosty.

Lamiel shrugged. “It’s curious, that’s all,” she said. “I’d heard that you killed a man with a touch when you were four years old. Only a Skinwitch can do that.”

Those cursed rumors again. No matter how hard I tried to patiently correct people, to spread the truth, someone would always do their own mental addition and start whispering Skin-witch. I could hardly blame them; it made sense.

“I’m no more a Skinwitch than you are,” I said. Keep smiling. “My magic is flawed.”

“If you say so.” Lamiel winked, as if we shared a secret.

I curled my hand into a fist under the table, tight enough the leather of my glove creaked. “It’s the truth.”

“I suppose your father should have expected something to go wrong, marrying a woman without any magic in her bloodline.” She lifted her lip in genteel disdain. “It was quite the scandal, as I recall. The Lady of Owls’ own middle son, an Exalted Atheling in the direct line of succession, marrying some utterly powerless Raverran diplomat! Such a waste.”

I pushed my chair back from the table and stood. “I can see what you’re trying to do,” I said, forcing my voice to be viciously pleasant. “I’m sorry to inform you that I’m not so easy to provoke. If I were, I’d leave a wake of corpses behind me.” I gestured toward the door, precise and polite. “Now, I’m sure you’re weary from the road. Why don’t I call my steward to show you to your guest rooms for some much needed rest?”

Lamiel stared at me a long moment, her face guarded and calculating. Then she slapped the table and burst out into a merry peal of laughter. “I like you, Ryx! May I call you Ryx?”

“No.”

“The Lady of Owls has been hiding a gem all this time. We’ll be great friends, you and I.” She flashed me a too-brilliant smile.

I gave her a level stare and didn’t bother trying to hide my loathing.

“I rather doubt it.”
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I warned Odan and the housekeeper, Gaven, that Lamiel might be up to trouble, and that we had to keep her away from the Black Tower in particular. Odan frowned at this news, his bristling gray brows descending like thunderclouds over his deep-set, intelligent eyes.

Gaven, twenty years younger and far more prone to whimsy, broke out in an eager grin. “Ooh, so you want us to spy on her, Exalted Warden?”

He bobbed into half a bow on his toes, his fingers flicking out almost absently from his chest in the casting-off motion of the warding sign. Avert misfortune. For the staff who’d lived in the castle for years, it had become almost a friendly greeting, like a wave; it was a rote gesture worn smooth with use, with no real fear in it anymore. When I was small it had bothered me that they did that, but now I barely noticed.

“Not spy,” I corrected him, glancing around. We stood ten feet apart beneath the cavernous timbers of the Old Great Hall, and lowering our voices wasn’t an option. “The Alevaran delegation are our guests. Just keep an eye out in case they try anything foolish, that’s all.”

“You realize,” Odan said gravely, “that if Exalted Lamiel does try to approach the Black Tower, none of the rest of us have the authority to stop her. You’re the only mage-marked in the castle, with the lady gone.”

“That’s true.” I twisted the end of my braid, considering the implications. If Lamiel’s goal was to provoke a grievance between Alevar and Morgrain, she might be looking for a chance to take issue with the castle staff. “Tell everyone to see to her needs, but to keep out of her sight as much as possible. If any problems arise, alert me, and I’ll come at once.”

“We should still spy on her, yes?” Gaven sounded so hopeful.

“From a distance,” I conceded. “But Odan’s right. If she tries anything dangerous, you won’t be able to stop her. I’ll have to watch her myself.”
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It was easy enough at first. No one knew the secret corners and hidden passageways of Gloamingard like I did. Lamiel played the part of a guest weary from the road, withdrawing to her rooms; I watched from the ivy-masked windows of an old turret as messenger birds came and went from her balcony all afternoon, alighting on her pale hand. After dark I moved to an empty guest chamber across the hall from hers, the better to intercept her if she tried to sneak around at night once the castle went to bed.

Which was all well and good, except for the part where I needed sleep, myself.

Midnight came and went, and still Lamiel showed no sign of stirring. I didn’t dare abandon my post, but as the hours of peering beneath my door to watch hers wore on, the floor became far too comfortable.

It didn’t help that every time I came close to dozing off, vivid bits of unpleasant memory rose like bubbles from the depths of a murky swamp, stirred up by Lamiel’s prodding.

Scarlet peach juice running down a boy’s chin as he stood with eyes closed in forbidden delight, the snow-white stolen fruit trembling in his hand. Rage blazing on a bearded face, and the horrible thud of a fist against breaking bone.

The boy’s terrified cries for mercy. The guilty peach forgotten on the ground, smeared in blood and dirt.

I’d known what would happen when I grabbed that man’s arm to stop him from hitting my friend again—Hells, I couldn’t even remember the boy’s name. Afterward, my father told everyone that I didn’t understand; I was only four years old.

I knew. In that moment, I didn’t care. I was too angry, too desperate.

The terrible feeling of life turning to death under my hand, of flesh hardening and something precious departing. The dull glassy stare of eyes with no soul left in them. The ponderous, ground-shaking thud of his empty shell falling to the hard earth.

That was when people stopped looking at me. Instead of waving hello, they made the warding sign, fingers flicking out from their chests: avert.

My father had explained, the grass-green rings of his mage mark glistening with tears, that I’d have to go foster with my grandmother. She was a Witch Lord, stronger than the mountain, more cunning than the river, ancient as a tree. She could handle me. She would keep me safe, and keep me out of trouble.

And she had, more or less. For seventeen years, I’d barely left the castle, washing down my yearning to visit other places with a bitter draft of It’s safer for everyone this way.

After all that caution, trouble had come here to find me, wearing flowers and silver-ringed eyes.

My head jerked up from the cool wooden boards of the floor, and I blinked grit from my eyes. I had to stay awake. Lamiel hadn’t arrived here a day early just to sit in her room; it was only a matter of time until she made her move.

A voice spoke behind me, soft as silk sliding across my palm.

“It’ll be easier to kill her if you leave the door ajar.”
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