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For anyone who dared to bare their soul





Love is like a tree: it grows by itself; it strikes its roots deep into our whole being, and frequently continues to put forth green leaves over a heart in ruins. And there is this unaccountable circumstance attending to it, that the blinder the passion, the more tenacious it is.

—The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, Victor Hugo

The lion cannot defend himself against snares and the fox cannot defend himself against wolves. Therefore, it is necessary to be a fox to discover the snares and a lion to terrify the wolves.

—The Prince, Niccolò Machiavelli
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1478

The Republic of Florence was the birthplace of the Renaissance, a city filled with artists, innovators, scientists, and philosophers. And yet it was always perched on a knife’s edge, surrounded by powerful rivals and allies: Milan to the north, Naples to the south, and the ever-scheming Rome, ruled by the Holy See. The Medici, Florence’s rulers in all but name, walked a fine line between greed and public service as enemies circled, waiting for the right moment to take down the ruthless family once and for all. And like a tale spun from fable, magic stirred across the peninsula, sometimes hidden in the shadows out of fear of persecution, sometimes welcomed, shaping destinies in irrevocable ways.





Pietre Magiche

SUNSPIRE

Shaped like a spire in radiant gold with shimmering streaks of amber. Produces intense light and warmth, heals wounds, dispels darkness and fear, and grants energy. 

SEAWEAVER

Smooth, oval stone in a pale sea-green with rippling, wavelike patterns. Allows control over water and the tides, influencing currents and waves.

SHADOWGLASS

Flat disk in smoky black with translucent, shadowy swirls. Provides invisibility, the ability to traverse through shadows, and absorb and store secrets.

NIGHTFLAME

Hexagonal shaped in deep, midnight blue with fiery veining. Holds an eternal flame in its center, transforms nonliving things into living beings. Allows for the control of fire and life energy.

MOONHAZE

Crescent moon shaped in a pale lavender with glittering white threads. Invokes sleep, alters memories, turns dreams into nightmares, and provides protection from evil spirits.

LODESTAR

Shaped like an arrowhead in glittering silver with a mazelike pattern etched onto the surface. Produces a shimmering path that bends reality, transporting a traveler to their destination almost instantaneously.

ECHOSTONE

An orb in steely blue with a metallic sheen. Allows thoughts, emotions, and communication between two people who possess paired stones, no matter the distance or the differences in language. 





Prologo

Cava Della Luce | Quarry of Light

• September 1468 •

Ravenna Maffei disliked magic because her parents did, but on the day her aunt took her to visit the quarry for the first time, she learned what it was to truly loathe it.

It was her thirteenth birthday. The sky was a perfect bright blue, with lazy clouds meandering far overhead. She tipped her head back, letting the sunlight wash over her face as she made animals out of the wispy shapes. Her aunt maneuvered the old wooden cart on the narrow dirt path, making room for another hauling alabaster blocks to pass them by to their left. Ravenna clung to her arm, breathless and impatient for the first sight of Cava della Luce—she’d been waiting weeks and weeks for this trip.

People who had seen the quarry said the stone sparkled and shimmered in the sunlight, and her imagination had taken flight. To Ravenna, all stones held secrets. But with a chisel and a mallet, she could unearth each one, discover what the stone was meant to be. A brave hero, a clever maiden, a wise owl, a lovely swan. She leaned against her aunt’s arm, wrapping her fingers around the linen sleeve of her tunic.

Her aunt tipped her head down. “What are you dreaming about, Ravenna?”

Ravenna stared at the lush scenery sweeping by them. Cypress trees and vibrant wildflowers dotted the rolling hills. The air was scented by fertile tilled soil and distant olive groves. Ravenna inhaled deeply, not wanting to forget any part of the day she’d waited so long for.

“Sculpting.” A sudden thought had Ravenna straightening next to her. “How much alabaster can we bring back, Zia?”

“You’ll have plenty to practice with,” she said. She flicked the reins, the mules pulling them back to the middle of the well-trodden path. “But remember what your mother said, Ravenna. Sculpting must not get in the way of your chores at the locanda.”

She thought of linens that needed washing, and floors that needed sweeping. There were chamber pots to scrub, and firewood to collect. Her lips twisted, excitement dimming for a moment. As the eldest child of innkeepers, she, unfortunately, had many chores.

But ever since she could remember, all she’d ever wanted to do was make pretty statues the same way her aunt did. Her aunt’s were of heroic men and women with capes that swirled, and hands that gripped bows and arrows. It amazed her how her aunt could capture a pivotal moment in time, how she was able to capture what bravery looked like. Perseus with the sword that beheaded Medusa, Theseus about to slay the Minotaur. Ravenna wanted to carve goddesses. The swift-footed Atalanta, Circe holding her potions, Athena in her armor.

It felt like magic to her, a kind of magic that didn’t feel forbidden or scary.

Her aunt tweaked her nose. “I didn’t mean to make you sad. Thirteen years old. I can’t believe it.” She pointed ahead, her hand wrinkled and weathered. Wind teased her long, curly hair, gone completely white. “We’re almost there.”

They crested a hill and at last the quarry came into view, a sprawling open pit carved into the hillside, opening to various tunnels. The sun’s golden rays sparkled over the creamy white stone, glimmering like a polished mirror. The silver veining caught the sunlight, like a lightning bolt in a thunderstorm. Ravenna craned her neck, shifting forward in her seat for a better look. Wooden scaffolds, pulleys, and cranes lined the edge of the quarry. Quarrymen moved like industrious ants on the ledges and paths carved into the stone walls.

Her aunt pulled back on the reins, the mules coming to a gradual stop. Ravenna leaped off the wooden seat, her skirt flying around her stocking-clad legs.

“Ravenna, stay close and don’t wander,” her aunt warned, but she said it with a smile as she carefully climbed down. She massaged her lower back, wincing. “Now, help me find—”

But Ravenna was already running toward the edge of the pit, heels thudding against the uneven path. The wind tore at her hair as she streaked ahead; she thought she heard her aunt laughing. When she was as close to the edge as she dared go, she chanced a look down. Terraced ledges spiraled downward, making her think of the seashells her aunt brought her from the coast.

“Still impatient, I see,” her aunt said dryly, taking hold of her hand. “Let’s go down together.” They followed the path, giving a wide berth to the quarrymen who were transporting tools and shouting instructions. Ravenna swung her aunt’s arm forward and backward, unable to contain her excitement. The sound of picks striking stones filled the air, interspersed with the groaning of the cranes lifting the heavy blocks. With her free hand, Ravenna brushed the pads of her fingers against the wall, marred by deep grooves left behind by chisels and picks.

“I think this is what the moon must look like,” she said. “Don’t you think?”

Her aunt smiled. “The moon is yours to make of it what you will.”

They finally reached the bottom, and her aunt waved to a middle-aged man in conversation with several workers. He glanced over his shoulder at them, his graying brows rising to meet his hairline at the sight of Ravenna. He finished instructing his workers, and then approached them with long, purposeful strides.

“An odd place to bring a child,” he said by way of greeting. He was a short man, worn down by the sun and the toil of hauling rocks. The coarse linen of his tunic was dusty and streaked with dirt. He tugged at his wide-brimmed hat, also dusty.

Ravenna’s aunt tugged her close to her side, and she was engulfed by her billowing tunic and strong arm around her narrow shoulders. “Buongiorno, Gioberto. My niece has been wanting to learn how to sculpt, and we’re here to pick the perfect stone for her birthday.”

His weathered face tightened. “She’ll be another oddity in the family.”

Ravenna flinched, pressing closer to her aunt.

“Thank God for it,” her aunt said brightly, unperturbed by his manner. Her aunt was a renowned sculptress, but she’d never married and had no children of her own. Ravenna heard the gossip about her whenever she went to the market, but it never bothered her. She supposed because it didn’t seem to bother her aunt.

Her aunt jingled the leather bag strapped to her belt and arched a brow. “We’ll take a look at the stone, if you’re still interested in selling it to us?”

The man’s eyes brightened at the promise of a sale. He gestured to a makeshift shelter where a group of men were sharpening their tools. “This way. I have much to show you.”

Ravenna followed the pair, keen gaze flickering from the tall stacks of alabaster, ready for loading onto carts, to the tools—chisels, picks, mallets, and wedges—scattered about. She veered off, finding an abandoned chisel and picked it up. She glanced at her aunt, deep in conversation about sizing and pricing and she didn’t know what else. Ravenna drew close to the wall, jagged and sharp, and struck it with the chisel. She kept going, moving along, her attention on the shimmering veins of the stone, following its progression into a tunnel. It sparkled even in the dark.

Delighted, she kept going.

The noise of the workers faded, and the path twisted and turned, walls towering around her like a maze, every so often revealing the entrance to another tunnel. Ravenna kept to the main path, going deeper into the earth. Even then, she didn’t think to be afraid. The veining shimmered under her touch, and she thought of what she might make of it, if the stone belonged to her. She crept farther, entranced, images of lightning bolts streaking across her mind.

She made another turn, deeper into the gloom.

Ravenna stilled, awareness creeping over her. She had wandered too far, and now her mind filled with her mother’s scolding, reminding her of the creatures that thrived in the dark, wolves and sleeping bears and vampyres who lived off blood. She turned around, intent on following the glimmering veining back out into the sunshine. A hint of it clung to the shadows, illuminating enough of the pathway for her to see.

A shape materialized from out of one of the tunnels, a hulking outline of a man towering over her. Ravenna stopped, her breath catching. Was he human—? Her grip tightened on the chisel, the wood rough against her palm.

His voice was a gruff whisper. “Now, where did you come from?”

“I came with my aunt,” she said. Her voice sounded so small compared to his.

“I saw,” the man grunted. “An old woman.”

Her words were dust in her mouth. She could barely swallow from her terror. “She’s waiting for me.”

“You ought to go back,” he said. “This is no place for a child.”

Tension eased off her shoulders, but only a little. He was still a stranger. Ravenna nodded, backing away from him, not looking where she was going. He stayed where he was, keeping his distance, but then frowned suddenly.

“Careful, there’s a shaft behind—”

Ravenna’s heel slipped, and she lost her balance. Her arms went wide, windmilling, but she was still falling backward, down a sharp incline. The man lunged for her, fingers curled like claws, and latched on to her arm.

“Careful,” he yelled, the sound reverberating in the dark.

The pebbled ground gave way beneath them, and now they were both sliding down. The man yanked her back, and Ravenna’s teeth clacked together. She glanced over her shoulder. A dark pit loomed behind her, nearly obscured in darkness. Stark terror filled her—it made it hard to think, it made her dizzy. Her body trembled, violent shakes she couldn’t control. Something strange unfurled within her, bubbling to the surface in a cresting wave that soared over her. Whatever it was, it moved like a current, sweeping outward, flowing through her veins, shooting past her fingertips. Blue light filled the tight space of the tunnel, glimmering in the dark, washing over them both.

“Che cazzo!” The man exclaimed as he tugged them up to level ground.

Ravenna gaped at the magic flowing out of her, watched it wrap around the man in a tight grip. Confusion speared her. “What—I don’t—”

He released her, but the magic still clung to him. It clawed its way beneath his clothes, forced itself into his mouth, rushed into his ears, filling him up.

She shrank back, her back hitting the jagged wall. “No, no!”

The man screamed as his skin wrinkled with age, slowly at first, but then faster and faster. His back bowed, his tall frame shrunk, worn down in a matter of seconds. The man’s hair went from brown to gray to stark white.

Shame clouded her mind, making her head swim. “I’m sorry,” Ravenna sobbed. “I’m sorry.”

Footsteps pounded down the tunnel. Her aunt came into view, panting, chest heaving. She gasped at the sight of the magic swirling around the man, covering him as he turned brittle, old before their eyes. He let out a rattling cough, the last sound he made in life, before slumping to the ground.

But the magic still wasn’t finished.

It hovered over the body, feeding off the sagging flesh, licking it clean until there was only a pile of bones left. Ravenna dropped to her knees, tears dripping down her cheeks. Horror climbed up her throat; it tasted like acid. Nausea grabbed ahold of her; she was going to be sick.

The magic hovered over the remains, and then it drifted back toward her, shimmering blue. Ravenna cried out and held up her hands to ward it off, but it swept into her again, racing up her veins and settling deep in her chest. It snaked through her like a serpent who’d found its prey.

She looked up to her aunt, cheeks scalding hot, tearstained. Emotions battled within her: shame, terror, confusion. She didn’t understand what was happening to her. Her life had changed in an instant, she’d been human mere moments ago, and even at thirteen, she understood that perhaps she . . . wasn’t anymore.

It was unthinkable.

The quarryman’s screaming reverberated through her, relentless. She’d killed him. She had sinned. He was gone, dead because of her. Ravenna trembled, flooded with guilt. An odd sensation curled between her ribs, as if there were something resting near her heart.

Ravenna knew what it was: evil.

She recalled suddenly a time when, one cold winter years ago, a witch had come to the inn, begging for a safe place to spend the night. Her parents had allowed her to stay one night. The next morning, they told her never to grace their door again.

Magic of any kind was not welcomed in Volterra, but most especially witches.

Her aunt stared back at Ravenna, her hands high into her curling hair, gripping the roots. Her skin was pale, dark eyes huge in her narrow face. “Your mother is going to kill me.”





Capitolo Uno

Volterra

• The ninth of April, 1478 •

They put her little brother in a cage.

Her brother, who wasn’t so little anymore, but because Ravenna Maffei was older, she would always think of him that way. Antonio hung in a wrought iron cage for a full day before the Florentine army allowed her to see him. And even then, it was only from a distance, just close enough to see his long legs dangling fifteen feet over the Piazza dei Priori, just close enough to see his grubby hands curled around the bars in a tight grip. She had taken one look at him and anger had cut through her, sharp and lethal, like a blow from a sword. It hurt to think, to breathe.

Because her anger was useless.

And Ravenna didn’t like to feel useless.

Which was why she was now carrying a bulky ladder through the narrow lanes of Volterra in the dead of night. Overhead, the moon glowed serenely, illuminating the uneven path. Ravenna gritted her teeth, sweat dripping down her face and the back of her neck, following the line of her spine, made strong by years of carrying and carving stone. She’d been walking for what felt like hours, covered head to toe in a dark cloak that did its job too well. Despite the cold wind nipping at her cheeks, heat coated her skin. She didn’t dare remove the hood, however.

No one was allowed out of their homes past sunset.

She swept her gaze up and down the cobbled street, ignoring the nervous energy bubbling in her belly. It was a risk to be out during the night at all with the curfew in full effect, but what was she supposed to do?

Allow her younger brother to slowly starve? Absolutely not.

Her pulse ticked hard in her throat. It was time to act, but carefully. There were still those loyal to Florence, hidden within the city, still those in thrall to the accursed Medici family.

And it was because of that family her home lay in ruins.

It had been Lorenzo de’ Medici’s idea to build a massive fortress deep in the heart of Volterra to lord over them all. It had been his idea to confiscate the property of families who dared to question his mandates. His idea to install a curfew, requiring people be in their homes by dusk.

It was because of him she’d lost family and close friends.

She would not lose her brother.

A stray cat screeched, making her startle. She paused, ears straining. Every street in Volterra had its own personality, and Ravenna knew them all like she knew her own pulse. At this time of night, reckless pleasure seekers defying the curfew dipped in and out of taverns overrunning Via Ricciarelli. She avoided Via Porta all’Arco for the same reason, which left the handful of less-traveled paths.

Quieter, but more dangerous.

For a moment, she considered turning back. But then she thought of the Florentine infantry soldiers staring up at her brother’s dangling feet, jeering. Of the rotten food they’d thrown at him while her brother fought to keep his face expressionless, even when they’d executed his friends. She’d never been prouder of him.

The risk was worth it.

Ravenna turned the corner, awkwardly managing the long ladder, and walked briskly. She was no stranger to hard work or to carrying heavy loads.

She knew how to settle arguments between guests, knew how to wrangle her younger siblings into dutiful submission, and how to budget the inn’s expenses for the month. Suppliers and merchants trembled in her presence; no one could out-negotiate her in trade. Ravenna could cook a respectable meal in under an hour for a room full of hungry travelers, and she was a master at brewing anything from hearty ales to soothing herbal teas.

And if she needed to defend herself, she could do that, too. Thanks to her father, she always kept a dagger hidden in her boot. If she couldn’t reach her weapon, well, there was always the ladder.

The magic inside her woke with a soft curling sensation between her ribs. It was a reminder that she had a third option if things became dire. But Ravenna would rather someone stab her than use the dark magic hidden within her.

She made a turn onto the next street.

Tall stone buildings flanked her, bearing the scars from the battle against Florence. Gaping holes, shattered windows, crumbling walls. It had been brutal and bloody; hundreds had lost their lives. The people of Volterra hadn’t stood a chance against the Medici and their hired henchman, the terribly efficient Duke of Urbino.

Ravenna forced herself to look straight ahead.

It was easier than thinking about the family that had once lived there.

She crossed an alley and came across two shadows huddled against the wall. The moon illuminated the hazy outlines of their bodies, and the shadows spooled into the form of two men, one tall and slim, the other short and barrel-shaped. The latter wore a rounded biretta, covering his shorn hair, and a heavy chain around his neck, denoting his elevated status. His face reminded Ravenna of the sword strapped to his hip: sharp and formidable. She would have known him anywhere: he was the Capitano of the Volterra militia. A powerful man and their greatest defender against the Medici, even more so now that the city had fallen.

The other man was a stranger to her.

Both were tense, in the middle of an argument. They traded harsh words in the shadow of the alley. The Capitano dropped his gloved hand to the hilt of his weapon. Ravenna slowed. She was already frowning by the time the taller man sensed her. He half turned in her direction, his profile limned by a hazy moonbeam. He coolly arched a brow at her, turning farther, revealing the rest of his countenance.

Ravenna stopped, the ladder lurching awkwardly.

She had never seen a more beautiful face.

Dark winged brows curved sardonically over heavily fringed dark eyes, nearly black, pinning her to the cobbled stone. The rest of his face was a study of perfect angles and arches. A full mouth that held in wicked secrets, and cheekbones, cut sharply, just like the tip of his jewel-encrusted sword. Despite the swirl of gray clouds crowding the moon, peridot, diamonds, and emeralds glimmered back at her.

Her fingers itched for a chisel and scalpel. She wanted to capture his face in marble, all his striking lines, and carve a voluminous cloak swirling around his long legs.

He looked reckless, an ill-advised idea incarnate.

The man’s gaze traveled over her form, shrouded as it was in her own heavy cloak, and to the long ladder stretching past her shoulders at both ends. His expression remained flat and devoid of emotion, his body still and contained, immovable.

His voice was cold and remote. “It’s past curfew. Move along.”

Ravenna glanced uneasily to the Capitano. His warm brown eyes locked with hers and he jerked his chin, encouraging her to leave them to their discussion. She hesitated, and when the taller man took a step forward, the Capitano’s voice lashed out.

“Now, signorina.”

Ravenna set off down the lane, her stomach knotting. Their conversation had nothing to do with her, and she had somewhere to be, but with every step she took, Ravenna had the uncanny sense that she was making a mistake. But what could she do?

Only one thing. She pressed on.

The narrow street bled into the ruined Piazza dei Priori. The Florentine army had come burning hot for the heart of the city, fire practically spewing from their mouths, like the dragons circling the mountains to the north. The square was in ruins, but Ravenna looked past the destruction to one of the iron cages hanging in the piazza.

It held a single captive.

Antonio lay slumped against the bars, restlessly kicking his legs. Relief bled through her. She peered around the square, noting the long wooden tables situated in front of the magnificent bell tower, still mercifully standing. A new dais was positioned next to the tables, and Ravenna’s stomach flipped.

She couldn’t think about tomorrow and what it would bring.

Not yet.

Antonio was looking in her direction, head tilted, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Ravenna darted out from the alley, and his legs stopped swinging. He let out a low whistle, the song of a barn owl. She returned the call, breathless; the ladder was heavy, and she could feel a bruise blooming across her shoulder.

Antonio whistled again, but this time it sounded like a screeching owl. Ravenna paused, legs shaking. Had he seen someone? But the piazza was blessedly empty. Just worried, then. She pressed onward, navigating random piles of collected debris and rubbish.

“Ravenna,” Antonio whisper-yelled. “What are you doing here?”

“What does it look like?” She righted the ladder and tilted her head up.

“There is a curfew,” he hissed.

“I didn’t see any guards.”

It wasn’t technically a lie.

The cage swung in the cool breeze, its chains creaking and rattling like an enraged ghost. Antonio pressed his thin face against the thick bars, their iron rusted. He had lost weight, and his eyes were bloodshot; he probably hadn’t slept since he’d been locked inside. “You’re supposed to be the responsible one.”

Ravenna held on to the rungs and climbed. The ladder was high enough to reach the heavy door, which was wide enough to force a person through and secured by a large padlock.

She glared at it as she reached for her scarsella, a tapered pouch riveted onto her leather utility belt. It held a small chisel and carving knife, a hand-stitched booklet bound with a waxed linen cord, and charcoal sticks wrapped in a slim leather sleeve. Ravenna never went anywhere without it. Her clothing had also been chosen with care: a dark burgundy gown, expertly made but with simple adornments, the wool cloak with the hood pulled up and over her head. Her favorite part about the dress? It had pockets enough to suit her practical needs.

She pulled out the small carving knife, intent on the padlock.

“Don’t,” Antonio warned. “If I run, the first place they’ll look is the inn.”

Ravenna nodded, having expected his reply. “When they don’t find you there, the soldiers will move on.”

“And then they’ll place you in the cage. I must stay.” He wrapped his hands around the bars. “Go home.”

She ignored him, even if he was right. She put away the carving knife and then withdrew a thick loaf, seasoned with rosemary and garlic, from within her bag. He snatched the bread out of her hands, tore a big chunk off with his teeth. Seeing him reduced to a feverish hunger reignited her anger. Deep caverns marred his tanned skin, hollows under his eyes and cheekbones that hadn’t existed before he stood up to one of the few Florentine soldiers that had remained behind to ensure order and enforce the infernal curfew. And to prevent any uprisings against the Medici.

But looking at her brother’s gaunt face, she knew her brother would never give up the fight.

Ravenna was angry. But her brother burned fiery hot, lit from within by a holy fire. She reached forward, snaking her arm between the bars. He let her brush his dirty hair off his brow, something he would have never allowed if the circumstances hadn’t been what they were.

“I have a plan,” she whispered.

Antonio finished chewing, brows raised expectantly.

“I’m going to get you released,” she said.

“How?” Bitterness stole over him, creeping across his face like a winter storm. “You heard those bastards. They won’t let me go, even for a king’s ransom. I’m a cautionary tale.” His lips twisted in disgust. “Another warning.”

“I have a way,” Ravenna insisted. “You’ve been stuck up here so you might not have heard about tomorrow.”

Antonio snorted. “Rather hard to miss the preparations for the festival.” He gestured to the tables, the raised dais. “Who’s coming?” His hands curled into fists. “Is it them? The Medici? Come to gloat?”

He uttered their name like he would a curse.

“It’s not a festival,” Ravenna said. “It’s a competition. The Medici family aren’t hosting it, but their allies are. They are supposed to arrive tomorrow morning.”

His belligerent expression faded; he dropped his arms to his sides, leaned back against the bars. “You don’t mean . . .”

“Yes, them. The immortals.” She paused. “The Luni famiglia.”

They stared at each other for several awestruck beats.

No one knew where the Luni famiglia came from, only that they’d arrived in Florence almost a century earlier, and that ever since they’d ruled the city in all but name. There were many who believed them to be fae, but that didn’t explain why they elected to live in a distinctly human city, intimately involving themselves with human affairs, when the fae infamously only made disastrous bargains.

If the Luni famiglia were indeed fae, then they were unusual ones.

And except for the Medici, no one else wielded that kind of power.

Long before Ravenna was born, the Holy Roman emperor had granted the Luni family a dukedom in thanks for their service to the Republic of Florence. The eldest son had been proclaimed a knight, and he stood to inherit their fortune, most of their properties, and the coveted title. His younger brother supervised the Florentine army—he was the one who had delivered the Duke of Urbino to their front gate—and their youngest sister was proclaimed a countess.

And if that wasn’t enough, tales of the siblings’ beauty and grace were sung in every tavern, banquet, festival, and tournament up and down the whole of the peninsula.

Ravenna couldn’t abide the tales or the songs.

No matter how outrageously beautiful and wealthy and powerful they were.

“Why on earth would they be coming here?” He narrowed his dark eyes at her. “And what does that have to do with me?”

“They’re hosting a competition for sculptors. Participants need to present their best work—” She gestured to one of the tables. “And the Luni famiglia will pick a winner.”

“Again,” Antonio said impatiently, “I don’t see how—”

“I will be competing.”

Antonio jerked forward, and the cage swung wildly. Ravenna grasped one of the bars to help settle the motion.

“You’re not a sculptor,” Antonio said.

She released the bar, stiffening. “Yes, I am.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Antonio asked. “You’re a woman. Who’s going to let you participate? No one.” He shook his head at her, baffled and despairing all at once. “I’m surprised at you, Ravenna. Our parents have already suffered a blow with my being locked up in here, why degrade their name further?”

“Because I want to help you,” Ravenna said quietly, stung.

“Ravenna—”

She held up her hand to ward off another one of his protests. “You haven’t asked me what the winner will receive.”

He made a scoffing noise at the back of his throat. “It hardly signifies.”

“It does. If I win, the prize is a boon. Anything I want.” Antonio widened his eyes, and Ravenna held his gaze. “My prize will be your release, and the dropping of the charges against you.”

Her brother gaped at her, hope unspooling in his dark eyes. But his face shuttered, and any hope he had felt vanished. “There’s no chance of you winning. Not when you’re competing against Mirandola and Bramante.”

Ravenna resisted the urge to rattle the cage.

Because he was right. It was an impossible feat.

Her odds of winning were practically nonexistent. Their parents were honorable innkeepers, known for their hospitality, not for their artistic abilities. The only artist in the family had been her aunt, and she’d taught Ravenna everything she knew, but she was long gone. Her parents allowed her this one eccentricity because she so adroitly managed everything else at the locanda.

However, she was talented, and she would do whatever it took to free her brother from the literal cage he sat in fifteen feet off the ground.

She wished he’d have faith in her.

Especially because she still couldn’t breathe seeing him locked up.

“Go back home,” he muttered.

She gaped at him. “Antonio, I’m only trying to help.”

“That’s not what you’re doing. It’s cruel to give a man hope when there is none.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Ravenna pleaded. “Don’t give up, there’s always hope. You’ve been acting different ever since the Medici came, Antonio. This isn’t like you. Angry all the time, bitter and defeated.”

He glowered at her, anger curling his lip in an ugly sneer. “I know you think you can fix everything in the known universe, but this is something out of your control. You can’t save Volterra. You can’t even save yourself.” Ravenna flinched. “You can’t save me. I’m who I am because of what they’ve done to our home, to my friends.”

“But—”

“Leave me.”

Ravenna wouldn’t accept that.

She reached again into her bag, pulling out a wheel of cheese wrapped in a cloth napkin. Wordlessly, she handed it to him. Antonio stared at it with clear yearning, but Ravenna knew he’d rather yell at her instead.

“Please eat. Do it for our parents if not for me.”

Antonio sighed, but took the food. “You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

To speak further would be to invite another argument. She kept her mouth shut as she descended the ladder, but this time she was the one who wanted to yell. The whole way home, she made a vow to herself.

Ravenna would save her brother, even if it killed her.
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