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   Cover Blurb 
 
      
 
    Kirkhaven Hall has been home to Isabella Rubén ever since she was sent into exile for treason.  It has always been a strange place; isolated, wrapped in dark clouds and ancient magics.  No one really knows what’s hidden there, from eerie ghosts and warlocks to secrets House Rubén not only has kept from the rest of the world, but has itself forgotten.  They thought those secrets would remain buried for eternity. 
 
      
 
    But now, as Isabella and her fiancé return from their holiday in Shallot, those secrets are starting to slip into the light.  Strange lights have been seen on the mire, ghosts have been walking the halls, ancient artefacts have been discovered and the ground itself, tainted by dark magics, is threatening to give up its dead  And, as Isabella finds herself caught in an ever-growing nightmare, it becomes clear that the disaster is not limited to Kirkhaven … 
 
      
 
    … And the magic crisis has only just begun.

  

 
  
   Historian’s Note 
 
      
 
    The Thousand-Year Empire dominated the twin continents of Maxima and Minima through two advantages: an unmatched command of magic and the development of Objects of Power, magical weapons and tools that made them seemingly invincible.  But the Empire fell and the secret of making Objects of Power was lost. 
 
      
 
    Hundreds of years later, a young girl - Caitlyn Aguirre - was born to a powerful magical family.  Caitlyn - Cat - should have been powerful herself, like her two sisters, but she seemed to have no spark of magic at all.  She lacked even a sense for magic.  In desperation, her parents sent her to Jude’s, the famous magical school, in the hopes that exposure to magical training would bring forth the magic they were sure lay buried within her.  There, she met Isabella and Akin Rubén, children of her family’s greatest enemy.  Isabella became her rival, while she formed a tentative friendship with Akin. 
 
      
 
    Cat developed no magic, but she discovered something else.  Uniquely, as far as anyone could tell, she had no magic at all.  She eventually discovered that a complete lack of magic was necessary for forging Objects of Power.  Far from being useless, her talent made her extremely valuable and utterly irreplaceable.  As far as anyone could tell, Cat was the only true ‘Zero’ known to exist.  This led to her - and her friends, Akin and Rose - being kidnapped, then targeted by Crown Prince Henry and Stregheria Aguirre, Cat’s Great Aunt, when they launched a coup against the Great Houses and the King himself.  Their subversions - which turned Isabella against her family - nearly led to complete disaster ... and perhaps would have done, if Cat and Akin hadn’t become friends. 
 
      
 
    In the aftermath, Cat proposed that she and Akin should be betrothed, creating a marriage bond between their families and making it impossible, at least for the next few years, for the two houses to come to blows.  This was - reluctantly - accepted, with the proviso that either Cat or Akin could refute the agreement if they wished, when they came of age.  Cat left Jude’s to found her own school, where other Zeros - when they were found - would be taught. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the Great Houses had to deal with the repercussions of the attempted coup and the sudden shift in the balance of power. Isabella Rubén, condemned as a traitor, was exiled to Kirkhaven Hall, where she discovered a secret her family had sought to bury ... and a new secret, one of her own.  Others took advantage of the chaos to stake a claim to power themselves, plots that were only foiled through sheer luck and outside intervention.  The city remained unstable ... 
 
      
 
    Six years passed, slowly.  Akin Rubén went back to school for his final year, to discover - thanks to his father - that he had to compete in the Challenge, a contest to find the ‘Wizard Regnant.’  Reluctantly, Akin complied, forming a team consisting of his cousin Francis and a handful of misfits, including merchant’s daughter Louise Herdsman and Saline Califon, a distant relative who was under a spell cast by her wicked uncle.  Despite Francis’s betrayal - the work of Malachi Rubén, a shadowy figure from the family’s past - Akin managed to realise the true nature of the Challenge and forge a last-minute alliance with Alana Aguirre, Cat’s sister, that allowed them to share the victory. 
 
      
 
    This did not please everyone, most notably Adam Mortimer.  Disgusted with the Great Houses, and uneasily aware his city was on the brink of exploding into a class war, Adam joined the Kingsmen - the King’s secret service - and became instrumental in stopping a plot to use Infernal Devices to trigger the war.  However, he was unable to prevent the plotters from damaging the city’s harmony and far too many innocents wound up paying the price.   
 
      
 
    One of them was Lucy Lamplighter, who inherited House Lamplighter after her father was killed in a detonation and discovered, the hard way, that her family was effectively bankrupt.  Embarking on a desperate scheme to rebuild the family fortune, Lucy found herself tangled in a complex web of blackmail spun by Malachi Rubén and was forced to kill him in order to save her life and reputation. 
 
      
 
    Unknown to Lucy, this accidentally upended plans by Stephen Rubén to break the alliance between House Rubén and House Aguirre.  Discovering that Isabella Rubén had forged a relationship with Callam - the only other known Zero - Stephen mounted a plan to bring her back to the city, make her Heir Primus of House Rubén and shatter the alliance once and for all.  Unfortunately for him, Isabella had come to realise she didn’t want the post and intended to return to Kirkhaven as soon as possible.  Undaunted, Stephen mounted a coup in a final desperate attempt to stop the alliance.  The coup failed but claimed the life of Lord Carioca Rubén - Akin and Isabella’s father. Akin, now Patriarch, took control of the family and promised the alliance would remain intact. 
 
      
 
    However, events got in the way.  Cat was asked, by her old tutor, to return to the Eternal City to investigate strange energies emitting from the ruins.  There, she clashed with hidden warlocks and discovered both a flying city and a dark truth about their world.  The magic field, the source of all power, is growing stronger ... 
 
      
 
    ... And, right across the world, people are starting to notice. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Prologue 
 
      
 
    Alonzo FitzRubén awoke in pain. 
 
      
 
    The world around him was dark, dark and gloomy.  His memories were a confused mess, flashes of words and images that didn’t seem to be in any coherent order.  He’d been in the city, he’d been speaking to Charlotte ... to Charlotte Rubén, who hated him and resented, bitterly, the family’s order that she should marry him.  Alonzo knew how she felt.  He hadn’t been too pleased when he’d been plucked out of the training program, his contract sold to House Rubén shortly before he reached his majority.  Sure, they’d made noises about honouring him as one of their own, but it hadn’t escaped his notice that they’d termed him ‘FitzRubén.’  One of them, yet not quite one of them.  They were more considerate to literal family bastards. 
 
      
 
    He gritted his teeth as he tried to sit up.  His body ached, as if he’d been brutally beaten, but nothing seemed to be broken.  The air was stale and dank, pressing against his lungs as he tried to breathe.  His eyes slowly grew accustomed to the dim light, a faint glow from high overhead.  He’d been in the flightstone chamber... his memories suddenly snapped back as he stumbled to his feet.  Something had gone wrong with the flightstone.  The city had wobbled in midair, the magic spellform, holding it aloft threatening to fail, threatening to let gravity reassert itself and pull the immense structure to the ground.  Alonzo had run to the chamber, in hopes of making repairs or - at worst - putting the city down before the field gave up completely - but ... he wasn’t sure what had happened when he’d touched the flightstone.  There’d been a flash of light and ... 
 
      
 
    I must have been stunned, he thought, numbly.  The city hadn’t been completely abandoned - there’d been a small army of servants onboard - but most of the family had travelled to the city for the big ceremony.  Someone got onboard, stunned me and ... and what? 
 
      
 
    Alonzo muttered a word, half-hoping the wards would hear it and respond.  He had no magic, but the wards could still hear him ... there was no response.  The chamber should have lit up instantly, yet ... he looked around, shaking his head.  There was no sign of the flightstone.  It took him longer than it should have done to realise the crystalline structure was on the floor, in pieces.  He didn’t have the slightest idea how to repair the damage.  He wasn’t even sure it was possible.  It was hard to make out anything in this light, but some of the pieces were charred, as if they’d been passed through a fire.  He hadn’t seen anything like it, not even during his training.   
 
      
 
    What had happened? 
 
      
 
    He forced himself to stumble to the door and peer down the corridor.  It, too, was dim, lit only by starlight.  He looked up and saw cracks in the roof ... cracks that shouldn’t have been there, even if the city had fallen from the sky.  How badly had they landed?  House Rubén prided itself on the finest flying city in the empire.  It had been immense, easily the biggest thing ever to take to the skies.  They’d said it was invulnerable.  And now ... he stumbled down the corridor, the ground shifting oddly under his feet.  There should have been a small army of servants, humans and mechanical alike, clearing up the wreckage and laying the groundwork for refloating the city.  Instead, there was nothing.  The city was as dark and silent as the grave.   
 
      
 
    We were attacked, he thought.  But how? 
 
      
 
    The mystery nagged at his mind as he kept walking.  The city was solidly warded.  He’d helped lay the spellforms himself.  No one should have been able to enter without permission, no one should have been able to bring anything destructive inside the wards without setting off all kinds of alarms.  The servants had certain rights - everyone did, apart from Alonzo - but they couldn’t invite friends and family into the city without permission from their masters.  How had it been done?  The attacker would have needed to get into the network of spellstones, linked to the flightstone ... Alonzo couldn’t see how it could have been done.  And why had everything failed? 
 
      
 
    His heart almost stopped as the realisation dawned on him.  The city had glowed with magic.  It had been crammed with magical artefacts crafted by the family, with artworks and animated paintings and everything else the family refused to throw out.  And ... not everything was linked to the spellform holding the city aloft.  Why had everything failed?  It made no sense.  Alonzo could imagine a spellbreaker capable of blasting the entire city, but actually building one would be impossible.  The spellform would be too large to handle.  It would effectively collapse under its own weight.  What had happened? 
 
      
 
    He tripped over a dark shape and nearly fell, barely catching himself in time.  A body.  It was a body ... he forced himself to turn the body over and check for a pulse.  There was nothing.  The dim light made it hard to see anything, but ... it was Carla, a young woman who’d been taken on as a domestic, someone who might rise to the top of the servant tree given time and devotion.  Her neck was broken.  Alonzo felt the side of her head and winced.  She’d apparently hit the bulkhead hard enough for the force to break her neck. 
 
      
 
    I’m sorry, he thought, numbly.  The young woman had always been kind to him, unlike his supposed new family.  You deserved better. 
 
      
 
    Another quiver ran through the ruined city.  Alonzo forced himself to stand up and keep walking.  The city had clearly landed badly, but whatever had happened to bring it down wasn’t finished.  Not yet.  Was the enemy looting the rubble?  Or ... was it searching for hostages?  For Alonzo himself?  It was possible - he might be powerless, but his value lay in his lack of magic - yet it didn’t seem right.  He didn’t understand what he saw.  The spellform pervading the flightstone - and the spellstones beyond - had been perfect.  If it hadn’t been, the city would never have taken flight.  He couldn’t believe it had failed ... and, even if it had, how had it managed to take down everything? 
 
      
 
    He scrambled up a servant passageway and pushed open a hatch, clambering out into the cold air.  The night sky overhead mocked him.  They weren’t that far from civilisation.  There should have been a small army of flyers overhead, dispatched from military bases as their commanders realised the city had crashed ... but nothing moved.  He looked towards the distant hills and sucked in his breath.  There were no lights, no hints of civilisation.  What had happened?  He’d once read a story where a flying city had been sent back in time, a fantastical idea he knew to be completely impractical, but ... there should have been lights.  It wasn’t as if they were gliding into unexplored parts of the world ... 
 
      
 
    Alonzo felt a sudden, overpowering sense of loss as he looked around.  The great towers, structures held together by magic as much as everything else, had crumbled.  Their ruins lay in front of him, mocking him.  They should have been glowing with light and life ... even now, when their occupants had gone to the Eternal City for Empire Day.  Now, he was alone.  No one moved in the darkness, not even looters. 
 
      
 
    But he’d always been alone. 
 
      
 
    Bitterness consumed him as he made his way towards the edge of the city.  There was no point in staying where he was.  The ground was still shifting, suggesting ... what?  His stomach growled, reminding him it had been hours since his last meal.  Longer than that, perhaps.  He wasn’t sure how long he’d been unconscious.  Cold logic told him it couldn’t have been longer than a couple of hours, but it felt as if he’d slept for years.   
 
      
 
    He clambered over the ruins, cursing under his breath.  He hadn’t wanted to join the Ruben family, let alone have his name changed and be told he was going to marry a girl who didn’t want him.  But they’d insisted, pointing out he had to be one of them.  He touched his brown hair, clear proof he wasn’t part of the family and never would be.  He’d been forced to sign the marriage contracts, the declaration he would marry Charlotte.  The ancient magics woven into the family bloodline should have turned his hair blond, in preparation for his unwanted marriage.  It was tradition, but ancient tradition had passed him by.  Charlotte had said it meant he’d never be one of the family.  He feared she was right. 
 
      
 
    And she didn’t even take me to the Eternal City, he thought, as he scrambled over the remains of a tower.  He should have known which one, but the city was so devastated he honestly wasn’t sure.  She was ashamed to be seen with me. 
 
      
 
    Hatred washed through him.  His talent made him important, but it also made him vulnerable.  He wanted to escape, but there was nowhere to go.  His master had made that clear, when he’d purchased the contract.  Alonzo could stay with the family and enjoy the perks while working for them, or ... or else.  The master hadn’t specified, leaving the matter to Alonzo’s imagination.  It hadn’t been necessary.  Alonzo had seen enough cruelty in his young life to be all too aware of what House Rubén could do to him, if he tried to leave.  He was their prisoner.  Allowing him to marry into the family was a sick joke. 
 
      
 
    The city quivered again.  Alonzo glanced back, looking for something - anything - that would tell him what was going on.  The city was dead, yet it was shifting slightly.  Could the flightstone have come back to life?  Alonzo dismissed the thought almost as soon as he’d had it.  The flightstone had been shattered.  There was no way the smaller spellstones could even begin to shift the city, not without the flightstone.  And yet ... he snickered as he realised the family didn’t have the slightest idea what had happened.  The gates were probably dead too.  It would take days for them to get back and ... he smiled, bitterly, at the thought of their faces.  They wouldn’t have the slightest idea what had happened to their city. 
 
      
 
    He slowed as he reached the edge of the disc and peered into the darkness.  The city was in ruins and yet ... he couldn’t see any way down.  Jumping would be suicidal, certainly when he couldn’t tell what was below.  It was far too far to fall unless he was diving into water and even then, he would have hesitated.  He looked up, trying to gauge how long he had until sunrise.  Perhaps he could stay in the open and wait.  Someone would be along soon, wouldn’t they?  It was impossible to believe the city would be abandoned ... 
 
      
 
    The city shook, once again.  Alonzo lost his footing and fell, right off the edge.  He screamed as the darkness enveloped him, all too aware he was dead.  The disc was huge.  He was going to fall at least sixty metres, then hit the ground hard enough to kill him ... of course it was going to kill him.  He was no magician, with the power to slow his fall or cushion his landing ... he was going to die.  The analytical side of his mind noted that power hadn’t saved the others on the city - even the serving girls knew a handful of spells - and that that detail was probably important, but ... 
 
      
 
    He hit ... something.  For a crazy moment, he thought he’d fallen into a lake.  Perhaps they’d crashed on the edge of a large body of water.  And then he took a breath and tasted ... something ... in the water.  No, it wasn’t water.  It felt as if he was breathing sludge.  He gagged, trying to swim to the surface, but he’d completely lost his bearings.  His eyes were open and yet he could see nothing, beyond an eerie green light that pulsed around him. Was he in hell?  He might be dying.  He was drowning in a sea of light.  Or ... his awareness expanded, becoming something else.  And there were voices, echoing through his mind as they spoke.  They promised him everything. 
 
      
 
    Alonzo listened. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I stood at the top of a dreamingly endless stairway and braced myself, feeling utterly alone.  Only family were allowed to visit the crypt.  Akin, my brother, was too busy to accompany me and I didn’t want any of my other relatives to come.  Callam ... Callam and I were not yet married, not in the eyes of the Ancients.  I couldn’t invite him, even if he hadn’t been busy.  I felt an odd little twinge as I reached for the candle and lit it with a single spell.  The last time I’d visited, I’d been a little girl.  Now, I was a grown woman on the verge of getting married.  And ... 
 
      
 
    The candle felt warm in my hand as I started down the stairs.  The family had spent centuries laying spell after spell on the crypt, to keep out our enemies and - according to some stories - to make sure the dead didn’t rise again.  I could feel them pressing at my mind as I walked, spells so old and powerful they saw through my wards as if they weren’t there.  I didn’t know precisely what would happen if I hadn’t been one of the family, but I knew it wouldn’t be good.  The crypt was the last resting place of our nearest and dearest.  We had an obligation to defend it. 
 
      
 
    My heart pounded in my chest.  I kept walking, even as I felt history pressing around me.  It wasn’t the first crypt. That was in the Eternal City, the heart of the Thousand-Year Empire, lost in the wake of the disaster that had shattered the empire beyond repair.  There might have been others, over the years, but this one belonged to my branch of the family.  The names carved into the stone walls were reminders of those who’d made their mark on the world, of men and women who’d served the family well before their deaths, before they’d gone to join the Ancients.  I wondered, numbly, what they thought of me.  I’d betrayed, then saved, the family.  Would they welcome me, when my ashes were placed within the crypt?  Or would they cast me out forever? 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  The Ancients were always with us.  I’d been taught their names from a very early age, as well as the correct way to honour their memories in preparation for the day I’d join them.  They were always watching ... I swallowed hard, wondering how they’d judge me.  I’d been played for a fool, because I’d been young and foolish and Stregheria Aguirre had told me precisely what I wanted to hear.  I’d learnt from it, hadn’t I?  When Uncle Stephen had made the same offer, I’d turned him down.  And then I’d killed him.   
 
      
 
    He’s watching too, I thought, numbly.  He’ll be watching me until the day I die. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Times changed.  Attitudes changed.  People changed.  My ancestors had grown up in very different worlds, as much as the family might wish to deny it.  They might not understand what I’d done; they might judge me by their standards, not mine.  Or ... they were dead, untethered from mortal concerns.  They might understand both me and Uncle Stephen, or Uncle Ira; they might understand our feelings and motives even as they judged us.  Maybe they’d even been merciful.  Maybe, once they’d been judged, they’d been allowed to join the ranks of the dead.  Maybe ... 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen thought he was saving the family, I thought, coldly.  I could see his reasoning, even though I didn’t agree with it.  What was Uncle Ira’s excuse? 
 
      
 
    The memories tormented me.  Uncle Ira had seemed a genial old man at first, sent into exile for reasons no one cared to remember.  He hadn’t seemed particularly interested in me, even though he was technically meant to be my gaoler ... a gaoler who was in gaol himself.  And he’d turned out to be a warlock, conducted forbidden experiments hundreds of miles from Shallot and House Rubén.  He’d tested some of his spells and potions on me.  I still had nightmares about the brew he’d forced me to drink ... 
 
      
 
    And if I hadn’t stopped him, I thought numbly, he would have dissected Callam just to figure out how his talent actually works. 
 
      
 
    I took a long breath as I reached the bottom of the stairs.  The family had never been quite sure what to make of me.  I’d been the daughter of the then-Patriarch, then a traitor at twelve years old, then the person who’d kept them from having to deal with a rogue warlock, then the Heir Primus, then the person who’d turned it down, then the person who’d killed Uncle Stephen and brought his coup to an end and, finally, the sister of the serving Patriarch.  I was sure there were people counting the days until I returned to Kirkhaven Hall, where I would remain ... rather than stay in Shallot.  It wasn’t easy to admit I’d made a fool of myself, when Akin had brought me and Callam back to the city, but it was true.  I’d been more in love with the ideal of Shallot and High Society rather than the reality. 
 
      
 
    The air was cold, cold and clear.  I raised my gaze.  The Cryptkeeper stood in front of the archway, wearing a long dark robe that covered her from head to toe.  Her face was hidden in shadow.  I shivered, despite myself.  The legends insisted the Cryptkeeper was truly ancient, that she dated all the way back to the original family mansion, now lost somewhere in the ruins of the Eternal City.  Or that she was a golem, a creature tied to the blood of the family and charged with defending our rest.  I knew the stories couldn’t be true, that the Cryptkeeper was merely an old sorceress who’d committed herself to her role, but it was suddenly easy to believe them.  It was impossible to tell if the Cryptkeeper in front of me was the same person who’d showed us around the Crypt, when Akin and I were young. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella.”  The Cryptkeeper’s voice was emotionless, but I could feel the raw power behind her.  Some claimed she was empowered by the Ancients themselves to defend their crypt.  I almost believed it.  “Why have you come?” 
 
      
 
    “I came to speak to my father,” I said.  “And then to say farewell.” 
 
      
 
    The Cryptkeeper nodded, very slightly.  “And are you prepared?” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at myself.  I’d donned a formal black dress and tied my blonde hair back in a loose ponytail, tight enough to keep it out of my face while loose enough to avoid giving the impression I was still a child.  I’d scrubbed my face clean of makeup and muttered spells to hide my scent ... the former a waste of time, given that I had never really liked makeup and found it a little silly.  Callam hadn’t grown up in the city.  He wouldn’t be impressed if I wasted time making myself look pretty.  His people had never really had the time to bother. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, shortly. 
 
      
 
    The Cryptkeeper raised her staff and knocked, once, on the door.  It opened.  I took a breath and stepped through, all too aware it would close behind me.  The chamber beyond was dark and cold, lit only by a faint blue light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.  I stood still, waiting for my eyes to grow accustomed.  Powerful spells hung in the air, crawling over the door - and me - like wasps on honey.  I shuddered as they pressed against my defences, threatening to break them down.  It felt as if I was standing somewhere I didn’t belong. 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to gather myself, then looked up.  The chamber was immense.  The floor was a pattern of bare stone, broken by earthen graves.  The headstones were a strange mixture, ranging from detailed carvings of the dead person’s face to bare stones, marked only by the corpse’s name.  I shivered as I stared into the distance.  The far wall was lost in shadow.  It was suddenly easy to believe the chamber went on forever. 
 
      
 
    “I come to pay my respects,” I said.  My words hung in the cold air.  “Please regard me kindly.” 
 
      
 
    It was all I could do to step forward, onto the stone path.  The air seemed colder.  I gritted my teeth and kept walking, trying not to think about the dead rising to lash out at the traitor.  They might hate me for betraying the family; they might hate me for killing Uncle Stephen, if they thought he’d done the right thing.  Maybe, by their standards, he had.  Akin was going to marry Caitlyn Aguirre.  And our feud with House Aguirre was—had been— legendary. 
 
      
 
    My legs ached as I walked, passing carved faces with marble eyes that seemed to watch me and statues that moved when I wasn’t looking.  The sense of threat permeated the air, a silent challenge that threatened to drive me out ... the only thing that kept me going, I admitted to myself, was the fact I might never have another chance to say goodbye to my father.  The funeral had been very formal but public.  I hadn’t dared speak as the flames consumed his body.  Who knew who might be listening? 
 
      
 
    Everyone who thinks they’re important, my thoughts answered.  And everyone else too. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my head as I reached the final gravestone.  My father was flanked by his murderers ... I felt a wave of naked hatred, my magic spiking as I fought the urge to rip their ashes from the graves and hurl them into the ocean, rather than leave them next to the man they’d murdered.  It was tradition to bury the dead in rough order and yet ... I clenched my teeth, calming myself.  It wasn’t easy.  My father had been a good man, even if he had been a little rigid in his thinking.  He’d done what he could for me, after I fell under Stregheria Aguirre’s influence.  And ... 
 
      
 
    Calm, I told myself.  His murderers are answering to higher judges than you. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath and studied the gravestone.  My father hadn’t chosen to arrange for anything more complex than a simple stone, with his name carved into the rock. It felt ... impersonal, as if it wasn’t him.  I knew it was his ashes under the earth and yet ... I shook my head.  I’d tried to think of what to say, and come up with all sorts of speeches, but now - looking at his grave - my mind was blank.  I didn’t know what to say. 
 
      
 
    Think, I thought.  What do you want to say? 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I wish ...” 
 
      
 
    Tears prickled at the corner of my eyes as I sank to my knees.  I wished I’d been a better daughter.  I wished I’d never allowed anger and bitterness at the sheer unfairness of life to overwhelm me, to render me vulnerable when Stregheria Aguirre came calling.  I wished I’d had the strength and determination to make something of myself, rather than let myself be used by someone older and far colder than I could ever be.  And yet, if I hadn’t listened to the old witch, would I have ever met Callam?  Much less fallen in love with him? 
 
      
 
    Perhaps not, I thought.  It had been a shock, to spend six years away from the city and then return.  My former friends had become snooty monsters who’d mocked and jeered me, then changed their tune the instant they realised I might become the de facto Matriarch of House Rubén.  Perhaps I would have wound up as spoiled and useless as any of them. 
 
      
 
    I blinked away tears.  “I’m sorry for what I did,” I told the grave.  “And I’m sorry for what I put you through, but ... I’m not sorry, too.” 
 
      
 
    There was no reply.  I mentally kicked myself, wondering why I’d even expected one.  My father and I hadn’t spoken as much as we should, and ... I knew it had been my fault.  I’d been a traitor.  He’d gone to bat for me, burning up dozens of favours to ensure I’d be sent into exile rather than ... rather than anything more final.  If I’d been older, old enough to know better, he couldn’t have saved me.  I hated the thought of being branded a weak and foolish child, of being treated as a pretty young girl rather than a person in my own right, but it had saved my life.   And perhaps, just perhaps, it had laid the groundwork for my return to the city. 
 
      
 
    “If you hadn’t sent me away, I would never have met Callam,” I said.  “And I’m glad I did, because I love him.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy to tell him.  I’d been raised to understand that my marriage would be arranged by my family and I’d have very little agency.  I would’ve been lucky if I even knew the groom before the match was arranged.  The handful of chaperoned meetings we’d have, where we’d be watched by elderly relatives who’d forgotten what it was like to be young, wouldn’t be enough to determine what sort of person he was.  And ... I shook my head.  My treason made me unmarriageable, as far as High Society was concerned.  It didn’t matter.  Callam didn’t care about the family or anything, beyond me.  I’d allowed us to get close for selfish reasons - I’d admitted as much, to both Callam and my father - but I’d fallen in love with him too.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  “And I wish ...” 
 
      
 
    I felt more tears in my eyes.  I wished I could see my father in person, one last time.  I wished he’d never died at all, that he could see his grandchildren and dandle them on his knee and give them his blessing when they grew into adulthood.  I wished ... I brushed the tears away, angrily.  There was no point in fretting over it now.  My father was dead.  My mother had taken to her rooms, as soon as the funeral was over, and stayed there.  And Akin and I were alone. 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, father,” I said.  “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    I stood, slowly.  The crypt felt oppressive.  I looked up into the inky blackness.  There was a ceiling - there had to be - but I couldn’t see it.  I took one last look at my father’s grave, then turned away.  The path back to the door seemed endless.  I shook my head and forced myself to walk.  The air was changing, strange sensations pressing around me.  I thought I felt someone breathing on the back of my neck and spun around, to see nothing.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    The sensation grew stronger as I kept moving, trying not to panic.  It was suddenly easy to believe the dead were coming back to life.  Unseen eyes watched me, judged me; I nearly stepped on an earthen grave, something that would have earned me harsh punishment if anyone had seen.  I tried to calm myself, even as I thought I saw things moving at the corner of my eye.  I’d seen ghosts at Kirkhaven, but here ...? I’d never seen them here. 
 
      
 
    The mansion wasn’t designed to show off our wealth, I thought.  It didn’t feel like one of my thoughts.  It was built so big to keep something else pressed down. 
 
      
 
    A shiver ran down my spine.  It was all I could do to keep from throwing caution to the wind and start running.  The shadows shifted whenever I looked away, as if they were cast by something that existed outside my perception.  I thought I saw shapes above the graves, wisps of something that shouldn’t have been there.  Lights flickered high above, voices whispering loudly enough for me to hear, but too quietly for me to make out the words.   I nearly screamed as I felt something touch my leg.  When I looked down, there was nothing. 
 
      
 
    I heard something behind me and glanced back.  There was nothing ... no, there was something, a strange thing hovering over the graves.  My eyes slipped past it, as if it wasn’t there ... I thought I felt the ground shift beneath my feet.  The city wasn’t prone to earthquakes and yet ... what was it?  I picked up speed, trying desperately not to run.  The dead didn’t want me there, amongst them.  I knew it on a level that could not be denied.  They didn’t want me and they were driving me out and ... 
 
      
 
    The door loomed up in front of me.  I pressed my hand against the stone.  It opened, just slowly enough to make me panic.  I darted through, half expecting to see the Cryptkeeper waiting.  She should have been there.  The magic that empowered her was closely linked to the crypt, and the dead ashes within.  I’d been told it was customary to bury the dead below the house because their presence made the mansion ours.  It was an old theory, never really proven ... 
 
      
 
    They didn’t want me, I thought, numbly.  And they made it clear. 
 
      
 
    A hand touched my shoulder.  I spun around, a hex crackling around my fingers and a charm on my lips.  Penny Rubén stood there, raising her hands in surrender.  I nearly blasted her.  She’d given me a terrible fright and ... 
 
      
 
    “Cousin,” Penny said.  She bobbed a curtsey.  “I apologise for disturbing you.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  Penny hadn’t been sure what to make of me, when I’d returned to the mansion, but she’d done her best to suck up to me - and Akin - once she’d realised one of us was going to be the Heir Primus.  She was still trying to suck up to me.  She’d worked out, well ahead of everyone else, that - whatever else could be said about me - I was Akin’s favourite relative.  I tried not to roll my eyes.  The bar wasn’t set very high.   
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” I lied.  “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    Penny curtsied again.  “His Excellency would like a moment of your time,” she said.  “I am to take you to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I said, swallowing several other responses that came to mind.  “Lead on.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I tried not to glare at Penny as she led me up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    She was very much like me ... the me I’d been, before I’d gotten mixed up with Stregheria Aguirre and Uncle Ira and everyone else who’d used me as a pawn.  Blonde and beautiful, with a family name that would encourage everyone to turn a blind eye to her misdeeds ... I wondered, suddenly, if I would have wound up like Penny if I’d stayed in the city.  It was hard to believe that I would have ever abused younger students who’d been placed in my care, but ... no, I couldn’t believe that I ever would have done that.  And yet, I’d only learnt that lesson after I’d been sent to Kirkhaven, where I’d been pushed around by Uncle Ira and Morag.  Perhaps, if I’d stayed, I would have stewed in my own bitterness until I became as heartless and cruel as Stregheria Aguirre. 
 
      
 
    I frowned at Penny’s back.  She was an odd duck.  Akin had shown her kindness, after she’d been knocked back to lowerclassman, and she’d rewarded him by saving his life when Uncle Stephen had mounted his coup, but ... could she be trusted?  She was Malachi’s daughter, after all, and Malachi had betrayed his adopted family.  And yet, what else did she have?  Her father was dead, her mother had practically disowned her, her friends had abandoned her - like mine - and she’d never been particularly popular amongst the clan.  Akin was the only person who’d give her the time of day and she knew it.  She wasn’t fool enough to throw it away, was she? 
 
      
 
    Akin always sees the best in people, I thought.  It was tinged with a hint of the old bitterness.  And it always works out for him. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as we reached the top of the stairs and headed down to my father’s office.  The corridor was lined with family portraits, including a handful of mine that had been hastily taken out of storage when I’d been restored to favour.  Some brown-noser within the household staff had probably done it without orders, all too aware that I was Akin’s closest relative.  I stopped in front of the latest portrait - it was six years out of date - and stared at my past self.  What would I tell her, I wondered, if I could go back in time and speak to her?  Would I tell her to befriend Caitlyn?  Would I caution her about Stregheria Aguirre?  Or would I say nothing?  If I hadn’t been sent to Kirkhaven, I would never have met Callam.  And now I couldn’t imagine a life without him. 
 
      
 
    My father’s door - Akin’s door - loomed in front of me.  I felt a trace of the old reluctance to raise my hand and knock on the wood.  I’d never been allowed to enter the office without permission, when I’d been a child; the only times I’d been sent to my father’s chambers had been for scoldings, after I’d gotten in trouble.  And now ... it felt wrong, somehow, to feel Akin’s magic woven into the door.  It wasn’t the same.  The office had been my father’s.  It was hard to accept it was no longer his.  I wondered if Akin felt like an intruder in his own home. 
 
      
 
    Penny glanced at me.  “Do you want me to accompany you?” 
 
      
 
    I shot her a nasty look as I tapped on the door.  Akin was my brother, not some distant relative who only knew me by reputation.  The idea I’d be scared to face him ... I schooled my face into a mask as the door opened, allowing me to step into the antechamber.  My father’s secretary was gone, his desk empty.  I felt a flicker of surprise, followed by the dull realisation I shouldn’t be.  The old secretary had already been pensioned off, in accordance with my father’s will.  I wondered where he’d gone, then decided it didn’t matter.  The poor man had devoted himself to my father.  He deserved a rest, preferably somewhere a considerable distance from Shallot.  The oaths he’d sworn, the vows of perpetual secrecy, might not hold indefinitely, now my father was dead.   
 
      
 
    The door closed behind me.  I kept walking to the second door, which swung open as I approached.  Bright sunlight spilled out, the windows beyond giving my father - no, Akin - an unmatched view of the city.  We owned a goodly portion of it, I reminded myself, as did the rest of the aristocracy.  The remainder was divided amongst the handful of middle-class merchants and their families. 
 
      
 
    Akin stood as I entered, standing behind our father’s desk.  I felt yet another twinge of unease.  It was hard to shed the impression of a child, playing at being an adult, even though I knew that was stupid.  Akin and I were twins.  He was the same age as me and I’d been running Kirkhaven Hall for the last five years.  And yet ... I hesitated, suddenly unsure if I should curtsey or not.  Uncle Davys had been respectful to our father, at least in public, but he’d been a possible candidate for the patriarchy.  I ... I had been raised to be married off - and married well - from the moment I came out of the womb.  The stubborn part of me refused to curtsey, certainly not in private.  The rest of me was unsure if needling Akin was the right thing to do. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” Akin said, coming around the desk and holding out a hand.  “I’m glad you came.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, rather wanly.  Akin wasn’t a snooty brat, not like ... not like the person I’d been, years ago.  Of course he wouldn’t demand respect from me, certainly not in private.  I allowed him to push me towards the sofa, then watched as he poured two mugs of tea and held one out to me.  I took it gratefully, smoothing out my dress as I sat.  Up here, in the bright sunlight, it was easy to forget everything that had happened in the crypt. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for letting me say goodbye,” I said.  I took a breath.  The memories were fading rapidly, as if I’d imagined everything.  “The dead weren’t quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Akin looked perturbed.  “They say the house was built to keep something else down,” he said, quietly.  “I don’t know if there’s any truth to the story.” 
 
      
 
    He took a sip of his tea.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, then outlined the whole ordeal.  Somehow, it wasn’t easy to put it into words.  The memories felt like ... shadows, memories of memories rather than the memories themselves.  It made me wonder just what would happen, when I passed on.  Would the dead accept me?  Or would they refuse to take me into their arms? 
 
      
 
    “There are nearly a thousand years’ worth of family buried beneath the mansion,” Akin said, when I’d finished.  “I’d be surprised if they weren’t restless.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward.  “Is there anything in the files that might explain what’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    Akin shook his head, wordlessly.  I understood.  A thousand years ago, no one had expected Mycroft Rubén to become Patriarch of House Rubén.  He’d been sent into exile and promised a generous pension, as long as he stayed away from the Eternal City. It had saved his life, as well as catapulting him into the very highest ranks of society.  I wondered, idly, how he’d felt when he’d realised the fortunes of House Rubén now depended on him.  And what he’d been doing when the empire fell.  Uncle Ira had taught me that a great many very dark things could happen, a long way from civilisation. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll consult with the Cryptkeeper,” Akin said, finally.  “I’m sure she can’t twist my ear this time.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Pardon?” 
 
      
 
    Akin flushed.  “Shortly after you were sent into exile, I tried to get into the crypt.  I had the idea I’d petition the Ancients for you directly, like Tomas or Falcone Rubén.  She caught me before I could even get through the door and twisted my ear, nearly wrenching it off.  Father was not pleased.” 
 
      
 
    “With you or with her?”  I was oddly touched.  Tomas and Falcone Rubén were legends.  “I ... you did that for me?” 
 
      
 
    “I tried,” Akin said.  “I didn’t get very far.” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat as he sat even straighter.  “But enough of such painful reminiscences,” he said.  “We have a great deal to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    I straightened.  “I know.” 
 
      
 
    Akin said nothing for a long moment, then leaned forward.  “First things first.  The council is in disarray.  Lots of finger-pointing and suchlike, everyone trying to prove they spent the entire period of Stephen’s coup in their rooms, singing tunelessly and utterly unaware of what was going on while waiting to see who came out on top.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.”  I had to smile.  “Is that why half the servants quit without notice?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably.”  Akin smiled as well, then held out his hand to summon a file from his desk.  “Anyway, I took advantage of the confusion and got the council to approve your marriage contract.  They were so desperate to please they signed without insisting on any changes.  You got more or less what you wanted.” 
 
      
 
    I took the file, opened it and skimmed the documents quickly.  I’d drawn up a simple contract, no more than four paragraphs, but the family lawyers had somehow managed to turn it into a ten-page legal nightmare.  I felt my head start to pound as I parsed out the legalese, trying to make sure there were no snakes in the grass waiting to bite me, or Callam, or my future children.  It wasn’t easy.  The family couldn’t afford to kick me out.  My children might wind up being the only heirs the family had. 
 
      
 
    Unless we want a repeat of Uncle Stephen’s coup, I thought.  I wondered, sometimes, how he’d meant to solve the problem of finding a candidate for the patriarchy without alienating two-thirds of his supporters.  The legal fiction he’d proposed to put me forward as a candidate wouldn’t stand up for long.  The sooner Akin and Cat have children, the better. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a summary at the back,” Akin said, when I’d reached the last page.  “And yes, it is legally binding.” 
 
      
 
    I shot him a cross look, then ran my eye down the list of bullet points.  Callam and I could get married, with the family’s full approval.  Kirkhaven Hall would remain with me and my heirs until we chose to let it go.  Callam would do some forging for the family ... not as much as they might want, but enough to convince them to let us have some freedom.  And my children would have a place in the line of succession, assuming they were boys.  I felt a flicker of irritation as I realised the lawyers had taken out the loophole.  I’d written the summary to make sure the girls had an equal shot at the post. 
 
      
 
    Not that it matters that much, I told myself.  Akin and Cat will have kids too and they’ll be first in line. 
 
      
 
    “It looks good,” I said, parsing through the rest of the documents.  There was no need for the family to issue a marriage licence - as Lady of Kirkhaven Hall, I could write and issue one for myself - but it would ensure outsiders couldn’t question the validity of our marriage.  “I notice there’s no agreement to visit his family.” 
 
      
 
    Akin raised an eyebrow. “I imagine our father would have gone, given time,” he said.  “And I will make time myself, when I have it.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in understanding.  I’d spent the last two weeks helping him sort out our father’s filing system.  I didn’t know how he’d managed to keep track of everything.  I’d found Kirkhaven a little overwhelming and that was a great deal smaller than a family with business interests right across the known world.  Father had kept files on everything, keyed to his bloodline.  Some of them were very interesting indeed.  It made me wonder, at times, if he’d considered blackmail to be perfectly acceptable.   
 
      
 
    “There’s a second issue, though,” Akin said.  He met my eyes.  “Do you feel safe up there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, flatly. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t,” he said.  “Three months ago, no one knew who Callam was.  They didn’t even know he existed.  He was completely off the books, just another commoner in a thriving sea of commoners.  Now, they know who he is and they know what he can do.  They’re going to be coming for him.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  “Your kidnappers couldn’t make Cat work for them.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t know how her talent works,” Akin countered.  “The next set of kidnappers won’t be so ignorant.  They’ll keep Callam under tight control, probably by threatening your life; they’ll make damn sure he doesn’t have the chance to forge something to get you out of imprisonment before it’s too late.  Sure, he can’t be frozen or transfigured or compelled permanently.  What does it matter when they can just chain him to the wall?” 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted.  “Are you saying we can’t go home?” 
 
      
 
    Akin hesitated.  “The risk is considerable,” he said.  “Are you sure you don’t want to stay?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  I’d dreamed of a return to High Society ever since I’d been kicked out of Shallot for treason.  And yet, when I’d returned, I’d made an utter fool of myself.  There was nothing like being rejected one moment, then being embraced the next, to convince a person that High Society was as fickle as a lovelorn loon.  And it had nearly cost me Callam.  I didn’t want to stay, not when I knew he wouldn’t be happy.  Hell, I wouldn’t be happy.  I’d seen behind the curtain and I knew, now, the prize was not worth the effort.  Sure, I could make myself a social queen.  But for what? 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Akin said nothing for a long moment.  I knew what he was thinking.  It was what I’d be thinking, if our roles were reversed.  He was the Patriarch.  It was his duty to tell us to stay, for our own good.  It wouldn’t be the first time a Great House had had to imprison someone to keep them from harming themselves.  And yet ... he’d hate the thought of throwing us into a cell and locking the door.  He was a decent person.  He’d find it hard to put the interests of the family ahead of basic decency. 
 
      
 
    “Cat produced a collection of Objects of Power to protect the hall from unwanted intruders,” he said.  “You shouldn’t have any trouble installing them.  I want that to be your first priority when you get home.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, allowing myself a moment of relief.  A person could be talked into almost anything, as I knew through bitter experience.  Akin could have talked himself - or allowed himself to be talked - into keeping us prisoner.  He’d dress it up nicely, but there’d be no way to avoid the fact we’d be prisoners.  It was lucky, I supposed, that the council was in such disarray.  If they were more organised, they’d threaten to remove Akin for daring to let us go. 
 
      
 
    “I will,” I said.  “And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Akin smiled.  “I hope you’ll be back for the wedding.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you could attend mine,” I told him.  It was true.  I didn’t want a big wedding, and I certainly didn’t want to compete with every other summer wedding, but I didn't want to exclude my brother either.  “Could you make it up?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew,” Akin said.  He waved a hand at the wooden cabinets.  “I don’t have any free time at all.” 
 
      
 
    I gave him a severe look.  “And what will you do when Cat returns?” 
 
      
 
    Akin flushed.  “She’ll understand.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll want to have your attention,” I said.  “Trust me.  She’s a young woman.  She’ll want attention from her man.” 
 
      
 
    His flush grew darker.  “I am not having this discussion with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious,” I told him.  “You have to pay attention to her as well as the family.” 
 
      
 
    “And then something will explode, because I took my eye off it,” Akin said.  “There was no time for a gradual transfer of power.  Cat will understand.” 
 
      
 
    I doubted it.  Caitlyn might have been raised in the same culture as Akin and I, and told her marriage would be arranged by her family, but ... I knew she was fond of Akin.  I didn’t have to ask her to be sure of it.  She wouldn’t have spent so much time with him if she’d found his company disagreeable, if she’d considered the betrothal just another business arrangement.  My brother had come home with puffy lips more than once ... hell, he’d asked me to look the other way when I’d chaperoned them.  There was no way in hell Cat would go so far if she didn’t like him. 
 
      
 
    “I know how you feel,” I said.  “I’ve wrestled with paperwork myself.  But you need to make time for her too or risk losing her.” 
 
      
 
    Akin looked pained.  “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  I finished my tea.  “I take it you have no objection to us leaving tomorrow, as planned?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be travelling incognito,” Akin said.  “As far as anyone outside the mansion knows, you’ll be spending the next few days in prayer and reflection before departure.  I’ll make sure they don’t have any reason to question your presence.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as they don’t ask to see me,” I said.  “Right?” 
 
      
 
    “That would be awkward,” Akin agreed.  He stuck out his tongue.  “But I can just tell them you’ve been grounded.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  “Do you expect anyone to believe it?” 
 
      
 
    Akin laughed.  “It’s such a stupid lie, it practically has to be the truth because who’d be so stupid as to tell such a lie?” 
 
      
 
    I stuck out my tongue.  “You.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you at dinner,” Akin said.  “And I hope it works out for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” I said.  “Me too.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    My chambers felt a little eerie, as always, as I pushed the door open and stepped into my private living room.  They’d been designed for a child, for the little girl I’d been before I’d been sent into exile, and it showed.  The walls were pink, the furniture was child-sized and the books were definitely aimed at young girls.  I frowned as I spotted a copy of Moral Instruction for Young Ladies, sitting next to several volumes of A Child’s Adventures in School, the former dreadfully boring and the latter crafted to impart lessons in how to behave in public ... I rolled my eyes as I stepped into the bedroom, closing the door behind me.  The heroine had gone to school, done well in classes, done well in sports and stopped the evil teacher from kidnapping the king’s son ... all without mussing her dress or losing one iota of her femininity.  I knew, now, that was absurd.  I’d seen enough perils to be aware it was impossible to get through them while maintaining a dainty pose. 
 
      
 
    At least they changed the bed, I thought, as I slumped on it.  There’s no way I could have slept on my old bed. 
 
      
 
    I snorted at the thought.  My old bed had been designed for a child.  Height runs in the family and yet, they’d given me a bed they’d known I’d grow out of.  I was surprised they’d changed it before I returned, given how little else they’d done.  My parents must have tried to convince themselves that I was still twelve, that they hadn’t really missed anything over the past six years.  I felt a flicker of guilt.  They could have guessed at my development, just by looking at Akin.  We were twins.  There really weren’t that many differences. 
 
      
 
    Apart from breasts and a few other things, I thought, amused.  But such matters are never mentioned in polite society. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  I’d never realised just how ignorant I was about my own body until Callam’s mother had sat me down and explained.  Some of the spells I’d been ordered to memorise, without any apparent reason, made sense; others, at least so far, had no discernible purpose.  It made my blood boil to realise how much had been kept from me, and for what?  I assumed my parents would have talked to me about it as I matured - the signs would have been impossible to miss - but it still annoyed me.  What was the point of keeping it secret?  Did they think it would never touch me if I remained in ignorance? 
 
      
 
    I looked at the clock.  It was three o’clock.  Callam wasn’t due back for at least another hour.  Akin had arranged for him to be given a tour of a handful of forges, as well as some basic instruction in advanced forging techniques.  Cat would have been a better tutor - I told myself, firmly, not to be jealous - but Cat was gone.  I wondered, idly, what she would find in the ruins of the dead city.  Akin had been there, six years ago.  He’d told me it was nothing more than tainted rubble. 
 
      
 
    And hardly anyone stays there, for love or money, I thought.  The longer one stays near the city, the longer one bears its taint. 
 
      
 
    Someone knocked on the door.  I jumped, then sat up and brushed down my dress.  I was used to privacy at Kirkhaven, but here ... the maids felt free to enter my chambers whenever they liked.  I’d spent my early years in a goldfish bowl and I’d never even known it, not until I’d been sent into exile.  The maids were spies, reporting back to my parents.  I didn’t blame them.  Mother was quite within her legal rights to fire them on the spot if the poor girls hid something from her. 
 
      
 
    “Come,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, revealing a young girl who couldn’t have been older than ten.  “My Lady,” she said.  “Her Ladyship requests your urgent presence.” 
 
      
 
    I stood.  “Please inform her I’ll be along in a moment,” I said.  “I just need to do my hair.” 
 
      
 
    The girl curtseyed, then backed out of the room.  I felt a twinge of sympathy.  Six years ago, the servants had been part of the furniture.  I’d never given any thought to their feelings about anything.  And then I’d been sent to Kirkhaven Hall, where I’d been expected to take care of myself ... I knew, now, that servants had very hard lives indeed.  I kicked myself for not asking the girl to stay with me.  Mother could hardly blame her, if I’d ordered her to stay.  It might have spared her my mother’s wrath. 
 
      
 
    She lost her husband two weeks ago, I told myself.  Be nice. 
 
      
 
    I looked at myself in the mirror, brushed my hair so it fell down my back, then left my bedroom and hurried to my mother’s chambers.  By custom, the lady of the house had a suite to her own ... I wondered, suddenly, how things would sort themselves out when Cat moved into the house.  Technically, she’d be the first lady.  My mother wouldn’t take that very well and yet, what could she do?  My father was dead.  My mother been effectively demoted. 
 
      
 
    And Akin isn’t going to kick her out, I thought, coldly.  She knows that, doesn’t she? 
 
      
 
    The wards around my mother’s chambers were strong, too strong.  I wasn’t sure if it was paranoia or if she had reason to fear.  My mother had enemies amongst the family, enemies she’d inherited when she’d married into the bloodline and enemies she’d made since becoming the first lady.  And now ...  They’d be foolish to risk Akin’s anger.  He wouldn’t take it lightly, if anyone offered blatant disrespect to his mother.   
 
      
 
    I tapped the door.  There was a long pause, just long enough for me to wonder if I’d made a mistake, then the door was opened by a servant.  Someone new, someone I didn’t recognise ...  she dropped a curtsey, then led me into my mother’s boudoir.  I sensed magic crackling around her as she stepped to one side, suggesting she was more than just a simple maidservant.  She looked a little too old for that.  I sighed, inwardly.  Did Akin know my mother had hired an outsider?  I made a mental note to ask him, then put the thought aside.  My father had settled quite a sum on my mother, when they’d married.  What she did with it was up to her. 
 
      
 
    My mother sat at her dressing table, brushing her long blonde hair.  I hesitated, suddenly unsure what to say.  My mother looked ... faded, as if she no longer cared to maintain appearances.  It bothered me.  Appearances were my mother’s bread and butter.  She’d worked hard to befriend the right people, only to lose everything overnight when I’d been sent into exile; she’d recovered, somehow, right before her husband died.  It struck me, suddenly, that she might have been isolated from society too.  She was no longer the first lady of the mansion, married to one of the most powerful men in the city.  She was just another person with a borrowed name and finite funds. 
 
      
 
    She looked up, suddenly.  I was struck by the hopelessness in her eyes.  She’d always been beautiful, but now she looked ... stretched.  Her face was longer, almost inhumanly pale ... I dropped a curtsey, although she didn’t seem to notice.  I almost wished I’d ignored the message and stayed in my room.  My mother ... she wasn’t the worst mother, not in the city, but she was very demanding.  And now ... it broke my heart to look at her. 
 
      
 
    “Bella,” she said.  “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    Bella, I thought.  Bella was Cat’s sister, not me.  She knows I hate that name. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself.  “Thank you, Mother,” I said, with the formality she liked.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “You spoke to your father,” she said.  “What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    A shiver ran down my spine.  “He did not speak to me in words,” I said, slowly.  “I will not hear from him until after I die.” 
 
      
 
    Mother looked back at her mirror.  “I did care for him, you know,” she said.  “It just ... it wasn’t easy.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  Mother had married into the family.  She’d been - she was - a powerful magician, with a list of qualifications as long as my arm, but she’d been a commoner until she married my father.  It really hadn’t been easy to carve out a niche for herself, twice.  I wondered, suddenly, if she was on the verge of giving up.  Could she climb back to the heights again?  Too many people preferred to adore the sunrise, rather than sunset.  I opened my mouth to suggest she left the city, to go somewhere she could practice her magic in peace, then stopped myself.  There was no way she’d react well to me saying anything of the sort. 
 
      
 
    “And now he’s gone,” she said.  “I miss him.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I.”  I took a long breath.  “All we can do is move on.” 
 
      
 
    Mother frowned.  “Yes ...” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head.  “Your young man,” she said, changing the subject with a rapidity that surprised me.  “Is he a good man?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  It would have been easy for Callam to abandon me, to sell his talent to the highest bidder ... or even to leave me alone, back at Kirkhaven Hall.  “He’s a very good man.” 
 
      
 
    “Men are good at pretending, until it’s too late,” my mother said.  “My sister married poorly, as you will recall.  Your grandparents were unwise to agree to the match.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  I knew I had relatives on my mother’s side of the family, but I’d never actually met them.  My mother had never gone into details, but - reading between the lines - I thought she’d always been a little ashamed of her poorer relatives.  I’d seen it happen before, time and time again.  Uncle Malachi had had the same attitude. 
 
      
 
    And you gave poor Rose a very hard time because she dared to be born to a commoner family, my conscience reminded me.  How can you blame your mother when someone like you probably did the same to her? 
 
      
 
    “Callam isn’t like that,” I said, pushing the thought aside for later contemplation.  I’d only known Rose for six or seven months before I’d been sent into exile.  How much damage could someone like me have done, if they’d spent seven years with their victim?  “He’s a good man.” 
 
      
 
    “Good or not, be careful,” my mother said.  “And make sure you use barrier spells for at least the first year or two.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  “Mother, I ...” 
 
      
 
    “I offered a barrier charm to my sister,” my mother said, as if I hadn’t spoken.  “She refused to use it.  And then she was trapped.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I shook my head.  I was not having this conversation.  “Mother, I do understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you?”  Mother looked up at me.  “And how do you know?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my temper flare.  It took me several seconds to put it under control.  “I consulted with a healer,” I said.  It was hard to keep from snapping.  “You know, when I grew up.” 
 
      
 
    “I meant to talk to you about the facts of life,” she said.  “But it never seemed quite the time until it was too late.  My parents were brutally honest about it.  I wanted to spare you that until you were older.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said, curtly.  “And I do not fault you for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Mother said. “I do hope it works out for you.  But remember, young men can be very unpleasant when they don’t get what they want.  Keep your spells at the ready and remember to listen, when your brain starts telling you to run.  And don’t let his family get the better of you too.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Mother looked down.  I had a sudden flash of insight into what the first years of her marriage must have been like.  My father had been a decent man, but he would have been under a lot of pressure to sire children as quickly as possible.  I dreaded to think how the early days had gone, before she’d had her children and could afford to concentrate on building her position in society.  If there were people who’d urged my father to discard me, what would they have said about my mother?  I doubted they’d been that overt - my father wouldn’t have taken it too calmly - but they’d have hinted until he got the message.  And then what?  Maybe he’d just pretended he didn’t understand.  He’d been good at hiding his real feelings until it had been too late. 
 
      
 
    “You never said anything about your sister before,” I said, trying to change the subject myself.  “What was she like?” 
 
      
 
    “A lot like you,” my mother said.  “Pretty.  Intelligent.  Blinded by a young man’s stunning good looks.  And it ruined her.” 
 
    
I clenched my fists, feeling my magic starting to spike.  “Callam isn’t like that, really.” 
 
      
 
    The bleak look she gave me killed my anger before it could take form.  “That’s what she used to say.  I warned her, you know.  I knew he was a bad one, the moment I set eyes on him.  He was just a little too handsome and he smiled a little too much and he was fond of testing the limits, pressing against her boundaries until she lowered them for him.  She slept with him before they were married.  She confessed to me, afterwards.  And then, when they were married, he turned into a monster.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.  “But it won’t be like that for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” my mother said.  “I’m sorry.  I should have been there for you.  I should have laid the groundwork for a courtship for you, not ...” 
 
      
 
    I’m glad you didn’t, I thought.  I’d been too young for a courtship when I’d been sent into exile and too disgraced for a betrothal.  That would just have made life impossible. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  I thought I understood.  She thought she could have vetted any young man who came into my life, to ensure he was a good person - and, if the marriage failed, to spread the blame a little.  And to make herself a name as a matchmaker ... no, it wasn’t going to happen.  Neither Akin nor I had needed our mother to help arrange our matches and I doubted Penny or any of her sisters would be interested.  She had nowhere to begin. 
 
      
 
    “It will be better for us,” I said.  “And if it isn’t, at least it will be my own fault.” 
 
      
 
    Mother smiled, wanly.  “True.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her as she turned back to the mirror.  “I’ll be heading back to Kirkhaven soon,” I said.  “I don’t know if I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that is a good thing,” my mother said.  “I am trapped here, as surely as anyone else who married into the Great Houses.  I cannot leave, nor can I climb any higher.  Malachi went nuts and I thought he was mad, but I understand now.  I was just a trophy wife and now I’m a trophy mother.” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I gathered myself with an effort.  “You are a skilled magician.  You could put those skills to work, instead of sitting in your chambers brushing your hair.” 
 
      
 
    Mother’s eyes flashed.  “How dare you!” 
 
      
 
    I was almost relieved to see her anger.  “I was depressed too, when I was sent to Kirkhaven,” I said.  “I moped around the estate a lot, getting wet in the rain, before I met Callam.  Before I realised I could still make something of myself.  You are older and wiser and have enough magic to build a whole new career.  And you ...” 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted as my voice rose.  “I know I was a terrible daughter.  I know I ruined your hopes and aspirations.  But it doesn’t have to be the end!” 
 
      
 
    Mother eyed me for a long moment.  “You weren’t any worse than any of the other aristocratic brats I knew, when I was twelve,” she said.  “Treason never prospers because, when it does, no one dares call it treason.” 
 
      
 
    “The wrong side of the war is always the one that lost,” I misquoted.  “And we did lose.  But I made something of myself afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    “You were twelve,” she reminded me.  “Do you think you would have kept your head on your shoulders if you’d been a mere four years older?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not,” I said.  I had no idea when my parents would have declared me an adult, if I hadn’t been sent into exile, but I was fairly sure sixteen was old enough to be charged as an adult regardless.  “But you didn’t commit treason either.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” my mother agreed.  “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
      
 
    She stood and held out a hand.  “I’m sorry, Isabella.  I wish I’d been a better mother.  I wish ... we could undo what happened, before it was too late.  But we can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  I’d had the same thought myself, earlier in the day.  “We can try to move on with our lives though, can’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “We can try,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “Was he a good husband?” 
 
      
 
    Mother hesitated.  “He was good, by the standards of his social class.  He treated me well, certainly better than some of the other husbands I knew.  Wives talk, as you will find out.  And he cared deeply about you and your brother, although he was never very good at showing it.  The family came first, always.  You know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  In truth, I wasn’t sure that was the case.  “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “And don’t say yeah,” she said.  “That’s bad manners.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “Yes, mother.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” Penny said, an hour later.  She had a smirk on her face I didn’t like at all.  “Callam is waiting for you in the small dining room.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I managed.  My emotions were still churning after the talk with my mother.  “Is Akin there?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Penny’s smirk widened.  “Do you want me to accompany you?” 
 
      
 
    “That depends.”  I met her eyes, daring her to look away.  “Do you want me to turn you into something that has neither ears nor eyes?” 
 
      
 
    Penny pretended to consider it.  “It could start all sorts of rumours.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed.  I was so sick of society’s rules.  There was no point in pretending my reputation mattered one whit to anyone.  Treason against the crown and being alone with an unrelated man?  By the Ancients, how would I recover from that?  Besides, Callam and I were engaged.  We were going to be wed.  There was no reason for the family not to let us spend time together, as long as it wasn’t in a bedroom.  And I didn’t really care about the family’s opinions any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Akin will join us soon enough,” I told her.  “And you can go eat dinner somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Penny said.  I thought she sounded hurt, but it was hard to be sure.  “Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a twinge of regret as she hurried away.  There was no need to pick a fight with her.  I knew how badly it could hurt, to be excluded from whatever was going on.  But ... it would be a long time before I trusted her.  Akin would be wise to guard his back around her.  The apple might not have fallen as far from the poisonous tree as we’d hoped. 
 
      
 
    It isn’t as if she has anywhere else to go, I reminded myself, as I made my way into the dining room.  She’s utterly dependent on the family name. 
 
      
 
    Callam stood, smiling at me.  I smiled back, feeling the tension lift.  Callam wasn’t classically handsome, certainly not in the manner honed by countless aristocrats, but he was more than attractive enough for me.  There was an honesty and openness around his face, and his sandy brown hair, that spoke well of him.  His body was muscular, a legacy of spending most of his life working with his hands.  It was hard to believe Callam was actually quite small, by country standards.  I’d met men who appeared twice his size.   
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” he said, as if we hadn’t seen each other at breakfast.  “How was your day?” 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward and allowed him to gently kiss me.  I didn’t dare do more, not when Akin might walk in at any second.  Callam understood.  I saw him smile as our lips parted, then winked at me.  I winked back, trying not to giggle like the schoolgirl I’d been.  It felt as though we were getting away with something, even though we weren’t.  The days when we might have faced harsh punishment, or social doom, were over.  In a sense, they’d never really been. 
 
      
 
    “The crypt was ... unquiet,” I said, finally.  Callam hadn’t been able to see the Kirkhaven ghosts.  I wasn’t sure what that meant.  “How was your day?” 
 
      
 
    “I learnt a few things,” Callam said.  He liked forging, but he didn’t share Cat’s obsession with the art.  “They were quite interesting, but ...” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged.  I nodded.  Callam had started late.  He might never be as good as Cat, even if he spent every waking hour at the forge.  It was odd - if I’d had such a gift, I would have worked hard to develop it - but Callam didn’t value the magical arts as much as I did.  He certainly didn’t want to spend his time experimenting with new designs.  Better to forge some minor Objects of Power and then rest, rather than letting his talents turn into an obsession that would consume him. 
 
      
 
    “I will tell you something, though,” Callam said.  “There’s been a string of odd ... accidents ... in magical places.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  It had only been ten days since the coming out of Alana, Bella and Caitlyn Aguirre had been ruined by ... by what?  A freak failure in the mansion’s wards?  An attack from a previously unknown enemy?  Or ... or what?  Akin had told me, in confidence, that no one was sure what had happened, but Cat felt there’d been an unexplained power surge that had damaged the wards.  And if there’d been more incidents since... 
 
      
 
    “What happened?”  I picked up the menu and eyed the words without actually making them out.  “How bad was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Some power surges in odd places,” Callam said.  “In others, explosions as potions destabilised or wards fading, as if they’d been warped out of shape.  No one seems to know how or why, or even if it’s nothing more than a string of unrelated accidents.  How often do potions explode without Objects of Power?” 
 
      
 
    “Too often,” I said, sourly.  I’d blown up dozens of cauldrons when I’d worked to develop my skills.  Kirkhaven Hall had never had the specialised wards in place around Jude’s.  “Is there a pattern to the incidents?” 
 
      
 
    “Not as far as anyone can tell, from what I overheard,” Callam said.  “I don’t think they knew I was listening.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  Callam was a lot cleverer than he looked.  He was the son of a schoolmaster, after all.  I had no doubt he would have gone far, if he’d been born with magic.  And the magicians in the forgery had overlooked him completely and talked freely in front of him, as if he were an oathbound servant.  I winked at him again as I turned my attention to the menu.  It was something to think about later. 
 
      
 
    “Order what you like,” I told him.  “We’re leaving tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Cat showed me how to install her protections,” Callam said.  “I think we’re as ready as we’ll ever be.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to feel a sudden flash of jealously.  I didn’t think Penny or any of the other girls I’d known would try to steal him, or even appeal to him, but Cat was a different story.  She was as powerless as himself and exotic besides.  What if ... I shook my head.  It hadn’t been Cat who’d befriended him, when he’d been as alone and isolated as I was.  It hadn’t been Cat who’d saved his life, when Uncle Ira had tried to dissect him.  It hadn’t been Cat who’d recognised his talent and helped him to develop it and kept her mouth shut, when the truth could have taken her straight back to the city.  Callam wasn’t a rake, moving from girl to girl as casually as he changed his clothes.  He was a good and decent man. 
 
      
 
    And you know he doesn’t want to live here, my thoughts pointed out.  You should be grateful for what you’ve got. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad of it,” I said.  It was true.  Shallot was no longer my home.  “You do understand the risks?” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked perturbed.  He’d never quite grasped the concept of everyone wanting a piece of him, willing or not.  The idea of great men he didn’t even know existed dispatching kidnappers and armies to cart him back to their castles was bizarre.  And yet, the danger couldn’t be underestimated.  Cat had been kidnapped, six years ago.  She’d been very lucky to escape.  Akin was right.  We dared not assume the next bunch of kidnappers would make the same mistake. 
 
      
 
    “We should be fine,” he said, finally.  “The greatest danger is a siege.” 
 
      
 
    “Assuming someone sends a small army after us,” I said.  We were too close to the border for comfort, although if our neighbours had sent an army into our territory it would be an act of war.  “But you’re right.  We need to lay in stocks of food as well as everything else.” 
 
      
 
    I studied the menu, then made my selections.  Seafood wasn’t completely unknown at Kirkhaven - there were rivers and lakes nearby - but saltwater fish and shellfish were rare.  I ordered fish stew and watched as Callam ordered a simple lamb and potatoes dish.  He’d never gotten used to the wide variety of foods in the city either.  He was lucky not to attend a gourmand party.  From what I’d been told, they competed to offer the weirdest and most expensive foods in the world.   
 
      
 
    “We leave tomorrow,” I reminded him.  “Have you packed everything?” 
 
      
 
    “More or less,” Callam said.  “You?” 
 
      
 
    “Just about.”  I hadn’t had much worth taking back to the hall, save for a handful of childhood trinkets I’d missed over the last few years.  “I don’t see any point in bringing my old clothes back home.” 
 
      
 
    Callam laughed.  “They’re a little small, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  My parents and relatives had given me hundreds of dresses, before I’d been sent into exile.  I didn’t think I’d worn so much as half of them and they were now far too small.  I was tempted to keep a handful for my future daughters, assuming I had any of my own, but the remainder would have to be given to the family.  There were quite a few girls in the right age and size brackets to wear them.  They’d be glad to have the dresses.  I doubted any of them would care they’d come from a traitor. 
 
      
 
    I was forgiven, I reminded myself.  And my record has been wiped clean. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need them, up there,” I said.  “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  “Did you buy any more potion seeds?” 
 
      
 
    “I have enough, I think,” I said.  Not everything would grow in my greenhouses, but I intended to see what I could do.  “And then ...” 
 
      
 
    There was a tap at the door.  I glanced down at myself hastily, just to check I was decent, before the door opened.  Akin stepped inside, looking tired and worn.  I understood all too well.  Paperwork wasn’t very energetic, but you had to read each and every page before you signed or you might find you’d accidentally signed a blank check.  It couldn’t be easy, going through piles of paperwork older than the three of us put together.  My father had run the family for so long there were few people who remembered anyone else in his chair. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” I said, as he sat down.  “How was your day?” 
 
      
 
    “Tiring,” Akin said.  “I’m going to have to hire a secretary.  Two secretaries.  Penny’s been angling for the job, but she doesn’t have the experience to make it work.” 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned forward.  “What happened to her, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Akin shot me a look.  I shrugged.  I wasn’t privy to all the details, beyond what he’d sent me in his letters.  I was fairly sure he’d left a lot of details out.  Our letters were charmed to ensure that they could only be read by their intended recipient, but the Great Houses had been spying on each other since the days of the empire.  There was a very good chance they’d managed to intercept at least some of the letters.  It was just something we had to take into account. 
 
      
 
    “Penny is the oldest daughter of Malachi Rubén,” Akin said, curtly.  “Malachi was ... not a very nice person.  He was one of my father’s friends, when he was at school, but he always had his eye open for the main chance.  My father brought him into the family, gave him a wife and a name, yet ... that didn’t stop him scheming to gain more power and influence while largely ignoring his children.  A few months ago, he pushed Francis - our cousin - into making a bid for power.  Francis died and, in the aftermath, Malachi was pushed out of the family.  And then ...” 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows.  “And then?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Akin said.  “He set up shop in Water Shallot, then ... well, no one knows anything for sure.  He had ties to various political movements, apparently; he died in a fire under mysterious circumstances.  No one knows, because no one wants to ask questions about how he died.  I think a lot of people were quietly relieved once he was gone.  His body was never found.” 
 
      
 
    “So he’s not in the crypt,” I mused.  It was hard to believe genial old Uncle Malachi had been responsible for Cousin Francis’s death, but ... I remembered him helping me to read a dark arts book and shivered.  “Do we know for sure he’s dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Father was sure,” Akin said.  “I take his word.” 
 
      
 
    The maids arrived, carrying dinner into the room.  I leaned back in my chair and smiled as they put the stew in front of me, along with a glass of fruit juice and a small helping of pudding.  Callam looked as if he wanted to tuck in at once but had the grace to wait for the maids to finish serving and then withdraw.  Thankfully, it wasn’t a formal party.  I’d done my best to teach him how to eat at a proper dinner, but there were so many rules - all of which were pretty much pointless - that we’d barely covered the basics. 
 
      
 
    “So what does that mean for Penny?”  Callam started to carve his meat as he spoke.  “Is she condemned, because of her father?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Akin said.  “She used to be ... not a very nice person.  She’s getting better. But it will be a long time before people like and trust her.” 
 
      
 
    “She did save your life,” I pointed out, mischievously.  “And she might make a good assistant.” 
 
      
 
    “She has two more years of schooling to go,” Akin said.  He looked, just for a moment, as if he’d bitten into something sour.  “And she isn’t going to enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement.  Penny had been an upperclassman, before she’d been demoted back to lowerclassman.  Everyone who disliked her - and there wasn’t a shortage of those - had a perfect chance to take revenge.  She would be spending every free moment fetching and carrying, or writing lines, or cleaning the floors ... or whatever else her tormentors could pile on her.  I was torn between a certain amount of sympathy and amusement.  She’d been mean to countless people and now they were being mean right back. 
 
      
 
    Akin tapped the table.  “I’ve prepared the overnight coach for your journey,” he said.  “The drivers have been sworn to secrecy.  As far as anyone outside the mansion is concerned, they’re taking urgent messages to Garstang, on the far side of the border.  In a sense, they are.  I do have messages I want them to take, and I’ve made arrangements for them to be received.  No one will realise, at least until it’s too late, that they made a side trip to drop you off.” 
 
      
 
    His tone hardened, as if he was trying to convince himself.  “They’ll maintain a steady pace, changing horses every so often, just to make it harder for anyone to intercept you.  It won’t be very comfortable, so make sure you dress well and pack plenty of books.  And blankets, for when you sleep.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  I liked to ride - I’d learnt when I was a young girl and continued as I’d grown older - but spending hours in a carriage was not going to be fun.  We’d be cramped when we finally reached our destination, no matter how many spells we used to smooth out the journey.  The overnight coach wasn’t meant to stop, even to stretch legs or answer the call of nature.  I could see Akin’s point - no one would expect him to put his sister and an unrelated man in the overnight coach - but it worried me.  The coach might be targeted for reasons that had nothing to do with us. 
 
      
 
    Hell of a risk, though, I thought.  Overnight coaches had diplomatic immunity.  Even the king would hesitate to stop and search the vehicle, for fear of triggering a war.  The entire world would turn against him - or anyone smaller, who dared to try to raid the coach.  The bandits would have nowhere to hide if they raided the coach between us and Garstang. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll cope,” I said.  We could cast a few privacy wards around ourselves and do things that were a little more fun than sitting primly and pretending we were enjoying the ride.  “I’ll make sure to pack a good lunch too.” 
 
      
 
    “More than just one day’s worth,” Akin said.  He looked pained.  He knew what was coming.  He’d made the journey himself, before Uncle Stephen had put his plans into action.  “It’ll take at least two days to reach your destination.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a flicker of sympathy for the horses.  They’d be pushed to breaking point, then left at the coachhouse to recover.  Poor beasts.  It was standard practice, when messages and goods had to be sent without magic, but ... I shook my head.  Our best bet lay in speed.  We dared not travel openly, not until the political crisis settled down.  Akin would be in trouble if the council realised we’d left, at least before there was some clear understanding of our future.  Callam’s future.  No one would care about me if I wasn’t going to marry him. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I reassured him.  “And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure.” Akin lifted his glass in salute.  “You’re sure I can’t convince you to stay?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no place here.”  I didn’t have to look at Callam to know he agreed.  My presence would be pointless.  Worse than pointless.  And Callam didn’t want to stay, either.  “And you might be better off without me.” 
 
      
 
    “Matter of opinion,” Akin said.  “I think you’re the only one who wouldn’t stick a knife in my back if you thought you could get away with it.” 
 
      
 
    The sad thing, I reflected gloomily, was that he was probably right.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I felt weirdly out of sorts, the following morning, as I woke, showered, dressed and made my way to the dining room for breakfast.  It wasn’t something I could put my finger on, but it was there.  A sense of discomfort, a sense the other shoe was about to drop.  It was my last night in the family mansion, at least for several months, and ... I sighed inwardly as I helped myself to eggs and toast.  The family hadn’t acknowledged I was leaving.  It would only have risked drawing attention from outside. 
 
      
 
    You’ll be fine, I told myself.  This time, at least, you’re leaving of your own free will. 
 
      
 
    Callam entered, looking disgustingly fresh.  I smiled for him, despite the uneasy sensation in my heart.  He’d never had any trouble sleeping, he’d told me; country folk rose and went to bed with the sun.  I rather envied him, although I knew enough about the lives of country women to be glad I wasn’t in their shoes.  Unless one had a gift for magic, one would live a highly restricted life that would never go more than a few miles from one’s hometown.  I wondered, idly, if that would change as more and more Objects of Power came on to the market.  Akin had told me about the planned sliders leading between Shallot and a dozen other cities.  They’d make stagecoaches obsolete overnight. 
 
      
 
    “Eat well,” I told him.  “We won’t get another cooked meal until we’re back at the hall.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Callam said.  “And you eat well, too.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  The overnight coach was supposed to be fast – and it was - but it was going to be uncomfortable, no matter how many spells and charms we used to soften the journey.  It was lucky we loved each other ... hell, it was lucky we knew each other.  Most people who booked urgent passage on the overnight coaches didn’t get to choose their travelling partners, let alone anything else.  There was no shortage of horror stories about what happened when - if - one of the partners turned out to be a highwayman, a vampire or a werewolf.  I’d read enough of them to be sure the writer had never met any of them.   
 
      
 
    They think vampires are romantic because they’ve never felt sharp teeth in their neck, I thought, coldly.  Vampires were predatory monsters, plain and simple.  There was nothing that could be done to bring them back to their former state.  And if they ever met one, they’d die in fright. 
 
      
 
    I had to force myself to eat.  My stomach grumbled in protest, even though the scrambled eggs and toast were cooked to perfection.  It was a far cry from the meals I’d tried to make for myself, when I was twelve.  Morag had forced me to eat my own creations, pointing out it was the only way I’d learn.  I scowled.  Why was it that I could brew perfect potions, following a faded recipe laid down by someone hundreds of years ago, and yet I couldn’t help turning perfectly good ingredients into something a dog would refuse to eat?  I just didn’t have the cooking knack and yet, I should.  It made no sense. 
 
      
 
    “The staff will take your trunks down to the coach,” I said, as I drank coffee.  It didn’t do anything for my mood.  “Check before you go, make sure you didn’t leave anything behind.” 
 
      
 
    “I checked,” Callam said.  “There’s nothing left, save for the clothes on my back.” 
 
      
 
    I told myself I was being silly.  Callam hadn’t brought much and, despite my best efforts, he hadn’t bought much either.  He’d accepted a pair of fancy suits, for formal occasions, but little else.  He could fit everything he wanted to keep into one trunk, while I needed at least three.  And I’d spent a chunk of the evening sorting out everything I’d left behind, when I’d been sent into exile, and dividing it up amongst the younger family.  There was little worth keeping in my possession, save for an ancient necklace I’d been given when I was a child.  It would have to be passed down to the firstborn daughter of the main bloodline, whoever that happened to be.  Would my first child be a girl?  Or Cat’s?  I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    The food sat poorly in my stomach.  I drank the rest of the coffee, then waited for Callam to finish.  I should have ordered something simpler, perhaps bread and ham ... no, I shook my head.  Whatever was wrong with me couldn’t be fixed by eating something simple.  The world felt slightly out of kilter.  It felt as if my life was going to change, once again. 
 
      
 
    Pay attention to those feelings, Granny McVeigh had said.  I remembered the old woman and shivered helplessly.  The hedge witch was a strange combination of a practical magician and a fantasist.  Your mind is trying to tell you something. 
 
      
 
    Callam looked up.  “Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m ... I’m fine,” I said.  It was impossible to put the feeling into words.  “Are you ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    “More or less,” Callam said, as Akin stepped into the room.  “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    Akin smiled, although the expression didn’t touch his eyes.  He looked as if he hadn’t had any sleep.  I hoped Cat would make him sleep, when she returned from the Eternal City.  He was going to start making mistakes, if he was exhausted when he returned to his paperwork.  And who knew what would happen then?  My father had once told me a story about a man who hadn’t been paying attention and accidentally signed his own death warrant.  It had been funny, until he’d pointed out it could easily happen to me. 
 
      
 
    “The coach is in the coachhouse,” he said, tiredly.  “Meet me down there in twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “Can’t wait to get rid of us, hey?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the one who wants to go,” Akin said.  “I’m sure we can find a place for you if you want to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a tiny room, deep under the mansion,” I said.  “I’m sure you can find a place for us there.” 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as we returned to our rooms one final time - the less said about the toilets on the coach, the better - before making our way down to the coachhouse.  The mansion felt empty, now that most of the relatives had left after Akin’s inauguration.  They’d be back for his wedding, I reflected spitefully.  It would be the event of the year ... I promised myself I’d do whatever it took to be there, just for his sake.  I could bury my feelings for Cat, for him.  I hoped she felt the same way. 
 
      
 
    Callam squeezed my hand, gently.  “Are you sorry to leave?” 
 
      
 
    I had no answer.  I missed my father.  I was going to miss my brother, even my mother.  But I could no longer hide from the truth.  High Society was a joke, nothing more than old women pretending they were important and younger women doing everything in their power to join them, while the real decisions were made elsewhere.  They’d rejected me, then accepted me ... I wasn’t sure, nor did I really care, how they felt about me now.  It didn’t matter.  I was going to be on the way back home shortly, to a life I’d built for myself.  And no one could stand in my way. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, finally.  Whatever I had here, it wasn’t mine.  It wasn’t Akin’s, either.  He held the family in trust for the next generation.  “I can’t wait to be home.” 
 
      
 
    The scent of horses greeted me as I led the way into the coachhouse.  They were normally separate from the main building, but a distant ancestor had - for some reason - built his coachhouse so it was part of the mansion itself.  I suspected he’d probably had things he wanted to hide, even though the horses wouldn’t be happy to be driven into the building rather than waiting in the courtyard.  It wasn’t impossible.  The family had secrets.  There were things we never shared with our more distant relatives, let alone the rest of the world. 
 
      
 
    Akin and Penny stood beside the overnight coach, looking up at it.  It was bigger than a standard carriage, easily big enough to carry us, our luggage and a tiny washroom compartment.  The windows were small and heavily charmed, to keep outsiders from looking in.  I tested the spells around the coach and breathed a sigh of relief.  It should be impossible for anyone, even a blood relative, to tell we were inside.  Akin would ensure no one realised we’d left until we were safely back home, with the protective Objects of Power firmly in place. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll miss you,” Akin said.  He took a step forward and hugged me, tightly.  “You’d better make sure to write.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’d better make sure to get some sleep,” I said, to cover the lump in my throat.  “Go back to your bedroom, when we’re gone, and rest.” 
 
      
 
    Akin laughed politely, as one does at a joke that isn’t funny.  I felt a twinge of sympathy.  Akin was the Patriarch now.  No one would say a word if he decided to spend the day in bed, perhaps after taking a sleeping potion, but they’d notice.  They’d see it as a sign of weakness.  Or laziness.  Or something, anything; whatever they wanted to make of it.  I knew it was just a matter of time before someone started plotting against him.  My brother wouldn’t have long to prepare before his rivals started to undermine his position. 
 
      
 
    But half the old guard are dead and the remainder are discredited, I told myself.  The threat might come from his own generation, instead. 
 
      
 
    “I welcome you to the family,” Akin said, to Callam.  They shook hands.  “And I hope to see you again soon.” 
 
      
 
    “And I you,” Callam said.  “Be safe.” 
 
      
 
    Penny smiled at us both, then stepped back as the driver opened the coach door.  I glanced at her, suddenly unsure of what to say.  Akin might have a few words with the school about her punishment, if it occurred to him he could.   It would take some time for him to realise the full extent of his power, I feared.  Father had pulled strings to make sure he would be Head Boy.  Would he realise he could help Penny?  And would he? 
 
      
 
    It isn’t your problem, I told myself.  Penny deserved both sympathy and condemnation.  They can sort it out themselves. 
 
      
 
    I took one final look around the coachhouse, then scrambled into the coach.  The interior was bigger than I’d expected, but cruder.  The seats were wooden, without cushions; the tiny washroom was so small I doubted an overweight man could even get inside.  I wished we could travel as we’d done before, spending the nights in inns, but I knew it wasn’t possible, not if we wished to travel undetected.  Once we were home, once everything settled down, things would be better.  I hoped. 
 
      
 
    Callam joined me, sitting on the other side.  My lips quirked.  If my mother had seen us ... she would have thrown a fit.  A big fit.  The drivers were - technically - our chaperones, but they weren’t in the box.  My privacy wards would keep them from watching us.  And ... I shook my head as Akin clambered up to say a final goodbye, then jumped down and banged the door closed.  I no longer cared what High Society thought.  They changed their opinions at the drop of a hat. 
 
      
 
    The coach rattled.  I peered out the window and saw Akin and Penny retreat to a safe distance as the gate opened, the coach lurching violently as it jerked into life.  I muttered a pair of cushioning spells, wondering who’d charmed the seats when the coach had been put together in the first place.  It probably wasn’t their fault.  Cushioning spells had a tendency to wear off, for reasons I didn’t pretend to understand.  Neither my tutors nor my books had covered it.   
 
      
 
    We passed through the doors, down the drive and out onto the street.  I spotted a trio of women, dressed like peacocks, heading to the next mansion.  They paid no attention as we drove past.  It hurt, even though I knew I should be grateful.  North Shallot had been my home once, yet ... I was leaving like a criminal trying desperately to remain unseen.  I kept watching, fixing the details in my mind.  Shining mansions, townhouses built to show off their owner’s wealth, shops so exclusive that asking the price was a clear sign one couldn’t afford it ... my heart twisted, remembering when my mother had taken me shopping, when we’d gone to cafes afterwards and passed judgement on the people outside.  I’d been a little brat, I recalled.  I hadn’t known how lucky I’d been.  The vast majority of young girls had had far harder lives.   
 
      
 
    And they don’t let spite and bitterness lead them into treason, I thought, sourly.  I really had been a little fool.  How many of them would even have the opportunity? 
 
      
 
    The coach picked up speed as it crossed the bridges, rattling into South Shallot.  I pointed out a handful of places, noting the school, the shopping districts for young students and homes ... I’d once hoped to convince Callam’s parents to move to the city, back when I’d thought I could have my cake and eat it too.  Callam’s father was a good teacher.  He might have had little to teach me - my tutors had taught me to read and write when I was very young - but he’d done well in the village.  And ... I shook my head.  Callam hadn’t wanted to move and it was his opinion that mattered.  I wasn’t sure his father wanted to move to the city either. 
 
      
 
    I sighed inwardly as we glided past a row of apartment blocks - they hadn’t been there, six years ago - and out into the countryside.  Traffic levelled off sharply.   Very few people travelled outside the city, save for the aristocracy, and even they didn’t travel in the early morning.  I cringed, violently, recalling the tantrum I’d thrown when I’d been travelling to the country estates.  I’d been seven at the time and I’d bitterly resented being taken from the city, when my friends were throwing parties ... in hindsight, I couldn’t blame my mother and my governess for being snappy.  I should have known better.  And now ... 
 
      
 
    You can’t change the past, I told myself, once again.  All you can do is learn from it. 
 
      
 
    The coach climbed the hill that marked the edge of the city’s territory, seeming to pause slightly as it reached the peak.  I braced myself, fearing the worst.  King Rufus hated me - with reason.  And he wanted Callam - and Cat - under his control.  He’d be foolish to pick a fight with the Great Houses, but he might not have a choice.  Cat had changed the balance of power, even if she hadn’t - yet - shattered it beyond repair.  And now there were two people whose power rested in their powerlessness.  If the king wanted to snatch us, he’d never have a better chance. 
 
      
 
    I stared through the window as the road twisted slightly, giving me a view of the city before we started the long road north.  Shallot seemed to glow in the bright sunlight, the buildings shimmering with light.  We couldn’t see the poverty of Water Shallot, or the cool practicality of South Shallot, or even the individual mansions of North Shallot.  There was just the city and the ocean beyond, a wash of light shading to blue.  It was rarely cold in Shallot.  It rarely rained.  It was funny, I reflected, how odd that felt now.  Up north, it was a rare day when it didn’t rain at least once. 
 
      
 
    Callam rested a hand on my shoulder.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “It feels like ...” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt.  I hadn’t been allowed to watch the city falling behind me, when I’d been sent into exile.  The armsman who’d escorted me had made it clear I was a prisoner and nothing more, to the point that he’d threatened to tie my hands if I gave him the slightest bit of trouble.  Bastard.  It wasn’t as if I could have given him any.  I hoped he’d sweated a little when I’d been - briefly - Heir Primus.   
 
      
 
    No.  I shook my head.  I’d outgrown the city, as surely as I’d outgrown my old dresses.  They were useless ... to me, if not to anyone else.  I had moved beyond them, just as I’d moved beyond the city.  It wasn’t home any longer.  And there was no point in dwelling on the past. 
 
      
 
    The coach lurched again, picking up speed as it ran down the hill.  The city fell away behind us, vanishing behind the hill so quickly it was easy to pretend it wasn’t there.  I sucked in my breath as we tore into the forest, heading through the trees and into the farmland at a terrifying pace.  The city was gone.  I felt a sense of loss, and yet a sense of freedom.  I didn’t have to watch my behaviour any longer. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the blind down - old habits die hard - and leaned into Callam’s arms.  It was going to be a long trip, no matter what happened, and we were going to be very busy when we got home.  We’d have to speak to his parents, then arrange the wedding, then ... there were a thousand other things we had to do before we could tie the knot.  We might as well take advantage of our privacy.  It wasn’t going to last. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be home soon,” I said, as I raised my lips for a kiss.  “And then we can get back to work.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The journey was ... boring. 
 
      
 
    It was funny, I reflected, how most of the travel books had made travelling seem such an experience.  The great explorers had enjoyed the journeys almost as much as they’d enjoyed the arrivals.  The Grande Dames had written elaborate accounts of their journeys when they’d gone on the Grand Tour, claiming they’d been greeted by cheering crowds and given the keys to entire cities ... cities that might be magnificent, they’d claimed, but couldn’t possibly be compared to Shallot.  And yet, somehow, they’d never touched on the boredom.  I felt my world shrink smaller and smaller, as time moved on.  It felt as if there was nothing outside the box. 
 
      
 
    I kissed Callam, time and time again, then went to my books, but it was hard to concentrate on anything.  A simplistic novel with a plot so predicable I had no trouble guessing who’d done it didn’t hold my interest, but I just couldn’t focus on anything more complicated.  Callam didn’t seem to be taking the journey any better than I was.  The box was confining and uncomfortable, even if we had enough privacy to do almost anything we liked.  The more scandalous explorers, the ones who’d claimed to have a girl - or a boy - anywhere they went, had never talked about that.  I had the sneaky feeling they’d made most of the stories up. 
 
      
 
    Time dragged.  I forced myself to lie on the bench and close my eyes, trying to sleep.  It was long in coming, even though I was tired.  The jerking as we paused long enough to get fresh horses before resuming our journey, constantly yanked me out of sleep.  Callam looked tired too, his normal placidity pushed to the limit.  I told myself it would be better, next time, if we walked or rode on horseback.  At least we wouldn’t feel trapped and imprisoned in a space no larger than my wardrobe.  The shaking grew worse, no matter how much magic I wove into our protections.  Some of the lurches were so violent that they nearly threw us off the benches. 
 
      
 
    “We’re almost home,” Callam said. 
 
      
 
    I blinked, shocked.  I’d lost track of time, but ... we weren’t at the hall, were we?  We couldn’t be.  A drumming sound echoed through the coach.  In my dazed state, it took me a moment to realise it was the rain.  The skies had greeted our return with a downpour.  I snorted, tiredly, as I settled back onto the bench.  It was sheer good luck I’d thought to wear trousers, even though my mother would have been shocked and High Society hadn’t recovered from the last time I’d worn trousers in public.  I smiled at the thought as I drifted off again.  I’d started a new fashion trend.  There were quite a few girls risking social death and wearing trousers, thanks to me.  The Grande Dames hadn’t been able to do much of anything about it. 
 
      
 
    The coach lurched, violently.  Something cracked.  The force of the impact sent me rolling off the bench and crashing to the floor.  Something heavy landed on top of me a moment later, knocking the wind from my lungs.  I nearly panicked, nearly lashed out with my magic as the world tilted around me.  Callam was on top of me ... another shock ran through the coach as we hit the ground.  I struggled to breathe as Callam tried to get off me.  It wasn’t easy.  The coach was lying at an angle and he couldn’t move without pressing down on me. 
 
      
 
    “We hit something,” Callam said, as he managed to clamber back to the bench.  “We must have.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement as he helped me up.  My body was bruised, my limbs aching as I peered towards the hatch.  The coach was tilted sharply, suggesting we’d lost a wheel.  I cursed under my breath, hearing the rain beating on the roof.  It might be quite some time before we could get moving again, let alone get help.  How far were we from Kirkhaven?  I’d lost track of time so badly I honestly didn’t know.  There was quite a good chance we were some distance from anyone who could help. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay inside,” Callam said, practically.  “Not here.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  I checked that I was decent, then pushed open the hatch.  Rain splashed down, cold and hard and oddly welcoming, after the warmth of Shallot.  I cast a spell to shield us from the water, all too aware it wouldn’t last long.  In hindsight, I should have brought a coat as well as trousers.  “This way.” 
 
      
 
    I silently blessed him, as I scrambled out of the coach, for convincing me to help him go climbing, build treehouses and quite a few other things Young Ladies of Quality were not expected to do.  It wouldn’t have been so easy to get out without practice.  My head was spinning too much for me to risk levitating myself into the open air.  I dropped to the ground, wincing as I realised the road had turned into a sea of mud.  My spells started to fail a moment later. I reinforced them with an effort, wishing I’d thought to bring an umbrella.  The water droplets had always worn down my shields. 
 
      
 
    Callam dropped down beside me.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I sucked in my breath as I surveyed the damage.  It was worse than I’d thought.  The coach had been blown towards the edge of the road, until the left wheels had gone into the ditch.  The hubs were snapped, the wheels broken beyond easy repair; the rods linking the wheels together broken in several places.  I’d hoped I could use magic to perform a basic repair - as if the drivers couldn’t do it for themselves - but it was useless.  The charms around the wheels were sparking weirdly, the metal scorched and charred.  I looked around, staring into the darkened countryside.  Had we been cursed?  Had we driven over a concealed hex?  There was no one in sight.  And yet, I had the feeling we were being watched. 
 
      
 
    The driver came up to me and doffed his hat.  “My Lady, we cannot get the coach back on to the road, let alone repair the damage.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to say something unladylike as I surveyed the damage.  The ditch was a muddy nightmare, a far cry from Shallot’s clean and tidy roads.  The right wheels - what remained of them - were trapped in the mud, the lower coach half-buried too.  No wonder the charms were so badly weakened.  The impact could have - would have - killed us if the charms hadn’t done their job.  I tried to summon a spell to levitate the coach into the air, but it was pointless.  Even if I could get the vehicle onto the road again, the damage was just too great. 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  I looked up and down the road.  The rain made it hard to see more than a few metres in either direction.  The sky overhead was so dark and gloomy it was hard to believe it was midday.  I muttered a spell to check the time, just to be sure.  It was just after noon.  We were meant to reach the hall in an hour or two.  I felt a twinge of guilt.  If I hadn’t wanted to get there so quickly, perhaps we would have avoided the accident.  “This isn’t going to be easy.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Callam.  “Do you know where we are?” 
 
      
 
    “This is the road leading up to Kirkhaven,” Callam said, calmly.  His shirt was drenched with water.  I flushed, suddenly, as I realised mine wasn’t any better.  “Kirkhaven itself is an hour or so away on foot.” 
 
      
 
    The driver looked doubtful.  “Begging your pardon, My Lord, but how can you be sure?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been all over the region,” Callam said.  It was true.  I knew he’d explored most of the countryside before he’d met me.  “This is the main road.  If we follow it, we’ll get to Kirkhaven.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  The road was narrow and in poor repair.  Calling it a main road seemed absurd.  The locals were meant to keep it in good condition, but they’d never done more than the bare minimum.  Good roads meant more taxmen, taxmen who were dumb enough to believe that good roads meant a prosperous community that needed its rates raised.  I’d heard stories about taxmen going missing, their bodies swept into ditches and buried under the mud.  I believed them.  The locals had been here for centuries.  Kings and their servants came and went.  The locals remained. 
 
      
 
    “Then we have to go there and ask for help,” I said.  Mother would want me to go back into the carriage and wait, while the servants went to recruit assistance.  I had no intention of staying in the box for a moment longer.  “If Callam and I go, then send help back, will that be all right?” 
 
      
 
    The driver looked astonished that I was asking his opinion.  I hid my amusement.  I’d learnt the hard way that servants generally knew what they were doing - and how a careful servant could manipulate his master into ordering the servant to do whatever the servant wanted to do.  Besides, it wasn’t as if I had many servants.  There was a shortage of people willing to travel all the way to the hall.  My reputation probably didn’t help. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” he said, clearly biting down on a suggestion I should stay with the coach.  “We can wait here until the rain stops, then do what we can before help arrives.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then looked at the coach.  The storage compartments were sealed, both physically and magically.  The trunks had their own protections.  Their contents should be safe from the rain, at least long enough for us to get them to the hall.  I made a mental note to make sure the drivers had a proper rest at the hall, before going on their way.  Akin would understand.  The accident hadn’t been their fault.  He’d make sure no one else knew what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll send help back,” I promised.  “But if someone comes along before we do, travel to Kirkhaven and then on to the hall.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
    The driver still sounded a little incredulous, I noted, as Callam and I turned away and started to walk.  It wasn’t the sort of consideration he’d expect from his mistresses.  Mother would have stayed in the coach and refused to budge, while Penny or Cat ... I shook my head.  Cat would probably have found a way to repair the coach, either by creatively using the resources at her disposal or forging something to handle the job.  I told myself I shouldn’t be too envious.  Cat’s talents made her important, but they also made her vulnerable.  I knew that was true of Callam, too.   
 
      
 
    I took his hand as the downpour grew worse.  Water ran down my hair and slid into my trousers, trickling down my back and pooling in my boots.  I silently thanked the Ancients I’d thought to wear proper boots, rather than the slipper-like shoes that were fashionable right now.  They were made of something that felt like paper and would probably last about as long in the rainstorm.  Water in my boots was unpleasant, but better than the alternative.  Running around barefoot was not a good idea.  There could be anything in the mud. 
 
      
 
    The sense of being watched grew stronger as we kept moving.  I looked from side to side, noting how the trees seemed to be moving closer to the road.  The locals had planted them in hopes of keeping the rain from eroding the soil, with mixed results, but ... I thought I saw things moving within the darkness and looked away.  It might not be something dangerous - there were crofters up north who lived on their own, completely isolated from the rest of the district - yet I had my doubts.  I couldn’t hear any rodents in the undergrowth or birds flying through the trees.  It felt worrying, even though the rain was still pouring.  The wildlife had probably taken shelter until it finally stopped. 
 
      
 
    Callam squeezed my hand, gently.  I looked at him, trying not to laugh as I realised he was completely drenched.  I wasn’t any better.  My shirt was sodden, clinging to my skin and revealing everything I had ... it was embarrassing. I shook my head in irritation as we kept going, putting one foot in front of the other time and time again.  Callam had told me, years ago, that the trick of walking long distances was not to think about the distance, merely to concentrate on one’s footsteps.  And yet, it was hard not to think about how far we had to walk.  The mud would double or triple the time it would take to reach the town. 
 
      
 
    The landscape changed as we walked out of the forest and headed up the road.  The moor on either side looked harmless, broken only by gushing water running down the hillside on a journey that terminated somewhere far below.  The streams looked as if they were on the verge of breaking their banks, the moor turning watery as rainwater pooled on the grass.  I knew it was dangerous to walk on the moor, particularly in darkness.  It was all too easy to walk into a bog and drown.  Even an experienced local could put his foot in the wrong place and be sucked under before he escaped. 
 
      
 
    That was how Uncle Ira got away with it for so long, I thought, numbly.  The locals believed the missing, the dead, took a wrong turning and walked straight into the bog.  They knew the bodies would never be found. 
 
      
 
    I felt my thoughts start to wander as we kept moving.  My body ached and yet ... it didn’t matter, as if I was only imagining the aches.  The water splashed around my feet, thunder growling in the distance as the downpour - finally - started to come to an end.  I wanted to squeeze water out of my shirt, even though I knew it was pointless.  The rain wasn’t done with us yet.  The wind spat droplets into our face as we passed through another copse of trees, branches waving madly in the breeze.  I shivered, again.  It was almost a relief to be back in the open.  It couldn’t be long now ... 
 
      
 
    Something moved, at the corner of my eye.  I looked up, sharply.  A wavy sheet of light, so translucent it was hard to believe it was even there, hung at the edge of the trees.  It was nothing more than a light and yet ... I tightened my grip on Callam’s hand, suddenly absolutely certain the light was looking back at me.  A ghost ... the ghosts had vanished, after Uncle Ira’s death.  Had they returned? 
 
      
 
    Callam looked at me.  “Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off the light.  “Can’t you see it?” 
 
      
 
    “See what?”  Callam sounded perplexed.  “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  Callam couldn’t see ghosts, any more than he could sense magic when it wasn’t affecting him directly.  He’d saved my life, when we’d visited the fallen city, even though he hadn’t been able to tell what he was saving me from.  I leaned back against him, unwilling to take my eyes off the ghost.  It just stood there.  I was certain it was still looking at me. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a ghost,” I whispered.  “It’s just ... standing there.” 
 
      
 
    Callam’s grip tightened.  He’d heard all the stories, from strange lights in the downpour to creatures that lured the unwary into their lairs and consumed them.  I hadn’t been able to understand how the old tales had persisted - some of them spoke of creatures that simply couldn’t exist - until I’d spent my first winter in Kirkhaven.  So far from civilisation, it was easy to believe there were things in the darkness, just waiting for you.  I thought myself a sophisticated girl, raised in a tradition of rational magic, and even I had felt it.  The ghosts were out there.  Waiting. 
 
      
 
    Lightning flashed.  I blinked, reflexively.  The ghost was gone. 
 
      
 
    “It’s gone,” I breathed.  I forced myself to look around.  There was no sign of the ghost.  Or anything, beyond the last of the raindrops falling on the ground.  The sky was starting to lighten.  Who knew?  Perhaps we’d get some sunlight before it rained again.  “I can’t see it any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Callam sounded disturbed.  The ghosts might not be able to drain him, as they’d drained me, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t hurt him.  Could they see him?  What were they?  I didn’t know.  “We need to move.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as we resumed our walk.  The skies cleared, shafts of sunlight stabbing down from high above.  I heard water gurgling as streams flowed down the mountainside and looked up, towards distant peaks lost in the cloud.  No one lived up there, from what I’d been told.  The mountains were just too dangerous.  Even the locals gave them a wide berth. 
 
      
 
    If the ghosts are back, I asked myself, what does it mean? 
 
      
 
    Callam laughed, suddenly.  “Welcome home.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile as we walked into the valley.  It was creepy - I hadn’t forgotten the ghosts that had walked the halls, then tried to kill me - but still ... it felt like I’d come home.  I reminded myself, sharply, that we weren’t home yet.  I needed to speak to the retainers at the coachhouse, to arrange for help for the carriage, before we headed up to the hall.  I couldn’t leave the drivers stranded, certainly not so far from civilisation.  It would be unforgivable. 
 
      
 
    “And you,” I said, although I’d be happier when I reached the hall.  The clouds hadn’t cleared as much as I would have liked.  Experience told me there would be another downpour soon.  “Welcome home.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Kirkhaven had grown a little, in the six years since I’d been sent into exile, but it maintained the same grey character I’d seen when I’d first visited the town.  The homes were built of grey stone, as were the handful of shops, the coachhouse and the small walls the locals used to mark the property boundaries.  The handful of people on the streets wore bland clothes, with none of the colour I’d seen in Shallot.  I muttered a spell to dry my clothes as we made our way to the coachhouse, all too aware of eyes watching us.  Shallot and Kirkhaven had one thing in common.  There was no shortage of elder folk ready to scold the youngsters for testing the limits.  Wearing something that exposed anything below the neckline, here, was worse than murder. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my head as I stepped into the coachhouse.  It was technically mine, as Lady of Kirkhaven, although I’d signed the deeds over to the innkeeper and his family as long as they wished to run the business.   It wasn’t very profitable - my ancestors wouldn’t be impressed - but I hoped it would encourage more traffic running through the town and up to the hall.  There was no point in selling the finest potions, and a handful of Objects of Power, if you couldn’t get them to their destination.  The locals didn’t seem sure what to make of the new coachhouse.  I’d been amused to note some of them had borrowed the horses from time to time. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady?”  Bruno, the innkeeper, gaped at us.  “What ...?” 
 
      
 
    “My carriage had an accident,” I said, curtly.  Bruno was a good man, but he talked.  Word would spread around the town quickly, followed by all sorts of rumours.  “Can you send a coach and a repair team back down the road?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady,” Bruno said.  “Will you accompany them?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I shook my head as I outlined what had happened, and what the repair team would probably need to get the carriage back on the road.  “Tell the drivers to take the coach all the way to the hall, then change horses tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Bruno nodded, his calculating expression suggesting he was already toting up the bill.  I didn’t really blame him.  The coachhouse was too far off the beaten track to maintain a repair and recovery team on permanent standby, so he’d have to call the men in from the fields and compensate them for lost labour.  I doubted it would take that long to recover the coach, once the team arrived, but it would be a pain.  They might have to transfer the trunks to another coach and send them to the hall first, before pulling the carriage out of the ditch and repairing it. I made a mental note to check the seals.  The locals prided themselves on their honesty, which was sometimes brutal, but there was no point in taking anything for granted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” Bruno said.  “Would you like a drink?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Callam, who nodded.  “Just tea,” I said.  “We have to get back underway shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Bruno nodded and hurried away, returning moments later with two mugs of weak tea.  I took a sip as the innkeeper left again, allowing the warmth to spread through my body, then forced myself to relax as I silently took stock of my surroundings.  The inn was nearly empty, save for a set of older men drinking and gossiping.  I tried not to roll my eyes.  The first time I’d overheard them, I’d thought they were talking nonsense.  It had taken me quite some time to realise their gossip was so out of date that they were talking about things that had happened when my father was a child and Uncle Ira had only just come to Kirkhaven Hall.  They’d be talking about me and Callam now, I was sure of it.  It wouldn’t take a genius to realise we’d walked a long way on our own. 
 
      
 
    So what?  I finished my tea and put the mug on the counter, followed by a pair of coins.  It should be enough.  We’re engaged and they know it. 
 
      
 
    Bruno returned, looking pleased with himself.  “My Lady, the repair team is assembling now,” he said.  “They’ll be on their way shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  I took a breath.  “Tell them to report to me at the hall afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a flicker of displeasure cross his face, coming and going too quickly for me to call him out for it.  Bruno had probably been hoping I’d give him the tip, so he could take his cut before he passed what was left to the team.  If they didn’t know they’d been cheated, they wouldn’t turn on him ... I sighed, inwardly, as we turned and left.  He knew I’d pay the bill.  And after that, Bruno would have more than enough money for himself - I knew he was going to pad the bill as much as possible - without stealing.   
 
      
 
    And he’s playing with fire, I reflected.  If they catch him, they’ll beat him to within an inch of his life. 
 
      
 
    Kirkhaven seemed slightly more lively as we made our way down the road that led - eventually - to the hall.  Small children were running around underfoot, their older counterparts being drilled in chores by their parents now that they were old enough to handle them.  Boys were heading to the river and lakes beyond to fish, carrying buckets and nets, while the girls were cooking, cleaning and doing dozens of other chores under their mother’s watchful eyes, working hard to prepare themselves for marriage.  I’d been expected to do the same, I reflected sourly.  Everyone had assumed I’d grow up, marry for the good of the family and move into my husband’s home.  The trappings might be different, but - at base - it was just the same. 
 
      
 
    A handful of children waved at me.  I waved back, nodding politely to their parents.  The older folk didn’t know what to make of me, not really.  Uncle Ira had been a distant landlord - he’d never cared to use his power - and they’d appreciated it, right up to the moment they’d discovered he’d murdered at least twenty people.  I was a different story.  I was too young for them to take seriously and yet I’d saved them from Uncle Ira.  And I did have the power to make my feelings known. I didn't blame them for being unsure.  I was a creature from a very different world. 
 
      
 
    The noise tailed off as we reached the edge of town and walked up to the hall.  The road hadn’t been properly maintained any more than the main road, despite my best efforts.  I stepped over potholes that were older than I was, then peered into ditches that drained water into a river that probably predated the kingdom, if not the empire.  I’d found all sorts of old structures around the estate, as if my family had built Kirkhaven Hall on something far older ... just like our mansion in Shallot.  I wondered, suddenly, just how many of my ancestors were buried under the hall. 
 
      
 
    Probably none, I thought.  The old rituals were clear.  The ashes of the dead had to be laid to rest under the family’s mansion and nowhere else.  It isn’t as if Kirkhaven Hall was ever that important. 
 
      
 
    I frowned as we kept walking, picking our way along paths we’d explored when we’d been younger.  I’d spent a few hours exploring the records, back in Shallot, but there’d been very little about Kirkhaven Hall.  The hall - or at least the estate - predated the Fall.  The records, and there had to have been records, had probably been stored in the Eternal City.  Who had claimed the land?  Who had built the hall?  And why?  The style did suggest the modern hall had been built after the empire had fallen, but it was impossible to be sure.  Uncle Ira had had allies in Shallot.  One of them could easily have arranged for the records to be quietly misfiled.  It was the best way to conceal them. 
 
      
 
    The skies darkened with terrifying speed.  I looked up, then glanced at Callam as more raindrops started to fall.  Water splashed down once again, the path turning to mud under our feet.  I groaned as a stream of water landed on my head and poured down my spine.  I’d only just dried off!  I doubted my outfit would survive long enough to be washed, even if I dried it again.  There were limits to how many times you could use the spells before the garment simply fell apart. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’d better run,” Callam said, as thunder rolled overhead.  There was hardly any break between the thunder and the lightning.  The storm was coming in fast now.  “Or get back onto the road.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, pulling him towards the road.  Trying to run along the path in the rain was asking for a broken ankle, or worse.  I knew some healing magic, but I wasn’t a trained healer and it was inadvisable to try to heal yourself.  There were some sorcerers who might take the risk, if they felt there was no other choice, yet they might kill themselves by accident.  A magic spike at the worst possible time would be difficult to dampen, if it came from your body.   
 
      
 
    The road felt unsteady under our feet, water pooling in the potholes and spilling over the edges.  I cursed out loud as I put my foot in one, the sudden jolt of cold water shocking me as it poured into my boots.  They’d have to be replaced too, damn it.  I had wellies in the hall - and I no longer cared who insisted wellies were unladylike - but they were useless until we actually got there.  I felt a stab of sympathy for the drivers, who’d be caught in the open - again.  I hoped they’d have the sense to shelter in the carriage.  I wouldn’t condemn them for it, even though I knew aristocrats who would.  How could I blame them?  It was what I’d do. 
 
      
 
    Thunder rolled, louder this time, as we reached the gates.  They were closed and locked.  I pressed my hand against the iron charm, muttering a spell under my breath.  The wards predated Uncle Ira, layer upon layer of protections that dated back hundreds of years.  He hadn’t tried to dismantle them, pointing out - when I’d asked - that it might be impossible to put them back together, let alone anchor new wards to the hall.  I hoped they hadn’t caused  any problems for the staff.  They shouldn’t have, but old wards could be dangerously unpredictable.  I wondered, as the gates slowly swung open, if they’d kept the ghosts bound to the hall. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t take down all the wards when I defeated Uncle Ira, I thought, as we passed through the gates.  Just the ones that protected his stronghold. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my mind as we made our way past the satellite quarters and headed up the driveway.  I’d had a handful of the tiny houses fixed up - one for Callam’s parents, the rest for staff who’d already been dragged a long way from their homes - but they seemed dark and cold.  Where were they?  I stared at the tiny homes, wondering if I should try to force my way in to check.  Had they gone to Caithness for the day, only to be caught in the storm?  Or had they decided my absence was a good time to hand in their notice and depart?  Or ... I told myself not to be silly.  It might feel like evening, but it was only mid-afternoon.  They would be at work. 
 
      
 
    The rain grew worse, falling in torrents as we forced our way towards the hall.  My clothes were so drenched I thought, just for a moment, that we’d stumbled into a pond.  The wind snapped and snarled at us, blowing gusts of cold air from unpredictable directions.  I thought I saw traces of purple lightning in the sky, gone before I could be sure.  The greenhouses ... I felt a flash of alarm as pieces of wood hurtled through the air, narrowly missing me.  Were the greenhouses safe?  I’d charmed them extensively, and designed them to withstand the downpour even without the magic, but would they be safe?  Or was I about to gaze upon the ruin of my hard work?  I gritted my teeth, telling myself they’d be fine.  I’d put a lot of effort into protecting them from the weather.   
 
      
 
    Callam grabbed my hand, an instant before the deluge struck me in the face.  I staggered back as water slammed into my mouth, choking as I fought to spit it out.  The water tasted of mud ... for a moment, I thought I’d accidentally triggered one of the defensive spells woven into the wards.  Or that someone had charmed the water and thrown it into our faces in a bid to drive us away.  I reached out with my mind but sensed nothing beyond the wards themselves.  And yet, it felt as if someone had dumped a bathtub of water over us. 
 
      
 
    We fought our way on as the wind picked up, gusts of cold air making us shiver as the rain kept pouring.  A dark shape loomed up in front of us, so dark and ominous that it took me a second to realise it was the hall.  We’d made our way into the courtyard.  The winds howled one final time - it was suddenly very easy to believe they were living things, trying to keep us out - and then petered away as we stepped into shelter.  Whoever had designed the hall, my father had pointed out, had put the door at the wrong end of the opening corridor.  I’d disagreed.  The corridor would provide shelter for visitors, without letting them into the hall or forcing the residents to let them in without carrying out the proper checks.  Uncle Ira had found it very useful. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath as the rain cut off abruptly, suddenly very aware I looked like a drowned rat.  Water was pouring down my body and pooling around my feet.  I kicked off my boots - they were definitely ruined, unless I could get a cobbler to repair them - and my socks, allowing the water to flow freely.  The wards buzzed around me, jangling an alert.  The lights inside grew brighter.  I braced myself.  The staff hadn’t known I was coming back, but the wards would have alerted them.  Probably.  There were too old to be completely reliable. 
 
      
 
    The door crashed open.  “Ancients,” Alice, my housekeeper, gasped.  “My Lady, what have you ... what’s happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “The rain,” I said, wryly.  “We had a bit of an accident.” 
 
      
 
    Cathy looked flabbergasted.  I tried not to snort as she practically dragged us into the lobby and muttered a string of drying spells.  I’d chosen her with extreme care.  She was old enough to be my grandmother, experienced enough to be helpful and offer good advice without actually being capable of stopping me if I chose not to listen.  I’d had quite enough of governesses and nannies and, technically, I’d been a legal adult from the moment I’d inherited the hall.  If Alice had realised why I’d picked her, she’d never said.   
 
      
 
    “You need a bath and a change of clothes,” Alice said, sternly.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The coach had an accident,” I said, and gave a quick explanation.  “When the drivers arrive, have the coach unloaded and then let them sleep in the guest quarters for the night.  Make sure they get something to eat.  We didn’t have any proper food on the journey.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bring you some food.”  Alice looked as if she wanted to berate me for travelling alone - Callam didn’t count, in the eyes of High Society - but changed her mind.  “Soup, at first.  Then something warmer, once you’re clean and dry.” 
 
      
 
    She flicked her gaze at Callam.  “And you too, young man.  I’ll have a meal sent to your room.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, thankfully.  My body was chilled and I felt as if I’d been beaten to within an inch of my life.  The journey had taken its toll, even before we’d been forced to walk the rest of the way.  Callam shot me a relieved look, then hurried away.  I hoped Alice wouldn’t try to have a word with him later.  She’d never said anything about how close we were, but I was sure she’d noticed.  One didn’t serve as a roving governess without a sharp eye for childish mischief.  When we met, I hadn’t been that much older than her last set of charges. 
 
      
 
    Alice held out a hand to help me up the stairs.  I forced myself to walk without help.  I had grown far too dependent on servants when I’d been a little girl and Morag ... my cheek ached where the older woman had slapped me, six years ago.  She’d been unpleasant, and she’d been Uncle Ira’s willing helper, but I understood - in hindsight - how she’d felt.  I really had been a spoilt brat. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll run you a bath,” Alice said, once we were in my rooms.  The curtains were firmly shut, but I could hear the wind howling.  “Would you like chicken or vegetable soup?” 
 
      
 
    “Chicken, please,” I said.  “Don’t bring anything more.  I’ll take my meal in the small dining room.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady,” Alice said.  “And will the young gentleman be joining us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  The marriage permissions were in the coach, still stuck in the mud, or I would have shown them to her.  “And please invite Sandy, too.” 
 
      
 
    Alice looked pleased.  “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The bath felt heavenly. 
 
      
 
    I nearly fell asleep as the warm water pulsed against me, soothing my aches and pains.  It felt as if I’d come home, as if ... I muttered a pair of spells to wash my hair, then remove the dirt and grime before clambering out of the tub.  I didn’t have that long to soak, not if I wanted to meet with the drivers and Sandy before I went to bed.  It was late afternoon, according to the clock, but my body refused to believe it.  I was sure, deep inside, that it was closer to midnight. 
 
      
 
    Magic wafted around me as I stood up, sweeping the water from my body and dropping it back in the tub.  I smiled and pulled out the plug, silently grateful the renovations had included the installation of a proper set of water pipes.  Back when I’d first arrived, I’d had to haul buckets of water from the kitchen and heat the tub with magic if I wanted a bath.  Morag hadn’t been very helpful.  She’d been too consumed with bitterness to care about an unwanted houseguest. 
 
      
 
    You could have gone the same way too, my thoughts reminded me.  And you’re lucky you didn’t. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought aside as I stepped into the bedroom and headed over to the wardrobe.  It was my bedroom, designed for me: shelves of books, a single painting of my immediate family, dating back to the year before I’d been sent into exile and a wardrobe full of practical, rather than fashionable, clothes.  My mother would be shocked, I reflected as I opened the wardrobe, if she saw how many pairs of trousers I owned.  She would insist it wasn’t decent to wear trousers on the estate, where anyone could see.  But I wasn’t going to tend to the greenhouses in a fancy dress. 
 
      
 
    The thought made me smile as I pulled on my clothes, then stepped over to the window.  The rain had stopped, but vast puddles of muddy water lay on the front lawn.  The skies were still overcast, suggesting it was just a matter of time before the rain started again.  I felt a twinge of guilt.  I was inside, warm and cosy, while the driver and the repair team were out in the cold and wet.  There was no sign of them in the distance, something that worried me.  It was possible they’d made their way to the coachhouse before it started to rain again, or taken shelter from the downpour somewhere along the road, but I didn’t know.  I wondered, idly, what would happen if they vanished without trace.  Akin had gone to some trouble to craft a cover story for our journey home.  The people waiting for the overnight coach would be alarmed if it never showed. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to let him know, if it doesn’t arrive tonight, I thought.  And then we’ll have to begin the search. 
 
      
 
    I brushed my hair back and tied it into a loose ponytail, then left the room and headed down the corridor.  It was colder here, despite the renovations, although nowhere near as cold as it had been six years ago.  Uncle Ira had had ice water in his veins, perhaps literally, and Morag had been too depressed to consider anything that might make the hall a little more habitable ... although, to be fair, it was unlikely Uncle Ira would have let her bring strangers into the hall.  He hadn’t been pleased to see me, even though he’d come to consider me a useful test subject.  Why would he want craftsmen who might notice something was wrong and report it to higher authority?  Or do something about it themselves? 
 
      
 
    A shiver ran down my spine as I reached the small dining room, a sensation that came and went so quickly I wasn’t sure I hadn’t imagined it.  I looked back, warily.  There was nothing and yet ... I shook my head.  Neither Sandy nor Alice had wanted to take rooms on the fourth floor, an odd display of propriety hundreds of miles from anyone who’d care.  The rooms were meant for family and family alone ... Alice, at least, had wanted to object when I’d opened one for Callam.  We hadn’t been engaged back then. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the door open and stepped inside.  The room was surprisingly warm and cosy, although it was a little too big to be comfortable.  Kirkhaven Hall had been built, depending on which records one believed, in an era where the lord of the mansion was supposed to hold court while eating his dinner.  I thought it was a little absurd.  I didn’t want to be watched while I ate, or listen to someone pleading his case when I was distracted.  Perhaps it had been a sign of insecurity.  The family might be old, but we hadn’t always been listed amongst the great and powerful.  Whoever had built the mansion might have been trying to put on a show of power, in hopes of keeping people from looking too closely.  It was quite possible. 
 
      
 
    Sandy looked up from the table, then stood.  I saw a multitude of emotions crossing her face as she dropped a curtsey.  Six years ago, I wouldn’t have understood.  Sandy had to find it galling that I’d hired her, given the age gap between us.  But it had also been my fault - partly - that no one else wanted to hire her.  She hadn’t been at fault for Cat’s kidnapping, or my fall from grace, but the Great Houses had wanted a scapegoat.  Sandy had been elected.   
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you back so soon,” Sandy said.  There was a hint of discomfiture in her tone.  “Should we be worried?” 
 
      
 
    “It was deemed better to return now, before word got out,” I said.  “We couldn’t send word of our coming ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy frowned as she sat back down.  I studied her, thoughtfully.  She was pretty, with long brown hair and a symmetrical face, but there was something haunted in her gaze.  I wondered, sourly, if she’d spent the last month with her partner in Caithness, rather than attending to her work at the hall.  Sandy was conscientious, but she had to be aware she wasn’t going to spend the rest of her life at Kirkhaven Hall.  Her young man might take her away from it all. 
 
      
 
    I sat, facing her.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been seeing ghosts,” Sandy said.  “Too many ghosts.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw one on the way up,” I said, grimly.  “What happened here?” 
 
      
 
    Sandy shook her head.  “It’s hard to say,” she admitted.  “We’ve heard strange sounds in the night, seen ghostly shapes walking the corridor ... two of the stableboys quit without notice after coming face to face with something they refused to talk about, but clearly scared them to death.  I saw ... I saw something, when I was brewing a potion.  It was like ...” 
 
      
 
    She ran her hand through her hair.  “I don’t know how to describe it.” 
 
      
 
    “There were ghosts back when Uncle Ira lived here,” I said.  I’d wondered, when I’d realised he was a warlock, if they were the last remnants of his victims.  “They vanished after his death.” 
 
      
 
    “And now they’re back,” Sandy said.  “The staff are jumpy, My Lady.  I had to let some of them move back to the town, rather than live here or in the servant houses.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  Kirkhaven was hardly a normal aristocratic residence, but it was still a sign of trust and good standing to be allowed to reside within the hall.  I’d heard of servants being let go, or fired for bad conduct, but never being asked - or allowed - to live elsewhere.  It was bad manners, I’d been told, not to let a servant sleep within the hall.  If you wanted them to be loyal to you, you had to be loyal to them.  The very least you could do was make sure they didn’t have to spend their wages on rent as well as everything else. 
 
      
 
    “Odd,” I said, finally.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like someone has cast an aversion ward over the hall,” Sandy said.  “There’s something wrong.  Nothing you can put your finger on, but it’s there.” 
 
      
 
    “I assume you checked,” I mused.  “Did someone curse us from a safe distance?” 
 
      
 
    “We found nothing,” Sandy said.  “But that might be meaningless.” 
 
      
 
    I made a face.  Aversion wards were tricky things.  They played on the victim’s thoughts and feelings, convincing the target they didn’t want anything to do with whatever the ward protected.  It was hard to tell you were being influenced by a ward because you were coming up with your own excuses, your own reasons to be somewhere - anywhere - else.  I’d been cautioned never to use them, unless I was desperate.  The long-term results could be dangerously unpredictable.  A person who’d been affected might never be able to overcome the ward’s effects. 
 
      
 
    And if you use the ward to drive someone away from you, my old tutor had warned, he might be so consumed with irrational loathing that he’ll break your neck without ever quite knowing why. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to check,” I said.  It was possible someone had slipped a curse through the wards.  They were so unwieldy a skilled sorcerer might have been able to do it.  “Did you detect any more intruders?” 
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady.”  Sandy looked displeased.  “And we kept our eyes open, too.” 
 
      
 
    I let out a breath.  Someone had probed the defences, shortly before I’d been recalled to Shallot.  I still didn’t know who.  Morag was the most likely suspect - she’d allied herself with Uncle Stephen, in hopes of a return to the family’s bosom - but she was dead.  If not her, then who?  Perhaps I was overthinking it.  Sandy’s letters hadn’t mentioned any further intruders.  They might simply have followed us to Shallot. 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Callam stepped into the room, looking surprisingly cheerful.  I grinned at him as he took his seat.  He was home, too.  A maid followed, carrying a tray of food.  She looked jumpy.  I cursed under my breath.  I’d gone to some trouble to convince the young woman that I wasn’t a complete brat - my reputation had preceded me - but the maid didn’t seem to be worried about me.  She looked as if she expected something to jump at her at any moment. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said, as she put the tray on the table.  “Don’t worry about waiting for us.  You can clean the table tomorrow, if you want.” 
 
      
 
    The maid curtsied and withdrew silently.  I glanced at the clock and sighed.  It really did feel a lot later than it was.  The old books had talked about travel sickness, about travellers being convinced they were out of sync with their destination, but I’d never understood it until now.  I’d spent half the coach ride asleep and then walked to the town, in the dismal light and pouring rain.  I told myself, as I removed the lid to reveal a simple casserole and mashed potatoes, that I’d feel better tomorrow.  A good night’s sleep was just what I needed. 
 
      
 
    Sandy took a small portion for herself, then kept talking.  “Overall, we have kept brewing potions and preparing ingredients as per your instructions and sending them to purchasers,” she said.  “The accounts are downstairs, ready for your inspection.  There have been a number of more complex requests, some of which may require more ... specialised ... equipment.  I’ve put the letters in your office and informed the senders that you’ll have to make the final decision, but I think some of them may be beyond us.  We need to hire a proper potioneer.” 
 
      
 
    I made a face.  There were some potions that were incredibly difficult to prepare properly unless one was extremely skilled ... or had access to specialised Objects of Power.  Callam had forged an entire collection for me, ensuring I could brew the potions by simply pouring in the ingredients and following the instructions.  I was fairly sure Cat had done the same for her family, given her mother’s profession, although I had never dared ask.  It might have started people wondering where I’d found the Objects of Power.  Privately, I feared I might have pushed my luck a little too far. I wasn’t an unskilled brewer, and I’d had a great deal of private tuition, but I was hardly a Potions Master. And yet I seemed to be brewing potions that would be difficult for a world-class mistress like Sofia Aguirre? 
 
      
 
    “If we can find one willing to move out here,” I said.  I wasn’t sure I wanted one.  A master of a magical art would be unwilling to listen to me, at least when it came to his speciality.  It might cause me all sorts of problems.  “What exactly do they want?” 
 
      
 
    Sandy frowned, her brow furrowing as she recalled the letters.  “One wants a highly-specialised healing and regeneration potion.  Another wants a purgative.  My guess is that he was cursed, as he could obtain simpler purgatives from any apothecary without trouble.  A third wants an antidote ... reading between the lines, I think he was bitten by a werewolf and needs a cure.  But I don’t know for sure.” 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned forward.  “Why don’t they tell us everything?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it would be embarrassing,” Sandy said.  “And they don’t want to reveal the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll read the letters when I have a moment,” I said.  “They may have to be a great deal more specific if they want a potion that will actually work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.”  Sandy smirked.  “I think most of the letters are just testing the waters.  They want to know if we can do what they want us to do before they commit themselves.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and turned my attention back to my dinner.  I’d worry about the letters tomorrow.  If the matter was urgent, the writers would have sent messages to potioneers in the city, rather than sending them all the way to me.  Most potioneers would be discreet, even if they were asked to do something openly criminal.  They couldn’t afford to get a reputation for telling tales out of the apothecary or they’d never get any more commissions, no matter how good they were. I made a mental note to be wary when I read the letters.  It was just possible one of the writers did intend to do something criminal. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door.  I looked up as it opened, revealing Alice.  “My Lady, the coach has arrived,” she said.  “I’ve had the drivers unload the trunks into the hall, then sent them to the servant quarters.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said, relieved.  “How are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Wet.”  Alice shook her head in disapproval.  “They should have been properly prepared for the roads up here.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  The main road leading from Shallot to Caithness and then across the border into Garstang was in far better condition.  The drivers might not have realised just how rough the road to Kirkhaven was, at least until it was too late.  I’d walked them myself, but I’d never tried to drive a carriage down them.  A gust of wind at the worst possible time might pick up a coach and throw it into the ditch.  The hell of it was that we might have been lucky to survive. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make sure to mention it in my letters,” I said.  “For the moment, make sure they’re fed and watered and given a sizable tip.  They can proceed onwards tomorrow, if the weather is better.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been more erratic lately,” Sandy put in. 
 
      
 
    “There has been more rainfall,” Alice agreed. 
 
      
 
    Callam snorted.  “How could you tell?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t disagree.  I didn’t think there’d been many days, in the past six years, when water hadn’t poured from the skies.  There’d been snow and sleet during winter, but otherwise ... no, there hadn’t been many rain-free days.  The idea of more rain ... I shook my head in dismay.  We would have to check the greenhouses tomorrow, and perhaps reinforce the spells protecting them.  The last thing I needed was for a particularly strong rainfall to break the glass and ruin the plants underneath. 
 
      
 
    “The ponds overflowed,” Alice said, curtly.  “And the streams turned into small rivers.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to check the wards,” I said.  They’d been weaker, somehow, at the point the stream flowed out of the estate.  I didn’t know how or why, but it was inarguable.  It was how I’d managed to get out, after Uncle Ira had banned me from leaving.  “And everything else, before we get back to work.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s been no obvious failings,” Sandy said. “But we don’t know enough to be sure.” 
 
      
 
    “We can position the new protections in place, then start dismantling the old wards,” I said, shortly.  “And, while we’re doing that, we can see how they really work.” 
 
      
 
    “That might not be easy,” Sandy said.  “Where are half of the wards anchored?” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    Alice took a step backwards.  “With your permission, My Lady, I’ll see to the drivers,” she said.  “Will you want to speak with them tomorrow morning?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said.  I didn’t want them thinking too much about me.  It could lead to them saying the wrong thing at the wrong time.  “They’ll want to be on their way as quickly as possible, once the sun rises.  If they ask for anything, within reason, give it to them.  And give them my regards.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” Alice said. 
 
      
 
    I looked back at Sandy.  “We’ll talk tomorrow about the rest of the letters,” I said.  “But we need to do the protections first.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy took the hint and stood.  “Of course, My Lady,” she said.  “I’ll have everything ready for you.” 
 
      
 
    She left the room, leaving us alone.  I breathed a sigh of relief, even as I heard thunder rumbling and water starting to splatter against the windows once again.  We were home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “You should probably get some sleep,” Callam said, as we finished dinner.  It was very simple, compared to the food in Shallot, but it was tasty and filling and we didn’t need anything else.  “And so should I.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It had been a long day and my body honestly wasn’t sure what time it was.  The clock insisted it was evening; my body insisted the clock was lying.  It would take some time to get used to the gloom again, I told myself, as I pushed the empty plate into the centre of the table.  It didn’t matter, not to me, if the maids didn’t collect them until the following day.  I had the feeling I was going to sleep late, rather than return to my usual schedule at once.   It wouldn’t cost me anything if I slept in, just once. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I stood and held out a hand.  “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    The corridor outside felt cold and dark, even though the lamps were glowing brightly.  I scowled as I felt another shiver running down my spine, the quiet so ... pervasive that it felt as if the world was waiting for something to happen.  I forced myself to think as we made our way down the hall, stopping in front of Callam’s bedroom.  Sandy had said the ghosts were back ... they’d been frightening, six years ago, but they hadn’t harmed me.  Not here, at least.  The ghosts in the fallen city had come within an eyeblink of killing me. 
 
      
 
    My mind churned.  No one had come up with a good explanation for ghosts, although there were hundreds of theories.  Some claimed ghosts were the last remnants of powerful magicians, their passing leaving an impression on the world around them; some claimed ghosts were family members, haunting their descendants ... some even implied ghosts were glimpses of alternate worlds, of planes of reality so different from ours that we could only see them at the corner of our eyes.  I had no idea which one was true, although I rather hoped the ghosts were traces of our ancestors.  It would be nice to think there was something of my father left in the mortal world. 
 
      
 
    But if that was true, my thoughts pointed out, there’d be traces of Uncle Ira, too. 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced up and down the corridor, then gave me a quick hug.  I hugged him back, before gently pushing him towards the door.  The room was his room.  It felt wrong to even think about entering, whatever our relationship.  I wondered, as he winked at me and stepped inside, if I should start preparing the marital bedchamber.  My parents had had separate rooms of their own, as well as the master bedroom.  I thought I understood why.  They’d both needed spaces to themselves, as well as a place to sleep together. 
 
      
 
    I flushed as I made my way to my chambers.  I didn’t want to think about it.  I knew my parents must have slept together at least once, but ... I shook my head.  They hadn’t told me much about how sexual congress worked, either.  It had been Callam’s mother who’d filled me in on the details and ... I wondered, suddenly, if she’d realised where things were going.  I’d have to talk to them as soon as possible, to show them the marriage certificates and arrange the wedding.  There were already too many irregularities around the whole affair for anyone’s peace of mind.  Callam hadn’t asked my father’s permission to marry me ... not, I supposed, that I would have been pleased if he had.  It might be customary, but the family had sent me into exile.  They didn’t get a say in who I married. 
 
      
 
    Although my father might not have brought it to their attention, I mused.  And now he’s dead, so no one can say it didn’t happen. 
 
      
 
    I pushed open the door and stepped into my bedroom.  It felt like home.  I stepped over to the windows and peered out - the skies were dark, but I could see flashes of lightning in the distance - before pulling the curtains firmly closed.  The wards felt normal, as if nothing had happened since I’d left the hall.  I probed them anyway, just to be sure, then locked the door and changed into my dressing gown and headed for bed.  I didn’t want the maids to wake me.  They could bring me my breakfast when I woke up. 
 
      
 
    The bed felt soft and comfortable.  I lay down and closed my eyes, muttering a spell to turn off the lights.  The hall felt ... normal.  I slowly drifted off to sleep ... 
 
      
 
    ... And snapped awake, in what felt like seconds later, convinced I was no longer alone. 
 
      
 
    I froze, sweat prickling on my forehead.  I’d entertained the romantic notion, when Callam and I had grown closer, that one day he would sneak into my room after dark, even though I’d known it wasn’t going to happen.  It was the stuff of romantic novels, not the real world.  Callam wouldn’t - and, if he did, it would be a major scandal.  His parents would throw a fit.  They’d been reluctant to consent to him moving into the hall in the first place.  It was only the fact he was a legal adult that had kept them from forbidding it altogether. 
 
      
 
    My mouth opened as the sensation grew stronger, oppressive.  It didn’t feel like Callam.  It didn’t feel human.  It felt ... I braced myself, half-expecting to feel something touch me in the darkness.  It was hard, so hard, to concentrate.  I knew plenty of spells I could use to defend myself, from simple tricks like freezing an attacker to nastier curses that could castrate or even kill someone who threatened my virtue, but I couldn’t bring any of them to my lips.  I felt as if I was being held down by a great weight, by ... 
 
      
 
    No, I thought.  I gathered what remained of my strength, then kicked straight up.  The blankets went flying.  I shaped and cast a lightspell, even as I readied something nastier.  Where ...? 
 
      
 
    There was no one there.  The room was empty.  And yet, it no longer felt like mine.  It was ... it was slanted, as if the world was very slightly off its axis.  I felt like an intruder in my own chambers.  I thought I felt something behind me and spun around, flames crackling over my fingertips, but there was nothing there.  The room was empty and yet ... I was sure there was something, lurking at the corner of my eye.  I understood, now, why so many of the servants wanted to stay in town.  The hall was creepy after dark. 
 
      
 
    The window rattled.  I stared at it.  The storm outside was howling, gusts of wind battering the glass.  Rain splattered against the windows ... I leaned back in bed, unsure if I’d been having a nightmare or if there’d been something in the room with me.  Older mansions drew all kinds of supernatural vermin, I’d been told, although I’d seen nothing beyond ghosts at Kirkhaven.  Perhaps they’d been scared of Uncle Ira.  A warlock would have few qualms about cutting up brownies and pixies for his experiments. 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my forehead, brushing away the sweat.  Perhaps it had been a nightmare.  It had been a long and disturbing day, even before Sandy had told me what had been happening in my absence.  I’d had nightmares before, bad ones, after I’d been sent into exile, after Uncle Ira had nearly killed me.  I wanted to believe it was nothing more than a nightmare.  But it was hard to convince myself it was true.  I no longer felt safe. 
 
      
 
    The wards hummed around me.  I lay back in my bed, cancelling the light with a muttered spell.  My heart was beating so loudly I was sure it was audible right down the hall.  And yet ... perhaps I was still dreaming.  Perhaps ... 
 
      
 
    ... Something touched me. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t move.  I was frozen, paralysed with terror.  My body refused to obey my commands.  I couldn’t lash out with my fists, or cast a spell, or even scream.  I felt as if I was no longer alone, as if some creature was holding me prisoner ... I felt as if I was drowning, as if I’d walked into the mire and been sucked into the bog.  The memory of watching a cow sink to its death, beyond all help of salvation, chilled me to the bone.  Callam had warned me, years ago, that the mire was deadly.  It had been hard to believe until I’d seen it for myself. 
 
      
 
    My body twisted, practically throwing me out of bed.  I hit the floor hard and rolled over, muttering a defensive spell.  Light flared, revealing ... nothing.  The room was empty and yet ... it felt wrong, alien.  It wasn’t mine any longer.  Terror ran through me as I forced myself to my feet, the urge to fight or flee running through me.  The shadow seemed deeper, darker ... they seemed to move when I wasn’t looking.  I felt something behind me, again, but this time I didn’t dare turn around.  I had the feeling that, if I turned, it would be the last thing I ever did.  Sweat ran down my back.  It was all I could do to inch towards the door. 
 
      
 
    The shadows shifted, again.  I panicked and ran, throwing open the door and fleeing into the corridor.  The cold struck me like a physical blow.  I felt trapped in a nightmarish place between wakefulness and sleeping, as if the world was both normal and yet, at the same time, completely otherworldly.  The lights should have come on automatically, as the wards sensed my presence.  They should have banished the darkness and yet ... instead, they barely seemed to light at all. 
 
      
 
    I whimpered, suddenly unsure of what to do.  Alice and Sandy and nearly everyone else would be asleep, in the servant quarters.  They wouldn’t thank me for running to them.  And yet ... the shadows flickered again, driving my panic.  I ran down the corridor, heading straight to Callam’s room.  My thinking wasn’t clear.  He couldn’t see the ghosts.  Perhaps he could protect me from them.  Perhaps they wouldn’t dare go near him.  Perhaps ... my thoughts ran in frantic circles, each one crazier than the last.  It was hard, so hard, to focus as I pushed open the door and ran into his bedroom.  I hadn’t felt so afraid since Uncle Ira’s death. 
 
      
 
    There were no lights in his room, but a faint radiance shimmered through the windows.  The moon hung in the air, beams of silver light pouring into the room.  It was enough, barely, to let me see him sitting up in bed.  Callam was a heavy sleeper, and he had to be as tired as I’d been, but ... I’d made a lot of noise as I crashed into his room.  It crossed my mind, just for a second, that I might be about to compromise myself, but ... I was too scared to care.  I was sure something was after me, something all the worse for being only half-seen. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella?”  Callam sounded groggy.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    I lunged into his bed and wrapped my arms around him.  He hugged me back automatically, although he was clearly shocked.  He might have entertained thoughts of me coming to him, in the middle of the night, but not like this.  I was shaking like a leaf... I wanted to bury myself in his arms and forget about the world.  And yet ... I knew I couldn’t.  Whatever had chased me from my room might be coming after me. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella?”  Callam drew back, slightly.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I found it hard to put the feeling into words.  “I ... there was something in my room.” 
 
      
 
    Callam held me, gently, as I struggled to think.  He hadn’t visited the hall, let alone slept in one of the bedrooms, until after the ghosts had vanished.  And he couldn’t see the wretched things anyway.  He could sleep comfortably, without being disturbed by night terrors ... I felt a sudden surge of envy, mingled with something I didn’t want to look at too closely.  Cat hadn’t had an easy time of it, when she’d seemed to be nothing more than a powerless throwback.  I wouldn’t have had it any better, if I’d been born with her talent.  Akin would have been kind to me - I was sure of it - but Francis and Penny would have treated me like something a gentleman’s gentleman would scrape off a shoe. 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright,” Callam said.  “You’re safe now.” 
 
      
 
    I twisted in his arms until he was pressed against my back, his arms still wrapped around me.  He felt warm, warm and welcoming and safe.  His room felt ... normal, reassuringly normal.  It was suddenly very easy to believe I’d imagined everything, that I’d been having a nightmare and that I’d let it get the better of me ... I had been through a lot, in the past two months.  I’d gotten engaged, become Heir Primus, thrown it away, defeated a coup and, finally, been allowed to return home.  Cold logic suggested nightmares should be expected, particularly here.  And yet, it had felt very real. 
 
      
 
    Tiredness overcame me.  I had a thought, just for a second, that the maids might wake Callam in the morning, that they’d bring him coffee and discover me in his bed.  It would be a scandal ... I was too tired and scared to care.  My awareness faded away as he shifted against me, his warmth banishing the shadows.  It felt wonderful to be in his arms ... 
 
      
 
    The light woke me, snapping me back to awareness.  Callam had left his curtains undrawn, allowing the sunlight to stream through the windows and wake me.  It didn’t feel wrong to be in his arms, even though one of his hands had cupped my breast in his sleep.  I pulled free gingerly, trying not to wake him.  The night felt like a bad dream.  I would have wondered if anything had happened, if I hadn’t woken in his bed.  He’d driven the shadows away. 
 
      
 
    Magic doesn’t linger on him, I reminded myself, as I sat up.  If something did happen, last night, it might not have been able to affect him. 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I brushed my hair out of my eyes.  It felt grimy, as if I hadn’t washed it for weeks.  The clock insisted it was early morning ... I gritted my teeth as I stood, brushing down my nightgown.  It was decent, even by my mother’s exacting standards, but it wasn’t meant to be worn in public.  I shook my head as I pulled it around me.  It wasn’t as if I’d had time to get dressed properly before fleeing to Callam’s side.   
 
      
 
    Callam shifted in bed.  I wanted to climb back under the covers, even though I knew - in the light of day - it was a bad idea.  Someone would notice.  Someone would talk.  I was fairly sure someone on my staff had been reporting to my father, although they clearly hadn’t been very good at it.  They’d missed Callam’s true nature completely.  I smiled, then scowled as another thought struck me.  They wouldn’t have to report to Shallot to cause problems for me.  They’d just have to gossip where Callam’s parents would hear. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, then headed for the door.  The corridor outside was cold, so cold that I had to wrap my arms around myself as I walked back to my room.  Something moved, ahead of me ... I nearly threw a curse at the figure before realising it was one of the younger maids.  She’d probably annoyed Alice, if she’d been landed with the job of lighting the early morning fires and whatever else maids did before their mistresses woke.  I did my best to pretend she wasn’t there as I passed.  Technically, she should have been out of sight.  I hoped that meant she wouldn’t tell anyone she’d seen me. 
 
      
 
    Not that the servant passageways are much use here, I reflected.  We never bothered to renovate most of them. 
 
      
 
    The maid said nothing.  I felt a twinge of pity, which I ruthlessly pushed aside.  It would be better for everyone if I kept pretending I hadn’t seen her.  She was young, young enough to be allowed a few mistakes ... I told myself, firmly, that I wasn’t going to wind up like Lady Dandelion or Reginald Bolingbroke.  If the rumours were true, they did things to their maids that shocked even the hardened souls of the aristocracy.  I could only pray the stories were made up of whole cloth. 
 
      
 
    My room felt ... normal, as I stepped inside and pushed open the curtains.  Bright sunlight banished the shadows, casting the chamber into sharp relief.  It was easy to believe, now, that it had been a nightmare.  The room seemed untouched by outside forces.  And yet ... I hadn’t imagined it.  I was sure I hadn’t. 
 
      
 
    Someone could have tinkered with the wards, I told myself. The wards felt normal too, but - from what I’d been told - the first thing any intruder would do when he broke into a warded property was to fix the wards to ensure they kept insisting everything was perfectly normal.  They’re so complex it would be difficult to spot a subtle alteration. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I was grasping at straws.  Whatever had happened, last night, hadn’t been my imagination, or a nightmare, or the results of subtle suggestions from a concealed hex or curse.  It had been real.  I’d been driven from my chambers and sent running into someone else’s bed ... 
 
      
 
    ... And yet, in the bright sunlight, it felt nothing more substantial than a dream. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” Callam said, as I entered the dining room.  “What happened last night?” 
 
      
 
    It struck me, suddenly, that he must have wondered if he’d been dreaming, too.  He’d been in the twilight world between sleeping and wakefulness when I’d crashed into his room ... he might have been sure he’d been dreaming, if I hadn’t left any evidence of my presence.  Were there blonde hairs in his bed?  I tried not to think about what would happen if the maids found them.  They couldn’t possibly have come from him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted.  In the cold light of day, it was hard to believe what I’d done.  It wasn’t the first time we’d fallen asleep together, but it was the first time we’d shared a bed for the night.  “There were ...” 
 
      
 
    The memories seemed faded, as if they truly were nothing more than dreams.  And yet ... I shook my head, trying to convey the suggestion I didn’t want to talk about it just yet.  Callam seemed concerned, but disinclined to pry.  I breathed a sigh of relief as the maids entered, bringing eggs, toast and coffee.  We ate quickly, the horrors of the night slowly fading from our minds.  If I hadn’t woken in his bed, only a couple of hours ago, I would have thought it was nothing more than a dream. 
 
      
 
    Sandy entered, looking disgustingly fresh.  “The overnight coach is on its way, with a letter of understanding,” she said.  “Hopefully, it won’t cause any problems.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Sandy would have written the letter to explain why the coach had been delayed, rather than continuing its journey through the rainy night.  I hoped no one looked at it too closely.  I’d told Sandy to be vague, but there were laws against writing blatant lies into letters of understanding and there was only so much she could say without crossing the line and rendering herself vulnerable.  I told myself it probably wouldn’t matter.  The coach wasn’t taking vitally important messages, messages too sensitive to be trusted to quicker means of communication.  Akin had simply drawn up the plans to provide a convenient cover to get us back home. 
 
      
 
    “The trunks are still in the hallway,” Sandy added.  “Do you want them sent up to your chambers?” 
 
      
 
    “I think we’d better unpack most of the stuff downstairs,” I said.  “Can you find a map of the estate and put it in the secretary’s office?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Sandy said.  “And the letters?” 
 
      
 
    “Put them there too,” I said.  “I’ll read them after lunch.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy nodded and left the room.  I turned my attention back to my breakfast and finished it quickly.  The maids had left a newspaper beside the plate, but it was at least a week out of date.  The front story was all about the ... incident ... at House Aguirre, an incident I recalled well.  I’d been there.  The story was long on speculation and short on actual detail; the writer, I noted, seemed to have plucked some of his facts from thin air.  King Rufus’s grandson hadn’t been killed in the incident, as the paper claimed, for the very simple reason he hadn’t been anywhere near the city.  The poor kid’s father had been a traitor who’d betrayed his father.  It couldn’t be easy for him, growing up under his grandfather’s watchful eye.  And yet, he was still a child.  He was younger than I’d been when I went into exile. 
 
      
 
    I put the paper aside, resisting the urge to write to the editor and point out the inaccuracies.  The writer wrote to shock and amuse, not to convey information.  I stood, brushed down my shirt and trousers and headed for the door.  Callam followed, looking thoughtful.  I took his hand and squeezed it, wishing - not for the first time - that we didn’t have to worry about watching eyes.  It would be different once we were married. 
 
      
 
    Although we’d still have to be careful what we did in the public eye, I thought.  Too much public affection would set tongues wagging too. 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  I couldn’t recall my parents ever showing affection when they were in public, beyond holding hands.  They’d never kissed where I - or anyone - could see them.  I didn’t know how they coped.  There had been times, over the last year, when Callam and I had gone into the woods, just so we could kiss without risking everything.  I felt my mood darken as I remembered some of the horror stories I’d heard, when I’d been too young to understand them.  I knew, now, why young girls - and boys - went too far and plunged into scandal.  My hormones wanted it.  It was hard to understand why I should tell them to shut up. 
 
      
 
    The entrance hall was brightly lit, sunlight flowing through the big windows.  The garden beyond looked as unkempt as always, a reminder my limited staff didn’t have time to take on the gardening as well as everything else.  Truthfully, I rather liked the garden as it was.  It lacked the neatness of the gardens back home, the ones maintained by small armies of gardeners to the point that nothing was out of place, but it was definitely pretty.  Uncle Ira hadn’t bothered to do anything, leaving the trees and bushes to grow as they pleased.  I had to admit the result was quite pleasing to me. 
 
      
 
    “We should go for a walk later,” Callam said, as we stopped by the trunks.  “Or go now, before it rains again.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, unsure.  I did need to check the greenhouses and survey the servant houses and stables, particularly the homes that had been left empty after the refit.  And the sun outside really wouldn’t last.  I could see clouds in the distance, gathering around the hidden mountain peaks.  I made a small bet with myself that the sunlight wouldn’t last for more than an hour - and even that was optimistic.  I did want to go outside ... 
 
      
 
    “We should do this first,” I said, opening the first trunk.  “Our presence here won’t remain a secret for long.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded, although I could tell he didn’t believe me.  Not really.  I pulled apart the packing material and stared down at the Objects of Power, nesting in the bedding.  Cat had outdone herself.  They were small - the largest was no bigger than my head - and yet they glimmered with suppressed potential.  It was hard to even look at them closely without feeling as though my head was about to hurt, as my vision was dragged in directions my mind refused to comprehend.  I tried not to feel envious.  Cat - and Callam - had remarkable talents, but they were also horribly vulnerable.  They’d both be prisoners still, if their captors had realised how their talents really worked. 
 
      
 
    “We might have to place these carefully,” I said.  Putting the central spellstone in the heart of the mansion wouldn’t be that hard, but putting the smaller ones in place outside the hall would be tricky.  “They have to cover the entire estate or the whole exercise will be worse than useless.” 
 
      
 
    I put the Objects of Power back in the trunk and closed it, feeling an odd twinge of relief.  The Objects of Power were essential, if we wanted to live here without dealing with kidnapping parties and invading armies, and yet there was something about them that felt unnatural.  I frowned, remembering how odd Cat had seemed to me.  Maybe it had just been me being a little brat.  Cat and I had been destined to be enemies - and would have been, if she’d had a talent like mine.  Instead ... I shook my head.  I hadn’t had the same reaction to Callam.  And Akin certainly hadn’t had it to Cat ... 
 
      
 
    “She is good, isn’t she?”  Callam looked down at the trunk, his gaze dark.  “I’ll never be as good as her.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to be,” I assured him.  I was surprised.  He’d never said anything like that before.  “You just need to know what you can do.” 
 
      
 
    I straightened and strode into my office.  It had been abandoned years ago, perhaps when Uncle Ira had taken possession of the hall, and left empty until the renovations had begun.  I’d claimed it as my office, the centre of my business; private enough for me without being so private none of my staff could enter without my permission.  There were hints of Sandy’s presence everywhere, from her perfume drifting in the air to a half-completed letter resting on the desk.  I glanced at it, skimming the words.  She was telling someone, very diplomatically, to go jump off a cliff.  The letter beside the draft told me why.  The writer wasn’t just asking for something complex, but something so dark it was utterly illegal. 
 
      
 
    Bastard, I thought.  What do you want with a binding potion? 
 
      
 
    The map lay on the table, as I’d asked.  I stared down at it, silently comparing the ancient document with the reality I’d explored over the last five years.  The old mapmakers had been good, given their limitations - a great many mapmaking magics had been lost when the empire fell - but time had taken its toll.  There were buildings on the map that had been abandoned and worn down by the weather hundreds of years ago, as well as buildings that were missing because they hadn’t existed when the map was drawn.  I frowned, wondering why so many parts of the surrounding estate had been shaded black by the artist.  Had something been there, once upon a time?  Or had the artist intended to come back and fill them out later?  There were some family secrets that were only passed down by word of mouth.  It was quite possible someone had died early, I reflected, and the secret he’d kept had died with him. 
 
      
 
    “Cat said the protections would adapt to the estate,” Callam said, as he stood next to me.  “But we have to be careful where we put them.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slowly.  Magical theory had never really been one of my specialities.  My early tutors had drilled the basics into my head, but I’d been kicked out of school well before I could advance into the higher classes.  I’d done my best to keep up with my peers - particularly as Callam knew far less than me - yet I knew my limits.  I’d have to get Sandy to check the maths, before we started emplacing the Objects of Power.  A mistake would be difficult to fix.  I doubted Cat would be willing to come all the way to Kirkhaven just to help us sort out the mess. 
 
      
 
    And she isn’t even in Shallot, I reminded myself.  My brother hadn’t been clear on how long Cat would be in the Eternal City.  She won’t get our messages until it’s far too late to be helpful. 
 
      
 
    I sat down, reached for a piece of paper and started to work my way through the calculations.  Some of it went against the grain, as if two plus two actually equalled three.  I had to remind myself, sharply, that Objects of Power didn’t have the same limitations as Devices of Power.  The rules were different.  They could cast a far more reliable web of protections over the estate, as long as they were put in the right place and left unmoved.  My head started to ache painfully.  It wasn’t easy to think like ... like Cat.  No wonder she’d had so much trouble at school.  She’d been taught things that, to her, just weren’t so. 
 
      
 
    Focus, I told myself, sternly.  Think about her later. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly an hour before I managed to grind my way through all the calculations.  Callam sat beside me, his presence reassuring even though he was drawing diagrams of his own rather than trying to help.  I made a mental note to consider hiring a theoretical magician, if I could find one willing to relocate to Kirkhaven.  He’d have a good chance to make a mark, if I paired him with Callam.  Callam could turn his theories into reality and ... 
 
      
 
    I sat back, rubbing my head.  The calculations in front of me felt wrong.  It felt as if I was deliberately making a mistake, as if I were sending my queen to be taken on the chessboard or walking outside my rooms without bothering to get dressed first.  And yet ... I thought they were right.  I stood, ringing the bell for a maid.  When she arrived, I sent her to get Sandy.  My head was hurting too much for me to take my work on faith.  Better to check everything now than risk a mistake we couldn’t fix easily, if at all. 
 
      
 
    “This should be easy to forge,” Callam said, holding out a diagram.  “And then we can combine your magics and my talents to make something interesting.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, although my headache made it hard to be sure he was right.  I’d have to check his work when I felt better, before he actually tried to forge it.  Sandy entered, holding another letter in one hand.  I took it, then wordlessly passed her the calculations.  Sandy nodded, her brow furrowing as she studied my work.  She wasn’t particularly interested in magical theory, but she’d had six years of schooling I lacked.  In hindsight ... 
 
      
 
    “Curious,” Sandy said, as her eyes moved from the calculations to the map and then back again.  “This estate seems designed for Objects of Power-based wards.” 
 
      
 
    “It is quite old,” I agreed.  I wasn’t sure when the hall had actually been built, but the estate had been ours for centuries.  It might well have belonged to us before the empire fell ... I cursed the missing records under my breath.  Why hadn’t copies been kept right across the empire?  No one had had any reason to think the empire would vanish overnight, but still.  “Do you think I got the calculations right?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so.”  Sandy frowned,  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to try to recheck the calculations after lunch.  We don’t want any mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed. 
 
      
 
    “You also have a message,” Sandy added.  There was a glimmer of amusement in her tone.  “Master Tobias and Mistress Catha would like to invite you for lunch.” 
 
      
 
    Callam sucked in his breath.  “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Really.”  Sandy made a show of raising her eyebrows.  “You don’t think your parents want to see you - both of you - after your return from the city?” 
 
      
 
    I flinched, suddenly unsure of myself.  Callam hadn’t found it easy to meet my parents ... I shook my head, telling myself I’d met his parents hundreds of times.  They lived on my estate!  And yet ... this was different.  Callam and I had been friends well before we’d started inching towards becoming lovers, before talking about marriage.  Now ... I understood why so many romantic stories ended with the happy couple running away together.  It just wasn’t easy to meet one’s future in-laws and tell them you were going to marry their child. 
 
      
 
    What did our father think, I asked myself, when Cat proposed the betrothal? 
 
      
 
    “I should have gone this morning,” Callam said.  He scratched the back of his neck awkwardly.  “I forgot it was the weekend.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” I said.  There was no school on weekends, back in Shallot, but everything else was open.  Up here, it was a rare shop that would be open during the weekend.  The schoolhouse would be closed, Callam’s parents enjoying a day of peace before his father had to go back to work.  “I’m sorry.  I should have thought.” 
 
      
 
    “Far be it from me to dispute it,” Sandy said, sweetly.  “Anyway, you’re invited to their house at midday.  I took the liberty of saying you’d probably attend.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the clock.  It was 1130.  If she’d given me only thirty minutes warning back home ... I shook my head, looking down at myself.  I didn’t have to wash, change into a dress and do my hair in accordance with the latest fashions.  The locals would not be impressed.  I could go in shirt and trousers ... perhaps a slightly looser shirt.  It would suffice. 
 
      
 
    “We have to go,” Callam said.  “Did the documents arrive?” 
 
      
 
    “They should be in the trunks,” I said.  I’d have to dig them out.  Technically, I could give myself permission to marry, but there was no point in creating potential legal headaches in the future.  “Do you want to get changed?” 
 
      
 
    Callam shook his head.  “I think I’ll be fine,” he said.  “They won’t expect to see me in anything fancier.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Give me a moment to splash some water on my face, then I’ll join you,” I said.  “We can walk down together.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll have these ready for you after lunch,” Sandy said.  She ran her eye down my work.  “I think it shouldn’t be that hard to check the positioning before we start putting the spellstones in place.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then hurried to the nearest bathroom to wash my face and check my appearance in the mirror.  I had no makeup, but the locals wouldn’t be impressed if I did.  Cosmetics - magical or mundane - were still frowned upon, this far from the cities.  I’d known girls to get into real trouble for putting on lip gloss, let alone powdering their faces.  And their brothers had been in hot water for experimenting with enhancement spells. 
 
      
 
    My lips quirked, then thinned as I looked at myself.  Callam’s parents were good people and yet ... I was nervous.  What if they said no?  They couldn’t, could they?  Callam was a legal adult, as was I ... their permission was just a formality.  It wasn’t as if they could threaten to disown him.  Callam was hardly the heir to a duchy, who risked losing everything if his parents refused to bless his marriage.  Right? 
 
      
 
    Right, I told myself.  And they already knew it was coming.  Didn’t they? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eleven: Adam 
 
      
 
    “I have the feeling,” I muttered to Caroline, “that we may be in some trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline shot me a look that quelled my joke before it had ever really taken off.  We were close, closer than we technically should be, but there were limits.  Victory had a thousand fathers; defeat, and we’d been defeated, was an orphan.  If we’d succeeded, if we’d pulled the mission off without a hitch, all irregularities would have been overlooked.  We would have been hailed as heroes.  Instead, we’d failed. 
 
      
 
    I wondered, as we were escorted towards Tintagel Palace, if we should be in chains and magic-dampening shackles.  The king would not be happy with us.  There was a very good chance we would be summarily dismissed from his service, perhaps even sent straight to prison or the hangman’s noose.  It didn’t matter that we’d been following orders, orders written by people who hadn’t seriously believed they’d ever need to be put into practice.  We had failed and, worse, we’d been seen to fail.  The king really would not be happy. 
 
      
 
    And we’re deniable assets, I mused.  No one would believe the king if he claimed we’d gone rogue, that we’d exceeded our orders to a truly absurd degree, but everyone would pretend to take his word for it.  Better that than risk a major constitutional crisis, perhaps even a direct clash between King Rufus and the Great Houses.  We might not be coming out of this alive. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath as Tintagel Palace swallowed the skyline.  It looked like just another aristocratic mansion, rather than the castles further to the north that marked the border, but I could feel the layers upon layers of wards protecting the king as we were guided to a concealed entrance.  The local aristocracy would have people watching the regular entrances, making note of who got to enter through the main gatehouse and who was relegated to the side doors.  They used it to determine who was in and who was out, who might command the king’s ear and who might be praying the king didn’t notice him until he climbed his way back into favour.  I supposed we were the latter.  The fact we hadn’t been allowed to enter through even the servants entrance was not a good sign.  The king didn’t want anyone knowing we’d been summoned to explain ourselves. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, revealing an antechamber and four stern-looking guards.  I submitted to the search without complaint, even when they confiscated my sword, spellcaster and a handful of other devices.  Caroline seemed to be carrying so many knives I honestly didn’t know how she could walk.  The guards didn’t seem pleased or annoyed as they piled them up, putting them aside for our return.  Our hopeful return.  There was a very good chance we’d be rushed to the executioner’s block before someone started to ask awkward questions. 
 
      
 
    And news of the flying city has probably already reached the capital, I thought.  The king’s channels were the fastest in the kingdom, but there was no way to keep everyone else from sending word as quickly as possible.  We were bare hours - at best - ahead of the news becoming public knowledge.  The king might want to put a seal on the matter before it can be used to undermine his position. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Caroline and winced, inwardly.  It might have been better for us personally if we’d escaped, taking advantage of the opportunities we’d been given to vanish.  The king would have pronounced us traitors and put a bounty on our heads, but he wouldn’t have looked for us too hard.  He might have found us.  We could have fled to the border and vanished into Garstang, or the Southern Princedoms, or taken a clipper ship to the Silver Isles.  But we couldn’t.  We owed it to the king to explain our actions.  And our families might suffer if we vanished before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    The guards escorted us down a barren corridor, the wards pressing against our magics as we made our way to the king’s private chambers.  The palace was huge, so immense it was easy to conceal a whole network of rooms and corridors the general public didn’t have the slightest idea existed.  It reminded me of Jude’s, although the school had been thrown together by chance and constant expansion rather than deliberate planning.  I wondered, morbidly, what had happened to the architects.  It was never a good thing to know the secrets of a king and the royal family was known for its ruthlessness.  King Rufus was merely the latest of a very long line, one that had no intention of ending with him. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself as the guards opened the doors, revealing a small chamber.  The king sat in a throne-like chair, waiting for us.  I stepped into the chamber, sweat prickling down my back as I struggled to remember the protocol.  I hadn’t been raised amongst the aristocracy.  The Kingsmen had given me some basic training, but not enough.  In hindsight, we might have been given the mission because any failures could be blamed on our youth and inexperience. 
 
      
 
    “Kneel before the king,” the herald barked. 
 
      
 
    We knelt.  I studied the king as best as I could, trying not to make it obvious.  He was a large barrel-chested man, easily old enough to be my grandfather.  His armour glinted with protective spells, capable of deflecting anything save perhaps an Object of Power.  His red hair was starting to turn grey, a grim reminder he wouldn’t be on the throne forever.  The succession was going to be a nightmare.  His son had betrayed him, leaving a minor child as heir to the throne.  I feared Parliament would not be quick to confirm a child as king, or - worse - they’d gladly accept the chance to ram changes through the political system before the child grew old enough to rule in his own name.  Legally, a minor child could renounce anything done in his name, before he reached his majority; practically, it was rarely so easy.  The changes might have become too entrenched to remove without a major fight. 
 
      
 
    “Rise,” the king ordered.  He sounded calm, too calm.  “Tell me what happened.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Caroline, who clasped her hands behind her back as she started to speak.  We’d written incredibly detailed reports, all of which had been rushed to the capital almost before the ink had had time to dry, but the king wanted to hear it from our lips.  I wasn’t sure if he wanted us to condemn ourselves or if he was looking for insights we hadn’t included in the original reports.  The king wouldn’t have remained the king if he’d lacked for both cunning and a certain understanding of how people thought.  His face was expressionless.  I wished I knew what he was thinking.   
 
      
 
    If Caroline had any doubts, I couldn’t hear them in her voice.  “We were assigned to escort the mission to the Eternal City, Your Majesty, under orders to both protect the explorers and, if necessary, take possession of anything that might threaten the balance of power.  Matters were slightly complicated by Lord Aguirre’s demand that we swear an oath to protect his daughter, Lady Caitlyn.  Regardless, we remained with the mission and accompanied them during their probes into the ruined city.” 
 
      
 
    She took a breath.  “This rapidly became extremely dangerous.  The city was infested with both grave robbers and ghosts, the latter nearly killing several of us.  During one probe, we were attacked and scattered and nearly trapped in a still-operative forgery.  Eventually, we were trapped.  We believed the mission had come to a premature end.” 
 
      
 
    Her words hung in the air.  “We didn’t know, until we were rescued, that Caitlyn Aguirre had found a flying city in reasonably good condition.  From what she told us, she was able to make enough repairs to get the city flying again, then heading back to the Eternal City.  She couldn’t repair everything, not in time, but what she found was quite bad enough.  Flying machines, meksects and a working forgery.  In our judgement, the flying city didn’t just tilt the balance of power.  It destroyed it beyond all hope of repair.” 
 
      
 
    The king looked at me.  I nodded.  Everyone had hopes and dreams of finding an Object of Power that would make them invincible, at least for a few glorious months before someone else managed to find a way to counter or simply steal the artefact.  Entire fortunes had been built on a single lucky strike; entire kingdoms had arisen and then fallen as their collections of ancient artefacts were put to use, then lost or stolen.  I’d grown up on tales of noble warriors who’d been unbeatable, as long as they held their sword.  I’d wanted to be one of them myself, although - in the long run - I probably couldn’t have made much of a difference. 
 
      
 
    But the city was something else.  It was in ruins - large sections were completely beyond repair, or simply unliveable - but that would change.  Caitlyn had a forgery and a small army of meksects at her command.  Given time, she could repair the damage and turn the flying city into a major threat to everyone.  Even if she didn’t want to, I had no doubt her father - or her bitch of a sister - would see the implications.  She hadn’t found one of the legendary flying battleships, or ironclads that had been unsinkable by any known magic, but the flying city was quite bad enough.  The capital had no defence, if Cat decided to come calling.  She could simply land her city on top of the palace and crush the wards under the weight. 
 
      
 
    “We believed we had to take control, of both the city and Lady Caitlyn herself,” Caroline continued.  “We laid our plans, then struck.  We captured Caitlyn, then laid claim to the flight deck and took control.  The rest of the passengers should have been unable to stop us, even if they’d realised what we were doing.  However, we were unsuccessful.  Caitlyn was somehow able to escape and turn the city against us.  We were taken prisoner and escorted, in chains, to Shallot.” 
 
      
 
    My gut burned.  I still didn’t know how Cat had done it.  She had no magic.  We’d been careful to bind her, then strip her of her tools and keep her under guard.  She should not have been able to free herself, let alone - somehow - get into place to retake the city.  In hindsight, perhaps we should have killed her.  She was a sweet girl, the nicest of her family, but her mere existence was a dangerous threat.  I was surprised the king hadn’t ordered her sent to him long ago. 
 
      
 
    Her family is very powerful, and she’s marrying into another powerful family, I reminded myself.  And if even if that wasn’t true, the Great Houses would be reluctant to let the king push them around. 
 
      
 
    The king studied us for a long moment.  “What happened when you reached Shallot?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline sounded irritated.  “They were painfully polite,” she said.  “We were held for two hours, then released into the royal representative’s custody.  They didn’t even bother to question us.” 
 
      
 
    They already knew our motives, I added, silently.  And killing us would have risked a major clash with the monarchy. 
 
      
 
    The king looked at me.  “Do you have anything to add?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Your Majesty,” I said.  “We attempted to carry out our orders and failed.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” the king agreed.  “And your failure has had unfortunate consequences.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t elaborate, but he didn’t have to.  My earlier thoughts haunted me.  The king could throw us to the wolves, swearing blind he knew nothing of our plans.  It was unlikely he’d take any responsibility, not when we’d failed.  We’d risked everything, for nothing.  If we’d taken the city, perhaps even crashed it into the waters, he might have been able to spin it in his favour.  But we’d failed. 
 
      
 
    His eyes moved from me to Caroline and back again.  “Do you have anything you wish to say in your defence?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then shook my head.  There was no point in offering excuses, not when the failure was just too great.  My father had taught me there were times when you just had to admit your guilt, take your licks and try to learn from the experience.  There was no justifications we could offer that hadn’t already crossed the king’s mind, no excuses that would save us from the consequences of our failure.  My lips threatened to curve into a deeply inappropriate smile.  I’d known the job was dangerous when I’d taken it.  And that I might be disowned, like a girl who’d disgraced her family, if I screwed up. 
 
      
 
    “No, Your Majesty,” Caroline said. 
 
      
 
    I felt a twinge of guilt.  My family were powerless.  There was a good chance they’d pass unnoticed, when the public recriminations began.  Caroline, on the other hand, was a natural-born child from an aristocratic family.  They’d disown her - again - the moment they realised what had happened.  It might take some time, I reflected.  Caroline wasn’t exactly an uncommon name, while she’d dropped her family name when she’d joined the Kingsmen.  Her disgrace might just pass unnoticed ... no, that wasn’t likely.  Her family had plenty of enemies.  One of them would blow the whistle. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” the king said.  “It is my considered judgement, as your monarch, that your actions made sense.  You acted in the best interests of the kingdom, in line with the oaths you swore when you entered my service.  That you failed does not, in my view, render your motives invalid.” 
 
      
 
    I braced myself.  His words were kind, but I knew the other shoe was about to fall. 
 
      
 
    “That said, your failure has led to a political crisis,” he continued.  “We have been seen to step outside the normal formal constraints and, worse, be unsuccessful.  We might have been able to finesse the politics, if you had succeeded, but you failed.  This requires a degree of punishment, to convince watchers that the matter has been handled.” 
 
      
 
    You want to use us as scapegoats, I thought.  I understood, all too well.  What choice do you have? 
 
      
 
    “Fortunately, I have a second mission that requires a pair of agents on long-term deployment,” the king said.  “Officially, you will have been sent into internal exile; unofficially, you will have a task to carry out.  Your orders, unfortunately, will be a little vague.  A great deal depends on precisely what happens.  Our contingency plans, and orders issued, may wind up outdated before they’re even written down.” 
 
      
 
    I winced.  This wasn’t going to be good. 
 
      
 
    The king leaned forward.  “Adam, I believe you have met Isabella of House Rubén?” 
 
      
 
    “The traitor,” I said.  I vaguely recalled her as a young girl, shortly before the coup.  I’d probably laid eyes on her in Shallot, before we headed to the Eternal City, but she hadn’t made an impression.  “I can’t say we’re friends.  I doubt she remembers me.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline cleared her throat.  “There was a vague suggestion her partner lacked magic ...” 
 
      
 
    The king nodded.  “Yes.  Callam, son of Tobias, is a Zero.  And, apparently, engaged to Isabella of House Rubén.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.”  I wasn’t sure if I wanted to laugh or cry.  If there was anyone who embodied the ideal of the spoilt aristo brat, it was Isabella Rubén.  And yet ... I reminded myself she’d been twelve when I’d known her.  She might have grown up a little, after being sent into exile.  I wouldn’t have cared to put money on it, but it was possible.  “Another Zero ...” 
 
      
 
    “Their declared intention is to return to Kirkhaven as quickly as possible,” the king informed us.  “My sources within the city had noted Isabella hasn’t been seen in public for a couple of days, which may suggest she and her partner are already on their way back home.  This creates an interesting dilemma.  Leaving them alone is not an option, but - at the same time - trying to force them to work for the crown may not be an option either.  And, because they’re so close to the border, there is a very real risk they might be kidnapped or killed before we can react.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline frowned.  “Surely, her family would have considered the risks.” 
 
      
 
    “I assume so,” the king said.  “We dare not rely on whatever protections her family may have put in place, no matter what form they take.  We have to assume the worst, that they will be targeted ... or, for that matter, that she might have plans of her own.  The fact she apparently didn’t tell her father about her boyfriend, when recruiting him would have washed away all her sins, is worrying.  She made a very deliberate choice to stay in Kirkhaven.” 
 
      
 
    “She may have decided to honour his wishes,” Caroline said.  “If her plans rely on his cooperation ...” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to snort.  Isabella Rubén was a ... a Rubén.  It was hard to believe she’d take anyone’s concerns seriously, if that person couldn’t trace his family all the way back to the empire and beyond.  She’d committed treason at twelve!  If she could do that, what else could she do? 
 
      
 
    “Regardless, your orders are to take up residence near the estate and keep an eye on them from a distance,” the king said.  “If nothing happens, hopefully matters will stabilise here and we can hand the mission to a long-term team.  If something does happen ... your superiors will discuss possible contingencies with you this afternoon, but you may be thrown back on your own wits.  At worst ...” 
 
      
 
    He paused.  “At worst, you may have to take them both out.  Quickly.  Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    Kill them, I translated.  I didn’t join the Kingsmen to be an assassin. 
 
      
 
    Caroline bowed her head.  “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” the king said.  “My aide will take you to the planning chambers.  I want you out of the city by nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It was harsh, but better than we had a right to expect.  “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The skies were suspiciously blue as we made our slow way down the driveway, unwilling to reach the point we had to stop holding hands.  I could hear insects buzzing through the trees, taking advantage of the bright sunlight to search for pollen and whatever else they did before the rain came again.  We stepped between puddles of water, trying not to get our trousers soaked before we reached the tiny residences.  Callam’s parents would not be impressed if we were wet, on a rare dry morn. 
 
      
 
    I heard my heart thumping as we rounded the corner, letting go of Callam’s hand an instant before we came into view.  There was no sign of his parents, as we made our way towards their house, but I knew from grim experience it wasn’t always easy to spot a pair of watching eyes.  Callam’s father was a minor magician - his daughters had more power in their little fingers than he had in his entire body - yet he was far from inept.  He and his wife could be watching us from a safe distance ... 
 
      
 
    You’re being paranoid, I told myself.  The rules aren’t so strict here. 
 
      
 
    My mouth was dry.  I swallowed, wishing I’d thought to bring water.  The rules might be strict, back in Shallot, but everyone knew them.  The family elders would conduct the first talks, haggling for hours over the terms of the marriage agreement before the lawyers - both sets of lawyers - earned their pay by suggesting changes that protected the interests of the happy couple.  And then ... I remembered Akin’s description of how our father and Cat’s father had haggled too, determining what sort of dowry would be settled upon them both ... I cringed, silently glad I wouldn’t be doing that.  Akin wasn’t something to be sold to the highest bidder and nor was I. 
 
      
 
    And neither is Cat, I thought.  She’s a person in her own right, too. 
 
      
 
    The cottage looked warm and friendly, but it was hard not to feel intimidated as we stepped through the gate and walked up to the door.  The building had been on the verge of falling apart, six years ago, before it had been heavily renovated.  Now ... I watched water pouring from the gutters and frowned, reminding myself I had to check on the greenhouses.  They’d looked fine, from a distance, but I had to be sure.  It would be a pain if I had to rebuild one or more of them from scratch. 
 
      
 
    Callam knocked on the door, then waited.  I told myself there was no reason to worry, if his parents didn’t open the door at once.  They had no doorman, no one tasked with opening the door and nothing else.  Father had once told me it was a sign of wealth and power to hire a man for a simple task, even though it struck me as wasteful.  The poor man couldn’t do anything when his services weren’t required, but wait.  Surely, there was something else he could have been doing while waiting ... 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Callam’s mother stepped out and swept him into a hug.  I felt an odd mix of emotions I didn’t want to look at too closely, for fear of what they might say about me.  My mother had never been so demonstrative, not even in private.  Mistress Catha ... she was smart and insightful and wore her emotions on her sleeve.  She was genuinely pleased to see her son again.  And perhaps she was pleased to see me. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” she said, giving me a quick hug.  She smelt of fresh-baked bread, not perfume.  “It’s good to see you too.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said, returning the hug.  It had taken me years to convince her to stop calling me ‘My Lady.’  “It’s good to be home.” 
 
      
 
    “Come in, come in,” Mistress Catha said.  “Tobias is just on his way.” 
 
      
 
    I followed them into the living room, marvelling at how cramped and yet homely the cottage managed to be.  The scent of bread hung in the air, mingling with something I couldn’t quite place.  A pair of drawings hung on one wall; a second was covered in shelves crammed with old books, from writing primers to spellbooks.  The furniture was bold and crude and yet there was something fitting about it.  I smiled as she directed me to the table.  It might be cramped, but it felt like a true home. 
 
      
 
    “How was the city?”  Mistress Catha placed glasses of milk in front of us.  “Were the streets really paved with gold?” 
 
      
 
    “Big,” Callam said, with a deadpan look on his face.  “And no, the streets were ordinary cobblestones.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled as I sipped my milk.  It was fresh and wonderfully creamy.  “We had a good time,” I said.  “But it’s great to be home.” 
 
      
 
    Master Tobias stepped inside and nodded to his son.  He seemed to have grown older, in the months since I’d last laid eyes on him, although that could have been something to do with his work.  The value of education was important, as far as the locals were concerned, but so too was having the young folk working on the farms or in the homes.  They couldn’t attend school regularly, not like the cityfolk.  Master Tobias did not have an easy job.   
 
      
 
    Callam lifted the folder he’d been carrying.  “We have some documents and ...” 
 
      
 
    “Eat first,” his mother said, as she carried a large bowl into the room and placed it on the table.  “We’ll discuss more practical matters after lunch.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, smiling as she removed the lid to reveal a simple soup.  The locals didn’t waste anything, not even animal bones and vegetable scraps.  It had taken me a while to learn how they made chicken and vegetable soup, rending down the bones for stock and then boiling vegetables to extract every last bit of flavour.   And that was one of the simpler recipes.  I really didn’t want to know how they made some of the odder meals.  The sheep’s stomach had been quite bad enough. 
 
      
 
    Tobias leaned forward as his wife ladled out the soup.  “Did you see the girls?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re having fun,” Callam said.  “Apparently, they’re the terrors of the school.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Callam’s twin sisters were strong enough to be holy terrors - and, thanks to the magics I’d taught them, it was unlikely their peers would be able to force them to bend the knee.  The reports suggested it was a toss-up between them graduating at the top of the class and being expelled for bad behaviour.  I hoped it would be the former.  My father - I felt a pang at his loss - had hinted they might just be our clients, ensuring it wouldn’t be easy to expel them. 
 
      
 
    “A shame they couldn’t come up for the summer,” Mistress Catha said.  “It would be good to see them again.” 
 
      
 
    I felt another pang as I dug into the soup.  It was tradition for common-born students to spend the summer holidays in the city, all the better to separate them from their families.  It was expensive to take the stagecoach all the way to Caithness and then walk to Kirkhaven, but ... it wasn’t impossible.  I could have paid for it, if I’d thought of it.  And yet ... I sighed inwardly.  Callam had mixed feelings about his sisters.  His talents were far rarer, and far more useful, but that hadn’t stopped them from being little brats.  He might not have been happy if I’d offered to pay for them to visit their home. 
 
      
 
    The chatter ran around the table, touching on everything from the new schoolhouse in the town to stories from distant Caithness and Shallot that were hopelessly out of date.  I listened quietly, feeling twinges of envy at how close Callam was to his parents.  They didn’t have responsibilities to a greater family, to put the interests of the family ahead of their children ... I felt the knot of tension in my chest slowly unwind as I realised they wouldn’t regard me as an unsuitable match.   Even if they did, they wouldn’t stand in Callam’s way. I finished my soup and took a little more, wondering if my peers knew what they were missing.  The recipe didn’t sound very nice, but one couldn’t argue with the results. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Mistress Catha said, when she cleared away the soup bowls and refilled our glasses with milk.  “What do you want to show us?” 
 
      
 
    Callam flushed.  “Her father gave us permission to wed,” he said, reaching for the file.  “And her brother confirmed it.” 
 
      
 
    Master Tobias lifted a single eyebrow.  “Her brother?” 
 
      
 
    “My father was murdered,” I said, tartly.  I ran through a brief explanation, covering all the salient points while leaving out the details that would upset them for nothing.  “My brother, who took his place, confirmed his approval of our marriage.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  Mistress Catha studied me thoughtfully.  “Are you pregnant?” 
 
      
 
    I spluttered, shocked.  It wasn’t an unreasonable question - country folk didn’t always marry until the bride was pregnant, just to confirm she could - but I was fairly sure I wasn’t pregnant.  Not yet.  There were horror stories about what happened to women who got pregnant out of wedlock, if they were aristocrats.  The best they could hope for was being told to raise the child somewhere well away from Shallot.  No one would give up a child of the blood, but ... 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  A flash of anger ran through me.  “And I should know, too.” 
 
      
 
    Callam reddened, slightly.  Tobias affected the deafness that came over men whenever women’s issues were mentioned.  Mistress Catha looked torn between amusement and concern.  I hastened to assure her, ignoring male embarrassment, that - as far as I knew - both Callam and I were fully fertile and indeed compatible.  Probably.  I didn’t know if Callam’s talents would breed true.  If they did ... I gritted my teeth.  Cat hadn’t had an easy time of it, growing up powerless in a family known for great magics.  My children might have the same problem.   
 
      
 
    “I’m pleased to hear it,” Mistress Catha said.  “When and where do you intend to get married?” 
 
      
 
    “In town,” Callam said.  “We should probably throw a party.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  One thing Kirkhaven and Shallot had in common, when it came to weddings, was that they were social events.  Everyone got invited and, even if they weren’t, they came anyway.  It was a chance for everyone to eat, drink and make merry, staying in the tent long after the newly-weds had made their escape.  I’d attended several myself, in my role as Lady of Kirkhaven.  I could hardly refuse to put on a party now.  It would be most ... impolite. 
 
      
 
    Just because the rules are different here doesn’t mean they don’t exist, I thought.  And everyone expects they’ll be invited. 
 
      
 
    “And a fairly standard ceremony?”  Mistress Catha leaned forward.  “Or will you be bringing something up from Shallot?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  The legalities had already been arranged.  There’d been no need for an extensive marriage contract, not when Callam was a commoner and I was - technically - out of the line of succession.  We might wind up with problems if Akin and Cat didn’t have children, rendering our children potential heirs, but ... I shook my head.  It wasn’t going to happen.  I was quite happy to hold a party, let the mayor declare us married and leave it at that.  We didn’t need a ten-day celebration that would put a coronation to shame.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “We can honour local tradition if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “It might be politic,” Master Tobias agreed. 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha stood.  “I need to clean up in the kitchen,” she said, looking at me. “Perhaps you would like to assist me?” 
 
      
 
    Because you want to talk in private, I added, silently.  Mistress Catha had never asked me to help her clean up before, although that might change when I was her daughter-in-law.  They were meant to help their mothers-in-law.  Some of them resented it so bitterly I had no trouble understanding why they’d headed to Caithness and vanished.  What do you want to say? 
 
      
 
    The kitchen was small, barely large enough for the two of us.  I heard Mistress Catha mutter a privacy spell, ensuring the men couldn’t overhear.  I wondered, idly, if Callam believed I was actually helping her.  It was unlikely.  I’d been taught to clean my own equipment - my tutors had insisted on it - but not to wash dishes like a kitchen maid.  Morag had hammered some cooking skills into me, yet ... no, it wasn’t likely.  I’d hired a cook almost as soon as I’d inherited the hall. 
 
      
 
    “My son is very fond of you,” Mistress Catha said.  “Are you fond of him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  My mouth was suddenly dry.  Again.  I liked Callam - I found him attractive, I enjoyed his company - but I wasn’t blind to the advantages of binding him to me.  His talents were remarkable - and rare.  “I ... I love him.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha eyed me for a long, cold moment.  “You come from very different worlds,” she said.  “Have you talked about expectations?” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing.  It had never really occurred to me that things would be different.  And yet, it should have done.  My only model for marriage was my parents and they hadn’t been as happy as they might have wished.  They’d slept in separate beds, once their children had been born.  Would Callam expect the same?  Or something different?  I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha met my eyes.  “Marriage is a lifetime commitment,” she said, quietly.  “You will walk into the tent a young girl and emerge a woman, linked to a man by bonds no one can break.  You and he will have to learn to live together, to understand each other and work out compromises that will allow you to overcome the first bumps in the road.  I’ve seen marriages where one partner completely dominates the other, using fists or a sharp tongue to make sure they remain in charge, and those marriages are never happy.  Even a much less ... unpleasant ... marriage can go sour, if the people involved become more concerned with being right, all the time, than living together.  You don’t have to be right about everything and nor does he.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  “I know I’m not perfect.” 
 
      
 
    “No one is,” Mistress Catha said.  “And because you are from different worlds, you will have different expectations.  What do you want from him?  What does he want from you?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I found myself unable to answer.  “We’ll work it out.” 
 
      
 
    “You must,” Mistress Catha agreed.  “You will have children, sooner or later.  What sort of world do you want to make for them?” 
 
      
 
    She reached out and rested a hand on my shoulder.  “Talk to him,” she said.  “You are making a lifetime commitment, not ... spending a day in his company.” 
 
      
 
    I sucked in my breath.  I’d known girls, back in Shallot, who’d treated their wedding day as the highlight of their life.  They’d worked towards it, spending vast fortunes in a bid to outshine everyone else ... perhaps I would have done the same, if I’d stayed in the city.  But none of them had given any thought to what would happen on the day after the wedding, let alone the rest of their lives.  I wondered if my parents had been the same, when they’d gotten married.  Hell, what sort of wedding would Cat demand from Akin? 
 
      
 
    Cat’s too practical to be impressed by a wedding that costs more than a fleet of clipper ships, I told myself.  She’d be happy with a simple exchange of vows. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” I promised.  I didn’t think Callam would want a marriage where he was in control, all the time, but he wouldn’t want me in total control either.  “And ... we’ll plan from there.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Mistress Catha winked at me.  “I know, it isn’t easy to have such discussions.  But it’s better to have them now, before you’re committed, than to discover the hard way your expectations are incompatible.” 
 
      
 
    She let go of me and turned away.  “And there’s a second piece of advice I should give you,” she added.  “The wedding is yours.  The marriage is yours.  Don’t let anyone, including me, try to make it about them.  It’s your day.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should just run away,” I said, although I knew it wasn’t practical.  Callam was right.  We’d attended a bunch of wedding parties.  We really should host one in return.  “I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, silently relieved my mother wouldn’t be attending.  She’d do her best to take over, to craft the entire event from top to bottom ... I’d heard horror stories of overbearing mothers and mothers-in-law, whispered after Lights Out before I’d been sent into exile.  There was something about a wedding that brought out the worst in people. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been good for him,” Mistress Catha said.  “I’ll admit, I had my doubts when you and my son became friends.  The stories about you were not good.  But you’ve grown up and matured and become someone I’ll be proud to call my daughter-in-law.  And I hope it won’t be long before I have grandchildren to sit on my knee.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed, remembering how I’d made an utter fool of myself only two short months ago.  If she’d seen me then ... it had been Callam who’d snapped me out of it, who’d taught me I no longer wanted what I was being offered.  Embarrassing, yes.  But I’d deserved it. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” I said, slowly.  “Should we rejoin the men?” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, Tobias is giving Callam a lecture,” Mistress Catha said.  “We’ll rejoin them when they’re done.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear,”  I said.  “Should I be worried?” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha smiled.  “Don’t worry about it,” she said.  “He’ll be concerned about what I might say to you too.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked as we made our way down to the greenhouses.  We hadn’t stayed long, not after Mistress Catha and I had rejoined the men, but it was clear Callam was embarrassed.  I wondered, numbly, what his father had said.  Advice for a happy marriage?  Or ... I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.  Father and Akin had to have talked about it, when he’d grown old enough to realise what the betrothal actually meant.  I was tempted to write to him and ask, but I doubted I’d get a straight answer.  He’d probably been cautioned to keep the discussion private. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  His mother was right.  We did have to talk about our expectations.  But it felt as if doing so would kill the marriage before it even got started.  “What do you want from marriage?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that,” Callam said.  “Last night.” 
 
      
 
    I felt myself flush and looked away.  I’d half-hoped he’d forgotten.  The sunlight had dimmed the memories, leaving me feeling silly for overreacting ... and I’d climbed into his bed.  I’d never done that, not in all the time we’d been together.  It was something neither of us had expected until we tied the knot.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    “I was scared,” I admitted.  “I was ...” 
 
      
 
    Callam reddened, then looked away.  I remembered, suddenly, that I’d woken to feel his hand on my breast.  It wasn’t the first time he’d touched me there, or I’d touched him somewhere else, but ... I’d been asleep, unable to say yes or no.  And yet, I’d climbed into his bed.  I shook my head.  It wasn’t as if he’d forced himself on me, or done something I could not forgive. For all I knew, he’d cuddled up to me while we’d both been asleep.  I’d certainly cuddled up to him. 
 
      
 
    “It was a bad night,” I said, finally.  “And I’m glad you were there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you came,” Callam said.  He took my hand and squeezed it lightly.  “What do you expect from marriage?” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile, although the question bothered me.  I’d thought about my future husband as a young girl, but my thoughts had all been idle fantasies, born of soppy novels and an awareness of my duty to the family.  Sex didn’t exist.  Children magically appeared from nowhere.  Now ... I knew too much to be in a state of ignorant bliss.  I was a young adult and it was time I acted like it. 
 
      
 
    “We live together, sleep together, have children together,” I said.  “And we run the business together.” 
 
      
 
    Callam smiled.  “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned back at him.  There would be bumps along the road, as his mother had said.  We would find it hard to share a suite, let alone a bed.  I thought I understood why my parents had kept separate rooms, even when they’d been closer.  I would find his things intermixed with mine, at the worst possible time.  But we could get through it.  As long as we loved and respected each other, we’d be fine. 
 
      
 
    Remember, you have to respect him if you wish him to respect you, his mother had said.  If you don’t show him what you want, he won’t show it to you. 
 
      
 
    The greenhouses rose up in front of us, sparkling in the bright sunlight.  I glanced towards the distant clouds, gathered around concealed peaks, then opened the door and led the way inside.  The heat slapped against me like a physical blow.  I felt sweat prickling down my back as I closed the door behind us, then walked down the aisle checking the pots and plants.  The greenhouse was charmed to maintain a steady temperature, allowing the plants to grow in a climate that would normally kill them the instant they poked their shoots above the ground.  It was inefficient, compared to the great greenhouses near the bigger cities, but it would suffice.  I didn’t need ultra-rare - and expensive - ingredients when I had Objects of Power to assist with the brewing. 
 
      
 
    And no one figured it out until I slipped up, I thought.  Giving Akin the spellbreaker had saved his life, but it had set off a trail of hexes that had eventually led him back to me - and Callam.  If things had been different ... 
 
      
 
    “I think they’re welcoming you home,” Callam said.  “They’re bending towards you.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, rolling my eyes as I inspected the pots.  The plants did seem to be curving slightly towards the aisle, but it was more to do with some of them coming loose from the sticks holding them upright than anything else.  I fixed a handful back in place, then made a mental note to come back and do the rest if Sandy hadn’t finished checking my calculations.  I didn’t know how long she’d take.  It might take most of the day. 
 
      
 
    We may need to pick up the pace, I thought, as we walked to the second greenhouse.  It won’t be long before the watchers realise we’ve returned home. 
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at my mind.  Strangers would stand out a mile, in Kirkhaven, but Caithness wasn’t that far away.  There were hermits in the wood who lived on rainwater, roots and the occasional rabbit.  A spy with proper training could sneak up to the edge of the wards and remain undetected, as long as he was careful.  Callam had taught me how to live off the land.  I had no doubt a spy could do it too. 
 
      
 
    We chatted about nothing in particular as we walked through the remaining greenhouses, fixing a handful of damaged plants and picking up two dead roots for disposal ... I cursed under my breath as I noted that the fire-seed tree had failed to flower.  It had been a challenge to emplace the tree, let alone keep it properly fed and watered long enough for it to flower and seed.  No wonder the seeds were so expensive, I noted.  I’d have to try again next year, in hopes of producing something I could sell.  The tree was pretty enough, but it was useless if it refused to flower. 
 
      
 
    “No real damage,” I concluded, relieved.  “The greenhouses remained stable.” 
 
      
 
    Callam grinned.  “I had faith in your spells.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, unable to resist the feeling the spells were more fragile than he knew.  It was easy enough to charm glass against a single heavy blow - I’d been forced to master the spells as soon as I’d taken possession of the hall - but harder to protect them against constant battering from wind and rain.  Each individual raindrop was so light it barely registered, but a small pool of water could be surprisingly heavy.  I’d designed the greenhouses to keep water from pooling on the roof and yet, I feared it wouldn’t be enough.  But the greenhouses had held. 
 
      
 
    “We’d better go back to the house,” I said, despite the temptation to walk a little into the woods and kiss.  “Sandy will be done by now.” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked disappointed - he’d probably been having the same thought - but followed me up the hill and around the small pond.  It was overflowing, water spilling out of the pool and splashing down towards the river.  Whoever had designed the pond hadn’t expected quite so much rainfall, I figured, which was decidedly odd.  Anyone who lived more than a few days in the hall would know just how often it rained.  And yet ... I frowned, wishing, not for the first time, that I knew who’d designed the hall and the surrounding estates.  The pond might have been better served in the days before the hall was abandoned to the wilds. 
 
      
 
    I turned to watch the water soaking the grass as it flowed down to the river.  It was possible the whole system was a deliberate overflow, although there were easier ways to do it.  What had they been doing?  It looked as if they’d done something stupid, in a manner that should have made it clear precisely how stupid it was.  Father had told me that some fools could be quite ingenious indeed, and insecure men could be unwilling to admit their plans needed rethought before matters proceed beyond repair, but it was odd.  Even if the original designer hadn’t noticed, his successors should have sounded the alarm. 
 
      
 
    My feet threatened to slip as we made our way around the pond.  I forced myself to tread carefully.  I’d fallen into the pond once and I had no desire to repeat the experience.  The water had been cold, even by the standards of Kirkhaven.  The local lads bragged of swimming naked in the rivers and lakes, but I’d never been tempted to join them.  It wasn’t the warm waters off North Shallot.   
 
      
 
    Callam followed me, picking his way around the lake and back up the hill to the lawn as thunder rumbled in the distance.  I kicked myself, mentally.  It looked as if it was going to rain - again - shortly, a storm that might last until nightfall.  I might not be able to plant any of the subunits until the following day ... I checked the wards, mentally, as we reached the hall.  They seemed intact, but how could I be sure?  Better to get the more modern protections in place as quickly as possible, before we had unwelcome guests.  I dared not assume they wouldn’t have a trained wardsmith with them. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady.”  Alice dropped a curtsy as we entered.  “Would you like tea?  Or something to eat?” 
 
      
 
    “Just tea, please,” I said.  Local soups were far more filling than the clear broth I’d drunk as a young girl.  “Have it sent to the office.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed the door open and led the way inside.  Sandy was sitting at the desk, reading a set of letters.  She smiled at us, wanly, as I closed the door, then pointed to the calculations.  There were a handful of minor changes, but nothing too serious.  I silently compared her work to mine, checking hers as thoroughly as I could.  She’d done a very good job. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  Outside, the skies were darkening.  “We may have to wait to emplace the outer units until tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “In the mud and cold,” Sandy said.  “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I trusted her, but it was better she didn’t know the exact location of the Objects of Power.  She already knew enough to guess at their rough locations ... oaths or no oaths, if the more repressive of my relatives knew what she knew, they’d scream for the memory to be wiped from her mind or for her to be placed under a far stronger compulsion or even murdered outright.  Akin wouldn’t go along with it, but the council might try to overrule him.  They wouldn’t expect him to fight to the last over an unimportant woman of no real family.   
 
      
 
    “We can handle it,” I said, studying the map.  Something was nagging at my mind, but what?  “How many more letters did we get?” 
 
      
 
    “Five,” Sandy said.  She held them out.  “Nothing too worrying, this time.  A couple just want more than we can reasonably supply.” 
 
      
 
    “I think the secret is out and spreading,” I said.  “There’s no point in trying to hide anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “And someone may need our help,” Callam added.  “We can’t overlook it.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I scanned the letter. The writer wanted an antidote ... a lot of antidote.  He was a little vague on the reasoning, but - reading between the lines - I figured he or someone very close to him had been cursed.  It had to be a nasty spell, one that required constant treatment if it didn’t eat the victim up from the inside.  And ... I felt a surge of pity.  The antidote he needed was relatively simple, but difficult to brew in such quantities.  He was probably writing to everyone, splashing out money like water.  I hated to think what might happen if - when - he ran out.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed.  “We can give him the potions he needs now, without having to worry about someone working out what we’re actually doing.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy smiled.  “That will be a relief,” she said.  “I’ve heard of cooking the books to hide one’s income, but ...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  My father had drilled me in household management from a very early age - even if I had accountants to do the figures for me, I had to check to ensure they weren’t trying to cheat me - but I’d never had to do anything as complex as finagling the figures to conceal the sheer volume of potions we were dispatching.  I’d done my best, yet ... I hoped - prayed - none of the family accountants got a good look at the books.  They’d realise I was selling potions at a colossal mark-up, to the point people were paying ten times what the potion was worth, and start asking questions.  The lie wouldn’t last once they started poking at it.  And then ... it wouldn’t take them long to realise I’d deliberately understated the sheer volume I’d sold. 
 
      
 
    We won’t have to fake it any longer, I told myself.  That should make things a great deal easier. 
 
      
 
    I stood and headed back to the hall, the others following.  The trunks were still there.  I opened the one with the Objects of Power and carefully removed the centre spellstone, holding it up to admire it under the light.  Sandy sucked in her breath as she saw it for the first time, admiring the workmanship.  I passed it to Callam, then closed and locked the trunk.  The others could be taken upstairs, but not the one with the other protections.  I was going to have to take them out of the mansion and install them tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    “Callam, come on,” I said.  It was suddenly very hard to speak, as if the sight had frozen my tongue.  “Sandy, we’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
      
 
    The air seemed to grow colder as we found the staircase leading down to the basement and headed down into the dark.  I muttered a spell to light the way, but the shadows seemed reluctant to be banished completely.  The walls changed, moving from wood and plaster to cold damp stone.  I thought I heard water dripping in the distance as we reached the bottom of the stairs and looked around.  The basement reminded me of the crypt, although the surface beneath my feet was cold stone.  I frowned.  Where was the wardstone? 
 
      
 
    They didn’t have the technique worked out in those days, I reminded myself.  They anchored the wards to the building itself instead of a lone wardstone. 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I’d never dared explore the ward network.  It was dangerous, even if you were blood-linked to the spells.  Most wards were designed to make it hard for anyone to feel them out and, here, there were so many layers of wards it was impossible to determine where they were anchored.  I hadn’t wanted to accidentally crash the entire network.  Even Uncle Ira had been reluctant to meddle, and he’d known more about the wards than anyone else. 
 
      
 
    The light seemed to flicker, as we centred ourselves under the hall.  The darkness felt cold and oppressive, yet there was a sense of someone - perhaps something - holding its breath and biding its time.  I tried to tell myself I was imagining it, as I directed the light to ensure the cellar was empty.  It was a wine cellar, although the bottles had been stripped out long ago.  The framework holding them in place was in ruins, as if someone had torn the wood apart to build a fire.  Perhaps they had.  The estate was surrounded by trees, but they were inevitably damp and cold.  They didn’t burn very well. 
 
      
 
    “There,” I said.  “Put it down, gently.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded, lowering the protective spellstone to the ground.  I watched, suddenly unsure of myself.  The spellstone was glowing, a faint golden light that threatened to drive away the shadows and yet ... I couldn’t even begin to parse out the magic woven through the Object of Power.  It was no Device of Power, no combination of spellforms woven together to form a greater whole; it was a single spellform, so far beyond me it could be doing anything and I’d never know about it until it was too late.  Could Cat be trusted?  She didn’t like me very much ... she could have set me up for a fall.  But ... 
 
      
 
    I took a knife from my belt and gently pressed it against my palm.  The charm kept the cut from hurting, as blood pooled on my palm, but it was still disconcerting.  I frowned as I allowed the blood to spill over the protections, the spellform growing brighter as it bonded to me.  It felt as if it was driving away the darkness, finally protecting the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Do it too,” I said.  “Quickly.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  He couldn’t touch the wards directly, let alone command them, but it was important they acknowledged him as the co-master or they might exclude our children, on the grounds they weren’t solely mine.  I’d heard stories about that, when the techniques were new and untried.  Siblings were fine, children were not.  I hoped the protections accepted him.  They should.  Cat had designed them and she knew what he was.  She’d hardly forge something that could be turned against her, if someone worked out what she’d done. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, we put the rest of the stones in place,” I said.  “Now ... I guess I’d better go read those letters.” 
 
      
 
    “How terrible.”  Callam smiled, then lowered his voice.  “Do you want to join me tonight?” 
 
      
 
    I reddened.  “It might be a good idea,” I said.  “But we’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I awoke, unsure of where I was. 
 
      
 
    I’d been tired last night, after an evening checking and rechecking the calculations while monitoring the new protections to be sure the hall was safe.  It had seemed natural, somehow, to slip into Callam’s room ... I reached out gingerly and felt him lying next to me, snoring quietly.  I’d never enjoyed sharing a dorm with nine other girls, half of whom seemed to have forgotten to cast silencing wards on a regular basis, but Callam’s snoring was almost soothing.  I sat up and stared at him for a long moment, then checked the clock.  It was nearly eight in the morning.  I was surprised he hadn’t woken hours ago. 
 
      
 
    I slipped my legs over the bedside and stood, shaking my head.  It didn’t matter.  I wasn’t at school any longer.  There was no reason I should be up so early, although I supposed - as I pulled my nightgown around me - that it was good practice.  Father had always insisted that getting up early was one sign of a civilised mind.  The thought made me wince.  I missed him dreadfully and there was nothing I could do to bring him back.  Sure, there were tales of people resurrecting the dead, but they all ended very badly. 
 
      
 
    And I wouldn’t even know where to begin, I thought, as I slipped to the door and opened it.  The corridor was empty.  All those rites and rituals were banned long ago. 
 
      
 
    The air felt warmer, slightly, as I made my way back to my room.  The wards crackled in the air, the soothing presence of the new protections clashing oddly with the old.  I told myself I could afford to spend some time, once the other Objects of Power were in place, tracking down the key wardstones and figuring out how the old wards had worked.  Or ... perhaps it would be better to dismantle them.  Cat had been sure they wouldn’t interfere with her work, but I found it hard to believe.  Some of the older sections had been in place for so long they’d taken on a life of their own.  The magic felt as if it were embedded in the hall. 
 
      
 
    My room felt unwelcoming, as though it belonged to someone else.  I frowned as I stripped off my gown, showered quickly and changed into a fresh shirt and trousers.  It was impossible to figure out why.  I knew why Akin or Francis’s chambers had been unwelcoming - they hadn’t been mine - but ... I shook my head.  Perhaps my body wanted me to spend more time with Callam.  I told it to shut up.  Until we were married, there was a very real risk of causing a scandal ... not, I supposed, that it mattered much to either of us.  I was already disgraced and he came from a very different world. 
 
      
 
    I let out a sigh as I checked my appearance in the mirror, then headed down to the dining room.  A maid was already there, laying the table.  She jumped slightly as I approached, then hastily bobbed a curtsey and hurried out.  I frowned, wondering what was bothering her.  She was young, but not that young.  She’d spent nearly a year in the hall.  She should know I didn’t require servants to hide themselves away, or pretend to be invisible when they saw me coming.  It wasn’t as if the hall was outfitted for it.  Half the servant passageways were still inaccessible. 
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at my mind as I poured my coffee, then sat down to read the newspapers.  They were, as always, out of date; I tried not to laugh as I read an article about a party I’d attended, a party where I’d dared to wear trousers.  The writer hadn’t been able to decide if I should be applauded, for daring to set a whole new fashion for young ladies, or condemned for shamelessness.  I rolled my eyes as I finished the article, wondering if anyone so far from the city was fool enough to believe it.  They’d have to know the newspaper was several weeks out of date. 
 
      
 
    They could get them up here quicker, if they wished, I mused.  Why don’t they? 
 
      
 
    Sandy entered, looking calm and composed.  “How was your night?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  There was an odd edge in her voice.  “How do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You were in Callam’s room,” Sandy said.  “Weren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    My temper flared.  I gritted my teeth, calming myself with an effort.  Sandy might have been my superior once ... no longer.  I wasn’t a twelve-year-old student, starting what everyone had hoped would be seven years of school before graduating with full honours.  Sandy wasn’t in charge of me any longer ... I was the Lady of Kirkhaven, I was the one who employed her and paid her wages and everything else.  She had no right to speak to me in that tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    Calm, I told myself.  Be calm. 
 
      
 
    I met her eyes.  “What business is it of yours?” 
 
      
 
    Sandy looked back at me, evenly.  “I was under the distinct impression that part of the reason you hired me was to give an appearance of propriety,” she said.  “Was I wrong?” 
 
      
 
    I bit down - hard - on the answer that came to mind.  It was partly true, particularly after Callam had moved into the hall, but it wasn’t the whole truth.  Sandy was a good student and teacher, even if she didn’t have her mastery.  And she could talk to people who found it hard to believe a thirteen-year-old girl had the authority to make decisions for herself.  I shook my head, mentally.  I hadn’t been thirteen for five years.  Besides, everyone who mattered had grown used to me by now. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, stiffly.  “But there are limits.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” Sandy agreed.  “It is my duty to caution you that your behaviour has been noticed and that it will reflect badly on you, if it gets any further.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes sharpened.  “And who is going to tell the world?” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, no one,” Sandy said.  “But a moment of carelessness could ruin your reputation beyond repair.” 
 
      
 
    “In Shallot, you might have a point,” I said.  It was true and there was no point in denying it.  “Here ... who is going to notice?  Or care?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed as the maid entered with the breakfast tray.  The hall was isolated.  Everyone who might notice was bound to me, one way or the other.  Sure, the maids or manservants could go to the gossip rags and expose me, but they’d regret it.  Who would hire someone who not only spied on their mistress, but sold her secrets to the highest bidder? It wasn’t as if they would get much for it, either.  The world knew Callam and I were engaged.   
 
      
 
    “You should be careful,” Sandy said.  “If the world found out, who knows what will happen?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  Akin might want to object, but I knew he’d been kissing Cat well before their formal engagement.  He wouldn’t say anything to me and the rest of the family would take their lead from him.  And I was well past caring what High Society had to say.  The only people who might prove a problem were Callam’s parents, but ... he was the young man in our partnership.  The double standards stung, yet - in this case - they were almost helpful.  He wouldn’t be disowned for spending the night with me. 
 
      
 
    The maid left, closing the door behind her.  I met Sandy’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You know, your boyfriend would be welcome to visit,” I said.  “I’m quite happy to look the other way.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy flushed.  “Thank you for the offer, but I think it would be better for us to meet somewhere outside the hall.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  “It’s quite all right,” I assured her.  “I do understand.  And I wouldn’t say anything to anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you,” Sandy said, stiffly.  She opened the tray and helped herself to bacon and eggs.  “Just be careful, alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I said.  “I always am.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy snorted.  I tried not to smile.  Careful wasn’t the word most people used to describe me and I had to admit they had a point.  The family fortune hadn’t been built on people being careful.  Father had told me there was a fine line between gumption and recklessness, between jumping for the golden ring and landing in the ditch.  If I had succeeded ... I wondered, sourly, what would have become of me.  Stregheria Aguirre had promised I would rule the family, when the Crown Prince overthrew his father, but she couldn’t be trusted.  She might have simply slit my throat instead, the moment I turned my back on her.  I knew I’d been lucky.  It just hadn’t felt that way at the time. 
 
      
 
    I piled food onto my own plate, then settled down to eat as I contemplated the problem.  Sandy didn’t haunt the fourth floor normally - she’d insisted on bedding down closer to the staff - and that meant one of the maids had probably noticed and told her.  I briefly considered making a fuss, then dismissed the thought.  It wouldn’t be a problem, as long as word didn’t spread outside the hall before it was too late.  Besides, Callam and I were engaged.  Given time, the rumours would prove themselves worthless. 
 
      
 
    A HUSBAND and his WIFE share a bed, I thought.  STOP THE PRESSES! 
 
      
 
    Sandy gave me an odd look as I smiled, although it wasn’t really that funny.  My parents hadn’t shared a bedroom since they’d had twins and Uncle Malachi’s wife had deserted him shortly after they’d had their third child and ... I didn’t know about anyone else.  It wasn’t the done thing to ask.  I wondered what sort of response I’d get, if I asked the other women in the family.  Would they understand what I was asking?  Or would they think ... I didn’t know what they would think.  It was never easy to guess which way someone would jump before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    I felt my smile grow wider as Callam entered the room.  Sandy glanced at him, then returned her attention to her plate.  Callam didn’t seem to notice the sudden tension.  Instead, he sat and took his own coffee.  I did my best to hide my amusement as I finished my own plate, then sat back to wait for him.  We had to finish putting the Objects of Power in place before it was too late.  I dared not assume the world thought we were still in Shallot. 
 
      
 
    And once it’s done, we can relax a little, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “I checked the calculations, one final time,” Sandy said.  “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “We should be able to handle it,” I said.  Perhaps I was just being paranoid, but I didn’t want her to know precisely where I’d hidden the wardstones.  “We’ll see you at lunchtime.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” Sandy said.  “There’s been a lot of ghostly sightings out there.” 
 
      
 
    She stood and left the room, closing the door behind her.  I felt a twinge of unease as I waited for Callam, unsure if I should tell him what she’d said before he’d arrived.  Did he realise we’d been noticed?  Did he even care?  It wasn’t as if it really mattered ... I wondered, not for the first time, if one of the servants was spying for the family.  Father might well have put someone on the staff to keep an eye on me, no matter what oaths I’d made them swear.  I knew from grim experience there were loopholes in every oath ... 
 
      
 
    Father is dead, I reminded myself, as Callam finished.  If someone was reporting to him ... 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Callam said.  “The sky is already darkening.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and stood, passing through the hall to pick up the wardstone before leading the way down to the gardening shed, an odd name for a chamber that was larger than my bedroom.  Uncle Ira’s predecessor had clearly tried to keep up with the gardening, hiring a staff of groundsmen and making sure they had the right tools to keep the gardens under control.  I took a shovel and passed it to Callam, then hefted the wardstone and carried it outside.  Callam was right.  The sky was already darkening.  I was tempted to wait for the rainstorm to come and go, but who knew when that would be?  I’d seen rainstorms that lasted the entire day and beyond. 
 
      
 
    The air felt nippy as we made our way down the path, around the pond and into the woods.  I felt a chill running down my spine as we passed old buildings; some marked on the map, some so old they’d fallen to ruin before the map had been drawn and stored in the old achieves.  It bothered me, at times, that I knew so little about the estate’s history.  I’d seen too many ruined buildings with no obvious purpose to feel entirely comfortable near them, particularly when they’d been infested with ghosts.  I knew a great deal had been lost, when the empire had come to a sudden end, but I found it hard to believe the reasoning behind the buildings had been lost along with everything else.  There was no way I could repair a full-scale forgery, yet ... if I’d seen one, I should have been able to figure out what it was. 
 
      
 
    Callam gripped my hand as we inched down an overgrown path.  Someone had gone to some trouble to cut a path through the woods and pave it with stone, centuries ago, but whatever preservation spells had been laid on the cobblestones had faded long ago.  They were cracked and broken, half-hidden under everything from shoots of grass to weeds and dandelions.  I made a mental note of a patch of daisies, half-hidden under the trees.  Daisies had no magical properties of their own, but they could be used as the base for several simple potions.  I could come back and harvest them later. 
 
      
 
    I shivered, again, as the path led us into a clearing.  It was littered with statues that had to be hundreds of years old, yet remained untouched by the wind and rain.  I’d been there once, shortly after I’d been sent into exile, only to be driven away by the ghosts.  Now ... the air felt quiet and still, as if the world was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.  I couldn’t hear anything, beyond my own breathing.  The birds and the bees gave the clearing a wide berth. 
 
      
 
    Callam frowned as we passed a statue of a young woman.  “Are they real statues, or are they people who were turned to stone?” 
 
      
 
    “I ... I don’t think so,” I said.  It wasn’t easy to lock a spell in place permanently, although one could do it with a spellbinder - or an Object of Power.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I stared at the statues.  They were cold and unmoving and I couldn’t pick up the slightest hint they were petrified humans, but there was something unnatural about them.  It was hard to believe they were hundreds of years old ... I turned away, trying not to betray my unease.  The clearing felt unwelcoming.  The sooner we were done and gone, the better. 
 
      
 
    Callam hefted the shovel.  “Anywhere in particular?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe at the centre,” I said, after a moment.  We didn’t need to be absolutely precise.  It was enough that the Object of Power was somewhere within the clearing.  “Try and dig a deep hole, then we can bury it and get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “Next time, you’re doing the digging,” Callam said, as he dug the shovel into the ground.  “I can bury the wardstone.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed.  Normally, I would have enjoyed watching him work.  Now ... the clearing was starting to get to me.  The ground was cold and hard, even though it had rained only a few short hours ago.  I tried not to look at the statues as I wondered if we were in the remains of an old building, so decayed there was no traces of the walls or roof to be found.  And yet ... that wouldn’t have explained how the statues had survived for so long.  They were hundreds of years old.  Whatever they were made of, they should have melted away by now. 
 
      
 
    Callam grunted as his shovel hit something solid.  “There’s something under here.” 
 
      
 
    “A floor?”  I leaned forward, watching with interest as he cleared away the earth.  “If this was a building ...” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Callam said.  He pushed more earth aside, revealing a stone block.  “It feels as if someone buried something here.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, puzzled.  A floor - or the remains of a building’s foundations - would have made sense.  I’d seen ruined buildings elsewhere on the estate, buildings worn down so badly even the foundations were buried and half-decayed.  But this ... I felt my expression darken as Callam kept digging it out.  The stone block was alone.  It shouldn’t have been there.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    Something buzzed, at the back of my mind. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him.  “Can you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked up.  “Hear what?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said.  The stone block seemed to be growing bigger.  I stared at it in disbelief.  It reminded me of a gravestone from the crypt, a simple monolith designed to mark the ashes of a long-gone family member, but ...  “I can hear something.” 
 
      
 
    My voice trailed off.  The block was growing, expanding in directions my mind refused to comprehend.  The surface was moving, as if it was covered in snakes and insects and ... things.  I heard Callam shout a warning as I fell forward, unsure if I’d moved of my own accord, and tumbled to the block.  My hand touched the stone and ... 
 
      
 
    Blackness. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Buzzing. 
 
      
 
    The sound tore at my mind as my awareness was yanked from my body and sent spiralling down into the darkness.  I screamed - I thought I screamed - as the world twisted around me, as if my thoughts were being torn apart by nightmarish forces.  Things moved at the edge of my mind, crawling through my thoughts and eating them ... I saw flashes of memory, not all of which were mine.  When had I ...?  The memories were hard, almost impossible, to follow as the buzzing grew louder.  My mind ached, as if I wanted to black out.  I couldn’t focus my thoughts enough to break free ... 
 
      
 
    My head spun as I kept falling, plunging deeper and deeper ... I couldn’t stop myself.  I could feel insects crawling over my body ... crawling into my mouth and making their way down my throat.  I thought, for a horrified moment, that I was dead, that my ancestors had rejected me so completely they’d dumped me back into my dead body and trapped my soul there.  It shouldn’t have been possible, but ... I’d lost all track of time.  How long had it been since I’d touched the stone?  Minutes?  Hours?  Days?  Years?  Centuries?  It was suddenly hard to remember what it had been like to be alive, to walk the estate or kiss or do anything ... anything a living girl might do.  My heart twisted inside of me ... did I even have a heart?  Or was I imagining it? 
 
      
 
    The buzzing dug into my mind, ripping it apart.  I wanted to shut it out, to close my mouth and everything to keep the insects from tearing through my flesh, but it was impossible.  I was falling into the darkness and I was suspended within the darkness and ... my mind refused to grasp what was happening.  It was madness and yet ... I thought I heard someone, right at the edge of my awareness.  Someone - something - was looking at me.  It had noticed me. 
 
      
 
    Light flared.  I screamed, my entire body convulsing painfully.  Someone was there, above me ... I panicked and tried to kick out, instinctively, but my legs felt like wet noodles.  Had someone cast a rubber-legs charm on me?  It was impossible - or so my mind insisted - but I wanted to believe it.  I squeezed my eyes shut as the light grew brighter, stabbing daggers of pain into my very soul.  My magic felt ... dead.  I nearly panicked again as I slowly came back to myself.  What had happened to me? 
 
      
 
    “Isabella!”  Someone was calling my name.  “Isabella!” 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes, gingerly.  Callam was looking down at me, his eyes worried.  I stared back at him, trying to gather myself.  I was lying on my back, on the grass ... what had happened?  My brain hurt ... I felt another stab of pain as I tried to recollect what had happened.  My thoughts felt as if someone had reached into my mind, rummaged through my memories and then withdrawn again.  Mind-reading spells were rare, forbidden under almost every circumstances.  And yet, I was sure someone had peeked into my mind.  I felt uncomfortably naked.  It was hard to believe I’d ever feel safe again. 
 
      
 
    “Ca ...”  My mouth was dry.  “Callam?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here.”  Callam held my hand, gently.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    I tried to shake my head.  I didn’t know how I felt.  My memories … trying to recollect what had happened hurt, as if my thoughts were burning coals.  I swallowed, wishing we’d thought to bring drinking water.  It shouldn’t have been necessary.  I saw the darkening sky and scowled, despite the pain.  We’d have more water than we could possibly drink soon enough, tumbling from the skies.  There was a very real risk we’d drown if we were still in the pit ... 
 
      
 
    The memory jarred me up.  Callam caught me, helping me to my feet.  I leaned against him, drained.  I hadn’t felt so bad since I’d encountered the ghosts near the fallen city.  Uncle Ira’s experiments had been unpleasant, but this was worse.  I looked towards the stone and recoiled, my head practically wrenching itself aside.  The surface seemed to be crawling with ... with something, something my eyes refused to follow.  I didn’t think I wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him.  “What ... what did you see?” 
 
      
 
    Callam eyed me, worriedly.  “You fell into the pit and touched the stone,” he said.  “Your entire body jerked, then froze.  I tried to pull you free, but you were stuck.  It wasn’t until I managed to get something between you and the stone that it let you go.  You fell backwards and landed on the ground.” 
 
      
 
    My head spun.  “Can you not ... not see the stone?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a gravestone,” Callam said, echoing my earlier thoughts.  “I ... what did it do to you?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, unsure how to put the experience into words.  Callam couldn’t see the ... the things  ... crawling over the stone.  He had no magic.  He was blind ... I felt a stab of envy as he hefted me up, half-carrying me away from the pit.  Whatever it was, it was lethal to magicians.  If he hadn’t been there, I would have stayed in the pit until my body starved to death.  Or worse.  I might have been stuck there forever.  My stomach twisted.  The stone was behind me, well out of eyesight, yet I could feel it.  It felt like a blight on the face of the world. 
 
      
 
    Thunder rumbled, overhead.  “You stay here,” Callam said.  “I’ll find somewhere else to bury the wardstone.” 
 
      
 
    He lowered me to the ground.  I nearly crumpled.  It was impossible to do more than lie still and hope I regained my energy before it was too late.  My magic was still drained.  I wondered, suddenly, if I’d been drained well past the point of regeneration.  There were people who pushed themselves so far they burnt themselves out, losing the ability to perform magic.  And ... they didn’t become Zeros, from what I’d heard.  They still had some magic.  They just couldn’t use it. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” I managed.  What was the stone?  What if there were more, just like it?  “If there’s anything else, stay away from it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam grunted, then got to work.  Something went through my head, something I thought made sense ... I frowned as the thought refused to come into the light.  My memories were deeply confused.  There were fragments of light and images and thoughts ... not all of which were mine.  And I had the inescapable sense that something was biding its time, waiting for the moment to come into the light.   
 
      
 
    I tried to relax as I heard the sound of him digging, but it was impossible.  My body was soaked in sweat, my limbs aching as if someone had struck me with a muscle-lock charm.  Perhaps the stone was protected by such a charm.  It wasn’t impossible.  Akin and I and the other children had practiced with such spells, intending to catch thieves in the act of unlocking our private drawers and chests.  The spell had the great advantage of locking the muscles in place, rather than simply freezing the victim.  Their muscles would be aching so badly, the moment the spell broke, that they wouldn’t be able to move for several minutes afterwards.  There’d be plenty of time to catch them before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing buried here,” Callam said.  “Do I just put the wardstone in the hole?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  Cat had been certain the wardstone was completely self-contained, to the point its protections couldn’t be compromised even by the ancient wards pervading the estate, but she hadn’t known about the stone.  I hadn’t known about it either.  I grimaced, suddenly unsure if we should proceed.  The unknown stone was too ... too old and alien for me to be sure it was safe to put the newer protections in place.  And yet ... we needed the protections in place, quickly.  The estate wouldn’t remain safe for long. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, finally.  “Put it in place, then bury it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam moved into eyesight as he picked up the wardstone, then carried it back to the hole.  I tried to roll over, but my body refused to budge.  It felt as if I’d been regressed all the way to babyhood, the forgotten days before I’d learnt to walk.  It was suddenly very easy to believe that I’d been permanently damaged, that my muscles and nerves might never be the same again.  Father had told me that certain curses inflicted permanent damage, even when the spells were cancelled.  I might never walk again. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Callam said.  “As long as no one tries to dig it up ...” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  “The wardstone is bonded to our bloodline,” I said.  “If someone tries to pick it up, without being one of our relatives, the results will be unpleasant ...” 
 
      
 
    My voice tailed off as I realised what I’d said.  We’d spent hours calculating the best place to put the wardstones.  And we’d dug up something else, something alien, in the exact same place.  I felt a flash of delight at putting the pieces together, mingled with fear and grim incomprehension.  Was the stone another Object of Power, one drenched in so much wild magic that the spellform had been warped and twisted beyond repair?  Or was it a Device of Power, part of the network holding the wards together?  It was possible.  The stone didn’t feel like an Object of Power ... 
 
      
 
    And yet it certainly has a very similar effect, my thoughts pointed out.  Devices of Power don’t look as if the spellform is beyond human comprehension. 
 
      
 
    Callam knelt beside me.  “Can you walk?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, as I tried to push myself off the ground.  My arms were weak and useless.  I felt like a turtle that had been flipped upside down, unable to do anything other than wave my arms and legs in the air.  “I may need help.” 
 
      
 
    Callam reached down, helped me up and then pulled me over his shoulder.  I silently thanked the ancients he was a decent man.  I hadn’t felt so helpless in my entire life.  He could do anything to me, if he wished, and I wouldn’t have a chance of fighting him off.  I understood, suddenly, how Cat had felt for most of her life, but Cat was physically quite strong.  She’d broken my nose, six years ago.  In hindsight, I’d deserved it. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get you back to the hall,” he said.  “Sandy should be able to help.” 
 
      
 
    I hoped that was true.  Sandy knew some healing magic, but she wasn’t a qualified healer.  I didn’t know anyone nearer than Caithness who was, save perhaps for Granny McVeigh and she was more than a little unstable.  The old woman’s lessons had been a strange mixture of useful information and gibberish.  
 
      
 
    Something moved, behind us.  I shivered as I saw the ghost sliding out of the woods and pausing by the statue.  It was just a vaguely humanoid sheet of light, with no discernible features, but I was sure it was looking at us.  Others joined it, as if they’d been there all along.  I wondered, suddenly, if the statues really had been living people hundreds of years ago.  They shouldn’t have remained petrified and yet ... I was sure they’d moved when we hadn’t been looking. 
 
      
 
    Callam twisted his head.  “What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    “Ghosts.”  I had to fight to keep the panic out of my voice.  “They’re coming out of the woods.” 
 
      
 
    I felt him shudder.  We had to pass through the woods to get back to the hall.  The darkening skies suggested we didn’t have long, at least before it started to rain.  Callam might be fine - the ghosts had always ignored him - but what about me?  He might be well advised to leave me behind and run, yet I knew he wouldn’t ... 
 
      
 
    Callam started to move faster, hurrying down the path.  The ghosts watched us, unmoving.  I knew they were looking at us, at me.  They didn’t move ... and yet, suddenly, they were a great deal closer.  I felt them reaching for me with ghostly hands, translucent claws reaching towards my very soul ... I shuddered, helplessly, as they brushed against my skin.  Callam picked up speed, practically starting to run as the skies rumbled again.  I felt the first droplets of rain as we reached the edge of the wood and ran into the open.  The ghosts didn’t follow us any further.  They just watched as Callam carried me back to the hall. 
 
      
 
    They’re getting more aggressive, I thought, numbly.  Perhaps we should leave ... 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me.  I had grown to love Kirkhaven.  I hadn’t realised how much until I’d returned to Shallot, only to discover the city wasn’t home any longer.  And ... the first ghosts had been disturbing, but harmless as long as one didn’t go near the ancient ruins.  Now ... I wasn’t sure if we should consider abandoning the hall.  The ghosts had faded, after Uncle Ira’s death.  Why had they returned now? 
 
      
 
    They might be trapped within the wards, I thought.  It was possible.  The wards were so old they might just be feeding power to the ghosts.  Or something else might be happening. 
 
      
 
    “Nearly there,” Callam said.  “Hold on a moment more.” 
 
      
 
    I braced myself as the rain grew worse.  It was just a matter of time until the downpour really started.  I counted down the seconds as lightning flashed in the distance, growing closer with every flash and roll of thunder.  We were running out of time ... 
 
      
 
    Callam carried me into the main entrance, then pushed the door open and half-carried me into the office.  Sandy was sitting there, reading more letters; her eyes opened wide as she saw me slung over his shoulder.  She jumped to her feet, staring in horror as Callam gently laid me down on the sofa.  I didn’t blame her for being shocked.  My body still felt floppy, as if I was about to slide helplessly to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella?”  Sandy snatched a spellcaster from the wall and waved it over me.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I managed.  I should have felt a tingle when her magic probed mine.  Instead, there was nothing.  “There was ...” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Callam as my voice broke.  “You tell her.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me later,” Sandy said.  She ran the bell for the maid.  “Right now, you need to rest.” 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced at her.  “What ... how is she?” 
 
      
 
    “No physical damage.”  Sandy glanced at her spellcaster, then waved it over me again.  “Her magic is depleted, practically drained dry.  I haven’t seen anything like this since Veranda Potts decided it would be a good idea to practice every spell in the book, one by one, without bothering to so much as take a break between them.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  “What happened to her?” 
 
      
 
    “She got better, eventually,” Sandy said.  “But she’d drained herself so badly she had to repeat the year.  She just couldn’t keep up with her classes ...” 
 
      
 
    Callam muttered a word under his breath.  “Isabella is older, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Sandy frowned as the maid entered.  “One moment.” 
 
      
 
    She glanced at the maid.  “Bring soup, warm filling soup.  And an energy potion.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile.  “Soup?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s probably the best thing you can have right now,” Sandy said.  “And afterwards, you need to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to plant the rest of the protections,” I said.  It was still hard to move, but ... somehow, I managed to lift a hand.  “We don’t know how long we have ...” 
 
      
 
    “You need rest,” Sandy said, firmly.  “Right now, you are in no state to do much of anything.  Callam and I will emplace the rest of the protections, once you’ve been treated and put to bed.  We can do it.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  The protections should be safe enough, as long as Callam was the only one who handled them.  But I wasn’t entirely comfortable with Sandy knowing where they’d been buried.  Not, I supposed as my thoughts grew sluggish again, that she couldn’t make a few very good guesses.  She’d checked the calculations, after I’d done them myself.  She could narrow down the rough locations, then start digging until she found the wardstones and removed them. 
 
      
 
    The maid returned, carrying a tureen of soup and a small spoon.  “Will this be suitable?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Sandy said.  She took the tureen and placed it on a small table.  “Callam, do you want to feed her?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not helpless,” I protested, although I doubted I could pick up the spoon and feed myself without making a terrible mess.  “I can feed myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Not now, you can’t,” Sandy said.  “Let us feed you, then sleep.  You should be fine in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “That girl you mentioned wasn’t fine,” I said, as Callam took the spoon and took some of the soup.  “Was she?” 
 
      
 
    “You are older and you’re not at school,” Sandy said, bluntly.  “Now, Callam is going to feed you.  Afterwards, you sleep.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, sipping the soup as Callam put the spoon to my lips.  “Yes, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy snorted, then left the room. 
 
      
 
    “Take care when you go with her,” I said, tiredly.  “Don’t let her touch the protections themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t,” Callam promised.  “But she is going to know where they are.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.”  I’d already worked that out for myself.  “Just be careful.  Please.” 
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “And keep an eye out for ghosts, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Callam said, dryly.  I reminded myself, too late, that Callam couldn’t see the ghosts.  “She will.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The next two days passed slowly.  Very slowly. 
 
      
 
    It took nearly a day, most of which I spent asleep, for my physical strength to return.  There was no actual damage to my body, as far as anyone could tell, but it took hours before I could crawl, let alone walk.  My magic slowly flowered again, although Sandy had warned me to avoid casting any spells for at least a week.  I was not best pleased to sit in the office and read the letters, even though I knew I probably should.  There were just too many things I couldn’t leave in Sandy’s hands indefinitely. 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I studied the map, which we’d copied onto a sheet of paper, and silently worked my way through the calculations again.  The mystery stone had been buried far too close to our new protections for my peace of mind.  The pattern was just too close.  It felt as if one of my ancestors had laid out a similar network to protect the estate, then lost control somewhere between then and now.  Why?  I didn’t pretend to understand what was going on.  The stone ... if it had been a wardstone, why had it reacted so badly to me?  I was a blood relative of the people who’d forged and emplaced the wardstone. 
 
      
 
    Unless the blood tie is thinner than we thought, I contemplated.  I was morbidly sure there were other ancient stones in place, although Callam and Sandy had found none.  I’m descended from a branch of a branch of the original family tree. 
 
      
 
    The thought made me smile, but without humour.  My family bragged of being able to trace its ancestry back over two thousand years.  It was true, but my branch of the family would never have been anything more than an offshoot if the Thousand Year Empire hadn’t collapsed.  I wondered, idly, if I was too far from the main family tree to be counted as one of the family.  It was possible, although deeply insulting.  A great many records had been lost about quite why Mycroft Rubén had been sent to Shallot.  The records that had survived insisted he’d been a drunkard, but who knew?  He might not have been as close to the family bloodline as everyone thought. 
 
      
 
    Or the ancient wardstone might have been damaged in some way, I reflected.  It’s been nearly a thousand years.  It might have decayed without quite losing the spellform. 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I was no expert on Objects of Power - although I’d forced myself to learn as much as possible, when I’d figured out what Callam could do - but they either worked or they didn’t with no middle ground.  The wardstone should have remained pristine and perfect or it should have died, leaving nothing more than a charred ruin.  I’d seen plenty of wrecked Objects of Power, some seemingly intact until the innards had been exposed.  I found it hard to believe an Object of Power could be damaged and yet remain operational. Yet now, I had some evidence one had. 
 
      
 
    I could ask Cat to come out and take a look, I thought.  But her family would never agree. 
 
      
 
    I reached for the notebook, then stopped.  I’d tried to write down everything that had happened, from the moment I’d touched the ancient stone, but the memories had refused to solidify.  I could recall a confusing series of impressions and little else.  If I hadn’t been so drained, I would have thought it a nightmare, all-powerful in the middle of the night, but banished by the bright sunlight.  It felt absurd, now, to even think about abandoning the hall and leaving the estate to the ghosts.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    My fingers twitched.  I forced myself to stand.  My body still felt weak, but I would be damned if I laid around any longer.  Callam was in the forgery, putting together the next set of Objects of Power; Sandy was in the alchemical lab, brewing more potions for our distant customers.  If there was one advantage to the truth coming out, it was that we no longer needed to conceal what we could do.  A buyer wanted several gallons of a healing potion?  We could do it for him.  Who knew?  It might be enough to save the poor man’s life. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door.  I glanced at myself, to make sure I was decent, then looked up.  “Come!” 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Mistress Catha stepped into the room, her eyes worried as she looked me up and down.  It struck me I’d been healthy and full of life only a couple of days ago, but now I looked like the Grande Dame who’d taken to her bed at fifty and refused to leave until she died twenty years later.  I felt my legs threaten to buckle and caught hold of the table, determined not to show weakness in front of her.  Her eyes narrowed.  She knew what I was doing.  She’d raised two daughters as well as a son. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” Mistress Catha said, sternly.  “Get back onto the sofa.” 
 
      
 
    I sat in the armchair, trying not to feel drained again.  “What ... what did he tell you?” 
 
      
 
    “He understated things, going by your appearance,” Mistress Catha said, tartly.  “You look as if you are about to collapse.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel that way too,” I admitted.  “But I don’t want to give up.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha snorted.  “Healing isn’t a contest between you and your body,” she said, briskly.  “It’s a partnership.  You work with your body to help it heal and, in return, it will reward you.  Trying to force your body to heal quicker will only make it worse in the long run.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could convince myself to believe it,” I said.  “There’s nothing physically wrong with me.  I’m just ... tired and drained.” 
 
      
 
    “And what is wrong,” Mistress Catha said, “with being tired and drained?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled as she sat, facing me.  “When you have kids, you’ll feel tired and drained too.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  My parents hadn’t said that ... but then, my parents had passed us to nannies, then governesses almost as soon as we’d been born.  I wasn’t even sure we’d been breastfed, although it was probable.  Some of the most important protective charms for babies were whispered while the baby nestled at the mother’s breast.  I wondered, suddenly, if it would be better to hire a nanny, when my children were born, or do the work myself.  How could I devote myself to a baby while, at the same time, running a business? 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I will,” I said, diplomatically.  I wanted to ask why she’d come, but I couldn’t think of a way to say it without being rude.  Had someone told her Callam and I had shared a bed? Or had someone thought I’d welcome the company?  It was quite possible.  I was growing bored of sitting around doing nothing.  “When it happens, I will welcome your advice.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha smiled, as if she heard the unspoken words.  “I met with the mayor on your behalf,” she said.  “He’s agreed to put up the pavilion for you - as if there was any doubt - and to officiate on your behalf.  He just wants to know what sort of wedding you want.” 
 
      
 
    “A simple one,” I said, quickly.  “There’s no need for more than a day of feasting, dancing and everything else.” 
 
      
 
    “I said as much, but he wants to hear it from you,” Mistress Catha said.   “He also wants to discuss other issues with you, too.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, rubbing my forehead.  Technically, I could summon the mayor to the hall whenever I wanted.  Or he could walk up to visit me, secure in the knowledge it was hardly a long way out of his way.  But ... it would be politically impossible.  He couldn’t afford to be seen to be at my beck and call, regardless of the legalities.  His people were very easy-going, but not on something like this.  They’d put a great deal of pressure on him, maybe even demand his resignation, if he didn’t ask me to call on him instead. 
 
      
 
    There’s only a few thousand people between the hall and Caithness, I thought, crossly.  How does it manage to have such an active political life? 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try and visit him when I have some free time,” I said.  “If I go in a week, do you think that’ll be enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Mistress Catha said.  “I’m sure he’d swallow his pride and visit you sooner if it was something important.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “We didn’t tell anyone outside the hall that I was indisposed.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha nodded.  “Now, have you considered your wedding dress and everything else?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  I hadn’t thought to have a dress made before I left Shallot.  Traditionally, the dress was only ordered - and produced - a week or so before the wedding itself.  The most experienced dressmakers in the city would go to work, using advanced magics to take the raw materials and turn them into a proper dress, one that would be worn once and then put away for the rest of the bride’s life.  I shook my head.  I’d seen the dress my grandmother had left behind, when she’d passed on.  It had been pretty enough, I supposed, but I found the custom a little creepy.  I’d be happy with a simple dress, even if it came off the shelves with only minor adjustments.  The days in which I would have thrown a tantrum if I purchased an exclusive dress - and then discovered someone else had purchased the exact same thing - were long gone. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, finally.  I hadn’t seen a wedding dress in any of the old trunks that had been left behind, when the hall had been abandoned, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one.  I really should go through them, if only to see if there was anything worse keeping and then parcel the remainder out to the servants.  “I can adapt an older dress ...” 
 
      
 
    “Go to Caithness and buy a new one,” Mistress Catha said, curtly.  “It’s going to be your only wedding day.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing for a long moment.  There were no shortage of stories about brides who became monsters on their wedding day, from the ones who insisted on everyone buying expensive dresses and gifts to the ones who picked fights with their new in-laws within a few seconds of tying the knot.  It wasn’t hard to believe even the wilder stories.  I’d seen enough family weddings, as a little girl, to know they could be incredibly stressful.  I didn’t want to let it get the better of me.  I’d be quite happy for Callam and I to tie the knot in front of the mayor, then go back home as a married couple. 
 
      
 
    And there’s little chance of us having a proper honeymoon, I thought, bitterly.  Going further than Caithness is just asking for trouble. 
 
      
 
    “If you think I should,” I said.  I wasn’t worried about paying for the dress, but ... I didn’t want to get into the habit of spending money without a thought.  Father had given me an allowance, before the business had started to take off, but I had no idea if Akin would continue it.  I wasn’t exactly a remittance brat any longer.  “And what else do we need?” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha smiled, humourlessly.  “Well ...” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly, as she outlined a long - long - list of things we’d need to buy, people we’d need to hire and everything else, enough to make me seriously consider just running away and eloping.  I’d never really considered the logistics of feeding hundreds of people, let alone everything else.  And yet ... I had an obligation to repay everyone who’d invited me to their wedding, over the last six years.  They’d put on feasts.  I needed to do the same. 
 
      
 
    “But don’t worry,” Mistress Catha finished.  “Sandy, Alice and I have it all in hand.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you,” I said.  “But don’t go too wild.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t,” Mistress Catha assured me.  “There are quite a few economies you can make for a wedding, if the town has enough warning.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  The menfolk would assist in setting up the pavilion, then carrying tables and chairs into the giant tent.  The womenfolk would do the cooking, sharing pots and pans as they cooked up a feast, then shared out the leftovers to everyone who’d helped.  It was, I had to admit, a surprisingly elegant and productive system.  In Shallot, everyone competed to hold the wedding of the year, with mothers struggling to ensure their daughters were married towards the end of the summer so they knew who they had to beat.  Here, everyone worked together.  I was very tempted to try to find a way to introduce something similar in the big city. 
 
      
 
    It’s easier for the people to hold their peers to account here, I reminded myself.  You couldn’t do that in Shallot. 
 
      
 
    “As long as they do,” I said.  It wouldn’t make a very good impression if I had to be carried down the aisle.  “Two weeks, more or less?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s plenty,” Mistress Catha said.  “We just have to make sure we get all the supplies from Caithness two or so days before the wedding.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go,” I said.  I could probably pass unnoticed, but I’d have to be careful.  “And then it will all be over.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha frowned, then leaned forward.  “Doesn’t your mother want to have any say in this?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, feeling a twinge of something I didn’t want to look at too closely.  Mother hadn’t been sure what to make of me, after my treason ... now, with her husband dead, I feared she’d want to turn away from the rest of the family.  She wouldn’t come to Kirkhaven to see me wed ... I wasn’t even sure Akin would come, if he had time.  How could he?  If he left the mansion for more than a few hours, he might find it held against him when he returned.  Uncle Stephen might be dead, and the rest of his faction - those who had survived - pretending they’d been loyal all along, but I knew it wouldn’t be the end of the affair.  The family civil wars had been going on for hundreds of years.  They might have paused, for the moment, but they were far from over. 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha rested a hand on my shoulder.  “If you need to talk to anyone, I am here.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Thank you,” I said.  “I will.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Sandy stepped in, carrying a vial of potion.  “My Lady, I ...” 
 
      
 
    She paused.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t realise you had company.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright,” Mistress Catha said.  “I was just leaving.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself as Callam’s mother stood, nodded to me and left the room, closing the door behind her.  Sandy stepped over to me and held out the vial.  I took it, cracked open the lid and sniffed it.  The energy potion smelt bubbly, as if a single drop would be enough to put me back on my feet for the rest of my life.  I knew it was an illusion.  The effect would last an hour, if I was lucky, and then I’d crash back into exhaustion on the spot. 
 
      
 
    “Drain the potion, then remain seated for the next ten minutes,” Sandy ordered.  “And don’t try to move.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I said.  It wasn’t the first time I’d drunk the potion.  “Does it taste any better this time?” 
 
      
 
    “No, and you know why,” Sandy said, sternly.  “You’ve already had too many for my peace of mind.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I put the vial to my lips and drank.  It tasted ... weird, as if the liquid was charged with static lightning.  My teeth ached, although I knew there was no real damage.  I shuddered as the liquid pooled in my stomach, knowing there would be a surge of energy within seconds.  It wouldn’t be easy to stay seated, when the urge to get up and dance would be running through me.  Sandy might have to stick me to the chair.  She’d do it, too. 
 
      
 
    “Mistress Catha wants me to go to Caithness, to buy a wedding dress,” I said.  “Do you want to come?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be nice,” Sandy said.  “Phil lives there ...” 
 
      
 
    “So, his name is Phil,” I said.  “Is there anything I should know about him?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Sandy coloured.  “He’s just a nice young man.” 
 
      
 
    “Invite him to the wedding,” I said, on impulse.  “I’m sure he’d like the chance to dance with you.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy’s blush deepened.  “People will talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell them he’s just passing through,” I said.  I supposed she had a point - Kirkhaven was far enough from Caithness that no one would attend a wedding unless they were invited - but it didn’t matter.  “No one will care enough to poke holes in the story.” 
 
      
 
    “We shall see,” Sandy said.  “I hope you’ve been resting ...” 
 
      
 
    I felt my hand start to shake and glared at it.  The energy surge was beginning ... I wanted to get up and move around, even though I knew it would make things a great deal worse in the long run.  The crash was going to be unpleasant, whatever happened.  I scowled and reached for the maps.  If I was right ... 
 
      
 
    “When I get better, I want to check out these sections,” I told her.  “If there are other weird stones buried in the estate, I want to know about them.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t bury the one you found,” Sandy reminded me.  “Do you want to call for someone to take a look at it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “The only expert who might be able to figure out what happened to it is Cat and she’s a long way away.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Sandy agreed.  “But it might be worth asking your brother too.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” I said.  “I just don’t think there’s much he can do.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The air smelled fresh and clear as we made our way to Kirkhaven, the river splashing merrily as water ran past us and down to the lake.  It was hard to believe, as the sun beat down, that there were such things as ghosts, or that I’d found something that had put me down for a couple of days.  The blue skies seemed to mock us, tempting us to walk further and further away from shelter before they darkened and the rain started to pour again.  I let Callam’s hand go as we reached the foot of the valley, although it was unlikely anyone would give much of a damn up here.  The country folk were far more pragmatic than their city counterparts. 
 
      
 
    And besides, it isn’t as if we’re the only ones, I thought.  I’d stumbled across couples who’d been making out, so close to the estate they were practically brushing against the wards.  Just how many young couples are on the verge of getting married, before summer comes to an end? 
 
      
 
    I grinned at Callam.  “Meet me in the coachhouse?” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” Callam said.  “Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  The mayor and the town council weren’t bad or corrupt.  They were hardly full-time politicians, let alone aristocracy.  And yet, dealing with them could be difficult and dangerously unpredictable.  They veered between being very accommodating and mindlessly obstructive, depending on the whims of their representatives.  I’d long since decided it was better to let them handle the town’s affairs, allowing me to stay out of it as much as possible.  It ensured they couldn’t blame me for any unpopular decisions.   
 
      
 
    Callam waved to me, then headed down the road to the shops.  He’d ordered tools and supplies from Caithness and, if the coaches had stuck to their regular schedule, they should have arrived by now.  I wanted to join him, although Callam was far better at haggling than me.  It was a point of pride, in Shallot, that you never looked at the price tag.  The townspeople regarded such an attitude as flat-out insane.  I tended to agree with them.  I might be immensely rich, by local standards, but I still had to watch my budget. 
 
      
 
    The wind shifted as I turned and walked up to the town hall.  It was a dull grey building, easily large enough to serve as the mayor’s office, the town clerk’s workplace and a dance hall for community events, although - by a city’s standards - it was almost absurdly tiny.  I supposed they didn’t need anything bigger, not when the clerk was a part-timer and the mayor rarely called upon to do more than open the dancing at the end of each month.  My heart twisted as I reached the door and stepped inside, noting the lack of security guards or protective wards.  Who would want to breach the town hall?  It wasn’t as if there was anything worth stealing. 
 
      
 
    There’s nothing worth stealing in the entire town, save perhaps for food, I thought.  And none of that is stored in the town hall. 
 
      
 
    A portrait of a king - I was fairly sure it wasn’t the current king - greeted me as I made my way up the cold stone stairs.  I nodded to it, then tapped on the mayor’s door.  There was a long pause, just long enough for me to wonder if he hadn’t received my message, before the door swung open.  I stepped inside and looked around.  The office was very bare, to the point it wouldn’t have suited a very junior family clerk back home.  The mayor sat on a hard wooden chair, reading yet another outdated broadsheet.  He had a desk, a pair of chairs and little else.  The walls were as bare as the rest of the town hall. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady Isabella,” Mayor Toadstool said.  He stood and made an elaborate show of doffing his hat.  I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it had gone out of fashion nearly fifty years ago, when my father had been a little boy.  “It is always a pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Mayor,” I said.  “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool indicated the other chair.  “Would you care for some refreshment?” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you,” I said, as I sat down.  There were no cushioning charms, let alone cushions.  I wasn’t sure if it was an economy measure or a cunning plan to keep guests from outstaying their welcome.  I suspected the latter.  Mayor Toadstool had enough magic to make his chairs comfortable, if he cared to bother.  “I have to head to Caithness, later today.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “I won’t keep you too long.” 
 
      
 
    I settled back into the chair, trying to channel my father.  Mayor Toadstool was easily old enough to be my father, a rough-looking man who was unable or unwilling to hide the fact he’d been just another farmer before he’d been elected to his office.  His face was fleshy, his body surprisingly corpulent ... I wondered, idly, if that would be used against him when the next election came around.  It was rare to encounter a fat farmer, certainly not one who was still physically capable of doing his share of the work.  I told myself it wasn’t my problem.  The locals would elect whoever they wanted to elect, leaving me to give the whole affair a rubber stamp of approval.   
 
      
 
    And the town is too small for a group of plotters to lock up the nomination, not without making it obvious, I told myself.  He won’t stay in office unless he pleases the majority of households. 
 
      
 
    “The Town Council has approved your request to use the pavilion,” Mayor Toadstool informed me.  “And we have passed a vote of full approval of your marriage.” 
 
      
 
    My lips quirked.  There had never been any doubt of the former, while the latter was - frankly - none of their business.  It was bloody cheeky, as Callam would have put it, for them to think they had any say in the matter.  My marriage was a deeply personal affair - I supposed my family would disagree - and Callam wasn’t related to the mayor or any of his councillors.  I told myself, firmly, not to say that out loud.  Mayor Toadstool was a small man in a very small pond.  There was nothing to be gained by cutting him down ... 
 
      
 
    “I thank you,” I said, trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.  “And I am sure Callam thanks you too.” 
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool shot me a look that suggested he knew perfectly well what I was thinking, then leaned forward.  “We cannot, of course, advance you any monies to pay for your wedding,” he said.  “I trust that is understood?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my cheeks redden, although it wasn’t remotely a surprise.  The council was specifically forbidden from funding weddings, any weddings.  I had no idea why it was banned - the rule was so old it predated Uncle Ira - but they had an obligation to make it clear.  Perhaps, a long time ago, someone had taken advantage of the town’s generosity and left them holding the bag afterwards.  It was odd - it was a rare townsperson who could afford to alienate the entire town - but I supposed it was possible.  Maybe it had been one of my predecessors.  It was certainly a great deal more likely. 
 
      
 
    “I quite understand,” I said.  “I will be paying for the wedding myself.” 
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool smiled.  “Ah, making sure all the decisions rest in your hands?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Yes,” I said, curtly.  “Just let me borrow the pavilion.  I’ll do the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “My family is already looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure your daughters will have a great deal of fun,” I said, waspishly.  “Going to one wedding is the making of another.” 
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool nodded, although he didn’t look very pleased.  I understood.  His daughters were bright girls, girls who could easily marry out of the town and move to Caithness with their new husbands ... assuming, of course, they didn’t marry local boys and remain permanently.  I felt a twinge of sympathy, although I wasn’t sure who for.  I understood the importance of social climbing, but the poor girls needed a little freedom before they went nuts and did something really stupid.  I hoped Mayor Toadstool was smart enough to see it.  Back in Shallot, I’d encountered too many parents who thought their children were nothing more than extensions of themselves. 
 
      
 
    I met his eyes.  “Was that all you wished to discuss?” 
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady.”  Mayor Toadstool was suddenly serious, his eyes flickering from side to side as if he thought we were being spied on.  “Have you seen the ghosts?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, flatly. 
 
      
 
    “We’d seen quite a few, over the last two months,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “Not in the town itself, My Lady, but in the woods surrounding the valley and your estate.  More lights in the mire, after dark ...” 
 
      
 
    His voice trailed off as he lifted his hand and sketched a protective sigil.  I shivered.  The locals spoke of strange lights in the gloom, of creatures who lured the living to their death in the bogs ... I wanted to tell myself the lights were harmless, but I knew from grim experience that the ghosts could be very dangerous.  And yet ... I’d never actually heard of them hurting someone outside the estate.  I was the only person who’d been drained by them and that had happened near the fallen city, rather than the estate. 
 
      
 
    Being lured into the mire is dangerous enough, I told myself, sharply.  The ghosts might not kill you, but you would be dead. 
 
      
 
    “It’s worrying,” Mayor Toadstool continued, as he allowed his hand to drop back to his lap.  “It’s harder to get anyone to leave their homes, let alone the valley, after dark.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “And what do you expect me to do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, My Lady.”  Mayor Toadstool barked a harsh laugh. “We were hoping you’d have some idea.” 
 
      
 
    The ghosts vanished when Uncle Ira died, I thought.  Why did they start to return? 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  I’d left Kirkhaven ... was that what had brought the ghosts back to the hall?  It was possible, I supposed, but I couldn’t see how.  What was the connection between me and the ghosts?  Were they the remnants of my ancestors?  Or ... or what?  I remembered the strange stone we’d dug up and shivered.  Were the ghosts drawn to the ancient wards?  The sooner we dismantled them, the better.  If nothing else, we’d have more secure protections surrounding the hall.   
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “Has anyone been near the fallen city?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Mayor Toadstool shook his head, very firmly.  “No one goes there.” 
 
      
 
    I did, I thought.  And if Callam hadn’t accompanied me, I wouldn’t have returned. 
 
      
 
    “There’s been other problems,” Mayor Toadstool added.  “The weather has been more erratic than normal.  Longer periods of sunshine, followed by torrents of rain.  The fields have been damaged, My Lady, and we don’t know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    Me neither, I thought.  The weather had been a little unusual recently, although it was hard to tell.  How can one tell the difference between one rainstorm and another? 
 
      
 
    I told myself not to be silly.  I might not be closely tied to the land, and the environment, but the local farmers very definitely were.  They would know if the rainfall had suddenly increased.  They would be the first to notice if their fields were turning into bogs, their crops ruined before they could be harvested; they’d be all too aware they were losing their animals in the gloom, or watching helplessly as they sank in the mire.  And they’d take their complaints to the mayor as soon as they knew something was changing.  But what could the mayor do about it? 
 
      
 
    Nothing, I thought.  Altering the weather is beyond him. 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  The Thousand-Year Empire had had spells to control the weather.  Or so the stories said, in any case.  Now ... I’d been told of great workings to bring the rain to desert lands, but few of them had ever worked as planned.  I didn’t know anyone who’d taken part in such a rite ... I made a mental note to write to Akin and ask.  It was unlikely to lead to anything we could use, but there was no harm in asking.   
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool cleared his throat.  “My Lady, do you have any insights?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, silently.  There was no reason for the weather to be changing ... hell, for all I knew, it was just sheer bad luck.  And yet ... I had a sudden mental image of the entire district starving, followed rapidly by Caithness and the other nearby cities.  The farmers were experts at getting the best from their lands, but what good would it do if their fields were turned to bogs and their seeds washed down to the river?  I cursed under my breath as the implications started to sink in.  I had a small stockpile of food and drink in the hall, but nowhere near enough to feed the entire district.  We might have to start thinking about evacuation. 
 
      
 
    You’re panicking, I told myself.  There’s no reason to be so alarmed.  Not yet. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat.  “I will correspond with my family, as well as the king’s servants,” I said, carefully.  “And we’ll see what they have to say.” 
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool didn’t seem entirely pleased, although he knew there was little choice. I understood, all too well.  The monarchy had never been very keen on local government, to the point it worked hard to undermine elected mayors and town councillors even though they represented their people.  Bringing in outsiders might be the kiss of death, as far as local government was concerned.  Mayor Toadstool might find himself reduced to a figurehead.  Or, even if the worst failed to happen, to lose his post in the next election.  His people would not be pleased. 
 
      
 
    They can blame everything on me, I thought, crossly.  It might be easier for them to swallow. 
 
      
 
    “Very good, My Lady,” Mayor Toadstool said.  He started to stand, then stopped himself.  “Will your parents be attending the ceremony?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger, dulled within seconds by the grim realisation Mayor Toadstool didn’t know what had happened in Shallot.  How could he?  The news was always weeks out of date.  And yet ... I gritted my teeth, trying not to cry as I realised - once again - that my father was gone.  He’d been a good man.  He deserved so much better than to die at the hands of his relatives.  And Uncle Stephen had died too quickly.  I wished there’d been time to make him suffer. 
 
      
 
    “My father is dead,” I managed.  The bleakness in my voice surprised even me.  “My mother will not be attending.  I don’t know about my brother.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to focus, despite the sudden pain in my heart.  A year ago, no one would have expected any of my family to attend.  I was in exile.  I was in disgrace.  Now ... I hoped Akin would make it up, even though I knew it was unlikely.  The family council had probably collected itself and resumed plotting, hoping to take advantage of Akin’s youth to batter him into surrendering the powers his predecessors had gathered over the years.  Bastards.  I should have stayed, to watch his back, although it would have made things worse.  And Callam would not have stayed with me ... 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it,” Mayor Toadstool said.  I could hear the sincerity in his voice and yet ... I wanted to lash out at him.  He’d never known my father.  I doubted they’d ever met.  His words were almost pitifully inadequate.  “If you need to talk ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said, a little more harshly than intended.  He meant well and yet ... there were few people, besides Callam and Akin, who I could talk to without fear my words would be used against me.  “And I will do what I can for the town.” 
 
      
 
    I stood, signalling the interview was over.  It wasn’t quite polite - it was his office - but I couldn’t stay a moment longer.  Mayor Toadstool stood too, gesturing to the door to make it swing open.  I nodded - he bowed in return - and hurried down the stairs, back into the open air.  The sky was still bright blue.  My eyes narrowed as I made my way down to the coachhouse.  The mayor had a point.  The weather was starting to feel a little unnatural. 
 
      
 
    Callam waved to me as I hurried up to the coachhouse.  The carriage was already waiting, the driver sitting under a blanket of spells.  Sandy and Mistress Catha joined us a moment later, before I could do more than smile at Callam.  I shook my head, mentally, as we clambered into the carriage.  We were going to be married soon and then ... no one could say anything to us, no matter what we did.  We could wait. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Callam said, as the carriage rattled into life.  “How was the mayor?” 
 
      
 
    “Worried,” I said, looking at Mistress Catha.  “Have you noticed anything odd about the weather?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been ... different,” Mistress Catha said, slowly.  “More sunshine, followed by violent rainstorms.” 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned forward.  “How could you tell the difference?” 
 
      
 
    Sandy snorted.  “So far, the greenhouses have been fine,” she said.  “That isn’t going to change.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I peered out the window.  The field below us was sodden, halfway towards becoming a lake in its own right.  It was hard to be sure - I was no farmer - but I doubted the crops were going to survive.  And that meant ... 
 
      
 
    “I’m not worried about the greenhouses,” I said, as we headed onto the main road.  “I’m thinking about the fields.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The skies darkened again as we made our way into Caithness, passing through the gatehouse and into the city a moment before the downpour began.  Caithness had always struck me as incredibly dour - like Kirkhaven, it was built of grey stone - but it normally had more life than a simple farming town.  Now ... there was an edge in the air I didn’t like at all, even before the rain started splashing down in earnest.  I heard thunder in the distance as we pulled up to a giant coachhouse and tipped the stableboys to take the horses into the stables.  The rain was coming down so hard I could see droplets of water hitting the cobblestones and splashing back into the air, turning the courtyard into a fast-flowing river.  I shuddered, remembering what the mayor had said.  There was a very good chance the city’s drains were overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
    I muttered a spell to cover us as we dived out of the carriage and ran to the coachhouse.  The rain came down harder, almost breaking through the magic before we could get through the door.  I was sure I felt water hitting my hair as we burst inside, breathing a sigh of relief.  I wondered, numbly, if whatever was happening to the weather was somehow forcing the clouds to gather more and more water before the rain started to fall.  I was no expert, but I knew a little of how it worked. The heavier the clouds, the greater the rainstorm. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady.”  The innkeeper bowed.  “What can I get for you?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the windows.  Water was splashing off the glass, droplets tumbling to the ground.  It was starting to look as though we would be trapped at least an hour, perhaps longer.  I wondered if we should arrange for rooms, perhaps put down a deposit to ensure rooms were kept for us even if we decided not to stay.  But ... I told myself the downpour would be over soon.  It wasn’t as if the roads would be impassable ... 
 
      
 
    You don’t know that, I reminded myself.  And you really don’t want another accident. 
 
      
 
    “Four teas,” I said.  “And can we reserve a pair of rooms?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady,” the innkeeper said.  “My daughter will attend upon you shortly, with the teas.” 
 
      
 
    He motioned for us to go into the cafe and sit.  We did, watching the rain.  There was hardly anyone in the streets, much to my surprise.  I’d always assumed the locals were used to the weather ... I glanced at the clock, confirming it was midday.  The rains had to be getting worse.  The locals would normally be heading to their homes for lunch around now, rather than eating at work; schoolchildren should be taking advantage of the hour to play games in the streets, before they were dragged back into their classrooms and forced to learn.  I frowned, remembering how much I’d hated being tutored when I’d been a little girl.  It hadn’t been fun.  Cat had had it worse, as I recalled.  Her father had sent them to a proper school. 
 
      
 
    They must have done something very bad, I thought, with a flicker of tired amusement.  What could deserve such a punishment? 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper’s daughter hurried over to us, carrying a large tea tray.  I watched as she placed the cups in front of us, then poured the tea with practiced ease.  She wouldn’t have been out of place in one of the famous teahouses back home, I decided, although the drab dress she wore would have to go.  I wondered, absently, if she was interested in making the trip south.  Caithness wasn’t a bad place to live, but opportunities for social climbing were very limited.  The local merchants had the city pretty much locked up. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady,” the girl said.  She was grinning, in a manner that told me she wanted to gossip.  “Have you heard the news from Shallot?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  News from Shallot?  About me?  It was possible, although unlikely.  She didn’t know who I was.  Tall and blonde, around eighteen ... I knew there were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of young girls who’d fit that description.  The loose trousers weren’t that much of a giveaway, not here.  I was far from the only girl who wore trousers.  Farm girls didn’t wear dresses when they were working in the fields. 
 
      
 
    “They found a flying city,” the girl said.  “Can you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  The Thousand-Year Empire had built and launched dozens of flying cities - the largest roughly the size of North Shallot, so large they plunged the ground below them into perpetual darkness - but no one had been able to duplicate the feat since the empire had crumbled into ruin.  Even smaller flying machines were beyond us ... Cat had built one, six years ago, but it hadn’t worked as well as she’d hoped.  I didn’t know why.  Akin had insisted there was nothing wrong with the devices she’d forged to power the craft ... 
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” I said.  “It can’t be true.” 
 
      
 
    “The reports were very insistent,” the girl said.  “There’s a flying city near Shallot.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “There’s no way it can be true.” 
 
      
 
    The girl looked disappointed as she headed off.  I felt a pang of guilt, mixed with the grim awareness the news couldn’t possibly be true.  The flying cities had fallen out of the sky, when the empire fell, and smashed to pieces.  The ruins near Kirkhaven were grim proof of what had happened, nearly a thousand years ago.  I doubted the city could be repaired, even with a small army of skilled repairmen.  Cat could have worked out the bugs in her flying machine - I’d believe that, if only because I knew it was possible to do because the empire had already done it - but an entire city?  I knew how much power it took to cast a single lifting spell.  To lift something the size of a city would require so much power it would be completely off the scale. 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time something extraordinary happened,” Sandy mused.  “Cat could have found and repaired an old city.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” I conceded.  “But the sheer scale of the task would be beyond a lone worker.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to imagine, just for a moment, how many Objects of Power might be worked into a flying city.  Dozens, at least; perhaps hundreds.  And that meant ... repairing the city would be the work of a lifetime, assuming some of the tasks could be handed to magical repairmen.  If Cat had to do everything herself ... I shook my head as I sipped my tea.  The story was absurd.  It had to be. 
 
      
 
    The rain finally came to an end.  I put my teacup back on the tray, along with a tip for the girl, and led the way outside.  The streets were drenched, water running down the gutters or pooling in potholes.  I saw a handful of kids hiding under a shop’s awning, looking nervously towards the school.  They’d probably been trapped by the rain, unwilling to get drenched and yet certain to be late when they finally returned.  I hoped their teacher wouldn’t be too hard on them.  It hadn’t been their fault that they’d had the choice of being late or drenched to the bone. 
 
      
 
    Callam walked beside me, careful to keep his hands to himself.  I groaned, inwardly, as we made our way down the streets.  The last time we’d visited, we’d been alone.  No one would have noticed, or cared, if we’d held hands.  Now ... I swallowed several angry remarks as we turned the corner and headed down the market street.  It was coming back to life, shopkeepers opening their shutters to reveal their stocks while stallkeepers laid out their wares and buskers started to play.  I frowned as I spotted a price list, beside a street cart.  The food was very basic - almost bland - but it was normally cheap.  Now ... the prices seemed to be going up.  It was no longer quite so cheap.  The grim expression on the seller’s face suggested sales were not as good as he might have hoped.  I recalled what I’d heard earlier and shivered. 
 
      
 
    “Callam, go attend to the supplies I reserved earlier,” Mistress Catha said, as we stopped outside an unmarked shop.  “Meet us back here in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  “Yes, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to call him back as he hurried away, even though I knew it was indecent.  Mistress Catha pushed open the door, revealing a surprisingly elegant dressmaker’s chambers.  The walls were lined with mannequins, each displaying dresses that ranged from the simple to the extremely complex.  The locals probably regarded some of the latter as absurd, I decided, as I let myself be guided into the store.  Even so, they were quite plain by Shallot’s standards. 
 
      
 
    The dressmaker appeared from the rear of the store and nodded to us.  She was an older woman, with walnut-brown skin, white hair and a sense of tangible competence.  If she was anything like her peers in Shallot, she would have apprentices to do the dresses themselves while the alterations remained in her hands.  I sighed inwardly, wondering when being fitted for a dress had become such a chore.  Six years ago, it had been one of the highlights of my day. 
 
      
 
    “We need a wedding dress for this young lady,” Mistress Catha said, indicating me.  I tried not to cringe at her tone.  My mother would never have spoken so bluntly.  “What do you have that might be suitable?” 
 
      
 
    The dressmaker looked me up and down, then indicated the dresses in the window.  “White?  Or another colour?” 
 
      
 
    “White,” I said, firmly.  I allowed my eye to run along the dresses, silently comparing the styles.  Some were so plain I knew my mother would reject them on the spot, while others were so thin or tight the Grande Dames would be horrified.  I couldn’t wear that during the wedding, not with all eyes on me.  “What about ...?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, inwardly.  The dress in front of me was simple, perhaps too simple, but it would suffice.  Callam would like it and that was all that mattered.  The dressmaker removed the dress from the display, held it up against me, muttered to herself for a long moment and then told me to change into it.  I cursed under my breath as I stripped to my underwear, telling myself it was just like going to a healer.  I still felt unpleasantly exposed as I pulled the dress over my head.  It sat oddly on my body. 
 
      
 
    “It should be fine, once I do the alterations,” the dressmaker assured me.  She poked and prodded at my body, listing all the changes she needed to make.  “It wasn’t sewn specifically for you.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha didn’t waste time.  “How long will it take to do the alterations?” 
 
      
 
    “Around an hour or two, unless something goes wrong,” the dressmaker said.  “What do you intend to wear under the dress?” 
 
      
 
    “Underwear,” I said, crossly.  I disliked being poked at the best of times.  The dressmakers in the big city knew how to do it without causing discomfort.  “What do you recommend?” 
 
      
 
    “I can provide matching underwear, if you wish, or I can stitch something into the dress if you would rather,” the dressmaker said.  “And I can weave a handful of protective charms into the cloth too.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said.  High Society was still talking about a girl whose wedding dress had fallen off when she’d walked up the aisle, never mind that the whole affair had taken place years before my birth.  “Better to be careful, rather than sorry,” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth as the dressmaker resumed her assault on my person, taking my measurements and calling them out to the dressmakers in the backroom.  It would be so much easier in Shallot, I reflected, although it would take a great deal longer for the dress to be made from scratch.  The only way anyone would get a dress in an hour, back in the big city, was to have one made from spells and that was just asking for trouble.  There were horror stories about that too. 
 
      
 
    “You have a decent figure,” the dressmaker assured me.  “You shouldn’t have any trouble walking in the dress.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.”  I had to fight the temptation to point out I’d been wearing dresses from the moment I’d learnt to walk.  “I’ll be fine, I am sure.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha shot me a sharp look, although it was tinged with sympathy.  She’d been through the same experience herself, when she’d gotten married.  Sandy looked far more inclined towards schadenfreude.  I made a mental note to make a sizable contribution to her wedding fund, when she and her partner finally tied the knot.  There was no reason why she shouldn’t have a really good dress, one made by a dressmaker who had no qualms about poking her to make sure the measurements were perfect.  Perhaps it was a little easier for her, I recalled.  She was common-born.  She probably didn’t have to have a new dress for every occasion, or relatives who thought that dresses were ideal - if unimaginative - presents for young girls. 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  The dressmaker clapped her hands.  “Get back into your normal clothes, then come back in an hour or so.  The dress should be ready by then.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Mistress Catha said.  “And we’ll pay you a bonus if it is ready.” 
 
      
 
    Callam was waiting outside, carrying a large bag.  “How was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Terrible.”  I shook my head.  “Your suit will be just as bad.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m wearing the suit your father gave me,” Callam said.  “We want something of him in the wedding, don’t we?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  Callam had a point.  Traditionally, we were supposed to have something representing the dead.  His suit was nicely tailored - I knew he hadn’t put on weight in the last month or so - but it was still irritating to know he wouldn’t have to go through the whole fitting process himself.  I told myself I was being silly.  It would have been a great deal worse if I’d been in Shallot.  There would have been a major dress, four minor dresses - at least - and that wasn’t counting the bridesmaid dresses and other essentials.  Hell, I’d have a bunch of bridesmaids ... all of whom would be quietly determined to turn the day into their day even though it was meant to be my day.  And I wouldn’t even be able to choose them.  My family would assign slots, based on politics rather than personality. 
 
      
 
    “Fine.”  I knew I was being bitchy, but it was hard to think clearly.  “What now?” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha smiled.  “More shopping.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, then forced myself to walk as the older women led the way from shop to shop.  It wasn’t as bad as it would have been, if my mother and closest female relatives had insisted on taking me out instead, but it was still pretty bad.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not claiming I was still too weak to do much of anything.  Sandy had even cautioned me to be careful ... it felt like hours before we were finally heading back to the dressmaker, my head threatening to explode.  It was hard not to rub it in public. 
 
      
 
    Callam nudged me.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Headache,” I muttered back.  “Can we go home after this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Callam said.  “I could do with a rest too.” 
 
      
 
    He bent slightly so his lips were very close to my ear.  “There were more stories about a flying city in the postmaster’s office too.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s impossible,” I said.  I’d grown up in Shallot.  I knew how quickly rumours mutated into something unrecognisable.  “It just can’t be true.” 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  It was quite possible someone had been experimenting with flying machines, perhaps with some little success, and the stories had grown and grown until they’d become wild tales about the entire city taking flight.  Stranger stories had been spread.  I knew that for a fact.  And yet ...  It couldn’t be true, could it? 
 
      
 
    The dressmaker’s shop loomed up in front of us.  Mistress Catha sent Callam to take the shopping back to the car, then opened the door and led us inside.  The dressmaker was already waiting, the dress hanging from a charmed railing.  This time, it fit perfectly.  I had to admit the dressmaker had done a good job.  In Shallot, an hour’s turnaround time was considered frighteningly short.  My mother would smell a rat and insist the dressmaker couldn’t be trusted ... 
 
      
 
    “You look good,” Mistress Catha said.  “Sandy?” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely,” Sandy agreed.  “You’ll be the belle of the ball.” 
 
      
 
    I walked up and down, making sure I could move freely.  I was looking forward to dancing with Callam.   Some of the odder bridal dresses I’d seen over the years had seemed beyond reason, the dress fanned out to the point the happy couple couldn’t do anything more than hold hands.   Trying to kiss would mean one or both of them toppling over.  Perhaps that was the point.  A great deal had ridden on those weddings and no one had wanted to spoil them before they tied the knot. 
 
      
 
    “It will do,” I said, shortly.  I undressed and changed back into my regular clothes.  “Can you wrap it up, then we’ll take it back with the rest of the stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course,” the dressmaker said.  She took back the dress, muttering spells as she folded it up and covered it with a protective shroud.  “And I wish you a very pleasant wedding day and night.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed, helplessly.  “Thanks.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    The next few days passed quickly. 
 
      
 
    I had never really understood, not until now, just how little say a bride - or a bridegroom - had in their own wedding.  Mistress Catha and Sandy and Judy - Mayor Toadstool’s wife - were all very sensible, and had a good grasp of what I would and wouldn’t allow, but there were times when I felt all the important decisions were being made for me.  For us.  The certainty it would be a great deal worse in Shallot, with my mother and my prospective mother-in-law competing to see who could have the most influence over the wedding arrangements, wasn’t very comforting.  I wrote a detailed letter to Akin, suggesting that Cat and he elope and get married somewhere outside the city, then dare both families to do something about it.  I knew he wouldn’t - Cat might, if she realised the horror awaiting her - but I owed it to my conscience to at least try to warn him. 
 
      
 
    She might not even be back yet, I told myself.  I’d heard the flying city story three times now, but I still didn’t believe it.  The odds of the story being accurate were about the same as the family acclaiming me Heir Primus.  If she isn’t there, her mother won’t be forcing her into an endless series of wedding dresses. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my mind as I explored the ancient ward network.  It was definitely odd.  The warped stone we’d recovered - I’d mentally tagged it the weirdstone - didn’t seem to be the only one.  I’d located what felt like two more, both too close to my protective wardstones for my peace of mind.  I suspected it might be better to dig them up and cart them away from the estate, but I feared it would be dangerous.  Callam could touch them safely, yet ... I shook my head.  Callam was incredibly vulnerable in too many ways.  He might be immune to the ghosts, and able to touch some warped artefacts without risk, but it didn’t make him invulnerable.  I could easily envisage a weirdstone finding a way to hurt him. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps if we rig up a spellbreaker, then throw it at the weirdstone from a safe distance, I mused.  Or simply use a potion to break down the warped magic and dispel it. 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me as I parsed out the ward network, now co-existing with Cat’s protections.  The design made absolutely no sense.  It felt as if several different ward networks had been piled together, to the point they should have been getting in each other’s way.  The entire network should have collapsed under its own weight.  Instead, they seemed to have merged together in a manner that reminded me of Jude’s.  The school had kept expanding, absorbing dozens of other buildings until it had become a ramshackle nightmare that was impossible to ward properly.  I remembered exploring the school as a young girl and winced.  I hadn’t realised what I’d had until it was gone.   
 
      
 
    And whoever put the first ward network together never thought to take it down before the second went up, I thought, as I stared at my notes.  This might be completely beyond me. 
 
      
 
    I stood, leaving the office and heading onto the lawn.  Callam was busy in the forgery and, while I wanted to sit and watch him work, I knew it could be dangerous.  A single flicker of magic might be enough to ruin his work - or worse.  Instead, I wandered down the path and into the woods, silently noting the patches of wild magic running through the estate.  The ghosts had been quiet for the last few days, but that was meaningless.  Sandy had told me half the staff were reluctant to step off the roads or go past the greenhouse, let alone walk down to the river.  I didn’t blame them.  The ghosts scared me too. 
 
      
 
    I felt a twinge of nostalgia as I passed the ruined stables - Callam and I had met for the first time there, six years ago - and headed down the road.  The trees seemed darker, as if the shadows were growing stronger; I glanced up, frowning in dismay at the bright blue sky.  It was hard to believe it was wrong, but the mayor had a point.  The ever-widening gaps between rainstorms were only making things worse, not better.  It made very little sense. 
 
      
 
    The edge of the wards loomed up in front of me, a faint shimmer along a wall that posed no barrier to anyone larger than a toddler.  I grimaced, remembering how the wards had kept me prisoner as well as keeping everyone else out of Uncle Ira’s domain.  I was lucky he hadn’t killed me on the spot, or turned me into something permanently.  If I hadn’t been so closely tied to the core bloodline ... I didn’t want to think about it.  Perhaps he could have tempted me into the darkness, if he’d tried a little harder.  The temptation had been stronger than I’d told anyone, apart from Callam. 
 
      
 
    My fingers touched the stone, feeling out damaged runes that had been carved centuries ago.  I was surprised they remained usable, given how badly the wall had been worn down by the wind and rain.  Sparks of magic stabbed at me as I touched them, a grim reminder that the runes couldn’t be removed safely.  The sheer level of effort felt a little extreme.  It was a pain to protect the family mansion, back home, and there was an entire team of wardcrafters on duty at all times.  Here ... I wasn’t sure if Uncle Ira had carved and emplaced the runes, or if he’d taken advantage of someone else’s work, but either way it was a remarkable achievement.  I just wished it had been put to better use. 
 
      
 
    Something moved, in the trees on the far side.  I tensed, suddenly aware how close I was to the edge of the protections.  Cat had sworn blind I’d be safe, but the further I went from the network the greater the chance someone might manage to attack me.  I trusted her and yet ... I reached for my magic, readying a protective spell, then relaxed as Granny McVeigh stepped into the light.  The hedge witch nodded, then gave me a droll smile.  She’d always been a very alarming person.  There was no one, not even the mayor, who commanded anything like as much fear and respect from the community. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella.”  Granny McVeigh looked me up and down.  “You look right.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I was in no mood for the old woman’s mind games.  Granny McVeigh was old enough to be my grandmother - if rumour was true, she was old enough to be my great-great-grandmother - and yet she had a strange sense of humour, mingled with a magic I didn’t fully understand.  She rarely gave anyone straight answers, preferring to make them think rather than do all the work herself.  I thought she would have fitted in well, if she’d gone to Jude’s.  She certainly had the tutoring attitude down pat. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said, finally.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “No welcome for Granny?”  Granny McVeigh managed to look both amused and outraged.  “No visit to Granny’s cave?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been preparing to get married,” I said, curtly.  “You will be coming, won’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, perhaps,” Granny McVeigh said.  “Have you noticed the world is changing?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  “The ghosts returning?” 
 
      
 
    “The unquiet dead are moving, once again,” Granny McVeigh told me.  “And something is waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her, feeling a hot flash of irritation.  “Do you have to speak in riddles?” 
 
      
 
    Granny McVeigh was suddenly very serious.  “The price I pay for what I am, my dear, is becoming part of the world around me,” she said.  “And that is a very high price indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said.  She’d offered to teach me, once.  I’d declined.  “But I need a clear answer.” 
 
      
 
    “The bones are shifting, the unquiet dead are waiting, all debts must be paid,” Granny McVeigh said.  She met my eyes.  “And you should be careful.  It is coming for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  I scowled.  “What is coming for me?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Granny McVeigh said, serious again.  “But it is coming for you.” 
 
      
 
    She turned and wandered back into the woods.  I reached for my magic, determined to stop her in her tracks, then let it go before the spell billowed out of control.  There was nothing to be gained by picking a fight with her, particularly a fight I might well lose.  Granny McVeigh was nothing more than a hedge witch, on paper, but I’d seen her perform feats that should have been well beyond her.  She’d shown me some of the weaknesses in my magics, when I’d been a great deal younger; she’d promised me she’d teach me secrets beyond the family magics, if I went with her.  But I’d said no.  I wondered, suddenly, what would happen if I went with her now. 
 
      
 
    You’ll be leaving Callam behind, my thoughts answered.  And you’re supposed to be marrying him tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, then turned and walked along the wall until I reached the river.  Callam and I had splashed through the river - it had really been nothing more than a large stream - when we’d been younger, but now it was a churning nightmare of white water flowing down to the lake.  I frowned, wondering how the river had grown so wide so quickly.  The wards seemed intact, but it was hard to be sure.  I couldn’t pick my way through the water without losing my footing and risking being swept down myself.  The river seemed to have grown deeper as well as broader. 
 
      
 
    Shaking my head, I made my way upstream to the ruined bridge ... and stopped in surprise.  It had been damaged beyond easy repair long ago, but the wood and iron struts had remained in place.  Callam and I had picked our way across them, when we’d been young and carefree and looking for something childish to do.  Now ... the wood was gone, carried somewhere downriver, and the iron was a tangled ruin.  I looked for a path across the churning waters and saw nothing.  There was no way I could pick my way through the remains without losing my footing and falling in the river.   
 
      
 
    We’ll have to resurvey everything, I thought, as I turned and headed back to the hall.  What if the foundations have been affected too? 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  Kirkhaven Hall was old.  It had survived centuries of rainfall.  But if the foundations were being undermined ... I had a sudden vision of the entire hall collapsing, perhaps taking us with it.  If the water had been sinking deeper and deeper into the lawn ... I cursed under my breath, unsure where we could even begin fixing the mess.  Uncle Ira hadn’t bothered to keep the hall in good condition.  If he’d ignored something that might bring the entire building crashing down ... 
 
      
 
    I wanted to tell myself it wouldn’t be a problem.  But, in truth, it was hard to believe. 
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at my mind as I walked around the pond and up the slope to the lawn and the hall beyond.  What did the hall rest on?  How deep were the foundations?  The builders I’d hired to repair the damage, after Uncle Ira’s death, hadn’t raised any alarms ... had they even looked at the foundations.  I didn’t know.  Jude’s had promised a course in magical architecture, but that was for upperclassmen and I had never even finished my first year.  I kicked myself for the oversight.  I could have hired a tutor and studied books, if I’d thought of it.  I wouldn’t have become an expert, but I’d have learnt enough to have a rough idea of what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Sandy greeted me as I entered the hall.  “Do you want to have a night with me?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What?”
  
 
    “That came out wrong.”  Sandy reddened.  “I meant, would you like to spend your last night as a free woman with me?  Callam is already on his way down to the coachhouse for the night.  His mother insisted.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.”  I scowled, wishing they’d thought to ask me and yet knowing why they hadn’t.  “I don’t think he’ll be having a rowdy night with the boys.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy smirked.  “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, firmly, as we walked into the office.  Callam had never been popular in Kirkhaven.  He’d been the schoolmaster’s son, which was as low as one could get, and then he hadn’t had any magic.  There’d been louts making fun of him for being defended by a girl ... even after he’d discovered his talent and moved into the hall, no one had tried to befriend him.  I was surprised at that - in Shallot, everyone wanted to be your friend if they thought you could do something for them - but a little relieved too.  I didn’t want to have to share him with the lads in town, let alone the rest of the world. 
 
      
 
    “Back home,” Sandy said, “what would you have done, the night before your wedding?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “Perhaps had a gathering of my friends,” I said.  It hurt, more than I’d expected.  What friends?  They’d deserted me the moment I’d been sent into exile, only to come crawling back when it looked as if I’d take my father’s place.  “Or an early night with a sleeping potion.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy laughed.  “I’m glad I’m not an aristo,” she said.  “Tell me, is it true your mother used to dress you up like a living doll?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I didn’t want to think about it.  “And it was a living nightmare.” 
 
      
 
    “It could be worse,” Sandy said.  “You could be living in a garret in Water Shallot, wondering if you’ll have enough money to pay the rent or if you will have to turn tricks at the docks or be really nice to the landlord to keep him from kicking you onto the streets.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  I knew I’d been lucky.  Intellectually, I was sure of it.  And yet, it didn’t feel that way.  If I’d grown up in Water Shallot like Sandy, or out in the countryside like Rose or Callam, I would have looked on the glittering mansions and envied their owners.  I had no doubt envy would have curdled in my heart, that I would have eventually joined the anarchists who’d plagued the city a few short months ago. But ... it was hard to believe I’d been that lucky.  My family had seen me as a tool, first and foremost; my family had decided, because of my birth, that my life would follow a certain path and no deviations would be tolerated.  And I’d tried to break free and nearly destroyed the family in the process.   
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said, finally.  “But I don’t really believe.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy clapped me on the shoulder.  “What do you want to do, on your last day of freedom?” 
 
      
 
    I gave her a sharp look.  “Callam isn’t going to imprison me, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “No, but you will be enchained by convention,” Sandy said.  “Callam isn’t from Shallot, you know.  His concept of marriage isn’t the same as yours.  I doubt he will turn a blind eye to natural born children, or sire any of his own.  He loves you and ...” 
 
      
 
    “I know he does,” I said.  I looked up at her.  “Why is it that everyone is trying to give me advice?” 
 
      
 
    Sandy pretended to think about it.  “Because other people’s problems are always the best problems?” 
 
      
 
    “Just you wait,” I said.  “When you get married, I’ll be there to give you advice.” 
 
      
 
    “We shall see.”  Sandy looked at the window as thunder rumbled outside.  I saw lightning flash in the distance.  “The question is serious, though.  What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    I honestly didn’t know.  I didn’t know anyone I could invite to a sleepover ... hell, it wasn’t as if I had a small army of bridesmaids to escort me into the pavilion.  I supposed I was lucky, if not in quite the way Sandy meant.  By now, if I’d stayed in the city, I’d probably have attended dozens of weddings as a bridesmaid myself.  My mother would have picked and chosen the very best of the best, practically hiring me out to gain favour from people we wanted to court ... to repay us, later, in the coin we chose.  And I was too concerned about being helpless to risk taking a sleeping potion.  The ghosts hadn’t bothered me since the first night, but I’d slept in Callam’s bed.  Now ... 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps a simple meal,” I said, finally.  I didn’t want much more, not really.  The days when a sleepover would have been the highlight of the month were over.  Besides, we weren’t that close.  “And we can chat about the world.” 
 
      
 
    “We can try,” Sandy said.  She cocked her head.  “Do you miss it?  Shallot?” 
 
      
 
    “I was back there, only two weeks ago,” I reminded her.  I wasn’t sure how to answer the question.  “Yes, there are some things I miss.  I wish, in hindsight, I’d been a little wiser.  But now ... if I hadn’t come out here, I would never have met Callam.  And Uncle Ira would have continued his depredations, taking youths from the town and rendering them down for potions’ supplies.  He might even have stumbled across Callam and worked out what he was, before he ever met me.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  “All in all,” I added, “I’m glad it worked out the way it did.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice to see that you’ve matured,” Sandy said.  She stuck out her tongue, then smirked.  “And tomorrow, you will be a blushing bride.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  “Just you wait.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty: Adam 
 
      
 
    Caithness, I decided, was drab and grey compared to Shallot. 
 
      
 
    It was supposed to be a border town - calling it a city was a little generous - only a few short miles from Garstang, but I couldn’t help thinking the defences had been allowed to fall into disrepair.  The walls were high, yet the protective spells woven into the stone were outdated and the gates themselves unlikely to stand up to a single blasting curse.  The garrison itself looked ready to stand off an army, but the city underneath it would be devastated in the process.  I rather doubted the king had paid as much attention as he should to the border.  It was just asking for trouble. 
 
      
 
    My sense of unease only deepened as we rode through the gates and into the town.  The people - as drab and grey as their homes - looked fearful, glancing from side to side as if they expected to be attacked at any moment.  I’d seen schoolchildren who looked pretty much the same, when they were being picked on regularly by their peers, but it was disconcerting to see it in grown adults.  I saw a young woman glance at us, her eyes going wide before she scampered into an alleyway and vanished.  I didn’t know if she knew what we were - we’d made sure to devise cover stories, rather than wear our uniforms openly - but she was clearly unhappy to see us.  I was starting to feel unwelcome.  Caithness was a big town  on the trade route leading across the border and yet it had the feel of a small community, ones where strangers stuck out a mile.  I didn’t see many - if any - obvious foreigners on the streets.  There were hardly any visible locals. 
 
      
 
    “This must be one hell of a party town,” Caroline muttered, as we rode up to the inn.  “Do you think it comes to life every Friday?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Shallot was the city that never slept, but Caithness had the air of a town that was barely awake.  The men and women were drab, the men in crude outfits and the women in dresses that covered everything from the neckline to the ankles.  There were no hints of individuality, no suggestion they might be real party animals on the weekend.  I didn’t like it.  Even Water Shallot, for all its poverty, was more individualistic than Caithness. 
 
      
 
    “Something is wrong,” Caroline added.  “They may not talk about it, but they can feel it.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at her.  “How do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “They know,” Caroline said.  “And yet, none of them can put it into words.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted, although I knew what she meant.  I’d grown up in Water Shallot.  I might never have been able to explain my street-smarts to my peers, when I’d gone to Jude’s, but I’d never had any trouble sensing when it might be time to be somewhere else.  The mood could turn from genteel poverty to naked violence and savagery in the blink of an eye.  Caithness didn’t have the same feeling of omnipresent poverty, despite the grey clothes and greyer stone buildings, but there was an uneasy sense in the air.  It felt as if the locals were just waiting for the hammer to fall. 
 
      
 
    The stableboys ran up to us.  “Would you like us to take care of the horses, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Please.”  I slipped to the ground, then passed the reins to the nearest boy along with a sizable tip.  “Make sure they are fed and watered, then given plenty of space to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline grinned as she clambered off her horse and stretched.  “And if you treat them well tonight, we’ll make sure you get to take care of them again.” 
 
      
 
    The stableboys bowed so low I thought their noses were going to brush the ground.  “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
    I hid my amusement as they led the horses away, then turned to the doors.  Thunder rumbled in the distance as we stepped inside, frowning as we realised the dining room was almost deserted.  A pair of merchants in fancy clothes - probably from Shallot, by the look of them - were wolfing down their meal, but the remainder of the tables were empty.  I noticed the lack of everything from a stage to a piano, or underdressed waitresses, and shook my head in disbelief.  Innkeepers normally did everything they needed to draw in more customers.  But then, the inn wasn’t funded by travellers.  It could afford to be prudish. 
 
      
 
    “We sent a message,” Caroline said, to the young girl behind the desk.  “Adam and Caroline Mortimer, Surveyors.” 
 
      
 
    The young girl nodded, her brows furrowing as she checked her book.  “I have a room booked for you,” she said, holding out a pair of keys.  “The message didn’t say how long you’ll be staying.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, inwardly, as Caroline took the keys.  The young girl looked ... fearful.  I thought, at first, she was frightened of us, but it seemed a more general fear.  I wanted to ask her what was bothering her, yet it would be far too revealing.  She might wonder why a passing visitor might care, or want to know.  Hell, she might even think I was flirting with her. 
 
      
 
    “At least four days,” Caroline said.  “We’ll see after that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” the girl said, pointing to the stairwell.  “Room IV.  It’s just up the stairs.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, hefting my knapsack and following Caroline up the stairs.  The stairwell was brightly lit, surprisingly clean and tidy.  I’d slept in worse places.  The room was smaller than we’d been led to expect, the double bed produced by pushing two single beds together, but it would suffice.  We weren’t planning to stay long.  I told myself to enjoy it while it lasted.  We’d have to make our way to Kirkhaven once we checked in with the local agents.   
 
      
 
    Caroline smiled, ruefully, as she cast a handful of privacy wards.  “A shame we can’t relax and enjoy ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure there’s much to do here,” I said, although I knew what she meant.  We’d become lovers shortly after passing the first set of tests, before being sent to the Eternal City and disaster.  We hadn’t had time, let alone privacy, to do much of anything since we’d been carted back to the king in disgrace.  “What do you think they do here, after dark?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Caroline said, as she walked to the window and peered out.  “I’d bet on nothing.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sharp rap at the door.  I glanced at Caroline, then shrugged.  “Come!” 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  The innkeeper - I knew he had to be - stepped into the room, closing the door behind him.  He held up his palm, allowing us to see the shadowy sigil resting within his magic.  It was invisible to anyone who didn’t carry the same sigil, or so I’d been assured.  If we hadn’t reacted, he would have known we weren’t the people he’d been waiting to meet.  I wondered, as I held up my own palm, what he would have said if we hadn’t been his fellow Kingsmen.  There were no shortage of ways to convince guests to pay more than they intended and innkeepers knew them all. 
 
      
 
    “Glad you made it,” the innkeeper said, sitting on a plain wooden chair.  “I was worried you’d be delayed.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline turned and raised her eyebrows.  “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “There’ve been a lot of ... issues ... here recently,” the innkeeper said.  “I reported them to the capital, as per orders, but so far I haven’t received any response.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “What’s been happening here?” 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper hesitated, in a manner that reminded me of a suspect preparing to tell a truthful story he knew wouldn’t be believed.  I’d been cautioned to watch out for neat and tidy stories - a story that fitted together perfectly was a warning sign, suggesting a premeditated alibi - but stories that were seemingly unbelievable were often true.  It did make a certain degree of sense, I’d been told.  Why would a liar tell a lie he knew wouldn’t be believed? 
 
      
 
    Unless he wants us to think he’s lying, without ever being certain what he’s lying about, I thought.  And such mind games are often a sign of a scheming mind. 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to say when it actually began,” the innkeeper started.  “I think - from what I heard - that it was noticed in the countryside first, well away from the city.  There were” - he paused, as if he wasn’t sure what to say - “reports of ghosts, of strange lights and sounds in places humans rarely go.  Some people reported odd creatures, others reported odd sensations ... I listened as best as I could, when they came to the bar downstairs to drink, but it was impossible to pull the stories into a coherent whole.  They just didn’t make sense.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “And then?” 
 
      
 
    “And then people started spotting ghosts in the city too,” the innkeeper continued.  “Not many, not here, but ... enough.  The reports were crazy, but ... they were real.  I saw a couple myself.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline leaned forward.  “Didn’t you try to dispel them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the innkeeper said.  “And they vanished, for a time.  And then they came back.” 
 
      
 
    I shared a glance with my partner.  We’d seen ghosts - armies of ghosts - in the Eternal City.  They’d come very close to killing us.  And they’d been very resistant to the dispelling spells we’d been taught.  Dangerous ghosts were rare and yet they could be utterly lethal, but the spells should have taken care of them.  If the spells were ineffective ... 
 
      
 
    “There was a second problem,” the innkeeper added.  “A number of ancient artefacts appeared on the marketplace recently, some apparently still in working order.  I heard, through the grapevine, that they came from the fallen city.  The town council were unable or unwilling to prevent others from heading out there ...” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  “Objects of Power?” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently so,” the innkeeper said.  “I never got a good look at them.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, considering the possibilities.  The files had insisted the fallen city was dead, that it had been stripped of anything of value a long time ago.  Whatever had knocked it from the sky, during the Fall, had destroyed the flightstones and everything else that had kept the city aloft.  And yet ... I cursed under my breath.  If someone had uncovered a trove of working Objects of Power, it could change the balance of power.  Again.  Technically, the monarchy reserved the right of last bid - ensuring that anything really dangerous didn’t slip into unfriendly hands - but the law was honoured more in the breach than the observance.  And besides, the garrison commander was clearly neglecting his duties ... 
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “Are you sure these are old Objects of Power?” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t come from Shallot, I can tell you,” the innkeeper said.  “Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    Because they might have been forged in Kirkhaven, I thought, although I suspected that wasn’t true.  Isabella Rubén and her forger would have no trouble shipping their work south to Shallot, if they wished.  They don’t have to worry about remaining undetected now. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  It made no sense.  “I think we’ll have to look into it,” I said.  The coincidence was remarkable, if indeed it was a coincidence.  “Do you know who found or who bought the artefacts?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  The innkeeper shook his head.  “This is a border town.  A great many smugglers and other undesirables pass through, with the locals turning a blind eye.  I can make guesses, based on what I’ve heard, but nothing I could present to a court of law.” 
 
      
 
    He met my eyes.  “The border isn’t a hard line, as far as the locals are concerned.  The people on the far side aren’t foreigners, they’re siblings or cousins.   They don’t care about the kings telling them not to cross the border, or anything else.  And there’s nothing we can do about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said.  “We’ll look into it.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” the innkeeper warned.  “The smugglers can be very dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “So can we,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper stood and left the room.  I closed the door behind him, then reinforced the privacy wards.  The innkeeper was sworn to the king, and his oaths should have kept him from breaking faith with his master, but he’d been in the town long enough to get married and put down roots.  I doubted his wife or children knew where he’d found the money to buy the inn and operate it at a loss.  And ... if he could twist his mind into thinking he was still serving the king ... 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Caroline said.  “If the fallen city was stripped centuries ago, why are people finding working artefacts now?” 
 
      
 
    I shivered, remembering what we’d seen in the Eternal City.  “Do you think the city is coming back to life?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible,” Caroline said.  “The Meksects were repairing Cat’s city.  We never figured out how they came back to life either ...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  It had been nearly a thousand years since the Fall.  Logically, the Meksects should have repaired the fallen city a long time ago.  Cat had told me she’d repaired the flightstone, a feat I doubted anyone else could match, but the Meksects had been active well before she’d arrived.  All she’d done was take control of the ancient network and put the mechanical insects to work.  “They were picking up energy surges from the ruins.” 
 
      
 
    I sat on the bed, suddenly indecisive.  Our orders were to keep an eye on Isabella Rubén and Kirkhaven Hall.  We’d planned to get the lay of the land, then make our way to the estate and hole up somewhere near the edge of her protections.  Now ... I honestly wasn’t sure what to do.  If the fallen city was coming back to life ...  
 
      
 
    Isabella has a Zero, I reflected.  Could he repair a damaged flightstone? 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know.  Cat was more than just a very experienced forger.  She’d been steeped in magical theory from the moment she could walk, to the point - reading between the lines - she’d most likely studied the darker and semi-forbidden arts in an attempt to unlock powers she didn’t have.  She knew more than many magicians twice her age, perhaps enough to craft new Objects of Power as well as working from old designs.  Callam, if the reports were accurate, had far less experience.  Even if he’d been given an intensive and extensive education, from the day he’d been discovered, it was hard to believe he could match Cat. 
 
      
 
    Caroline shook her head.  “This changes everything,” she said.  “We have to check out the ruins now, before something else happens.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my knapsack and withdrew the map, spreading it out on the bed.  The border was a long red line only a few miles from Caithness, nothing more than ink on paper as far as the locals were concerned.  The innkeeper was almost certainly right.  There were some border markers on the ground, emplaced by royal commissions decades ago - after there’d been a minor rebellion caused by the locals having to pay taxes to both sides - but there was nothing to stop people from crossing the border without even noticing.  The fallen city sat within an hour or two of Kirkhaven, the desolate lands around it covered in warning signs.  I shook my head.  It felt odd to look at the patchwork farms and realise it was the only way to get anything from the land.   
 
      
 
    “We could walk there tomorrow and get there in a couple of hours,” I said.  There were no roads and the ground was treacherous, but it should be doable.  The horses would be glad of a rest.  “Or we could send a message home and report the situation, then ask for further orders.” 
 
      
 
    “We should go,” Caroline said.  “But we should also send a message.  Why didn’t anyone realise there was a problem out here?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, although I had a feeling I knew the answer.  The locals didn’t really see themselves as being part of a kingdom, let alone under the rule of a king.  Why should they?  It wasn’t as if the king cared enough to expand the road network, or start encouraging development ... hell, they probably considered development a threat, something that might bring more demands for taxes in its wake.  I was loyal to the king, but I understood how the locals might feel.  Water Shallot had had a very similar attitude towards the Great Houses.  Why support distant rulers who didn’t understand your lives, who tried to help but only made things worse? 
 
      
 
    “We’re quite some distance from the capital,” I said.  The innkeeper had said he’d sent messages, hadn’t he?  “And the message probably got watered down somewhere along the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably.”  Caroline stood and returned to the window.  “Come and look at this.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and joined her, wrapping my arm around her shoulders.  The downpour was terrifying.  I hadn’t seen anything like it since I’d gone through basic training and that hadn’t been so bad.  The cobbled road below the window was lost in a haze of white water, as raindrops hit the ground and splashed like curses against powerful wards.  The drumming on the roof was so loud I looked up, half-expecting to see water dripping from the ceiling.  No wonder the homes were so drab, I thought.  The rainfall would wash away anything that presented even the slightest hint of individuality. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll send a message this evening, then spend tomorrow gathering what gossip we can before we go to the fallen city,” Caroline said.  “How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  In my experience, people were happy to talk freely as long as you were buying the beer.  And, if they were a little drunk, they would never remember precisely what they’d told us.  “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    My father should be here, I thought, as I stood outside the giant tent.  He would have come, if he were still alive. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  Sandy and Alice had woken me early in the morning and forced me to eat a huge breakfast, before descending on me with scissors, hairbrushes, and other instruments of torture.  They’d stripped me, scrubbed me, dressed me and then brushed my hair until it shone like gold under the sunlight, then practically carried me into the coach to drive to town.  I hadn’t been babied so much since I’d been an actual infant.  They were treating me more like a doll than a living person. 
 
      
 
    And yet, if I’d been getting married back in Shallot, it would be a great deal worse, I told myself.   Mother would have had the servants put me through hell, then layer freeze spells on me to make sure not a single hair got out of place before I walked up the aisle. 
 
      
 
    The thought cost me another pang.  My mother had been invited, naturally, but she hadn’t replied.  Akin had written a short note to me, apologising for his absence, and a slightly longer letter to Callam, welcoming him to the family.  Reading between the lines, it sounded as if another family crisis had blown up in my absence, to the point I intended to write back - later - and ask what he’d left out of the letter.  I was tempted to suggest Akin marry Cat and then join her family, rather than let our relatives drive him demented while he fought to keep them from tearing the family apart.  And my father ... he should have been there, holding my arm as he walked me down the aisle.  I knew I should be glad I was having a small wedding, at least by the standards of the big city, but still ... 
 
      
 
    Sandy grinned at me as the crowds flowed into the tent.  “Last chance to back out.” 
 
      
 
    I shot her a nasty look, then concentrated on my breathing.  There was something oddly scattershot about the wedding ceremony, as if the locals didn’t think I’d be forever shamed if something went wrong.  They probably didn’t.  There was no need to worry about precedence, no need to haggle over who got front row seats or who should be the first to kiss us after we tied the knot.  Hell, there were no seats!  The ceremony would be over quickly, followed by hours of eating, drinking, and dancing.  I wondered, idly, how long Callam and I could stay before we could make our way back to the hall as man and wife.  And then ... 
 
      
 
    No one can say anything about you sharing a bed now, I told myself.  You’ll be married. 
 
      
 
    It was a pleasing and yet worrying thought.  Callam and I had done a great deal, since our relationship had turned from friendship to romance, but we hadn’t been tied together.  I’d heard stories of young men and women who’d gone quite some distance together, outside wedlock; shameful, I’d been told, and yet they’d done it.  Now ... I shook my head.  I loved Callam and he loved me and we were lucky.  I knew people who’d been matched by their families, to the point they sometimes didn’t know who they’d be marrying until it was too late.  I couldn’t believe my father would do that to me, but ... it might have happened, if I hadn’t been disgraced. 
 
      
 
    And no one can argue Callam is a bad choice, I thought.  His talents alone would be enough to ensure a match to anyone, anyone at all. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my mind as the flap opened and the flower girl stepped out.  “My Lady,” she said.  “It’s time.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Sandy said. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself, then took the flower girl’s hand and allowed her to lead me into the pavilion.  It was crowded with townspeople, all staring at me.  I nearly stopped dead, before forcing myself to walk to the stand.  Mayor Toadstool stood there, flanked by two councillors.  I tried not to feel as though I was walking to my execution as I made my way towards them, feeling eyes following me.  There’d been a time when I liked being the centre of attention.  Those days were long gone.   
 
      
 
    Callam entered from the far side of the pavilion, alone.  His parents should have been beside him, but we’d dropped that part of the ceremony because my family had been unable to make it.  I hoped his parents didn’t resent it.  There was a very real chance their daughters would marry well, in Shallot, and never return to Kirkhaven.  I tried not to feel guilty.  It didn’t work. 
 
      
 
    The flower girl let go of my hand and stepped back as I stopped in front of the mayor and waited.  Callam joined me a moment later, his face so blank I knew he was terrified.  He loved me and yet ... he hated the thought of everyone looking at him too.  The townspeople had never warmed up to him, even after his talents had become apparent.  I suspected some of the boys were hoping he’d fall flat on his face.  Or worse. 
 
      
 
    “Callam, Son of Tobias,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “Isabella, Daughter of Carioca.” 
 
      
 
    His words hung in the air for a long moment.  I could barely think. 
 
      
 
    “We are here to witness your marriage,” the mayor continued, “to witness the two of you committing to spend the remainder of your lives together, to live as a couple and raise your children.  This is a solemn commitment, one you will be expected to maintain even in sickness and poverty and every other challenge that will put a strain on your relationship.  It would be better, if you have any doubts, to stop now before you become two in one.” 
 
      
 
    He paused.  “Callam, do you wish to proceed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Callam’s voice was so quiet I could barely hear him, even though I was standing beside him.  “I do.” 
 
      
 
    The mayor nodded.  “Isabella, do you wish to proceed?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Turn and face each other,” the mayor ordered.  “Join hands.” 
 
      
 
    I heard a gasp running through the tent as I clasped Callam’s hands in mine.  The mayor should have asked for a blessing from the parents, both sets of parents.  I feared someone would object, or look to Callam’s parents to object, on the grounds the match might not be valid without their consent.  It would be an interesting legal headache, the analytical part of my mind noted.  I already had the wedding permits and suchlike, but local custom couldn’t be easily ignored.  Master Tobias said nothing.  I hoped that meant no one would try to raise the issue in future.  If he didn’t object, no one else should have room to try.   
 
      
 
    Callam looked pale, when our eyes met.  I tried to shoot him a reassuring smile, but I feared it didn’t come out very well.  My heart was beating like a drum.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not going to the registry office in Shallot and getting married there, without any formal ceremony at all.  We could throw a party for everyone later and no one would have cared ... 
 
      
 
    “Be two,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “Be one.  Be two in one.” 
 
      
 
    He paused, dramatically.  “You may now kiss.” 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned forward and kissed me.  I kissed him back, dimly aware that - technically - I was supposed to be passive, to let him kiss me ... no, that wasn’t going to happen.  The giant tent rang with cheers as our lips parted, as if they thought it was our first kiss.  I hid my amusement with an effort as Mayor Toadstool patted us on the back, then presented us to the crowd.  We were married. 
 
      
 
    Really?  The thought ran through my head before I could stop it.  Is that all? 
 
      
 
    I clasped Callam’s hand tightly as we stepped into the crowd, allowing everyone to gather round and congratulate us.  I shook hands with older men, while younger boys leaned in for kisses which I hastily declined, much to their amusement.  Callam seemed to have the same problem with the girls.  Our hands were patted, our backs were slapped ... by the time we made it to the dinner table, I was more than a little sore.  I tried not to feel irked by their conduct.  It was all part of the ceremony. 
 
      
 
    We could leave now, I thought.  Would anyone even notice? 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my head as we sat and shared a plate of food.  It looked as if every household had brought at least one dish, from simple stew to more complex meals that were flavoured with expensive spices and seasonings.  I felt more than a little overwhelmed as the crowds pressed around us, people sharing stories of married life and everything else as they helped themselves to dinner.  It felt as if I really was part of the community, even though I knew I was from a very different world.  They hadn’t had to bring food to my wedding.  It was just custom. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to learn to cook something, for the next wedding, I thought.  I’d given money to the wedding planners, over the last few years, but it wasn’t as personal as something I’d made with my own two hands.  And yet, what can I cook ...? 
 
      
 
    A scream ran through the air.  I looked up, grabbing for my magic.  A middle-aged woman was screaming ...  “Jack!  Jack!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Callam.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone,” the woman shouted.  “Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    “Her son,” Callam explained.  “He’s seven.” 
 
      
 
    The wedding party seemed to come apart in an instant as the menfolk started organising search parties.  We were on the very edge of town, too close to the forest and lake for anyone’s peace of mind.  Jack was seven years old, too young to be allowed to wander outside the town on his own.  I tried not to feel irritated, knowing the woman could hardly be blamed for fearing for her son.  It hadn’t been that long since Uncle Ira had preyed on the town’s youths. 
 
      
 
    Although his victims were all considerably older, with far more developed magic, I thought.  I’d been taught to cast from a very early age, but it was unlikely Jack knew any spells.  He might have wandered off and ... 
 
      
 
    Callam kissed my forehead.  “I have to go.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, forcing down the stab of resentment before it showed on my face.  The search parties demanded every man and most of the women.  Callam was needed too ... I told myself it was important, in a small community, for everyone to pitch in and help when someone went missing.  The landscape was far too dangerous for a young boy.  Jack might easily have wandered off, walked into the mire and drowned before he could save himself.  His mother would spend the rest of her life cursing herself for taking her eyes off him.   
 
      
 
    And if this happened back in Shallot, part of my mind pointed out, the bride’s tantrum would be the stuff of legends. 
 
      
 
    I watched as the search parties hurried out, splitting up to cover the ground as efficiently as possible.  I prayed that they quickly found the child... I wondered, numbly, if the little boy had just gotten bored and headed back to his house.  It wasn’t impossible, although I knew it was unlikely.  I’d had a great deal of independence once I’d mastered a handful of protective spells and even I wouldn’t have been allowed to wander freely, not until I’d reached my first decade.  And then ... I swallowed hard, trying not to think of all the horrible things that could happen to the poor kid.  Kirkhaven wasn’t a particularly safe place at the best of times. 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha sat, facing me.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, unsure how to answer.  I wasn’t so selfish I resented a small boy for getting lost and frightening everyone.  Of course not.  And yet ... part of me wondered if I was indirectly responsible for his absence, perhaps his death, because it had been my wedding.  I hadn’t had to hold it in the town.  I could have just held it at the hall or simply asserted my authority and declared us both married ... a hideous conflict of interest, to be sure, but the only person with standing to complain would be me.  My lips quirked, sourly.  I’d have to write myself a stern reprimand, if I decided to take issue with myself ... 
 
      
 
    “I am a bride,” I said, numbly.  “A wife.” 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha reached out and squeezed my hand.  “He’ll be back soon,” she said.  “And then you can go back to the hall.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing.  It felt ... I wasn’t sure how I felt.  My life had changed and yet ... it felt as if nothing had changed.  I wished, not for the first time, that my relationship with my own mother was better, that I could confide in her.  Who did I know, who had gone through it herself and yet ... was old and mature enough to look back with calm understanding?  Callam’s mother might be the only one and I couldn’t ask her.  I was married to her son. 
 
      
 
    I’m married, I thought, numbly.  I’m a married woman. 
 
      
 
    Time passed, slowly.  The search parties didn’t return.  I watched the older folk helping themselves to food, chatting in low voices as a sense of gloom spread through the pavilion.  The locals knew the region like the back of their hands.  There should be nowhere a small boy could hide himself, nowhere a body could remain undiscovered ... unless he really had lost himself in the mire.  I shuddered, remembering the bones I’d discovered a couple of years ago.  They’d been so old, and so decayed, I hadn’t been able to tell if they’d been male or female, let alone who they might have been when they’d been alive.  I’d had to rebury then and hope their ancestors weren’t displeased with me. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady,” a voice said.  “A word of your time.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up.  The mother - Jack’s mother - was standing in front of me, wringing her hands.  I saw nervousness and fear and grim determination on her face.  She didn’t know what to make of me - few of the town’s womenfolk understood me - but she wanted, she needed, to talk to me.  I forced myself to stand, feeling oddly uncomfortable in the wedding dress.  In hindsight, perhaps I should have brought a change of clothes.  I could have changed immediately after the ceremony and no one would have said anything about it. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I said.  I owed it to myself to listen to her.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Years ago, you used a spell to locate some missing youths,” the mother said.  “Can you do it again?” 
 
      
 
    I kicked myself.  I should have thought of it.  The spell hadn’t worked, six years ago, but that was because Uncle Ira had kidnapped the youths and taken them behind his wards.  There was no reason to think Jack was concealed behind a spell too, not now.  He was probably just lost in the woods. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need some of your blood,” I said.  I wasn’t sure what would happen if Jack was already dead.  The spell might find his body or it might not.  “And we’d better do it outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” the mother said.  She sounded as if she was pleading with the uncaring ancients, the nameless ones who watched from so far in the past no one remembered anything about them.  They cared as little for us as we cared for them.  “Anything.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as we walked outside.  The skies were darkening rapidly, although it was nowhere near sunset.  It was going to rain.  Again. The search parties were nowhere to be seen.  I feared that wasn’t a good sign.  They would have quartered the area around the tent, checking and rechecking all the possible hiding places, before heading further afield.  I asked myself, numbly, just how far a little boy could get before his mother realised he’d vanished. Akin had been quite quick on his feet as a young child. 
 
      
 
    Thunder rumbled, in the distance.  I cursed. 
 
      
 
    “Give me your hand,” I said.  It wasn’t easy to ready the spell to take a little blood, but I hadn’t thought to bring my toolkit with me.  “Quickly.” 
 
      
 
    The mother nodded, wincing in pain as I cast the cutting spell.  Blood welled up on her palm.  I gritted my teeth as I took a little of her blood - very few people were comfortable offering up their blood, whatever the cause - and cast the second spell.  The magic flickered around me - for a horrible moment, I was sure the spell had failed - and then sharpened.  North.  It was pointing north, almost - but not quite - in the direction of the hall.  I didn’t like the look of it. 
 
      
 
    “Is he alive?”  The mother was holding her palm tightly, as if she feared she’d bleed to death.  It wasn’t impossible.  Cutting spells were designed to slow healing, as well as making it difficult to seal the wound magically.  I told myself she’d be fine as long as she kept it covered until it closed of its own accord.  “Is he ...?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said.  I was fairly sure the kid was alive, but the link was oddly weak.  I feared he might be dying, or even dead with a little warmth left in his body.  And there wasn’t time to wait for Callam or one of the other searchers.  “I’ll go after him.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” Mistress Catha warned, taking charge of the mother with ruthless efficiency.  “I’ll send the others after you when they return.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then turned, recast the spell to be sure I had a solid fix on him, then started to hurry. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    The skies looked ominous. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to keep going, following a link that seemed to be wavering on the brink of extinction.  I feared the worst.  Jack was trapped, perhaps wounded ... perhaps dying.  If the link snapped ... I told myself it wasn’t proof he was dead, although there weren’t many other explanations.  The only heavily-warded building in the area was Kirkhaven Hall and I doubted Jack could have reached it, let alone get into the estate without my permission.  And yet ... there were patches of wild magic everywhere, as well as the ever-present mire and the distant fallen city.  If Jack had fallen into one of those ... 
 
      
 
    Or there could be someone out here, hidden under wards so subtle no one can even sense their presence, I thought.  It wasn’t impossible, nor - in truth - was it unlikely.  Too many people knew Callam’s true nature.  It was just a matter of time before the world realised we were no longer in Shallot.  And they could have taken Jack ... 
 
      
 
    My stomach twisted as I kept moving, picking my way across the moraine.  I was alone.  I kept glancing back, hoping to see one of the search parties hurrying after me, but there was nothing.  It felt as if I was hundreds of miles from anyone, lost without a hope of finding my way home again.  My feet stumbled over chunks of rock, deposited thousands of years ago by glaciers well before they vanished back into the north.  It was hard to believe the land had been settled for thousands of years.  It felt as untouched as it had been the day the first humans ventured into the new world.   
 
      
 
    The magic twisted around me.  I forced myself to focus as I stumbled up a hillock, cursing -once again - my decision to wear the dress.  It would be better to wear trousers, or even to go nude ... I put that thought out of my head quickly as I reached the top of the tiny mound and peered into the distance.  It was growing dark, so dark it was hard to believe it was mid-afternoon.  The clouds glimmered with weird-coloured lightning, the flashes lingering for long seconds rather than coming and going so quickly I couldn’t register them before they were gone.  And I saw a faint light in the distance. 
 
      
 
    A chill ran down my spine.  One of the search parties?  Callam had no magic of his own, and nothing beyond a single protective amulet hidden under his sleeves, but the rest of the townsfolk should know a few basic spells.  Magic was a part of life.  They had to know how to use it to light the air, or light fires, or as a last resort - defend themselves.  And yet ... a sense of unease ran down me as I tested the blood spell again.  The link led directly towards the distant light.  I wanted to believe Jack had been found, that there was a search party checking his condition before taking him back to town, but I couldn’t convince myself.  I hadn’t seen any signs there was anyone ahead of me ... 
 
      
 
    I glanced back, but saw nothing.  Jack was ahead of me and ... I swallowed hard, then forced myself to start walking.  I had no idea how long he had, if he was injured or trapped or worse.  It might take too long to summon help ... I shaped a vapour message, then sent it back to Callam’s father. He’d be able to read it ... probably.  I wasn’t sure the message would retain its integrity long enough to reach the tent.  There was just too much wild magic lingering in the air. 
 
      
 
    The scent of marshland rose up around me as I kept walking, stumbling towards the light.  It was almost hypnotic, calling to me ... I thought I could see something within the glow, something warm and welcoming and waiting.  Jack?  I was tired, so tired it was hard to think.  Water splashed around my shoes, slipping into my socks.  I shuddered, wishing I’d thought to wear boots too.  Honestly!  What did it matter if I wore trousers and boots to my wedding?  Callam wouldn’t complain.  Anyone else could file their complaints in the rubbish bin. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, then kept going.  The light danced in front of me, calling me ... no matter how far I walked, it seemed to remain ahead of me.  I focused on it, allowing it to pull me onwards ... my thoughts grew sluggish as it filled my mind, drawing me on.  The water grew worse as the haze grew brighter, my legs starting to weaken as if I was wading through water ... 
 
      
 
    Awareness flashed through me, snapping me awake.  I was wading through water.  The ground gave way beneath me a second later, plunging me into the mire.  Panic washed through me as I fell, as if someone had caught my legs and was pulling them under the water. I cast a hasty spell as the water washed against my breasts, trying to steady myself; the magic splintered, as if I couldn’t get the spell to take shape and form before the power faded into nothingness.  The glow was suddenly brighter.  Something was right in front of me.  I didn’t want to look up. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head.  A ghostly creature stood in front of me, looking down at me.  It wasn’t human.  The proportions were all wrong.  The head was big, utterly alien; the body faded away into a ghostly haze as it rested on a tiny hummock.  It held a candle in one hand, glowing brightly; its eyes were cold and very, very, cruel.  Beyond it, I thought I could see other shapes within the mist.  They seemed to be waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    Fear washed through me.  I’d known the risks.  I’d known the risks and I’d been drawn in anyway, lulled into a false sense of security until it was too late.  Jack was a child, barely old enough to read and write.  I was over a decade older than him.  What was my excuse?  I could feel the mire sucking at me, trying to pull me under the surface ... I tried to muster my power, to escape before it was too late, but the spell failed to materialise.  The fear grew worse.  I was going to drown - I was going to die - on my wedding day.  And Callam might never know what had happened. 
 
      
 
    I heard a cry.  It broke me out of my trance, drawing my attention to a small shape kneeling on the hummock.  A child ... Jack.  It had to be Jack.  He was larger than I’d expected, but ... he staggered back, nearly plummeting into the mire.  I reached out with my magic, massively overpowering the summoning spell.  It should have picked him up and crashed him into my hands, perhaps hard enough to break bones.  Instead, it barely managed to waft him to me before the magic failed. 
 
      
 
    Think, I told myself.  The sense I was being pulled down was growing stronger.  I could feel things oozing around me, pressing against my skin.  There has to be a way out. 
 
      
 
    The wisp looked down at me.  I could make out hints of an utterly inhuman face against the growing light.  A long pointy nose, a gaping parody of a smile ... the entity’s eyes alone didn’t change, regarding me with a cruelty that amply justified all the stories I’d heard about it.   And yet ... I was sure I was missing something. It could have drowned Jack well before I’d arrived.  Had it waited in hopes I could be lured into the trap too?  Or ... or what?  The light was making it hard to think.  Even with the grim awareness I was doomed unless I got out of the trap, I could barely add two and two together.  The cold was seeping into me.  It was going to kill me, even if the wisps didn’t.   
 
      
 
    Jack twisted against me, trying to avoid looking at the wisp.  He was staining my shoulder ... I hoped he was crying, rather than bleeding.  I couldn’t do anything about it, if he was bleeding.  Trying to heal damaged eyes was not advised, unless you knew what you were doing.  The little healing magic I knew didn’t come close to an optical mastery. 
 
      
 
    The wisp smiled, but didn’t try to reach for me.  I held myself still, trying to understand what I saw.  Was it trying to drown me?  The ghosts in the nearby fallen city had tried to drain me, not drown me ... why did the wisp want to drown me?  I could see other shapes behind it, waiting ... ghosts? Or ... or what?  I thought I heard whispers on the edge of my awareness, as if my thoughts were starting to splinter under the mental assault.  The mire pulsed with an inhuman life, sucking at me.  I reached for my magic, but drew a blank.  I doubted I could turn us both into frogs, or birds, and even if I did the spell wouldn’t last long enough for us to get clear.  The wisp seemed content to wait for us to drown. 
 
      
 
    I could throw Jack out of the mire, I thought.  The odds were good he’d break his arms or legs, if I tried, but at least he’d be alive.  I considered it, wishing I knew help was on the way.  How far had I walked, when the light had grabbed me?  It felt like miles.  If he can’t walk, he might die of exposure before help arrives. 
 
      
 
    I tried not to panic as I sank further.  I knew how to swim and yet, kicking only made it worse.  The safest thing to do seemed to be to stay as still as possible and hope for the best, but I was still sinking.  The grimy mire was touching my neck.  Once it reached my mouth and nose, I was dead.  The stench of natural gas tormented me.  I could feel magic in the air ... 
 
      
 
    A thought ran through me.  Granny McVeigh had told me, years ago, that the land had spoken to her.  I’d thought she was mad, but ... I tried to open my mind, sensing magic running through the mire.  It felt oddly familiar, as if my own magic was being reflected back at me, yet ... it wasn’t mine.  I thought I sensed something distant, something impossibly strong, reaching out to touch me.  I leaned forward, mentally, and recoiled in shock as I touched something so much greater than myself it nearly killed me.  My head spun as I fell back into my own body.  It felt like I’d been slapped, repeatedly. 
 
      
 
    The wisp reared up, then reached for me with a ghostly hand.  I hastily raised a shield, which started to splinter the moment the wisp touched it.  I thought I heard inhuman laughter as it pressed forward, pushing through my shield as through it wasn’t there.  Perhaps it wasn’t.  I could barely manage a single spell.  Jack struggled against me, as if he wanted to run for his life.  I knew there was nowhere to go.  He would sink in the mire and be lost ... 
 
      
 
    Ghostly fingers pressed against my forehead.  I screamed as memories flashed in front of my eyes ... not my memories.  The images dug into my mind - I saw a blonde girl laughing, an older man staring down at me - and then vanished, before I could get a grip on them.  They felt like lumps of burning ash, tearing into my mind.  I struggled backwards, losing my footing and sinking even further into the mire.  The stench of gas grew stronger.  A mad thought ran through me and I summoned a firestarter spell, aimed at the hillock.  There was a blinding flash of light and a wave of heat - I thought, for a horrible moment, that I’d burnt my face clean off - and the wisp vanished.  I gathered myself and threw out a line of magic, aimed at the distant hillock.  It held together just long enough to yank us out of the mire.  I screamed, pain crashing through me, as we crashed on solid ground.  Jack clung to me, his arms wrapped so tightly around my neck that I thought he’d choke me.  My dress was so dank I could barely move.  It clung to my skin, making me feel as if clammy hands were crawling down my spine.  If my mother had seen me ... 
 
      
 
    I staggered to my feet and stared at the mire.  There was no sign of the wisp, but the ghosts were taking shape and form.  They floated over the bog, wavering sheets of roughly humanoid light ... I was sure, even though I couldn’t see their eyes, that they were looking at me.  Thunder rumbled, in the distance.  I looked up into the pitch-black sky, broken only by flashes of lightning.  There was no sign of any of the search parties.  I wasn’t sure just how far I’d come from the town.  The wisp had entranced me so completely I’d walked right into its trap. 
 
      
 
    We can’t be that far away, I thought, as the ghosts grew brighter.  Jack’s only a kid.  He couldn’t have walked that far. 
 
      
 
    My legs buckled, a grim reminder I might be wrong.  Compulsion spells could push someone right to their limits and beyond.  Father had told me of spells that had driven their victims to their deaths, or turned them into lunatics as their minds snapped under the pressure.  Jack could have been forced to walk for miles, his mind so deeply enspelled it didn’t realise his small body was reaching the limits of its endurance.  I looked down at him, wishing I knew more about children.  Penny was the youngest person I’d known as a child, back in Shallot, and there were only two years between us.  Perhaps I should have offered to spend more time with the younger generations. 
 
      
 
    It would certainly have been wiser, my thoughts pointed out.  You’ll be having kids of your own soon enough. 
 
      
 
    My magic shifted, slightly.  I looked up.  The ghosts were gliding towards me.  I knew, with a certainty that could not be denied, that they intended to kill me.  I scooped up Jack, threw him over my shoulder, and ran, forcing myself to avoid or jump over boulders.  I needed to get back to safety ... where was safety?  How far could the ghosts move from ... from where?  Why were they even haunting the marsh?   
 
      
 
    People have died in the mire, my thoughts reminded me.  There was no doubt of it.  The district wasn’t remotely safe, particularly now the rainfall had made the marshlands worse.  A local, someone who knew the area, could still stumble into the bog if they didn’t realise the mire had expanded.  Their ghosts might have remained after their souls went onwards. 
 
      
 
    I told that part of my mind to shut up as I kept moving.  Sweat ran down my back.  I could feel the ghosts behind me ... how far could they travel, from the mire?  What was even keeping them there?  The legends spoke of wisps lurking in the marshes, not ghosts.  I tried to convince myself I could outrun them, that I could get to the hall or Callam or somewhere - anywhere - safe ... was there anywhere safe?  Last time I’d been chased by ghosts, Callam had been with me.  Here ... I was effectively alone.  Jack was just as vulnerable as me.  He was shivering and cold and numb ... 
 
      
 
    My magic flared, one final time.  I pushed the raw spellstuff behind me, hoping for the best.  I thought I heard someone laugh, the high and cold sound echoing through my head, but I didn’t dare look back.  The ghosts were behind me ... and then they weren’t.  I couldn’t stop.  I kept running, somehow managing to avoid the rocks and pitfalls as blind panic threatened to overcome me.  I just couldn’t stop ... 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” someone called.  “She found him!” 
 
      
 
    I nearly crashed into the speaker.  My eyes snapped open - I wasn’t sure when I’d closed them - as he caught me.  A big burly farmer I knew vaguely ... he took Jack from me, an instant before my legs buckled and I fell to the ground.  It struck me, as I tried to gather what remained of my energy, that I must look ghastly.  They must have taken me for one of the night things, the strange creatures that prowled the darkness ... 
 
    
“It’s alright,” someone said.  I felt strong arms helping me up.  “I’ve got you.” 
 
      
 
    My lips refused to move properly.  “Ca ... Callam?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Callam said.  My eyes weren’t working quite right, in the gloom, but I knew his voice.  “I’ve got you.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to smile, but I was too tired.  My thoughts were wandering in strange directions, as the last of the wisp’s influence faded from my mind.  The wedding had been interrupted.  Was the ceremony still valid?  Or did we have to go through it all again?  I told myself not to be silly as my awareness threatened to fade away, leaving me in darkness.  We’d been married.  We’d had the formal ceremony.  The dinner might have been interrupted, but the marriage itself was valid.  It was just a shame the dress had been destroyed. 
 
      
 
    We can always buy another one, I told myself, as Callam carried me back into the tent.  This was starting to become a habit.  And if anyone asks, we can always tell them the truth. 
 
      
 
    My smile widened.  And no one will ever forget this wedding, my dazed thoughts added, snidely.  Won’t Mother be pleased? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!  Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    I was too tired to fend off Jack’s mother, as I sat at the dinner table, but thankfully Mistress Catha escorted her and her son out of the tent.  My dress was a mess, my skin felt as if I’d been swimming in the sewers and I didn’t want to think about my hair.  The wisp haunted my thoughts, its inhuman gaze peering into my mind even though I’d either killed the ghostly creature or simply outrun it.  I wasn’t sure which.  My memories were a jumbled mess. 
 
      
 
    I’m not going to forget, I told myself.  Not this time. 
 
      
 
    And yet, there was a part of me that wanted to forget.  I’d grown up in a nice safe world of understandable - and understood - magic.  The wisp was clear proof there was more to the world than they realised, back in Shallot; I wasn’t sure if it truly was a living creature, in some sense of the word, or something so far outside my understanding it might as well have come from another world.  The stories I’d heard had been vague, fearful whispers rather than anything useful.  I wished, suddenly, I’d thought to have them recorded and catalogued years ago.  I’d read old books that combined snippets of useful thought with chapters upon chapters of complete nonsense.  Perhaps the old tales, so far from the civilised world, had grains of truth in them too.   
 
      
 
    I rubbed my forehead, all too aware of my state and yet too tired to do much of anything about it.  My wedding day had been a disaster, although - I supposed as my mind wandered uncontrollably - it was far from the worst.  I’d heard horror stories of family members wanting to forbid the marriage, or secret lovers coming out of the closet, or even - horror of horrors - accountants and taxmen coming forward to tell the world that one family was nowhere near as financially secure as it claimed.  That always put the heron amongst the transfigured frogs.  If a family lied while negotiating the marriage contract, and they were found out before the happy couple tied the knot, the results would not be pleasant.  I told myself, firmly, to stop whining.  The dinner might have been ruined, and my dress might be in a state that rendered it fit only for burning, but I’d saved a little boy and returned him to his mother.  It could easily have ended with us both dead instead.  Or worse. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts kept wandering.  We didn’t finish the dinner, let alone leave as man and wife, I thought.  Are we legally married? 
 
      
 
    I scowled and told that part of me to shut up.  The marriage certificates and permissions had all been signed.  The ceremony was just a formality, albeit one that was important to Callam, his parents and the local community.  I could have simply thrown a dinner party and forgotten the formal ceremony and we would still have been legally married ... I might be in the odd position of granting myself permission to marry, but it wasn’t as if anyone would care.  The only person who could object, I thought, was myself.  I’d have to speak to myself very severely afterwards. 
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool lumbered towards me and sat.  “On behalf of the community, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” I managed.  I looked as if I’d been dragged through the mire ... my lips quirked as I realised that was exactly what I’d done.  “I found him, if barely.” 
 
      
 
    “His mother thanks you too,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “And we are sorry about the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Throw open the tent, then parcel out the remaining food after the last of the search parties returns,” I ordered.  They were still out there, searching the countryside.  They didn’t know Jack had been found and returned to his mother.  “I don’t need to take anything back to the hall.” 
 
      
 
    The mayor nodded, looking relieved.  Technically, the bride had first claim on any leftovers ... after the townspeople had eaten as much as they could.  It would have been difficult for him, for everyone, if I’d stood on my rights.  Half the town hadn’t had anything to eat and they couldn’t be faulted for it, because they’d joined the search parties.  I nodded back, trying to reassure him.  There was plenty of food in the hall.  Callam and I wouldn’t starve tomorrow, after the wedding night ... 
 
      
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  I’d have to shower first ... hell, I needed a bath and a scrub and professional cleaners ... my thoughts twisted, then calmed as I reminded myself Callam - like the rest of the townspeople - had a solid core of practicality.  He’d understand I needed to wash ... I sighed as I touched my hair, shaking my head in annoyance.  I’d made time to have it properly washed and styled, before leaving Shallot.  The hairdresser had worked a dozen charms into my blonde locks, all gone now.  Thankfully, he was hundreds of miles away.  No one would ever tie my deplorable state to him. 
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t be remotely fair, my thoughts mocked.  But when has high society ever given a damn about fairness? 
 
      
 
    “You’re crowding the girl,” a new voice snapped.  “Hop away and bring in the rest of the men, there’s a good lad.” 
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool coloured as Granny McVeigh peered down at us, the old woman’s eyes just daring him to challenge her.  I winced inwardly, hoping the mayor would have the sense to avoid a fight.  He could be very mindful of his authority and prestige, all too aware the townspeople could boot him out of office if they thought he couldn’t stand up for himself, let alone anyone else.  But no one in their right mind would pick a fight with the hedge witch.  She could break him effortlessly, shatter his reputation beyond repair ... 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Granny,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “I’m sure she’ll be glad of your company.” 
 
      
 
    Granny McVeigh made a dismissive gesture, then squatted next to me.  I eyed her, wondering - not for the first time - just how old she was.  She looked old, but she moved like a younger woman.  There were spells that burnt a person’s life force at both ends, from what little I’d heard, trading longevity for health, but I was fairly sure she’d have run out of lifespan by now.  Perhaps she was just lucky.  I knew a couple of older relatives who’d been surprisingly active up to their dying day. 
 
      
 
    “The land is coming back to life,” she said, pitching her voice so only I could hear.  “You saw it, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what I saw,” I muttered back.  “There was a wisp and ...” 
 
      
 
    Granny McVeigh patted my muddy shoulder.  “You were very lucky, young lady, to extract yourself from the mire.  You could have drowned and returned to the land ...” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  My father had drilled me in resisting all kinds of mental influence, from subtle charms designed to push me in a particular direction to outright compulsion spells.  I’d thought my mental defences were tough, certainly tough enough to make it impossible for someone to influence or even take over my mind without me knowing about it.  And yet, the wisp had pulled me right into the mire.  No, I’d walked into the mud.  If I’d kept going, I would have drowned before I’d realised it was too late.   
 
      
 
    “It sucked me in,” I said.  The admission hurt.  I would sooner have confessed to being overwhelmed by a warlock and turned into a mindless slave.  “And I didn’t have a clue until I was trapped.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve done worse, young lady.”  Granny McVeigh leaned forward.  “And you got away.” 
 
      
 
    “Barely.”  I shook my head.  “If I hadn’t gone to the light ...” 
 
      
 
    Jack would be dead, my thoughts finished.  If the wisp didn’t kill him, the ghosts would have. 
 
      
 
    “You did better than most,” Granny McVeigh assured me.  There was a wealth of pain in her voice.  “I lost an apprentice that way, years ago.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up, sharply.  I’d assumed the old woman had never had an apprentice ... I kicked myself, mentally, for a stupid assumption.  Granny McVeigh had never tried to convince herself, as far as I knew, that she was immortal.  She could easily have taken an apprentice from amongst the town girls, or looked in Caithness for someone who didn’t have a link to the townspeople, well before I’d been sent into exile.  Why had I assumed I was the first person to be invited to study under her?  For all I knew, she’d had a dozen apprentices.  She was certainly old enough. 
 
      
 
    “She tested herself against the mire,” Granny McVeigh added, before I could ask the question.  “And the mire won.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  “Why ...?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought she understood the truth of the land.”  Granny McVeigh sounded as if she was lost in memory.  “I was wrong.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a flash of anger.  “I don’t need riddles.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a perfectly good answer,” Granny McVeigh told me.  “You’ll understand one day.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to know now,” I said.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Granny McVeigh studied me for a long, cold moment.  “Your magic is all about imposing your will on the world,” she said.  “It is ... unnatural.  Mine is all about working with the world, about allowing the world to work through you.  She thought she could do the former, instead of realising she needed to do the latter.  And so she drowned under the mire.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  “I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you don’t,” Granny McVeigh said.  “But you have to learn.” 
 
      
 
    She looked towards the flap.  “Your young man is coming back,” she added.  “You’ll be going with him soon, to share your first night as a married couple.  Afterwards ... when you two are truly one, you can come and see me.  It’s time we began your lessons.” 
 
      
 
    I met her eyes.  “And what if I decide I don’t want to?” 
 
      
 
    “You know better,” Granny McVeigh said.  “You did not become the Lady of Kirkhaven because you were sent here, imposed on us from above.  You became our lady when you chose to stay, to return here when you could easily have returned to your childhood and never really grown up.  You are the Lady of Kirkhaven and it is time you came to understand what that really means.” 
 
      
 
    She stood, then turned and walked away.  I noticed the townspeople, filing into the tent, giving her a wide berth.  She was one of them, yet ... she wasn’t.  I wondered, suddenly, if I was truly one of them now.  Granny McVeigh was right.  I could easily have stayed in Shallot, or asked Akin to set me up somewhere else after my father died, or ... perhaps even boarded a clipper ship and set out to make my fortune on the far side of the world.  And yet, there was still a line between the townspeople and me.  I had no relatives here, no connections to the community ... nothing, beyond a claim to overlordship the locals rarely bothered to recognise.  I might die tomorrow and they’d care little for my passing. 
 
      
 
    Callam hurried over to me.  “The rest of the search parties are on their way back now,” he said.  “Once they’re here, we can go if you want ...” 
 
      
 
    “I need a shower,” I said.  My limbs felt cold, as well as grimy.  I didn’t dare use a spell to clean myself.  My dress was so sodden with mud the spell might tear it to pieces.  I was lucky half the searchers weren’t any cleaner, although they’d probably avoided the mire.  They’d splashed their way through muddy puddles and streams that could easily have killed a small boy, if he’d blundered into them.  “It’s not romantic, but ...” 
 
      
 
    He grinned.  I smiled back.  He understood.  I watched the crowds filing around the table, piling their plates high.  It felt odd to be on the edge, to be practically ignored even though it was my wedding day.  Back in Shallot, a bride would throw a tantrum if she was left alone, if someone - anyone - drew away the crowds for a second or two.  Here ... I told myself I should be glad, as I leaned against Callam.  The wedding reception could easily have turned into a wake, for Jack as well as myself.  The wisp haunted my memories.  I knew I was going to see it in my nightmares for many years to come. 
 
      
 
    The band struck up a merry tune.  I wanted to pull Callam into the centre of the tent and dance, but my limbs refused to even consider it.  I couldn’t even convince myself to get up and get changed.  It was supposed to be bad luck for a bride to take off her dress before she - and her new husband - reached their bedroom, but no one would have faulted me for changing into something a little more comfortable.  In hindsight, perhaps I should have worn trousers.  It would have made it easier to escape the mire. 
 
      
 
    Callam took my hand and squeezed it, lightly.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  It wasn’t how I’d envisaged my wedding day, when I’d been too young to appreciate what being married actually meant, but ... it didn’t matter.  Callam and I were married.  Jack was alive.  And I’d proved to the townspeople that I was worth keeping around.  Sure, legally, they didn’t have any say in the matter, but I was sure they could have found ways to make my life miserable if they’d wished.  If the stories whispered about Granny McVeigh were true, she could have driven me out of the hall without any trouble at all ... 
 
      
 
    And yet she didn’t do anything about Uncle Ira, I reminded myself.  If she had, I might have found the hall empty when I was sent into exile.  She didn’t even know what he was - no one did - until I came along. 
 
      
 
    The dancers flowed around the floor, making up in enthusiasm for what they lacked in formal style.  It wasn’t one of the traditional dances that had been drilled into me from the moment I’d learnt to walk - the complex steps so detailed that a single mistake could spoil the pattern beyond repair - but I could feel the energy pulsing around me.  Two older men stood up to sing, the words echoing through the air.  It sounded like a wonderful old song in praise of the harvest.  It took me several seconds to realise that every line was a double entendre, each one bawdier than the last.  I tried not to blush.  Callam was not going to plough me like a field, let alone scatter his seeds in me.  It sounded very uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    Mistress Catha walked over to me.  “The skies are darkening,” she said, quietly.  “You might want to leave now.” 
 
      
 
    I stood, clasping Callam’s hand.  The skies were darkening - I wondered, idly, how she could tell - and we had to be back in the hall before the rain started to turn the roads to muddy swamps.  Normally, we’d walk up, but not today.  We said nothing, yet the tent fell silent.  I felt suddenly very exposed.  And yet, the locals understood.  Wearing a muddy dress, one I’d dirtied saving a little boy, was hardly a fate worthy of social death. 
 
      
 
    We walked together across the tent, the crowd parting to let us go.  I saw young men staring at us, young women turning away to hide their tears.  The dancing would continue after we left, I’d been told, but once we were gone it was socially acceptable for everyone else to go too.  The locals wouldn’t care that much, yet ... I shrugged, inwardly.  I wasn’t going to throw a fit if someone left early.  There were all sorts of reasons someone might want to go, none of which had anything to do with insulting me. 
 
      
 
    Callam pushed the flap aside, allowing us to step out of the tent.  The carriage was already waiting ... I tried not to wince as I remembered the cushions we’d piled on the seats.  They were going to get muddy ... I made a mental note to tip the cleaners, as well as everyone else, the following day.  Back in Shallot, the in-laws would have taken care of it, but here there was just me.  I smiled at the thought.  At least I had some say in the wedding arrangements.  I might have had none, if I’d stayed in the city.  The bride was both the centre of attention and nothing more than a living doll, dressed up by her mother and ... 
 
      
 
    I sat, bracing myself as the carriage rattled into life.  Thunder rumbled, far too close for comfort.  We might have left it too late.  If it started to rain, Sandy and the rest of the staff would be trapped in Kirkhaven until the following morning.  They’d have no trouble getting rooms in the coachhouse - if worse came to worst, they could sleep in the tent - but it would be inconvenient.  I told myself not to be selfish.  They’d planned to stay after we left, to dance and eat and generally enjoy themselves.  It wasn’t as if we needed them.  At worst, we could cook our own breakfast. 
 
      
 
    Callam’s grip tightened, just slightly.  I wondered, suddenly, what he was thinking.  We were married now.  Our lives would never be the same.  I loved him - and I liked and trusted him - and yet.  My thoughts were a mess.  It was hard to think clearly.  We were married and we were going to spend the rest of our lives together and ... 
 
      
 
    Don’t think about it, I told myself.  Just take it one day at a time.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    It was traditional, I reflected, for the happy couple to spend the first few days of their new lives in a hunting lodge, or a distant mansion, or even a hotel suite rather than going back to their home.  I wasn’t sure why, but tradition was tradition.  Perhaps it was because somewhere new was somewhere neutral, without a sense of one person moving straight into the other’s home.  It felt odd to be going back to the hall now, even though it was practically deserted.  I told myself it had been Callam’s home for years.  He was no stranger to the hall. 
 
      
 
    Not much of a honeymoon, I thought, ruefully.  Traditionally, we should have presented ourselves at court, gone on the Grand Tour and quite a few other things before returning home and resuming our lives as a married couple.  I was disappointed and feared he would be too.  Callam hadn’t seen much of the world outside Kirkhaven, save for Shallot.  We can try and sneak away, somewhere, once things calm down a little. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my mind as the carriage rattled to a halt, the growing nervousness threatening to overwhelm me.  Mistress Catha had been brutally frank, when she’d talked about the practicalities of the wedding night, but I was still nervous.  I wished I’d been able to have that talk with my mother, or an older sister, or even a trustworthy auntie, someone who would have been completely on my side.  I tried not to remember the handful of whispers I’d heard as a young girl, stories that had made very little sense at the time and now made far too much.  I forced myself to remember that we really had been very young, that the stories had passed through three or four people before reaching us ... it was no comfort.  I wished, now, I hadn’t listened to any of the stories.  But too many people had repeated them as if they were undisputable truth. 
 
      
 
    Callam took my hand and helped me out of the carriage.  The hall was brightly lit, a beacon of hope in the darkness.  I looked towards the distant mountains, hidden in the gloom, then allowed him to lead me to the doors.  They opened at our approach, the wards parting around us.  I felt an odd little shiver as we entered the hallway, as if something had changed since the morning.  Nothing had moved ... the staff hadn’t even had time to dust the wooden panelling and clean the windows.  And yet, it felt as if we’d walked into the wrong house.  I hadn’t felt so alienated from the hall since the day I’d first arrived.  I tried to tell myself I was being silly, but ... 
 
      
 
    I looked down at myself, trying not to shudder.  The mud had crusted.  I didn’t want to think about what it had done to my hair.  If my mother had seen me ... she’d never raised her hand to me, not in my entire life, but she might have rethought that policy if she’d seen me dripping mud and dirt everywhere.  The servants would have complained, loudly, and my mother would have backed them up.  I understood, now, how she’d feel.  Going out of one’s way to create extra work for people was not a nice thing to do. 
 
      
 
    Callam cleared his throat.  “Shall we go?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him.  He looked nervous too.  I squeezed his hand as I led him up the stairs.  The master bedroom had been cleaned once, after Uncle Ira’s death, and then sealed.  I hadn’t moved into it, even though it was technically my right.  The room had spooked me for years after his death.  I’d thrown out everything, from bed sheets to furniture, yet ... I shook my head, telling myself I was a grown adult.  The room was mine.  No, ours.  The walls hadn’t changed - we hadn’t had time to tear out the partitions and rebuild - but everything else was completely new.  I’d spent a great deal of money just to make sure we didn’t have to reuse anything that might have belonged to Uncle Ira, once upon a time. 
 
      
 
    He probably didn’t wear any of the old dresses you found, my thoughts pointed out, wryly.  And there’s so much ancient furniture in the hall that you could be reasonably sure most of it was never touched by him.  
 
      
 
    My lips quirked.  Can you imagine him wearing a dress? 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced at me.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
      
 
    “I just had a thought,” I said.  I wanted to share the joke, but I wasn’t sure how to put it into words.  It was just absurd.  The idea of Uncle Ira wearing an outdated dress ... I shook my head.  “It just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” Callam said.  “Are you ...?” 
 
      
 
    He hesitated.  I wondered, suddenly, what his parents had said to him.  Mistress Catha would have ignored his embarrassment, knocking his objections aside as she explained the facts of life in great and tedious detail.  His father was a teacher ... it might not be easy for him to discuss such matters with his son, but he knew how to deal with the issue without allowing emotions to get in the way.  I felt a painful twinge of sympathy, mingled with a certain amount of envy.  Sandy had told me her parents had refused to allow her to remain in ignorance.  Mine ... had spent time pretending the facts of life simply didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    Callam swallowed, and started again.  “We don’t have to do this now,” he said.  “If you ...” 
 
      
 
    I squeezed his hand.  “I love you,” I said.  It felt strange to say it out loud.  The children of High Society were taught not to wear their hearts on their sleeves.  Even Akin and Cat had never said anything of the sort, certainly not in public.  “And we’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    And besides, women and men have been consummating their marriages for thousands of years, my thoughts added.  My parents had done it at least once.  Maybe twice.  My mind refused to accept it might have been more than three times.  It’s just part of life. 
 
      
 
    The door opened at my touch.  The master bedroom was huge, although quite small compared to my father’s suite in Shallot.  One wall was little more than a single giant window, peering over the lawn; two more were covered in empty bookshelves, just waiting for me to fill them with books.  A writing desk - and a large wooden table - sat against the third wall, which was broken by a door leading into the bathroom.  I sucked in my breath as I inched inside, testing and retesting the privacy wards.  Uncle Ira’s wards had been a pain to dismantle, after his death.  These wards were mine. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Callam said. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, rather wanly.  Sandy had insisted I stay out of the room until Callam and I were married, doing her level best to honour the custom of us coming together as equals.  I was relieved she’d done everything well, although I’d have to move the books into the room before it felt like home.  The bed was easily large enough for three or four couples.  Sandy - or the younger maids - had covered it in rose petals.  I’d wondered what they’d been buying in Caithness while I was having the wedding dress fitted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s ours,” I told him.  Half the bookshelves were his, as was the larger wooden table.  It might need to be moved downstairs to his workshop, if he didn’t want to work in the bedroom.  Truthfully, I’d never been sure why my father had.  “I need ...” 
 
      
 
    Tears pickled in my eyes and I blinked them away, crossly.  “I need to shower,” I said, as I noticed the bottle and chocolates on the table.  “And then ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go shower down the hall,” Callam said.  “See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking,” I said.  I should have thought of it.  Callam might not be covered in mud, and I was fairly sure I smelled worse after wading through the mire, but it had been a long and sweaty day for him too.  He’d want to be clean too.  And if he waited for me to shower ... I considered, briefly, asking him to join me, then put the thought right out of my head.  That would be a step too far, at least for the moment.  “Don’t forget your pyjamas.” 
 
      
 
    I heard him chuckle as I hurried into the bathroom.  It was as shiny and new as the rest of the master suite, complete with a bathtub and a shower that was connected to the water pipes ... I tried not to think about how Uncle Ira might have washed himself, in the days before modern plumbing.  Perhaps he’d had Morag carry buckets of water to his rooms, or used magic to draw rainwater into the tub ... my stomach heaved, violently.  I forced the thought out of my mind as I looked into the cupboards, noting the towels and dressing gowns.  Sandy hadn’t provided any nightgowns - that would have been overstepping, although I wouldn’t have cared - but she seemed to have found everything else.  I undressed, shook my head in dismay at the remnants of the wedding dress, then stepped into the shower.  The dress would have to be thrown out.  No one would want it handed down, unless they wanted something they could burn.  There was an old ritual that involved an old wedding dress, although I couldn’t remember the details.  Perhaps I’d save the rags, just in case. 
 
      
 
    You need to remember what the ritual was actually for, first, I reminded myself.  It was never safe to cast a spell without knowing what it was designed to do.  I’d learnt that lesson the hard way.  A protective charm, to save the marriage, or something to tear it apart? 
 
      
 
    My heart raced as I stood under the water, allowing it to run through my hair and wash the mud from my body.  I was torn, between a determination to get on with it and consummate the marriage and a fear of what would happen if - when - that final barrier was pushed out of the way.  Callam and I had done a lot, but ... we hadn’t been married.  Not until now.  My legs felt weak as it dawned on me that we were married ... I kicked myself, wishing I was as practical as the locals.  I’d been married for hours now.   
 
      
 
    You’re being silly, I told myself.  And he’s going to be nervous too. 
 
      
 
    I turned off the water, muttered a spell to dry myself and stepped out of the shower, summoning a dressing gown to me with a wave of my hand.  A mad urge to walk out naked nearly overcame me, only to be forced down by twelve years of lessons in Proper Deportment for Young Women.  I tried to tell myself that we were alone, that no one - apart from Callam - would even see me, but old habits die hard.   I hadn’t been naked in front of anyone since I’d learnt to dress myself.  The old governess might have lectured me for hours if I’d so much as left a single hair out of place, but she wouldn’t have lowered herself to actually help me dress.  I’d been eight.  In hindsight, I’d been lucky.  There’d been girls at Jude’s who hadn’t been able to don the uniform, the absurdly simple uniform, without help.  Their maids had done all the work for them. 
 
      
 
    Maybe they were just thick, the nasty part of my mind pointed out.  How can you not know how to put on a shirt? 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, raising my hand to the door before stopping myself.  I knew what was going to happen, at least in theory.  Ancients!  Callam and I had done a lot together.  And yet, part of me wanted to hide in the bathroom, to pretend I wasn’t there ... I wondered, numbly, if I wouldn’t have felt so nervous if I hadn’t come face to face with the wisp.  Perhaps ... I remembered, now, one of the old jokes that - in hindsight - wasn’t really funny.  I wetted my lips, bracing myself.  Callam was waiting for me.  He was ... 
 
      
 
    You know what’s coming, I told myself, sternly.  I was being silly.  I was.  It wasn’t as if we were completely blind.  I’d been told a lot about how things worked and so had he.  It might have been cringe-worthy, but ... it had been informative.  My thoughts ran in circles.  You are hardly the first girl to have a wedding night. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, again.  I knew a lot about how things worked, in theory.  But there was a difference between theory and reality.  There were always little details that - somehow - were left out of the instruction books.  Theory made everything seem easy.  Reality was a little more messy. 
 
      
 
    The door mocked me.  Callam wouldn’t come for me.  He wasn’t that sort of man.  He’d wait and ... I almost wished he would, just so I wouldn’t have to make the decision to cross the line myself.  I thought I knew, now, why High Society worked so hard to arrange everything for the bride and groom.  By the time they were married, they were left in no doubt they were going to be spending the rest of their lives together ... I felt a sudden stab of respect for Cat, my future sister-in-law.  It must have taken a special kind of bravery to propose the betrothal, knowing - legal fiction or not - that it might be impossible to break it when she grew old enough to say no.  I ... I might have found myself in the same boat, if I’d stayed in the city.  I didn’t want to imagine my father forcing me to marry someone - anyone - but I knew it might have happened.  I was a daughter of the core bloodline.  My hand in marriage was a powerful asset. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, then pushed the door open.  Callam was sitting on the bed, wearing a simple dressing gown.  He looked as if he were still nervous.  My legs felt as if they’d been turned to ice.  I’d never had any trouble going to him before, but now ... I forced myself to walk forward, all too aware the last barrier between us was gone.  Had it even been there?  I’d surprised a few couples when I’d walked the woods, couples who’d gone further than Callam and I had dared.  Callam might have been prepared to wait out of respect for me, not out of any desire to uphold the ideals of a society that had no place for him.  I loved him all the more for it. 
 
      
 
    He stood.  I tried not to stare.  There was no hiding his muscles, even in the dressing gown.  It was hard to believe he was one of the weaker men in the region, having grown up as the son of a schoolteacher rather than a farmer.  He’d been the local wimp at thirteen and, even now, there were farmwomen and girls who had more muscles than him.  Compared to the elegant girls of High Society, they were ... I put the thought aside, my throat dry as I leaned forward for a kiss.  Sandy had spent last night telling me stories about all sorts of marriage rituals, from the simple and amusing to the downright insane and unbelievable.  I wished I hadn’t listened to her.  The stories had been amusing when it had been the two of us, but now ... 
 
      
 
    Our lips met.  We kissed. 
 
      
 
    I wrapped my arms around him, his hands encircling me and running down my back.  He was nervous - I could tell he was nervous - and yet, he also wanted to carry on.  I kissed him harder, taking my courage in both hands as I pulled the gown loose.  He hadn’t really seen me naked, not properly.  What if ... a sudden sense of unease washed over me.  What if he didn’t like me?  What if ... 
 
      
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Callam said.  Our kisses grew deeper as he pulled me to the bed.  “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    I kissed him back, caught up in a whirlwind of emotions I didn’t quite understand.  It was hard, so hard, to think clearly as he lowered me to the bed, then pushed his gown to the floor.  His manhood stood proudly ... it dawned on me, too late, that I’d never seen him naked either, that he must have had the same fears as myself.  It might even be worse for him.  I’d known myself to be amongst the prettiest girls of my generation, when I’d been a child, while he’d been a scrawny boy.  And yet ... my lips quirked.  I could have been the ugliest girl in the world, with a face so ghastly mirrors broke when I tried to gaze upon my features, and yet everyone would have said I was beautiful.  The family name would make sure of it.  No one would dare call me anything other than beautiful ... 
 
      
 
    Callam doesn’t have to say anything about me, I told myself.  We could have remained friends and allies, rather than starting to inch towards lovers.  It wouldn’t have been impossible for us to work together without getting married.  If he hadn’t wanted me, he could have said no.  And yet, he chose to marry me. 
 
      
 
    He slipped onto the bed, then kissed me again.  And again.  I forgot the ghosts, forgot the wisp, forgot everything apart from him as his fingers ran over me, pushing me to the peak before he entered me.  I silently blessed my foresight before I was overwhelmed by the sensation, silently promised myself I’d light candles in thanks ... 
 
      
 
    ... And then there was just him, and me, and nothing else. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    I was ... I was a woman. 
 
      
 
    The thought floated through my mind as I drifted out of sleep, the morning after my - our - wedding.  My body ached, a grim reminder of everything that had happened the previous day, but many of the aches felt good.  Callam and I ... I was a woman and he was a man and ... I tried not to snort at the sheer absurdity.  Very little had changed, beyond the fact we’d lost our virginities to each other.  My lips twisted into a smile as I sat up, no longer worried about my nakedness.  If we’d traded virginities, did that mean we each still had a virginity? 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t work that way¸ I told myself, as I clambered out of bed and headed into the bathroom.  My body felt oddly unclean, despite everything ... I made a mental note to change the sheets myself, rather than leave them for the maids.  They didn’t need to know what we’d been doing ... I rolled my eyes at myself a second later.  The maids might be young, but it was unlikely they didn’t know the facts of life.  Only my family and the other aristocratic households keep their children ignorant. 
 
      
 
    I washed quickly, torn between the urge to call Callam into the shower and a rumbling sound from my stomach.  I hadn’t eaten that much last night and we’d spent most of the evening in bed, as close as we could be, rather than snacking or simply sleeping.  The sunlight had been streaming through the bedroom’s windows, but that didn’t mean the staff had returned.  I vaguely remembered it raining last night, although I wasn’t sure.  My mind had been elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Callam was still asleep when I slipped back into the bedroom and found a clean dressing gown.  I hesitated, unsure if I should wake him, then turned and headed downstairs.  The air was cold and yet ... the mansion felt surprisingly welcoming, an odd contrast to the previous night.  The kitchen was dark and cold ... the staff, I guessed, had yet to return.  I shrugged, dismissing the matter as I found bread, eggs and coffee grains.  I might not be a good cook - I had no illusions about my skills - but I wasn’t completely incompetent.  I poured water and coffee grains into a jug, heated it with a spell and then started to turn the eggs into something I could eat.  I’d come a long way from the days I’d come close to starving in the middle of plenty.  Morag, whatever else could be said about the hag, had done a good job of hammering the basics into me. 
 
      
 
    Slapping, more like, my thoughts reminded me.  She hated being in exile more than you. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought aside as I scrambled the eggs, toasted the bread and put half of the meal under a preservation spell for Callam.  I had no idea when he’d wake, but I knew he’d be happier with a warm breakfast.  I sat back, feeling oddly conflicted as I ate my own.  It tasted bland, rather than the herby version the cook produced, but it was edible.  My life had changed last night and ... 
 
      
 
    You don’t need to over-think it, I told myself.  It hasn’t changed that much. 
 
      
 
    It was true, I supposed as I drank my coffee.  I knew Callam.  I’d known I was going to marry him.  I had kissed and cuddled and done quite a few other things with him.  It wasn’t as if I’d married a stranger, someone who would have been as unprepared for me as I would’ve been for him.  The only real difference was that we didn’t have to sneak around any longer.  We might get scolded for public displays of affection, but we wouldn’t be threatened with disgrace, or exile, or disownment.  And there’d certainly be no risk of my mother taking me on a long trip and, when we returned, insisting that my child was actually hers.  It had happened, I’d been told, and no one batted an eyelid as long as the formalities were maintained.  I rather hoped it wasn’t true. 
 
      
 
    Something flickered, at the corner of my eye.  I spun around, hand raised in a casting pose.  The servants wouldn’t have dared sneak up on me.  They’d make enough noise to be sure I knew they were coming.  Callam, too ... there was no one there.  My eyes narrowed as I stared at the pantry door.  A flash of raw magic from the wards?  A ghost?  Or ... or what?  The wards felt unbothered by ... by whatever it had been.  They should have reacted badly to anyone who tried to enter the hall without permission. 
 
      
 
    My skin prickled as I sipped my coffee, unable to take my eyes off the pantry door.  I was almost hypnotised, held in place by ... by what?  I remembered the wisp and how effectively it had snared me and cursed under my breath.  I wasn’t at all sure what it had been ... hell, I wasn’t sure I’d killed it.  Could it be killed?  Ghosts could be dispelled, I’d been told, but wisps?  What were they?  Creatures of raw magic?  It didn’t seem likely.  Dragons were the most magical creatures known to exist, unless one believed the legends that dated all the way back to the pre-empire days, and even they were physical.  I lowered my eyes, bracing myself for something - anything - coming my way.  If it was a ghost ... 
 
      
 
    I heard footsteps in the distance and tensed, then relaxed as Callam stepped into view.  He looked tired, wearing a dressing gown like mine, yet ... I had to smile.  He looked like a man who’d just won a tremendous prize.  Me.  I flushed, feeling the tension drain away as he came over and kissed me.  I hated the idea of being considered a prize and yet, there was something to be said for being his prize.  I would have had a very different reaction if I’d been ordered to marry Henry Bolingbroke. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” Callam said.  “Did you ...?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  I had no trouble guessing what he wanted to say.  “I did,” I said.  It was true.  We’d fumbled a lot, at first, but eventually we’d worked out how to turn theory into reality.  “Did you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Callam kissed me, hard.  “I ... I love you.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too.”  I passed him the breakfast plate.  “I just wish we could go somewhere for a honeymoon.” 
 
      
 
    Callam frowned as he sat down, his near-unique nature breaking the preservation spell.  “If we did ... would we really be noticed?” 
 
      
 
    “I ... I don’t know.”  I stared at my hands for a long moment.  “If we go on honeymoon, certainly somewhere outside the kingdom, people will wonder who we are.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have to tell them.”  Callam grinned, suddenly.  “We could always tell a ridiculous lie and let them think we’re idiots, rather than people in disguise.” 
 
      
 
    “We could claim to be Cat and Akin, going on their honeymoon,” I said.  It would be a stupid lie, but the sheer stupidity of claiming I was Cat would work in our favour.  Assuming, of course, whoever we tried to convince had a rough idea of Cat’s appearance.  “We’d have to give it a great deal of thought.” 
 
      
 
    Callam shrugged and dug into his breakfast.  I considered the problem, tossing ideas around and around, only to discard them for sheer impracticality.  The further we went from Shallot, perversely, the greater the chance someone would figure out there was something odd about us.  Who could afford to go on the Grand Tour, but a pair of wealthy aristocrats?  I didn’t think merchants sent their children on foreign tours.  It was rare for them to be able to afford it.   
 
      
 
    “This is very good,” Callam said.  “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, although I wasn’t sure he was being completely honest.  “It isn’t too bland?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Callam assured me.  “What are we doing today?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to go look at the old records,” I said, remembering the piles of books, scrolls, paperwork and everything else piled up in what had once been the hall’s library.  “And then I need to look into a few legends.” 
 
      
 
    Callam winked at me.  “You don’t want to go back to bed?” 
 
      
 
    I flushed, torn between yes and no.  Part of me wanted to go back to bed, part of me knew I needed to research wisps - and everything else - before I made my way to Granny McVeigh’s cave.  The hedge witch might claim to have all the answers - although that wasn’t quite what she’d said - but I wanted to see what I could find here first.  And I needed to do a few other things too. 
 
      
 
    He lowered his voice.  “I ... are you feeling alright?  Mum said you might be sore, after the first time ...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.”  My flush deepened.  He’d discussed that with his mother?  I didn’t know if I wanted to thank her or start screaming.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never done it before.” 
 
      
 
    “I do understand,” Callam assured me.  “Really.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him.  “I’ll see you at lunchtime,” I said.  Lunch was going to be a problem, if the staff didn’t return soon.  “And we can spend the afternoon together.” 
 
      
 
    Callam kissed me, then took the plates and carried them over to the sink.  I wondered, too late, if I’d hurt him.  It wasn’t easy to hurt him physically, unless I used magic, but emotionally?  I reminded myself, sharply, that he’d grown up in a very different culture.  He might not want to live separate lives, unlike my parents, or have trysts so organised that they were more stressful than romantic.  It wasn’t going to be easy for either of us, I reflected.  But we would make the best of it. 
 
      
 
    I slipped up behind him and kissed his neck.  “We could always study the records together ...” 
 
      
 
    Callam put on a mournful expression.  “What did I ever do to you?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, then kissed him again and turned away.  Callam was far from stupid - his father was a schoolteacher - but he’d never really been interested in magical theory or history or anything else that had captured my interest over the years.  He could turn a design into a working Object of Power, yet not design one for himself.  I made a mental note to hire someone who could, when I had a moment.  Cat was just too far ahead of us. 
 
      
 
    Although we are meant to be allies, I reminded myself.  We could easily work together. 
 
      
 
    The thought burned at me, even though I knew I was being stupid and probably short-sighted.  Cat and I hadn’t been friends ... were we friends now?  She’d helped Callam and I free Akin and defeat Uncle Stephen, but had that been out of friendship or simple concern for her future husband?  And ... I felt a twinge of jealousy, despite the droll awareness I didn’t need to be.  Cat and Callam had a great deal in common, and shared talents I could never match, but Callam had chosen me.  He’d committed himself to me.  I touched my abdomen lightly.  It was quite possible he’d already sired a child in my womb. 
 
      
 
    You should check, I thought, numbly.  I hadn’t used any contraception charms.  If you are ... 
 
      
 
    I shook my head as I pushed open the door and stepped into the old library.  It was a mess.  Uncle Ira had sorted through the books at some point and taken a number that were dark, but otherwise the record boxes and chests had been left untouched.  I’d told the staff to leave them alone, at least until I managed to get a family archivist out to take a look at them.  And I didn’t want to do that until I’d had a look at them myself.  Who knew how many secrets rested in the stacks, abandoned and forgotten by the rest of the family? 
 
      
 
    Dust hung in the air.  I scowled as I surveyed the rows upon rows of books.  They were all outdated, so old half the information in them was openly misleading, rather than simply useless.  Magical theory had advanced in leaps and bounds since the Fall, something that surprised me until I remembered we’d become dependent on Devices of Power when Objects of Power had become unobtainable.  We’d needed to figure out newer and better ways to do things.  I felt my heart sink as I surveyed the boxes.  Half of them were unmarked and the remainder weren’t much better off.  The codes scribbled on the boxes were useless without the key.  The contents could be anything from dark and dismal family secrets to birth and death records that had been copied and transferred to Shallot long ago.  I wouldn’t know, either, until I opened the boxes and checked. 
 
      
 
    No wonder they say the best way to lose something is to put it in the files, I thought.  My father had told me that, once.  I hadn’t realised he wasn’t joking until the first time I’d set foot in the archives.  There could be anything here. 
 
      
 
    I tried not to feel discouraged as I checked the books, then made my way to the scrolls.  There were a handful that seemed to relate to Kirkhaven Hall, although it was hard to be sure.  Whoever had put them together had known what they were doing, to the point they hadn’t bothered to include the explanatory notes.  I vaguely recalled my old potions teacher grumbling that half the old recipes were deliberately left incomplete, just to make life difficult for anyone who stole the books.  Trying to recreate the old potions was difficult, almost impossible.  Cat’s mother had recreated five and I thought she held the record. 
 
      
 
    And none of the books or scrolls appear to have much to say about ghosts, or wisps, I thought.  People have been lured into the mire for centuries!  Did no one think to study the  matter? 
 
      
 
    The dust seemed to get worse as I opened a chest and peered inside. It might have been filled with papers, once, but now it was just a pile of scraps.  The preservation spells had failed decades - perhaps centuries - ago.  I poked a scrap of paper and cursed when it crumbled into dust.  I tried not to breathe as I closed the trunk and stepped back.  Perhaps I should call an archivist now, someone who could preserve what remained of the records ... 
 
      
 
    I turned as the door opened, revealing a young maid.  “My Lady ... I ... do you want to take your lunch in the dining hall, or in your bedroom?  Ah ... your new bedroom ...” 
 
      
 
    “The hall would be fine, thank you,” I said, wondering who the poor girl had offended to be landed with the task of interrupting me.  She might have assumed I was in Callam’s arms, rather than the old library.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “Can I pick your brains a moment?” 
 
      
 
    The maid hesitated, caught between two fires.  “Ah ... Alice is expecting me to report back to her.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send her a vapour message,” I said, casting the spell.  The poor girl could hardly be blamed for doing what I told her.  I might not have hired her, but I was her ultimate boss.  “Please, take a seat.” 
 
      
 
    The maid sat, her hands twisting nervously.  I studied her for a long moment.  She couldn’t be much older than twelve, the same age as myself when I’d been sent into exile.  I knew a lot of poorer families sent their children into service, in hopes they’d get a better life, but it was the first time I really understood what it meant.  The maid - the girl - was hopelessly vulnerable.  I could do anything to her, from using her as a test subject for my spells to beating her to death, and no one could do anything about it.  And now she was scared and trying to hide it.  I remembered how I’d felt, when I’d realised Uncle Ira was a warlock, and shivered.  I owed it to myself not to make her feel any worse. 
 
      
 
    I sat myself, wishing there wasn’t such a big gulf between us.  “When you grew up,” I started, “what were you told about wisps?” 
 
      
 
    The maid swallowed, hard.  “I ... My Lady, I was taught not to talk about them.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?”  My family had told me there were a lot of things that were best not talked about, but wisps hadn’t been included.  “How did they explain it?” 
 
      
 
    “They might be listening,” the maid said.  “If you speak their names, or talk about them, they might appear.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I’d heard stories about sorcerers who appeared, when you spoke their names, but they were little more than absurd folk tales.  I was hardly the only Isabella in the world.  I didn’t know anyone with a unique name.  Saying my name would summon thousands of people ... I didn’t know any spell that could do that.  It was impossible. 
 
      
 
    The maid shifted on her seat, as if she wanted to run.  “They call to us, sometimes,” she said.  “And if you go to them, you never return.” 
 
      
 
    “Wisps?”  I felt a twinge of guilt, which I ruthlessly suppressed.  “How long has this been going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Forever,” the maid said.  “If you follow the light, you are never seen again.” 
 
      
 
    “I escaped,” I pointed out.  “Others must have done, if they returned to tell the tale.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” the maid said.  She was too young to hide her disagreement.  I pretended not to notice.  “But we are told not to talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    Your parents talked about it, if only so they could tell you what you’re not supposed to talk about, I thought.  And no one ever thought to tell me. 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward.  “If anyone asks, tell them I forced you to talk,” I said.  It wouldn’t really be a lie.  “Now, what else do you know about wisps?”    
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Sandy said.  “It’s a strange way to spend your first full day of marriage.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  I’d spent most of the day interviewing the servants, trying to convince them to tell me the local stories and tales that had never made it into the books.  They’d been an interesting collection, ranging from strange magics that bore no resemblance to anything I’d studied to creatures so weird they made dragons and basilisks look almost human.  There was no cohesion, as far as I could tell; the stories contradicted themselves time and time again.  I wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Stories grew in the telling - I’d learnt that lesson long ago - but there was normally a kernel of truth.  I wasn’t going to dismiss anything out of hand.  The wisp that had nearly killed me was a grim reminder there were things out there, not very far away, that had never been mentioned at school. 
 
      
 
    “We’re hoping to go on honeymoon later,” I told her.  “But we have a mystery to solve first.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be thinking you’re bored of him already,” Sandy teased.  “I hope you’re not.” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  My cheeks reddened at the thought.  “I’m definitely not bored of him.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Sandy said.  “I won’t ask you for the details.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  I unfurled the estate plan I’d sketched and held it out to her.  “The weirdstones have to be linked to the original wards in some way, but there’s something odd about the pattern.  They’re far too close to the pattern we devised for comfort ...” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing odd about it at all,” Sandy said, dryly.  “It’s the same pattern.” 
 
      
 
    I gave her a sharp look.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Cat devised Objects of Power to protect the estate from intruders, right?”  Sandy drew a line on the estate plan with her finger.  “So did whoever crafted the original ward network.  They faced the same problem and they came up with the same solution.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  I stared at her.  “Are you saying the weirdstones are Objects of Power?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite likely,” Sandy agreed.  “The pattern is too close to be a coincidence.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at the plan for a long moment.  “If that’s true ...” 
 
      
 
    My head ached.  There were layer upon layer of wards covering the estate.  Were they all resting on a structure so old no one knew it was there?  I found it hard to believe Uncle Ira had never dug into the ward network, if only to make sure his activities couldn’t be detected from Shallot, but he’d always been more interested in improving a person’s magic than crafting newer and better wards.  Besides, probing the network too closely might have caused sections of the wards to simply collapse, setting off a chain reaction that might bring down the entire network.  He hadn’t had to take the network apart to ensure it shielded his illicit research from detection.  I could see a couple of ways to test the wards.   It was impossible to believe he’d hadn’t been able to do it himself. 
 
      
 
    He had decades of experience with dark magics, I reminded myself.  And you barely have a few lessons under your belt. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I looked up at her.  “What’s the point?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps they just wanted to protect the estate,” Sandy said.  “There might be nothing more to it than that.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I knew my family.  They wouldn’t have abandoned the weirdstones if they could be moved.  Kirkhaven was isolated, but it wasn’t that isolated.  And ... who would have forgotten the weirdstones in the first place?  What was the point of them?  It was like depositing a hundred gold bars in a bank and then forgetting you owned them.  The family’s fortunes had had their ups and downs, since the fall.  They could have been put on solid ground by selling the hall, and its defences, to the highest bidder.  Instead, the hall had been effectively abandoned.  I didn’t even know why.  Sure, it was a long way from Shallot, but so were the country estates.  We weren’t in a hurry to abandon those. 
 
      
 
    Unless something happened up here, something so bad we abandoned the hall and then tried to forget it ever happened, I thought.  It wouldn’t be the first time something was scrubbed from the family archives. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  The family archives were supposed to be sacrosanct, beyond family politics, but I knew from grim experience that entire sections had been destroyed or simply concealed in the files over the years.  Uncle Ira’s supporters had done a great deal to conceal precisely why he’d been sent into exile, to the point my father had never realised what sort of person he’d ordered to be his daughter’s guardian.  I didn’t know what he’d done either, to be sent away from Shallot, although my imagination provided a great many answers.  It was quite possible, I reflected, that my grandfather had sent Uncle Ira to Kirkhaven to maintain plausible deniability.  If Uncle Ira discovered something new and interesting, my grandfather could take the credit; if he did something monstrous, my grandfather could swear blind he didn’t have the slightest idea Uncle Ira was actually a warlock.  And, somewhere along the line, the truth had simply been forgotten. 
 
      
 
    “We need to take another look at the weirdstones,” I said.  “And possibly destroy them.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy raised an eyebrow.  “Destroy them?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need them any longer,” I pointed out.  “And we don’t really understand them.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, inwardly.  I understood her concerns.  The weirdstones were old enough to be worth a fortune, if they were sold on the open market.  And yet ... they were deeply weird.  They didn’t feel like the Family Sword, let alone the Objects of Power Cat and Callam had forged over the last six years.  I was tempted to try to take them apart, in hopes of figuring out what they were designed to do, but my instincts told me they’d be better off destroyed.  The family wouldn’t be too pleased with me, yet ... 
 
      
 
    “Wait until tomorrow,” Sandy said, indicating the window.  “The rain is really coming down.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and walked to the window, peering out into the gathering darkness.  The lawn below was rapidly turning into marshland, the road already hidden beneath an ever-growing flood ... I saw trickles of water flowing towards the hill, down to the pond and the lake beyond, glittering under the light from the hall.  The distant hills were hidden in the darkness, save for a glimmer of light where no light should be.  I shuddered, helplessly, and forced myself to look away.  Another wisp?  I hoped no one was abroad to see it, let alone be lured into its clutches.    
 
      
 
    Callam joined us, looking tired and sweaty.  “Are there any ghosts down there?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see any,” I said.  “There’s nothing down there, but darkness.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy stood.  “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said.  “Try and get at least some sleep tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Callam turned red.  I tried not to flush myself as Sandy left, closing the door behind her.  It was embarrassing beyond words, even though everyone knew what we’d been doing ... how could they not?  I tried not to snort in disbelief.  How could High Society pretend it never happened, when the proof was all around them?  I supposed there were some subjects not fit for childish ears, but still ... 
 
      
 
    “Isabella.”  Callam sounded as if he wasn’t quite sure what to say.  “Why did you ask the servants so many questions?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked in surprise.  It wasn’t as if I’d asked them about their love lives, or made requests my mother would consider inappropriate, or ... or anything outside the social norm.  And yet ... I kicked myself, mentally.  The locals might not have wanted to talk about their myths and legends, not to me.  I wondered who’d complained to Callam and why ... no, I knew why.  He was my husband now and, by local standards, the head of the household.  I felt a twinge of amusement at the thought.  It was hard to believe the tough-minded local women I’d met paid more than lip service to the suggestion their husbands should take the lead at all times.  Callam’s mother was certainly no shrinking violet. 
 
      
 
    “I needed to know what they know about the wisps,” I said, leaning against him.  “And tomorrow we need to go back to the weirdstone.” 
 
      
 
    Callam kissed me.  One thing led to another and we wound up back in the master bedroom, enjoying each other’s company.  It felt strange to be walking around naked in front of him - and to have him naked too - but it also felt comfortable.  And ... we asked the maids to bring us dinner, shared a shower and then went to bed in each other’s arms.  There were no disturbances, even after the rest of the hall had gone to bed.  I woke, bright sunlight streaming through the window, more relaxed than I’d been in years.  If this was married life, I could grow used to it. 
 
      
 
    And yet, Mother never shared a room with Father after we were born, I reflected.  Did she fall out of love with him? 
 
      
 
    I dressed quickly, Callam joining me as we hurried down to the dining hall and greeted Sandy.  She looked tired, as if something had haunted her dreams.  I made a mental note to suggest she invited her boyfriend to visit, when things quietened down a little.  It wasn’t as if I cared to chaperone.  Sandy was five years older than me, hardly an immature child.  The idea of me trying was just absurd ... 
 
      
 
    Sandy gave me a sharp look.  “What are you smiling at?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I assured her.  “Nothing at all.” 
 
      
 
    The air was fresh and clear as we left the hall, the bright sunlight banishing even the slightest hint of ghosts from my mind.  We picked our way down the path, carefully avoiding the pond - it was overflowing, the water flowing down to the lake - and checking the greenhouses before entering the woods.  The trees made me feel oddly claustrophobic, even though there was plenty of space to run.  I looked at Callam, remembering the treehouse we’d built years ago.  It would be fun to do that again, when we had kids.  They’d grow up in the countryside, far from Shallot and High Society ... 
 
      
 
    And yet, they’ll be potential heirs until Akin and Cat have children of their own, I reminded myself.  I can’t keep them completely isolated from their heritage. 
 
      
 
    I squeezed Callam’s hand, taking comfort in his touch.  I knew how big a fool I’d made of myself, only a few short months ago, and the thought of my kids making the same mistake was terrifying.  What if they did?  Or ... what if they did something worse?  I wasn’t blind to some of the greatest dangers of High Society, the rakes who’d seduce young girls or the debtors who sought to marry for money ... hell, there was no shortage of impoverished gold diggers of both genders who wanted to find a wealthy partner and take them for everything they could get.  I told myself not to be silly as the statues came into view.  We didn’t have children.  I wasn’t even pregnant.  Probably.  And a lot could happen between now and then. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  Sandy stopped, dead.  “Look out!” 
 
      
 
    I tensed.  The weirdstone was radiating ... something.  It was hard to look at it directly - my eyes hurt whenever I tried - but I was suddenly very aware of its presence.  It felt like a hot coal, radiating heat, yet ... it was something altogether different.  I took a step back, my instincts screaming at me to run.  The weirdstone was surrounded by ghosts. 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced at me.  “What can you see?” 
 
      
 
    “Ghosts.”  I took a long breath.  “Lots of ghosts.” 
 
      
 
    I tightened my grip on his hand as I leaned forward, trying to see - and sense - what I could.  It was like staring into a blinding light.  I’d been cautioned never to look directly at white-hot potions and forges, for fear of doing myself permanent harm, but ... my head started to hurt as I stared closer.  The ghosts seemed to be practically worshipping the weirdstone, as if they were relatives gathered around the family shrine.  It was hard to be sure - the light was just too bright - but I thought I could see threads of magic running through the air.  And yet ... it could be my imagination.  The light was ... 
 
      
 
    My legs buckled.  Callam caught me, and held me up.  I steadied myself with an effort and looked again.  The weirdstone was changing ... I had the sudden disconcerting sense of peering into a bucket of weevils, of ... something crawling across the surface and in and out of reality itself.  My head spun away of its own accord, my neck aching as I stumbled back.  Callam held me, tightly, as I sagged against him.  It felt, very much, as though I’d come far too close to killing myself. 
 
      
 
    Sandy looked at me.  Tears were streaming down her face.  “I ... what is it?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes didn’t feel any better.  My eyeballs felt as if they were being pressed mercilessly out of shape by an unseen force.  I’d scratched my eye once and that had been bad, but this was worse.  Far worse.  It felt almost as if my vision had been cursed ... I reached out gingerly, but sensed no curse damaging my eyes.  Whatever had happened, it wasn’t magic as I knew it.  My thoughts ran in circles.  That didn’t prove anything.  Quite a few Objects of Power weren’t magic as I understood it either.  Cat was the only living person who did. 
 
      
 
    The ghosts seemed to stare at us, although it was hard to be sure.  They seemed more than just vaguely humanoid sheets of light, but the sheer presence of the weirdstone threatened to blot them out.  It made no sense.  The weirdstone was somehow shouting loudly enough to blur the ghosts, perhaps even obscure them completely ... it really didn’t make sense.  Or perhaps it did.  The ghosts were creatures of magic.  And whatever radiance the weirdstone was putting out might be strong enough to obscure them.  And ... 
 
      
 
    Something clicked in my mind.  “The weirdstone,” I said, slowly.  “The weirdstone is controlling the ghosts.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy stared at me.  “Is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  I thought I could see threads linking the ghosts to the weirdstone, although - I cautioned myself - it might well be my imagination.  And yet ... I tried to recall what little I’d been taught about ghosts.  The general theory was that they were the remnants of powerful magicians, the last traces of their power on the mortal plain.  Certainly, no one - outside fairy tales - had been able to talk to a ghost.  There were stories of youngsters who befriended ghosts, but none of them had been more than tall tales.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    “The wards might have trapped the ghosts in the estate,” I mused.  The ancient wards shouldn’t have kept the ghosts from leaving, but ... what if they had?  If ghosts really were the last remnants of someone’s magic, the wards might have assumed they were intruders - or prisoners - and tried to keep them inside, without alerting the wardmaster to deal with the situation.  “But why did they vanish after Uncle Ira’s death?” 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced at me.  “Maybe they thought they were free at last.” 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe they needed to recharge,” Sandy suggested.  “Or ... or what?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  The whole problem seemed impossible to solve.  The weirdstone might be influencing, or controlling, the ghosts in some way, but ... why had the ghosts returned well before we’d dug up the weirdstone?  Why had they tried to drive us away from it?  I frowned as I considered the possibilities.  What if the original designer had intended to work the ghosts into the ward network, to turn them into guardians for the hall?  And then ... the wards had been drained when Uncle Ira died.  It was possible it had taken six years for the ghosts to slowly regenerate.  But it didn’t seem to be the answer. 
 
      
 
    Ghosts are normally found in high-magic locations, I reminded myself.  The ghosts near the fallen city had had nothing to do with Kirkhaven Hall, as far as I knew.  They might just be drawn to the hall’s wards, because they’re the strongest source of magic around. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like the implications.  The ghosts had already proven they could be incredibly dangerous.  They’d come very close to killing or draining me.  The more I thought about it, the more I feared the worst.  The ward network was so poorly designed - it hadn’t really been designed at all - that the ghosts could leech off the wards, then start going after magicians with power to spare.  And yet ... I shook my head.  The weirdstones had either been designed to interact with the ghosts, perhaps control them, or the ghosts had latched onto them after they’d been put in place.  In hindsight, the hall’s ghosts had always been strongest near the weirdstones. 
 
      
 
    “I think we need to destroy the weirdstones,” I said.  It might be part of the family’s history, but it wasn’t something my ancestors had cared to remember.  I didn’t intend to remind any of my relatives.  “And then take down the remainder of the old ward network.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy frowned.  “Is that a good idea?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  It wouldn’t be easy to destroy a working Object of Power.  The spellform would have to be disrupted, before the physical structure could be smashed.  “But we don’t need it any longer, do we?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sandy said, slowly.  “But we don’t know what we’ll unleash either.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    “You’re staring at me,” Callam said, two hours later.  “Should I be worried?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Callam had always been handsome, in a rugged kind of way, but he was at his best when he was at the forge.  Shirtless, wielding his tools with the expertise of a master, he looked like a man in control of himself.  It was hard to believe that he was just a journeyman, that Cat was years ahead of him when it came to forging, brewing, and all the other arts their lack of magic made possible.  He looked like a master, like someone who’d been forging from the moment he could hold a hammer in one hand and a file in the other.  I felt a tingle and forced myself to ignore it.  Crossing the line into his workspace would be, at best, worse than useless.  My magic might destroy his work before it was completed, before the new spellform was firmly in place.  And then he’d have to start all over again. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I assured him.  “I just like to watch you work.” 
 
      
 
    Callam flushed, although - his face already red and dripping with sweat - it was hard to be sure.  I tried not to stare too openly as he returned to his work, fingers pushing pieces of metal into place and wielding them together with practiced ease.  Cat had been a skilled forger, even before she’d learnt to use her talents; Akin ... I understood, suddenly, why my brother and my old rival had grown so close.  They had interests in common, as well as a certain mutual attraction.  I’d known successful marriages built on shakier foundations. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my head as I studied my notes.  The weirdstone was ... well, weird ... but it had a spellform.  It must have, or else it wouldn’t work.  Callam’s spellbreaker, combined with a blasting hex I’d blurred into a potion, should be enough to dispel the spellform and shatter the weirdstone beyond repair.  And then we’d dig up the rest and do the same to them.  It was hard to be sure it was safe - Sandy had fretted that taking out the weirdstone would have unforeseen consequences - but I didn’t think we had a choice.  The ghosts were growing more and more dangerous.  Sooner or later, someone was going to get killed. 
 
      
 
    And if they are the souls of the ancients, I thought, we need to lay them to their eternal rest. 
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at me.  Uncle Ira had killed at least a dozen young men and women from the surrounding region, perhaps more.  Were they the ghosts?  Or were the ghosts the last traces of my distant ancestors, trapped within wards bonded to the family magics?  I found it all too plausible, although I had no way to know.  The books suggested no one had asked any pointed questions about ghosts, as if they were scared of the answers.  I made a mental note to suggest, later, that we carried out some proper research.  My father had died in the family mansion, in Shallot.  Did something of him remain within the halls?  I recalled the crypt and shuddered.  Something was under the mansion, something dangerous.  I didn’t care to think about that. 
 
      
 
    Callam chuckled as he pushed the final piece into position, golden light flaring around his fingertips as the spellform materialised around the Object of Power.  I resisted the urge to run to him, waiting for him to pick up the spellbreaker and come to me.  He would not be best pleased if I crossed the line and ruined all of his work.  I didn’t blame him.  Some of the potions I brewed, even with the tools he’d forged, couldn’t be saved if I was interrupted before the process was complete.  And then all the ingredients were wasted. 
 
      
 
    Callam picked up the spellbreaker and held it out.  It looked astonishingly fragile, yet I knew from experience they weren’t easy to break.  I wasn’t sure how Akin had managed it so many months ago ... I knew I should be grateful, that I should be relieved my brother hadn’t been murdered by our treacherous cousin, but there was a bit of me that wished Callam’s secret had never come out.  Callam and I could have lived together quite happily, without any risk of the king - or anyone else - trying to kidnap or kill both of us.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen would have found someone else to unseat Akin, I told myself.  And that would probably have ended badly for me too. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Callam said.  “Can I go for a shower before we head back to the weirdstone?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I was tempted to join him, particularly after watching him work, but one thing would lead to another and we’d be late.  “I’ll see you in the entrance hall.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded and hurried out.  I followed, clutching the spellbreaker in one hand and the blasting potion in the other.  It was safe enough - I’d brewed it with exacting care, then poured it into a sealed bottle - but it still felt dangerously unstable.  I told myself I was imagining it as I walked back to the hall, where Sandy waited for us.  She held out a pile of letters as I entered, her face twisting into a grim smile.  My heart sank.  I was going to have to read each and every one of them and I didn’t have the time. 
 
      
 
    “The news is out,” Sandy said.  “They know you’re here.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  I’d hoped for longer.  It wasn’t as if Akin couldn’t have spread stories about keeping us de facto prisoners ... I shook my head.  No one would believe Akin would keep us prisoner.  And if they did, the consequences might almost be worse.  Someone would try to storm the mansion to free us, on the assumption we would be grateful enough to work for them afterwards.  No, that wasn’t an option.  But it was going to make life more difficult until things settled down a little. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll cope,” I said, crossly.  “Somehow.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to read through the letters, my eyes growing heavy as I battled boredom and exhaustion.  Most of them consisted of offers of vast sums of money for Objects of Power, ranging from simple spellbreakers like the one in my hand to outright flightstones.  My eyes narrowed as I read the letter twice, puzzled.  No one had managed to forge a flightstone for nearly a thousand years, not even Cat.  My old tutor had speculated the process required two or more forgers, all of whom had to be magicless.  The idea Callam could forge one on his own was absurd.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    There was a story about a flying city, I recalled.  It can’t be true, can it? 
 
      
 
    Callam entered, wearing a simple tunic.  “How do I look?” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” I said, putting the letters aside for later attention.  “Shall we go?” 
 
      
 
    Sandy joined us as we made our way out of the hall and back to the weirdstone.  The air was cooler now, the skies darkening as clouds spilled down from the distant peaks and threw the lands into shadow.  I eyed them, wondering if we should wait until the rain had been and gone.  It wasn’t as if we’d have to wait very long.  And yet, I didn’t want to restart the blasting potion from scratch.  The bottle was charmed to keep the potion stable, but the charms had a very short shelf life.  The blasting potion was just too magical. 
 
      
 
    And it’s right next to an Object of Power that could snuff it out, I thought, studying the spellbreaker thoughtfully.  What would happen if we put a spellbreaker next to a charged potion and activated the spellform? 
 
      
 
    “We have company,” Sandy said, quietly. 
 
      
 
    I looked up.  The trees ahead were bustling with ghosts.  They came and went, some seeming to look at us, others wandering in and out of the human world as if they were marching to a very different drumbeat.  I shivered, clutching Callam’s hand as we reached the edge of the woods and paused.  Callam was relatively immune to the ghosts, but that didn’t mean he was invulnerable.  I hoped they couldn’t see him.  There was no way to be sure, but if they were drawn to magic they’d probably ignore him even if they could see him.  He had nothing for them to drain.  It was funny, part of my mind reflected, how something that made me strong could easily be turned into a weakness. 
 
      
 
    “Sandy, stay here,” I said.  “Callam can’t carry us both out, if they come for us.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy frowned.  “Your father will kill me, if I let you die here.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  My heart twisted, painfully.  “My brother won’t do anything to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sandy said.  She looked mortified.  “I don’t ...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I told her.  I’d been there when my father had been killed and I still found it hard to believe he was gone.  Akin and I were twins.  How could he lead the family?  Somehow, I doubted it would be easy.  He lacked the age and strength to rule with a rod of iron.  If the dissidents ever found a suitable challenger, someone they could all get behind, Akin would be in serious trouble.  “Just wait here for us.” 
 
      
 
    Callam shot me an approving look as we made our way into the forest.  “You’ve grown up.” 
 
      
 
    I - very maturely - stuck out my tongue.  “You’re barely a year older than me.” 
 
      
 
    “You would have taken that very poorly, five years ago,” Callam teased.  “And now you’re mature enough to admit it was an honest mistake.” 
 
      
 
    “I was never that bad,” I protested.  I’d been a spoilt brat - there was no denying it - but Stregheria Aguirre and Morag had knocked it out of me.  My cheek ached, a dull echo of the moment Morag had slapped me the first time.  The memory was still sharp and clear, the sudden awareness of my own helplessness jolting me out of my complacency.  She could have done anything to me, and I knew it.  The bloodcurdling threats she’d made had been all too plausible.  “And Sandy wasn’t there when my father died.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Callam agreed.  “But it’s easy to forget.” 
 
      
 
    I took his hand and held it, tightly, as we made our way down the path.  I felt as if I was walking to my execution, hostile eyes following me.  The ghosts milled around the trees, watching us without ever quite stepping onto the path.  I tried to pick out some features in the wavering humanoid forms, but there was nothing beyond evanescent hints.  Were they my ancestors?  Were they still aware, in some way?  Or were they just the last traces of someone’s magic, trapped within the wards?  I wondered, suddenly, if the wisps were nothing more than supercharged ghosts.  Wild magic could be dangerously unpredictable.   It was quite possible. 
 
      
 
    The wisp didn’t try to kill me directly, I thought.  It lured me into the mire instead. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” Callam breathed, as the statues came into view.  “If you need me to carry you out, just say.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, stiffly.  The weirdstone was burning a hole in my awareness even though I was trying not to look at it.  Callam seemed unaffected, as he stepped through the statues and peered down at the weirdstone, but ... even he looked a bit discomfited.  It was impossible, even for him, to draw out what the artefact actually looked like.  It was vaguely like a monolith, he’d said, but the precise dimensions were impossible to guess.  The weirdstone felt small and impossibly big at the same time.  I’d never encountered anything like it. 
 
      
 
    My magic ached as Callam placed the spellbreaker beside the weirdstone, then took the bottle from my hands and put it next to the spellbreaker.  I muttered a spell I’d carefully worked out, setting the timer, then allowed him to pull me away from the weirdstone and back through the statues.  The ghosts thronged around the weirdstone, closing ranks to keep us from returning.  I wondered - too late - if they’d drain the magic from the timing spell or the potion itself.  I wasn’t sure what they could do to the spellbreaker, but if they kept the potion from exploding ... 
 
      
 
    The ground heaved.  A sleet of magic - tainted magic - crashed into me.  I was picked up and thrown forward, the ground coming up and hitting me with immense force.  Thunder rumbled ... no, not thunder.  The blasting potion had detonated.  I forced myself to roll over, despite the pain, and peer towards the weirdstone.  It was still there, still small and yet impossibly large.  Its poisonous radiance mocked me.  If the blast had done any damage at all, it wasn’t apparent.  The only upside, as far as I could see, was that the ghosts were gone. 
 
      
 
    Callam knelt down beside me.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, numbly.  The blasting potion had been the strongest I could brew.  It should have shattered the weirdstone, but instead ... I reached out with my senses and touched something towering and old and angry.  The recoil knocked me back into my own body, the shock so painful I thought someone had punched me.  The air tasted of smoke and magic and failure and ... I cursed as I saw a wisp of light forming near the weirdstone.  The ghosts were coming back. 
 
      
 
    “The spellbreaker should have worked,” I said, numbly.  Callam might lack Cat’s raw talent, but there was no doubting his skills.  “Why didn’t it work?” 
 
      
 
    My mind spun.  Was the weirdstone an Object of Power?  What would a spellbreaker do to an Object of Power?  It should have taken out the spellform, right?  I wasn’t sure.  I’d tested the spellbreakers on my spells, and they’d worked, but ... I cursed, again.  Perhaps we should have tested the spellbreaker against another Object of Power first.  If, of course, the weirdstone was an Object of Power ... 
 
      
 
    Rain started to fall, great heavy drops around us.  Callam helped me to my feet, giving me a moment to look around before he half-carried me down the path.  The weirdstone was just ... there.  Undamaged.  I had the strangest feeling someone was laughing.  I wondered, suddenly, if the potion hadn’t been as strong as I’d thought.  Even if the weirdstone had been undamaged, the blast should have left a bigger mark on the surrounding landscape or damaged the statues.  I shook my head as the rain grew worse.  The potion might have been weakened by the spellbreaker ... perhaps we could devise a spellcaster instead, one that would project a blasting curse at the target.  It shouldn’t be that hard.  I could probably forge one myself, leaving Callam to do the spellbreaker. 
 
      
 
    Sandy looked relieved as we stumbled out of the woods.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “No luck,” I said, curtly.  My head hurt, every time I tried to think about the weirdstone.  “We’ll discuss it at the hall.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled myself upright and led the run back to the hall.  The rain grew worse, the wind blowing sheets of waters towards us until we were drenched, cold and cursing.  Pieces of mud flew through the air, the landscape shifting as the earth turned into a bog.  I heard a rumble and looked up, half-convinced the hall itself was falling down.  Instead, a torrent of water washed down upon us.  I realised, as we staggered under the impact, that the pond walls had burst.  I thought I saw a goldfish in the water, an instant before it was gone.  I hoped the poor beast made it down to the lake before the water ran dry again. 
 
      
 
    Callam held my hand and pulled me forward as the rain - somehow - got even worse.  I felt as if we were trapped in a swimming pool, water running down my back and pooling in my boots.  Sandy followed as we stumbled up the hill and into the side entrance, slamming the door closed and collapsing in puddles on the floor.  I was so drenched I could barely think clearly, so drenched I was sure the roof was leaking and leaking badly.  We’d patched it, after Uncle Ira’s death, but ... 
 
      
 
    You’re on the ground floor, I reminded myself.  If the roof was leaking, the water wouldn’t get down here. 
 
      
 
    Sandy coughed, then stumbled to her feet.  “Later,” she managed.  “A lot later.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow,” I agreed.  “There’s a bathroom just down the corridor.” 
 
      
 
    Callam was shivering, slightly, as he gripped my hand.  “It hasn’t been that bad in years,” he said.  “Do you think we caused it?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  The Thousand-Year Empire had been able to control the weather, to the point the Eternal City had been bathed in eternal sunshine, but no one knew how it had been done.  It probably involved Objects of Power ... 
 
      
 
    “I hope not,” I said.  I forced myself to stand, cursing the cold water pooling on the stone floor.  The maids would have to mop it up.   “If we did ...” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to think about it.  If the weirdstones were tied into the local weather ... I didn’t care for the implications.  The weather had been getting worse and ... were the weirdstones to blame?  Or ... or what?  I didn’t know.  But I knew who might. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, I have to go see Granny,” I said.  The old woman hadn’t set a precise date and time, something unthinkable in High Society, but I doubted she’d mind if I just showed up the following morning.  “Do you want to come?” 
 
      
 
    “Not if I can avoid it,” Callam said.  “She scares me.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, wryly.  “She scares me, too.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    I could feel magic in the air, as well as everything else, as I stepped off the road and headed up the path to Granny McVeigh’s cave.  The spells were so carefully woven into the local environment they were almost part of it, harnessing the natural power and tying it into her wards.  They were weak, compared to the powerful wards that protected the hall or my family’s mansion, but there was an elegance around them that impressed me.  There was no way they could be crossed, let alone dismantled, without alerting their mistress.  And there were few, very few, people who’d dare cross her wards without permission.  The ones who did found themselves, if rumour was to be believed, discovering what it was like to be a frog - or worse - for a few days. 
 
      
 
    The path seemed welcoming, and yet ... I hesitated.  I was no stranger to powerful magics, or unexpected transformations, but there was something about the odd magic in the wards that made me want to turn my back and walk away.  Granny McVeigh wasn’t that strong, by my standards, and yet she knew how to harness the local power to her advantage.  I wished I understood how she did it.  It was as if she was using the same technique as a potions’ brewer, but somehow channelling the power into her wards rather than a potion. 
 
      
 
    Although she brews potions too, I reminded myself.  And does healing when the townspeople need it. 
 
      
 
    I tried not to think about it as I walked up the path, passing through patches of herbs and suchlike that could be harvested for potions at a moment’s notice.  Granny McVeigh didn’t hold with formal fields, let alone greenhouses.  I sensed the magic crackling around the herbs and wondered, despite my lessons from childhood, if she had the right of it.  The magic was stronger, I thought, than the spells in the greenhouses.  It was certainly a great deal more concentrated.  I made a mental note to scatter a few seeds around, if the weather ever improved, and see what happened.  It might be interesting. 
 
      
 
    The sound of insects grew louder as I passed through the trees and approached the sheer cliff face.  It was an odd place to live, I’d thought when I’d first visited, although I’d come to appreciate the symbolism over the years.  Granny McVeigh lived in an old quarry, long since abandoned and allowed to return to the elements; I hesitated, as I reached the line, then forced myself to walk on.  Granny McVeigh was standing by the cave, looking directly at me.  I wasn’t surprised.  She knew I’d crossed the wards. 
 
      
 
    “Young lady,” Granny McVeigh said.  She sounded impatient, as if I’d been running late.  “Welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.”  I dropped a slight curtsey, allowing myself a moment of relief.  If she’d decided to be unwelcoming, it would have been a great deal harder to escape before she lowered the boom.  “I need your advice.” 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t what you need,” Granny McVeigh told me, stiffly.  “You need to understand what you’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    She turned and led the way into the cave.  It looked almost childishly small, from the outside, but the interior was surprisingly large.  The floor was covered with sand, or something akin to it; the walls grew into shelves that held everything from ancient cauldrons to a pair of tomes that looked old enough to predate the empire itself.  My fingers itched to touch them, to take them from the shelves and open them, but I didn’t dare.  Granny McVeigh wouldn’t be happy and this was her place of power.  She could do anything to me, anything at all. 
 
      
 
    “My ancestors did something ... they might have been trying to control the ghosts,” I said, putting temptation out of my mind.  “Do you know what they did?” 
 
      
 
    “They were fools,” Granny McVeigh informed me, without looking around.  “They didn’t know what they were doing.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at her back.  “Do you know what they were doing?” 
 
      
 
    “I could tell you, but right now the knowledge would be of no use,” Granny McVeigh said, as she led the way into another chamber.  It was brightly lit, but I couldn’t tell where the light was coming from.  “Not to you, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to know,” I said.  “What is happening?” 
 
      
 
    “The world is out of balance,” Granny McVeigh said.  She stopped and turned to face me.  “Tell me.  What do you sense?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then opened my senses.  Granny McVeigh was a tight knot of magic, right in front of me.  Otherwise ... I couldn’t sense anything.  The chamber seemed drained of magic.  I sucked in my breath, pushing my senses further and further.  Granny McVeigh was the only source of magic within the chamber.  For a moment, I couldn’t even feel my own magic. 
 
      
 
    “I can sense your magic,” I said, finally.  “But nothing else.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Granny McVeigh said.  She pointed at the sandy floor.  “Sit.” 
 
      
 
    I did as I was told, telling myself to be patient as she poured two glasses of water and handed one of them to me.  She would get to the point.  Eventually. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a woman now,” Granny McVeigh said.  “How are you finding it so far?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s ... different,” I said, finally.  “Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “In the very old days, young magicians - all men, back then - were advised never to marry,” Granny McVeigh said.  “To know women was to lose their magic.  They said the same to young women, before they were married.  To marry was to lose their connection to life.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “That’s insane.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite.”  Granny McVeigh sipped her water.  “Why do you think they tried to discourage carnal relationships amongst magicians?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I tried to think.  It really was insane.  Everyone had at least some glimmer of magic ... everyone except Cat and Callam and the rest of their magicless kind.  My parents had to have had sex at least once - Akin and I were twins - and there were plenty of other powerful magicians who had kids, lots of kids.  I knew quite a few sets of parents who had over five children.  “They didn’t know what they were doing?” 
 
      
 
    “They knew,” Granny McVeigh told me.  “And their reasoning made sense.” 
 
      
 
    “How can it?”  I met her eyes.  “It makes no sense.” 
 
      
 
    “No?”  Granny McVeigh smiled.  “Listen.  And learn.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees.  “Magic is all around us.  It’s in the air we breathe, the food we eat, the water we drink, the land we farm ... everywhere.  Magic is life, life itself; magic is everything that makes life worth living.  You know it, even if you don’t want to think about the implications.  The potions you make?  They work by taking the different magics in different ingredients and blending them together into one.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  “I know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Be quiet.”  Granny McVeigh tapped her knee.  “This is not the time to be impatient.” 
 
      
 
    She paused, daring me to speak.  I said nothing. 
 
      
 
    Granny McVeigh kept talking.  “We are born from magic.  We return to magic when we die.  And so the cycle of life goes on and on.  When we know each other carnally, when we share ourselves with our partners, we touch the core of magic itself.  And so the old magicians were discouraged from exploring their sexualities, for fear they would be controlled by the magic rather than being in control themselves.  Time passed.  The fear was lost.  And yet, traces of it remain.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard anything like it,” I said, although I wasn’t sure that was true.  The Great Houses certainly invested a great deal of energy in keeping their children ignorant of such matters until everything was arranged to their parents’ satisfaction.  “What does this have to do with the ghosts?” 
 
      
 
    “Magic is everywhere,” Granny McVeigh said, curtly.  “The ghosts - and the wisp you faced on your wedding day - are manifestations of that magic.  Or do you think it was a coincidence that you had that encounter shortly before you consummated your marriage?” 
 
      
 
    “The thought never crossed my mind,” I told her, torn between embarrassment and annoyance.  I wasn’t sure if she was building up to something important or wasting my time.  “My magic didn’t change after I ...” 
 
    
“After you lost your maidenhead?”  Granny McVeigh grinned at my shocked expression.  “Young lady, why is it that every generation thinks it is the first to invent sex?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, trying to ignore the question.  “My magic didn’t change.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Granny McVeigh said.  “Not in the way you might expect.  But it gave you a key into a very different world.  And now you’re ready to feel the land.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, you’re going to become one with the land, for a few brief moments,” Granny McVeigh said.  “I’ll show you as I was shown, when I was your age.  My old teacher gave me what she could, but she couldn’t take me all the way until I had known a man.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  I didn’t want to think about it.  I knew, logically, that the old woman must have been young at some point, but I didn’t really believe it.  Everyone spoke of her as if she was some permanent fixture, someone who had been there before they were born and would still be there, long after they were gone.  I didn’t know if she had any relatives in town; certainly I didn’t know anyone with the same family name.  For all I knew, it was a formal title rather than a name.  There were spells that could be targeted on someone, as long as the caster knew their face and true name.  My middle name was a closely guarded secret and would remain that way until I died.  Granny McVeigh could have concealed part of her own name the same way. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” Granny McVeigh said, as if she knew what I’d been thinking. “Turn around and lie down.  Rest your head in my lap.” 
 
      
 
    I turned, composing myself with an effort.  I’d worked with dangerous spells before - and I’d seen Uncle Ira’s experiments - but this was different.  It felt as if I was about to take a step into the unknown.  I recalled how hard Rose and her peers had found it, when they’d come to Jude’s, and shook my head.  I should have been kinder.  Granny McVeigh shifted slightly as I lay back, her fingers brushing gently against my scalp.  Her magic brushed against mine.  It felt slightly uncomfortable, as if she was helping and hurting me at the same time.   
 
      
 
    “The first time is never easy,” Granny McVeigh said.  “I can guide you once.  After that, you’re on your own.” 
 
      
 
    How very reassuring, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “You have to master the technique without help,” Granny McVeigh told me.  “Your magic will interact slightly differently than mine, when it touches the land.  At some point, my help will turn into harm.  This isn’t a common potion, where everyone follows the same basic instructions.  In some ways, your prior education is a hindrance.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  Did you just read my thoughts? 
 
      
 
    Granny McVeigh didn’t answer.  I tried to force myself to relax.  Granny McVeigh had been young once, as hard as it was to believe.  She had gone through it herself ... had she feared her teacher?  Or had she been eager to learn?  Or both?  I closed my eyes without being prompted, feeling my senses start to expand.  Her magic was enfolding me, almost overshadowing me ... 
 
      
 
    “Don’t try to peer into the magic,” Granny McVeigh said, quietly.  “Go limp.  Let me lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    I felt an unpleasant little twinge, as if my head was suffering the after-effects of a particularly bad headache, as she guided me forward.  I was suddenly very aware of my body; my brain, my lungs, my heart, the glimmer of lives - potential lives - within my womb.  I felt a jerk, my thoughts spinning as my awareness continued to expand.  The cave was dark, empty of all magic and distractions, but ... I could feel something at the edge of my awareness.  It wasn’t magic, not the magic I knew, and yet it was.  The world was alive. 
 
      
 
    “Let your mind rest,” Granny McVeigh told me.  I wasn’t sure if she’d said the words out loud or not.  “I’ll show the way.” 
 
      
 
    The world continued to grow around me.  I could see the small magics woven around the cave, tiny and weak by my standards and yet tied into the magic of the world itself.  Sparks of wild magic darted through the air like birds and bees, coming to rest in plants and animals that glowed with magic.  Kirkhaven was small, made of grey stone, and yet it was awash in magical light.  No, I realised suddenly.  It was the light of magic itself.  A knot of magic ran past me and I knew, without knowing quite how, that it had once been human.  My thoughts recoiled in shock.  The spell should have worn off long ago and yet, it was tied into the magic of the land.  It was practically unbreakable.  And ... how long had that person been stuck as a fish? 
 
      
 
    “He tried to rape and kill a girl,” Granny McVeigh said.  I knew, somehow, that she was telling the absolute truth.  “I could have killed him.  Should I have?” 
 
      
 
    I had no answer.  I had no sympathy for rapists.  And yet, it was a death sentence. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Granny McVeigh corrected.  “He isn’t dead.  But he can’t harm anyone either.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t focus an answer as my thoughts dug further into the land.  I saw manifestations of magic - wisps, ghosts, things I couldn’t name - flickering in and out of existence.  The world itself was alive, magic holding it together ... I heard, or thought I heard, a giant heartbeat throbbing in time with my own.  I could sense the weather shifting above me, the wind blowing through the trees ... the clouds pregnant with rainfall ... 
 
      
 
    ... And, beyond them all, something distorting the natural balance of the world. 
 
      
 
    My head ached, suddenly.  There was something there.  I could see it and yet ... I couldn’t see it clearly.  A weirdstone?  Or ... all of the weirdstones?  If the pattern held true, there should be more than one.  And yet ... and yet ... and yet ... something looked back at me, something terrible.  I was caught, miles upon miles from my body.  I fell towards the horror and ... 
 
      
 
    ... And Granny pulled and me and I ... 
 
      
 
    ... Snapped awake, choking for breath. 
 
      
 
    My stomach heaved.  I rolled to the side and threw up, violently.  The memory hurt.  I had to force myself to recall what I’d seen and, every time I tried, my stomach heaved again.  I hadn’t been so sick since ... since ever.  Shame washed over me, followed by the grim awareness Granny McVeigh might be hurt, too.  I rolled over, looked up, and swore.  She was lying on the sandy ground, her eyes wide and staring.  Her magic was gone.  I didn’t need to check her pulse to know she was dead.  The wards outside were already crumbling. 
 
      
 
    Tears prickled in my eyes.  Granny McVeigh had been scary, and prone to speaking in riddles, and - I was sure - took a certain delight in messing with people, but she’d been a friend.  And ... I recalled the transformed fish and shuddered.  Death might have been kinder, but death would have sent his soul straight to his ancestors.  And ... I forced myself to stand and look around the cave.  The books were still there, calling to me.  I stumbled forward until I was looking straight at them.  There were no protective wards and yet ... they weren’t mine.  I was tempted to take them and yet ... I hated the thought of simply putting them in my pocket and carrying them away.  They weren’t mine. 
 
      
 
    But you could read them, I thought.  And then ... 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the cave, frowning as I realised the remainder of the protective wards were gone.  Granny McVeigh had tied them to her life, as well as to the land itself.  I didn’t know if it was a courtesy to her successor or if it was a hint she’d been unable, or unwilling, to make the wards permanent.  I stepped well clear, then cast a spell to launch a vapour message down to the mayor.  I owed it to myself to make sure Granny McVeigh was given a proper burial, in line with her last wishes.  If, of course, she’d ever bothered to express any.  She’d certainly never mentioned any to me. 
 
      
 
    She might have had other students, I told myself.  One of them will take the cave.  And the books. 
 
      
 
    The ground seemed to shake, just slightly, as thunder rumbled in the distance.  I reached out with my mind and recoiled, sensing something - a needle - embedded in the ground.  No, in the land itself.  And that meant ... I recoiled, unwilling to risk touching the thing that had killed Granny McVeigh.  I was sure, somehow, that it was looking at me now.  The sense of being watched was inescapable.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    Something moved, behind me.  I spun around as a ghost - a wavering sheet of white light - emerged from the cave, walked past me and headed into the undergrowth.  Granny McVeigh?  Was the ghost all that was left of her?  The air turned cold.  I shivered, despite my clothes and heating spells, as thunder rumbled again.  I thought I could sense great powers in the distance, coming towards me ... no, I realised dully, they were already here.  The world had changed.  And I could no longer deny it. 
 
      
 
    I need help, I thought, numbly.  But who is going to come to help me? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “You may as well take the books,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “She wanted the cave to be abandoned after her death.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing as I watched the townspeople inch their way into the cave, torn between taking what they could and the risk of triggering a concealed hex.  Granny McVeigh would have wanted her property shared out amongst the townspeople, given that she had no family to inherit her estate, but I couldn’t help feeling it was a little disrespectful.  I was tempted to collapse the cave, to leave her body and everything else buried under tons of rock, yet I knew better.  She hadn’t taken her property to her ancestors when she left - how could she?  There was nothing to be gained by abandoning it to the wind and rain. 
 
      
 
    “She also expected you to take her place,” the mayor added.  “Will you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  It was true.  Part of me wanted to follow in her footsteps, part of me hated the idea of spending the rest of my life dedicating myself to an ungrateful community.  Granny McVeigh had been respected, not liked; she’d been trusted, yet not ... I shook my head as her body was carefully carried out of the cave.  She’d deserved better.  “If I don’t, what then?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone else will come, she said,” Mayor Toadstool said.  “But we don’t know when.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed.  Granny McVeigh had been the town’s potioneer and healer, as well as adviser and sardonic voice of caution.  Young girls had gone to her for advice on men, young boys had gone to her for advice on women; older people, less interested in carnal matters, had asked her to predict the future or tell them what crops they should plant each year.  I thought I understood, now, how she’d been able to advise them.  If she’d been able to read the land so perfectly, she’d probably be able to determine which fields should be seeded and which should be left fallow for a few months or years.  Farming, I’d learnt the hard way, was more of an art than a science. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” I said, vaguely.  I couldn’t see myself in Granny McVeigh’s role.  She’d been old enough to come across as a survivor, someone who didn’t give a damn about the town’s opinions.  And she’d been one of them.  I was a young girl from a distant city half the townspeople suspected didn’t really exist, without the experience to make my advice remotely creditable.  “Right now, we have other problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Take the books,” the mayor urged.  “We’ll hold a ceremony for her this evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said.  Local custom demanded bodies be burnt as quickly as possible, their ashes scattered over the fields.  “I’ll be there.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a twinge of guilt as I returned to the cave, picked up the books and glanced through the pages.  It was a minor miracle they’d survived as long as they had, even though the covers were laced with protective charms that would make them difficult to destroy.  The writing was so ancient I wondered if it really did predate the empire, although there was no way to be sure.  I knew how to read the ancient tongue, but ... whoever had written the text had had such terrible handwriting I feared it would take months, if not years, to parse out the words. My eyes ached just looking at the tiny letters.  I checked to be sure there were no antitheft charms on the books, then put them under my arm and carried them out of the cave.  The skies were already darkening again. 
 
      
 
    “Be seeing you,” the mayor said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded curtly, then turned and walked down the path, my heart twisting with pain and guilt.  No one had blamed me for Granny McVeigh’s death, but ... I blamed myself.  If I hadn’t gone to her, if I hadn’t let her show me how to feel the land ... I could feel it now, the world humming around me as the skies grew darker.  It was going to rain.  I knew it, at a level that could not be denied.  My lips quirked in dark amusement.  It rained so often in the region that no one would dare bet against it. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as I reached the road and headed up to the hall.  Granny McVeigh had deserved better.  She’d deserved a husband and children and a family and ... I shook my head, remembering she’d chosen the life of a hedge witch.  She could have walked away, rather than dedicating herself to a community that regarded her with a mixture of fear and awe.  I wondered, numbly, if her soul knew rest even in death.  Her ghost had gone to join the others ... was it her, on some level, or was it just the last traces of her magic?  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    My heart sank as the rain started to splatter down, soaking my hair despite a hastily erected shield.  It wasn’t the life I wanted, not for myself.  I wanted to build my business, to have Callam’s children and raise a family hundreds of miles from Shallot.  The thought of spending the rest of my life in a cave, giving advice to people who probably wouldn’t heed it ... why had Granny McVeigh even thought I might be good at it?  She had to know it was absurd.  I was young enough to be Mayor Toadstool’s daughter.  Why in the name of my ancestors would he take my advice? 
 
      
 
    You are the Lady of Kirkhaven, my thoughts reminded me.  And he knows he has to listen to you, if nothing else. 
 
      
 
    I sighed.  Granny McVeigh had often pointed out the truth, although it hadn’t been what her listeners had wanted to hear.  I didn’t really blame them.  No one wanted to hear that their plans for the future were unrealistic, or that a handsome prince was not going to come along and sweep them into his arms, or that the person you liked didn’t like you back ... and, indeed, didn’t have to.  And she’d been judge, jury and executioner when someone really stepped out of line.  I didn’t think I could do that, either.  I’d messed up my own life to the point only an idiot would trust me not to mess up theirs. 
 
      
 
    The gates opened at my approach, letting me walk up to the hall.  The rain kept falling, as if the land itself was in mourning for Granny McVeigh.  I frowned, reaching out with my mind as the gate closed behind me.  The estate felt ... dead.  No, maybe not dead.  It felt numb.  I felt my frown deepen as I reached the hall itself, slipping into the porch and putting the books to one side before drying my clothes with a spell.  They felt oddly papery as the water splashed to the floor, a clear warning they wouldn’t remain intact for much longer.  I sighed, crossly.  I’d tried to order clothes charmed to repel the rain, or to allow me to cast drying spells repeatedly, but none of them had stood up to the local weather.  It was something I’d meant to look into, when I had the time. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella?”  Sandy greeted me as I stepped into the entrance hall.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Granny McVeigh is dead,” I said, stiffly.  I couldn’t recall if Sandy and Granny McVeigh had ever met, although they’d both been at the wedding.  Had they talked in private?  I didn’t know and I didn’t want to ask.  “Where’s Callam?” 
 
      
 
    “In the forgery,” Sandy said.  “I have letters ...” 
 
      
 
    “Later,” I said, curtly.  “I’ll deal with them later.” 
 
      
 
    The hall felt different, somehow, as I made my way down to the forgery.  Callam was standing in the middle of the room, hammering out a piece of metal.  He looked up as I entered, his eyes going wide as he saw my face.  He put the tool aside and hurried to me, taking me in his arms.  I sagged against him.  He smelled of sweat and molten metal and home.  I wanted to hold him for a long, long time. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?”  Callam looked down at me, his eyes concerned.  “Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    “Granny McVeigh is dead,” I said.  I’d said the exact same thing to Sandy.  “She was trying to teach me ...” 
 
      
 
    I gabbled out the whole story, fighting the haze of ... something ... that threatened to fall across my memories.  Granny McVeigh had seen something that had looked back at her and ... had she been murdered?   Or had her elderly heart been unable to cope with the strain of seeing ... of seeing what?  I had the impression of something uncurling in the distance ... I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or something else, something real.  Callam held me tightly, then led me over to the table.  A jug of water and a pair of glasses rested there, waiting for us.  He poured me a glass and held it to my mouth.  I sipped it gratefully, feeling the cool liquid washing down my throat.  It was hard to think straight.  The whole day had turned into a nightmare. 
 
      
 
    “If she thought she was teaching you to feel the land ...”  Callam sounded doubtful.  “Why did it kill her?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “I think ...” - I shook my head - “I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  She’d done something to me.  I was as aware of the land around me as I was of my own breathing.  It was strange.  I didn’t have to tell my body to breathe, but when I remembered I needed to breathe it was as if my body could no longer take a breath without my direction.  Every time I remembered what she’d shown me, I was aware of the land ... as if she’d opened a sense I’d never known I had and now couldn’t close at will.  I was suddenly very aware of Callam, so close to me; I could feel the rest of the staff, making their way through the hall.  A shiver ran through me.  Earlier, I’d thought the estate was numb.  Now, I was sure of it. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder ...”  I pulled back slightly as my thoughts ran in circles.  “Do you think the weirdstones put the land to sleep?” 
 
      
 
    Callam blinked.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    My thoughts refused to calm.  There were too many puzzle pieces and I didn’t know how they fit together.  The ghosts, the wisps, the weirdstones ... if the weirdstones really were designed to control the ghosts, what might they do to the land?  What had my family been doing here?  There was no point in writing to Akin and asking if there was something in the secret files.  My father would have checked, after Uncle Ira’s true nature had been revealed.  I couldn’t believe he would have kept something from me, if it was a potential threat.  And I’d checked the archives myself, only a few short months ago. 
 
      
 
    Something changed, I thought.  What? 
 
      
 
    I shook my head in frustration.  Nothing came to mind. Uncle Ira had died - and Morag had fled - six years ago.  I’d been at Kirkhaven since then and ... not much else had happened, not really.  Except ... had things changed when I’d left Kirkhaven?  It was the only thing I could think of ... I told myself, sharply, that it might have nothing to do with me.  I liked to think I was important, but the land didn’t care about me.  I was just another human whose ashes would eventually return to the ground, if my body wasn’t simply dumped in the mire and left to rot.  And ... 
 
      
 
    And the answer might lie in the land itself, I thought.  Perhaps I should ask. 
 
      
 
    I looked up.  The rain had stopped ... I wasn’t sure how I knew, but I did.  “I want to try something,” I said.  “You want to go outside?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Callam said.  “Just let me put everything away first.” 
 
      
 
    I waited for him, trying to calm my churning thoughts.  I was missing something.  I was sure of it.  And yet, what?  Callam joined me, holding my hand as we walked into the bright sunlight.  My boots made squishing noises as we walked over the lawn, allowing my instincts to guide me.  They led us straight into the nearest copse.  The bushes had always seemed impassable, but now it was suddenly easy to walk right into the heart of the trees.  The land hummed around me.  I wondered, suddenly, why Callam couldn’t feel it. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I wasn’t sure how to ask.  “Did Granny ever try to teach you to touch the land?” 
 
      
 
    “I barely knew her,” Callam said.  He shook his head, shortly.  “She certainly never spoke to me, not when we were alone, since I befriended you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then knelt in the muddy ground.  My trousers started to get wet.  I promised myself I’d make it up to the staff, somehow, then closed my eyes.  The land was all around me, yet ... it was hard to figure out how to make contact.  I tried to force it twice before realising I was making a mistake.  The trick wasn’t to reach out and touch the land.  The trick was to let the land touch you. 
 
      
 
    The world seemed to explode around me.  I was suddenly very aware of the plants and trees, of the birds and the bees, of Callam resting his hand on my shoulder ... I could feel his love and desire and calm, contemplative nature ... I recoiled, suddenly aware I was treading in dangerous waters.  Callam didn’t deserve to have his privacy stripped away.  I knew, now, why Granny McVeigh had never been loved.  She could look at someone and know them for what they really were. 
 
      
 
    My head ached as I surveyed the estate.  It did feel numb, as if the land was held permanently on the verge of sleep.  Or death.  My mind refused to comprehend what it was seeing.  I thought I picked up flashes of magic, of something far greater than myself, but they were gone before I could look at them closely.  The weirdstones were so bright, burning holes in the land, that it was impossible to look at them directly.  I yelped in pain as I tried, feeling needles stabbing into my soul.  The weirdstones, whatever they were, were not good.  And beyond them ... 
 
      
 
    I lost control, spinning back into my own body.  There was something ... something below me.  My eyes jerked open ... I wasn’t even sure when I’d closed them.  Callam said something, but I didn’t hear him as I buried my fingers in the mud, digging into the earth below me.  I was too focused on digging to even think of fetching a shovel, or even asking him to fetch one for me.  The earth seemed to twist under my fingertips, dirt and grime brushing against my skin as I delved deeper and deeper.  I thought I could feel something giving way before me ... no, giving up its secrets.  There was a box deep under the ground.  I called and it came to me. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella?”  Callam grabbed me, pulling me back as the ground shifted underneath me.  I thought I felt a tremor as it let go of us.  “I ... what’s wrong” 
 
      
 
    I clutched the box tightly, stumbling back.  My clothes were sodden, so deeply imbued with mud there was little hope of washing and repairing them.  They’d have to be ditched ... if my mother saw me, she’d faint dead away.  I smiled as Callam half-carried me out of the mud, back through bushes that seemed suddenly less willing to let us go.  I felt branches brush against me as we burst back onto the lawn.  Behind us, I thought I felt the ground shake.  The skies were darkening again. 
 
      
 
    “We’d better take the side door,” Callam said.  He grinned, suddenly.  “If you go in like that ...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, stumbling towards the old servants’ entrance.  “You take the box upstairs and bring me a gown,” I said.  I was going to have to shower before I went any further into the hall or the servants would quit on the spot.  The only other option was stripping off outside the hall and heading upstairs naked and I was not going to even think about it.  “And then we’ll open it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  “I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    My body ached as I stumbled into the washroom, discarded my clothes and showered quickly.  The clothes were utterly ruined ... I put them in the bin, then made a mental note to order more as Callam returned, holding a gown in one hand.  I put it on and followed him back upstairs.  The box was sitting on our desk, waiting for me.  I touched it lightly and swore under my breath.  The locking charms were complex, designed to be hard to crack.  It wasn’t going to be easy to break them. 
 
      
 
    Idiot, I told myself.  I didn’t have to try to break the charms.  Whoever had concealed it hadn’t known about Cat or Callam.  How could they?  Use one of Callam’s spellbreakers. 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I sensed the magical signature.  I hadn’t sensed it for six years, but it was disturbingly familiar.  “Crap.” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked at me.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “This box,” I said, as I took the spellbreaker from my trunk and pressed it against the charmed clasp.  It fell open, revealing a handful of books and papers.  I didn’t touch them until I’d made sure to sweep the entire contents with the spellbreaker, just in case there were layer upon layer of booby traps.  “I think ...” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered, helplessly.  “It belonged to Uncle Ira.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty: Adam 
 
      
 
    “You know,” I said as I started to dismantle the tent, “I’m sure they said it would only take a few hours to reach the fallen city.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline gave me a sharp look.  “I’m sure it would, under normal circumstances,” she said, curtly.  “But we’re not exactly local.” 
 
      
 
    I supposed she had a point.  The map had suggested it wasn’t that long a hike to the fallen city.  As the crow flew, it was just twenty miles or so.  We could have walked there, done the inspection and then walked back to the city in a single day.  In practice ... I silently thanked the Ancients we’d thought to bring a tent and camping supplies with us.  Twenty miles?  We’d gone up the hills and down the valleys and taken huge detours to avoid the marshlands and mire, to the point I was sure we’d walked a great deal further.  It didn’t help, I reflected, that it had rained several times, to the point we’d had to scramble up the hills in a hurry just to avoid drowning.  In hindsight, it might have been safer to pass through Kirkhaven on our way to the city.  It might have been a little easier to get closer to the ruins before we left the roads and started to walk cross-country. 
 
      
 
    And there’s no reason to think our presence hasn’t been noticed, I reflected, sourly.  We stick out like sore thumbs here. 
 
      
 
    “Next time, perhaps we should ask for a mission to the desert,” I said.  “Wasn’t there a suggestion there might be a deployment to Minima?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline shrugged.  “I think we’d probably need more experience before they let us go there, particularly after everything else.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly.  We’d followed orders.  We’d done as we were told.  It wasn’t fair that we were being penalised for following orders, although ... I scowled, telling the part of me that felt like a bratty teenager to shut up.  We’d failed, too.  We’d failed and our opponents hadn’t even had the decency to kill us.  And ... I shook my head as I took an energy bar and slowly chewed it.  We’d have to work hard to regain the king’s trust, in hopes we’d be sent somewhere warm and dry next time.  Until then ... 
 
      
 
    “We should have spent more time camping,” Caroline pointed out.  “You want to go hiking when we next have leave?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose.”  I wasn’t sure why anyone wanted to go camping.  I’d grown up in Water Shallot.  I would have preferred to take my leave in a fancy hotel, somewhere with sun, good food and a swimming pool.  My life had been difficult enough - I’d slept on hard floorboards, from time to time - that I saw no reason to make my leave uncomfortable.  “Right now, I think camping will have to wait.” 
 
      
 
    I finished packing the tent, then looked around.  The landscape was strangely desolate, a mixture of grassy hillocks, brighter patches of land I’d been cautioned concealed marshlands and mire, patches of trees and piles upon piles of stones that had been left behind hundreds of thousands of years ago as the glaciers retreated north.  There was something eerily beautiful about the land, although it wasn’t my cup of tea.  I thought I understood, now, why the locals were so wary of outsiders.  Their lives were constantly on the edge. 
 
      
 
    Caroline glanced at the map.  “The city should be behind that hill,” she said.  It had been getting dark when we’d arrived, so we’d decided to make camp and wait for morning instead of trying to reach the fallen city at once.  “Shall we go?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, feeling a twinge of unease as I hefted my knapsack and checked the spellcaster at my belt.  I’d expected a sensation like the Eternal City, gusts of tainted magic brushing against our souls, but instead ... the air was cold and clear, as if something - or someone - was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.  It was disturbing on a very primal level.  We hadn’t seen many people since we’d left Caithness and almost no one anywhere near the fallen city itself.  I was starting to see why. 
 
      
 
    Caroline took the lead, picking her way across the rocky terrain.  I followed, keeping my thoughts under tight control.  There was something about the unchanging landscape that wore on my mind, suggesting that - no matter how far we walked - we would never reach our destination.  I looked back at the campsite, a few short minutes after we left it behind, and saw no trace we’d ever been there.  We’d been cautioned to clean up after ourselves - it was astonishing how much someone could learn, from a campsite that had been abandoned in a hurry - but this was different.  It felt as if we hadn’t moved at all. 
 
      
 
    I kept my eyes on the hill as we avoided a patch of muddy ground and headed up.  I was in excellent physical shape, I knew without bragging, and yet I found the trip starting to wear on me.  Sweat prickled on my back, my legs aching as if I’d walked for miles upon miles without stopping once.  I thought I saw things glimmering at the corner of my eye, but when I turned to look they were gone.  My hand dropped to my spellcaster as we passed a tiny hovel, little more than a pile of stones and a makeshift roof.  Something moved inside ... I tensed, then relaxed - slightly - as I realised it was a lost sheep.  I hoped the shepherd found it before the poor beast stumbled into the mire and was lost forever.  The locals had warned us the mire could eat horses and humans as easily as sheep. 
 
      
 
    “Nearly there,” Caroline said.  She sounded tired and worn, hardly her usual self.  “Just over the hill.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, forcing myself to keep going.  The air was growing hotter, despite the darkening clouds forming around distant peaks.  They could only be a few dozen miles away at most and yet they looked so far away we’d never reach them, no matter how far we walked.  I kept my eyes on Caroline instead, remembering my training.  It didn’t help - it never did - to think about how far we had to go.  It was better to focus on each footstep, rather than allow myself to get discouraged. 
 
      
 
    Caroline stopped, dead.  “Look!” 
 
      
 
    I stepped up beside her and peered into the valley, the remnants of a crater formed - I guessed - when the city had crashed on the desolate landscape.  My eyes seemed to be playing tricks on me.  One moment, the city was no larger than a fairly standard apartment block; the next, it went on for miles and miles until it seemed to dominate the world.  I rubbed my forehead as my eyes tried to focus, to make sense of what I saw.  It didn’t look like the city Caitlyn had resurrected from the ground.  It looked more like a modern-day ruin. 
 
      
 
    “Half the city is probably buried under the ground,” I muttered, remembering the flying city we’d tried to hijack.  The buildings had rested on a giant saucer-shaped base ... in hindsight, I suspected the base was the core of the city, with everything else built on top of it.  “If it came down hard ...” 
 
      
 
    We stood, staring down at the wreckage.  I’d half-expected the city to be slowly repairing itself, Meksects following ancient orders as they put the pieces back together in readiness for a crew - and population - that had died centuries ago.  Instead, the city was almost eerily still.  Nothing moved, not even birds or insects.  I frowned inwardly as my gaze wandered over the fallen towers.  They looked to have been scattered around at random, as if they’d been yanked from the city and dropped.  If I was right, and much of the city was buried under the dirt ... we might be able to get in, if we could find a way into the damaged towers.  And yet ... was there any point? 
 
      
 
    Caroline muttered something under her breath, then looked at me.  “We’ll walk around the city first.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then followed her as she led the way around the edge of the ancient crater.  The city still seemed unmoving.  Even the wind didn’t blow.  I shivered, despite myself, as we stopped on the edge of the mire.  The city was half-sunken, as if it were a boat that had been blown onto a sandy bay and left stranded.  I saw strange structures, each one as far beyond my understanding as a Device of Power would be to an ant, half-submerged within the bog.  How long had they been there? And what were they?  I wished, again, that we had never tried to hijack the flying city.  We could have learnt a great deal, by studying the scrolls within the ancient library as well as the ancient technology itself.  If only ... 
 
      
 
    “We can’t go any further,” I said.  The mire looked deceptively harmless, but we’d been cautioned not to risk going anywhere near it.  “Do we go through the city itself or return to where we started first?” 
 
      
 
    “Back to the start,” Caroline said.  She smiled, rather tiredly.  “I’m starting to think we’re wasting our time.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t so sure.  The fallen city wasn’t coming to life - it was as cold and unmoving as the grave - and yet, there was something about it that bothered me.  I walked onwards.  The city felt ... unnatural, wrong, as if it had come from a world so different from ours that there were no points of comparison.  I’d read a book, once, in which a young man had found himself in a world of impossible magics, of wonders and nightmares that simply could not exist.  I knew, now, how that young man should have felt.  The author, very unrealistically, had had him rolling with the punches and barely feeling any of the discomfort he should have felt in a world with rules that simply didn’t make sense.  But then, what sort of story would he have had if the main character spent most of the time gibbering inanely about evidence of the impossible? 
 
      
 
    My heart skipped a beat as we reached the spot we’d first seen the city.  “Do you want to stay and watch?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Caroline said.  “We retreat at the first sign of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then forced myself to start walking down the hill.  It felt weird, as if it was both a tiny hillock and a mountainside that would take hours to safely navigate.  I wondered, as I muttered a pair of spells to check the local environment for traps, if the city was wrapped in a permanent shrinking spell.  There were researchers who’d argued the Thousand-Year Empire had built the flying cities through shrinking them, although my experience suggested otherwise.  It was possible to make something bigger on the inside, with the right sort of spells and enough power, but ... 
 
      
 
    It was almost a surprise when the ground levelled out.  I looked up, my eyes aching as they tried to comprehend a slope that was barely larger than I was and, at the same time, so high that it would take a long time to climb the edge and escape.  Caroline caught my eye, directing me towards the city.  It rose in front of us, towers stretching to infinity and beyond.  I rubbed my eyes, unsure of just what I saw.  There was no hint of magic in the air and yet my instincts, sharpened by both training and experience, were insisting that something was deeply wrong.  Caroline used hand signals, rather than her voice, to indicate it was time to head deeper into the city.  She felt it too. 
 
      
 
    The silence was so profound, I could hear my heart beating as we stepped into the city itself.  It was … my head ached as I struggled to understand what I saw.  It was nothing like the Eternal City, or the flying city Caitlyn had named High Shallot; it was ... it was ... my legs threatened to buckle, as if I was going to faint.  I had the feeling that the fallen city had been designed and built by a different set of shipwrights, or whatever one called people who worked on flying cities.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    My headache grew worse as I looked at the towers.  Some were broken, lying on the ground like fallen branches; some were still intact, yet my instincts warned me to avoid them.  I peered into the fallen towers, but saw nothing within the darkness.  Had the city been stripped of everything the survivors could carry, or ... or what?  I couldn’t see any bodies ... I snorted at the thought, the sound loud enough to pass for an explosive hex in the silence.  It had been nearly a thousand years.  Of course there were no bodies! 
 
      
 
    Except there were, in parts of the Eternal City, I recalled.  Looters?  Or bodies preserved by whatever forces were unleashed when the city died? 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  No one, as far as I knew, had ever come up with a realistic explanation for the Fall.  Some people argued they’d unleashed something new and terrible, others that the city had been attacked by one of its many enemies; a handful of more distant nations insisted the city had been sinful, to the point the ancestors had chosen to destroy it and shatter the empire beyond repair.  I didn’t pretend to know the truth and yet ... looking around, I found it hard to imagine something that could not only take out an entire city, but also flying cities that had been hundreds and thousands of miles from the capital when disaster struck.  What could have done something like that?  Nothing, not even the most powerful spells known to exist, could do so much damage to the entire world. 
 
      
 
    “Freeze,” Caroline muttered. 
 
      
 
    I froze, eyes sweeping from side to side.  She’d seen something ... the human eye, being attracted to movement, would hopefully pass over us if we stayed very still.  It didn’t always work, particularly against people who knew what to look for, but it might just give us a chance to either launch an attack or run for cover.  I saw the wavering light near a tower and knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that attacking wasn’t an option.  The ghost was unlikely to be harmed by our spellcasters.  And if it was as resistant to the dispersal spell as its cousins in the Eternal City ... 
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold as I saw two more ghosts.  They were just ... there.  One moment, there was nothing; the next, they were there, as if they’d been there all the time.  I glanced from side to side, spotting more and more ghosts.  They didn’t seem to be focused on us, but that might change very quickly.  And ... the sense of threat grew stronger as we inched together, glancing back to make sure the pathway out of the city was clear.  It was hard to be sure.  The ghosts were blinking into existence all over the place. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s time to leave,” Caroline said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, stepping back slightly.  The ghosts looked at us.  There were no visible eyes, but I knew we had their attention.  They didn’t seem to move, yet ... suddenly they were a great deal closer.  I hated to turn and run, the shadows of my upbringing warning me that any hint of weakness would draw bullies and criminals like flies to shit, but I feared there was no choice.   The ghosts were unstoppable.  I muttered the dispersal charm, just to be sure; nothing happened.  I glanced at Caroline, then motioned for her to run.  She’d always been faster than me.  If they caught me, she might get away. 
 
      
 
    Caroline ran.  I followed her, ghostly hands appearing out of nowhere to reach for us as we ran towards the edge of the city.  My muscles ached again, as if we’d already run miles and there were miles more to go: I saw, an instant too late, a translucent hand reaching for Caroline and passing through her chest.  She stumbled, nearly hitting the ground.  I caught her, threw her over my shoulder in one smooth motion and kept going.  The slope rose up in front of me, the distance seeming to stretch to infinity.  I forced myself to run, knowing the ghosts were right behind us.  The edge appeared so quickly I nearly tripped and fell and ... 
 
      
 
    “Shit!”  I cursed.  The path we’d taken from Caithness was glowing with eerie white light.  The ghosts were blocking our retreat.  I glanced back and saw more ghosts, flowing out of the city and coming straight towards us.  We were trapped.  “Caroline, I ...” 
 
      
 
    “Go south.”  Caroline sounded weak, but focused.  “Head to Kirkhaven.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the closest settlement,” Caroline said.  “And we have to warn the king.” 
 
      
 
    I cursed, again.  The mission had called for us to remain out of sight.  If we went to Kirkhaven, Isabella Rubén would hear about it and ... and what?  She’d know we were watching.  If she knew about the flying city, she might even assume we had bad intentions and turn her wards on us.  Or worse.  And yet, what choice did we have? 
 
      
 
    The ground shivered under my feet.  I glanced back, suddenly convinced the city was returning to the skies.  It wasn’t, but the ghosts were catching up fast. 
 
      
 
    “Run,” Caroline ordered.  “Don’t stop for anything.” 
 
      
 
    Bracing myself, I started to run. 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    “A messenger just arrived,” Sandy said,  breaking into my thoughts.  “The funeral will start in one hour.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there,” I said, dismissing her before she could get a look at the books.  “Tell Callam to meet me in the hall in twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Sandy nodded, then hurried away.  I allowed myself a moment of relief as I stared down at Uncle Ira’s books and notes.  If she’d taken a good look at them ... two of the books were on the proscribed index, the list of dark arts books that were banned so absolutely that merely owning one could lead to one’s execution, while a third was only spared from the list because it was believed there were no surviving copies.  I’d known Uncle Ira had a collection of forbidden books - he’d made me read some, in hopes I’d turn into a worthwhile assistant - but none of them had been quite so bad.  The last thing I wanted was for Sandy - or anyone - to realise what they were. 
 
      
 
    The notes weren’t much better.  I’d assumed most of his experimental records had been destroyed, along with the uppermost floors, but he’d preserved the potion recipes and a bunch of other notes in the box.  I eyed it, wondering why he’d bothered to conceal it near the hall, but not actually in it.  Had he assumed one of his experiments might have accidentally destroyed the entire building?  Or ... had he feared he might be kicked out one day?  I frowned as I read a note about magical concentrations being unable to cross running water, suggesting ... had he known, all along, how Callam had been able to sneak into the estate?  I had never understood why he hadn’t patched the hole in the wards, but I thought I understood now.  He could have intended to come back and get his notes, if the family had told him to leave the estate without warning.  They’d be protected by the overall wards, without being easy to find.  I’d been on the estate for six years and I’d never had the slightest idea they were there. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts ran in circles.  Uncle Ira had listed his potions, and a handful of notes about the ghosts, but little else.  I had the oddest feeling the ghosts had given him and Morag a wide berth.  It puzzled me.  The ghosts had no reason to be scared of a warlock.  He’d been the most powerful magician on the estate.  Why had they gone after me, instead of him?  And ... why hadn’t they killed me?   It made no sense. 
 
      
 
    I collected the books and notes, put them in my trunk and muttered a pair of activation phrases.  Callam had forged the clasps himself, ensuring that any attempt to get into the trunk without my permission would either fail or result in the destruction of the contents before they could be examined.  I felt a twinge of guilt at involving him, even though I’d had very little choice.  Uncle Ira’s notes had fallen into my hands before I’d had the slightest idea what they actually were, something that could easily land me in hot water.  Again.  A fair-minded council would have realised I hadn’t known, but fair-minded councils were the stuff of myth and legends.  I had too many enemies to rely on the good faith of anyone who might see the whole affair as a chance to get rid of me, once and for all. 
 
      
 
    And if they took a swipe at me, it would destroy Akin, I thought, as I pushed the trunk out of sight.  I didn’t think any of the servants would dare touch it, but it was better not to put temptation in their way.  He’d do everything in his power to save me, yet it probably wouldn’t be enough. 
 
      
 
    The thought haunted me as I donned a cloak, then headed down the stairs.  Callam was waiting in the entrance hall, looking tired.  I felt another flicker of guilt.  Callam couldn’t read, let alone write, the older tongues magicians used to hide their secrets.  He’d be in trouble, if anyone found out, without ever having any real involvement in the affair.  I told myself I should destroy the notes, perhaps after copying some of the recipes.  A couple, I knew for a fact, had already leaked.  Morag had used them to assist Uncle Stephen’s coup. 
 
      
 
    How many others did she know?  I couldn’t even guess at the answer.  Morag might have been taught by Uncle Ira personally, or she might have watched him brew and silently memorised the recipe.  And how many others did she tell? 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me as I linked arms with Callam and headed down to the gate.  Uncle Ira had had friends and contacts, some of whom had visited the hall while I’d been there.  I didn’t know anything about them, let alone what they might be planning.  Had they been linked to Uncle Stephen?  Or had they been something completely different?  I wished I knew.  Uncle Ira had written to people in Shallot, if he was to be believed, but ... who were they?  His letters, if he’d bothered to keep them, had been destroyed in the explosion that had claimed his life. 
 
      
 
    Unless there are more buried caskets around the estate, I mused.  It’s certainly possible. 
 
      
 
    “You’re being quiet,” Callam said.  “What did the notes say?” 
 
      
 
    “Too much and not enough,” I said, vaguely.  I didn’t want him to wind up in deep trouble.  And yet, he was my husband.  I should tell him the truth.  “I’ll tell you later.” 
 
      
 
    The thought kept nagging at me as we made our way down to the town.  The weather was getting worse, great gusts of wind blowing through the trees and carrying droplets of rain into our faces.  It came and went, blowing so randomly that one moment it was trying to push us down into the valley and shove us back to the hall the next.  I saw flashes of lightning in the darkening skies, the grim promise of heavy rainstorms later in the day.  I hoped we’d be able to get back to the hall.  The winds were so strong I feared they’d knock down trees and block the roads. 
 
      
 
    A faint light hung in the air, just outside the town.  It felt oddly unfamiliar ... the pavilion was gone, of course.  If they’d left it up, after we’d tied the knot, it would have been torn from the ground and blown halfway to Shallot by now.  A crowd was already gathering, a multitude of familiar faces and complete strangers ... I wondered, numbly, how many of them had come to pay their last respects and how many others had come just to make sure Granny McVeigh was actually dead.  Her body rested on top of the funeral pyre, waiting.  I felt another pang of guilt.  Granny McVeigh had died giving me one final lesson.  I recalled what she’d said and shuddered.  Had she known it would be her last day? 
 
      
 
    She didn’t have to show me anything, I thought, as I greeted Mayor Toadstool and the rest of the town dignities.  She could have said no and told me to get lost, if she’d known what was coming. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth.  Granny McVeigh had been ... different.  She might have known and accepted it would be her last day.  I found it hard to believe, but I was only eighteen.  Granny McVeigh had been old enough to be Mayor Toadstool’s grandmother, perhaps even older.  She’d once told me she remembered the previous king ... she’d even sneered at King Rufus, calling him a weak monarch.  I found it hard to believe, but her perceptions had been different.  She might well have had a point. 
 
      
 
    The crowd kept growing, until it encompassed most of the region.  Kirkhaven wasn’t the only town that had known Granny McVeigh, nor relied upon her advice.  I pulled my cloak tighter around my face, trying to hide even though I knew it was futile.  Too many people knew me, as the Lady of Kirkhaven if nothing else.  Mayor Toadstool wouldn’t greet a normal young girl.  He certainly wouldn’t let her, and her husband, join the local officials.   
 
      
 
    Mayor Toadstool stepped forward as the winds blew harder.  “Granny McVeigh was not an easy person to like,” he said.  The winds snatched at his words, carrying them away as they passed his lips.  “She was stiff and unbending and utterly unwilling to compromise her convictions.  She would help people, when they came to her and asked, but they didn’t always like the results.  Sometimes, she would refuse to give people what they wanted because it wouldn’t have done them any good.  At other times, her advice was not what her listeners wanted to hear.  She prided herself on telling the truth, even when it might have been better to say nothing.  She would sooner cut her own throat than lie.” 
 
      
 
    He paused.  The wind howled louder.  I shivered as the rain splattered from high over, splashing against my face and running down my cloak.  The heating charms seemed on the verge of failure, the wind blowing colder as it brushed against me and roared on.  The distant trees were waving back and forth, bending so wildly I knew it was just a matter of time before they came tumbling down.  I hoped Sandy and the others were alright.  The wind was blowing so violently that the greenhouses, as strong as they were, might come crashing down, too. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she was not an easy person to like.”  Mayor Toadstool paused, again.  “But she was one of us.  We never doubted she had our best interests at heart, even as she held herself apart from us.  She had a lonely life, yet a satisfying one.  And we are here to remember her as her body burns, until it becomes ashes that will be scattered on the land she loved.  We may not have liked her, but we will miss her.  It will take time before we see her like again.” 
 
      
 
    He lifted his hand, pointed it at the pyre and muttered a spell.  The stacked wood caught fire instantly. I heard the crowd say something - a harvest song, I thought - but the wind snatched it away as the flames grew stronger.  Someone pushed a bottle into my hand and I took a sip, nearly gagging at the taste as I passed it to Callam.  He didn’t seem to like it any more than I did.  The winds howled louder, the flames blowing higher and higher ... I said a silent prayer to my ancestors, asking them to treat Granny McVeigh kindly.  I had no idea who her ancestors were - she’d never talked about her family - but I hoped they were proud of her.  She had done well ... 
 
      
 
    The ground shook, violently.  I stumbled, grabbing hold of Callam as the shockwave passed over the crowd.  The rain grew worse, pouring down in torrents that squashed the fire effortlessly and drenched us all to the skin, before slacking off again.  I saw the Mayor standing in front of the pyre, his mouth open as he barked instructions, but they were lost behind the wind and the panic.  The earth had never shaken before, not here.  I’d heard of earthquakes, and spells that could trigger them, but they’d happened in far-off countries.  I would have sensed a spell, wouldn’t I? 
 
      
 
    Callam pulled at me as someone crashed into my back.  “We have to move ...” 
 
      
 
    The ground shook, again.  I heard an awful rumbling sound, further down into the valley. The lights of Kirkhaven blinked out, as if they’d never been.  Darkness fell, so absolutely I thought someone had hit me with a blinding curse.  It shouldn’t have gotten through my protections, but I was all too aware I lacked the six years of education Akin and Alana and the other children my age had received.  I’d made a great deal of progress on my own, yet it wasn’t enough.  They could probably tie me up in knots - or turn me into a small hopping thing - with the greatest of ease.   
 
      
 
    My eyes adjusted rapidly to the gloom.  The town was a blackened mass ... I heard panic spreading as people broke ranks and ran, hurrying into the valley.  I muttered a spell, the strongest light-spell I could muster, and directed it up.  The world seemed to blaze with brilliant light.  I ignored the shouts and stared down at the town.  It was gone. 
 
      
 
    Callam swore.  “Isabella ...” 
 
      
 
    I could barely hear him.  The valley seemed to have slid down and crushed the town.  It took me a moment to realise there’d been a landslide.  Half the town had been buried beneath the earth, the remainder looked trapped, caught in the soil like flies in amber.  I watched, helplessly, as the coachhouse crumbled and collapsed under its own weight, the stables vanishing beneath the earth.  The horses ... I hoped, prayed, the poor beasts had died quickly.  There was no time to go digging.  The landslide had blocked the river, forming a makeshift dam.  Between the river and the rain, Kirkhaven was going to be flooded within a few hours at most. 
 
      
 
    The ground shook again.  I saw flashes of purple lightning crossing the sky, followed by glimmers of white light within the southern trees.  I looked north, expecting to see more ghosts between us and the hall, but the way was clear.  That was odd ... my heart churned as I saw people scrabbling in the mud, trying to save what they could before it was too late.  I silently thanked my ancestors the entire population had been attending the funeral, rather than bedding down for the night.  They might never have woken up if they’d been at home.  My blood ran cold as I realised, suddenly, why Granny McVeigh had let herself die.  She’d done one last service for the town.   
 
      
 
    I caught Mayor Toadstool’s arm.  “We can’t stay here,” I shouted, as the rain started to pour once again.  “We have to get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “Where?”  Toadstool’s eyes were wide and staring.  “Where can we go?” 
 
      
 
    “The hall,” I shouted.  I had to shout.  I could barely hear him over the growing racket.  The distant thunder was shaking the air, deafening me.  “We have to go to the hall.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth, then sent a vapour message to Sandy.  She’d get everything ready ... it wouldn’t be easy to fit the entire town into the estate, let alone feed and clothe them ... I told myself the most important thing was getting a roof over their heads before it was too late.  It was all too easy to die of exposure, particularly on a cold and wet night.  If nothing else, I might be able to adapt the wards to provide extra shelter ... 
 
      
 
    The mayor took command, shouting and screaming to be heard over the howling gale.  The crowds started moving slowly, picking their way through a familiar landscape that had suddenly become very dangerous indeed.  A handful of people headed in the other direction, trying to get back to their own homes ... I grimaced as I saw the ghosts, waiting to the south.  The northern path was still clear.  I hoped it would stay that way long enough for us to get to safety.  Something kept nagging at me, but I had no time to think.   
 
      
 
    I slipped, nearly falling into the mud.  Callam caught me as we started to walk, holding me up.  I gathered myself, then forced myself to stand on my own.  The winds were growing stronger, somehow.  I thought I saw a dark shape - a tree, perhaps - go sailing over my head and vanish somewhere in the darkness.  Flecks of dust and dirt brushed against me, torn from the land and hurled onwards by the wind.  I tried not to think of what would happen, if the wind started tearing trees from the ground and throwing them towards us.  There’d be nothing I could do. 
 
      
 
    A young woman, with two children in her arms, stumbled and nearly fell.  I steadied her, then took one of the kids myself.  The child - it was too dark to tell if it was a boy or a girl - clung to me with desperate strength.  I held it as best as I could, wishing I’d spent more time with my younger relatives.  Penny was only two years younger than me.  She didn’t count.  If I’d stayed in Shallot, I would have been charged with looking after the kids.  The thought hurt, despite everything.  I’d cut myself off from everything and, while I didn’t have many regrets, I had to admit there were some. 
 
      
 
    The thunder grew louder, following so quickly after the lightning that I knew the storm had to be right overhead.  I gritted my teeth as the rain somehow grew worse, splashing through puddles that were rapidly turning into little rivers.  My clothes were drenched, clinging to my skin.  I hoped the child would be alright.  I’d done a pair of spells, in hopes of shielding the kid as much as possible, but the rain had battered them down.  It was a relief beyond words to stumble into the gates, then up to the hall.  Sandy already had the doors wide open. 
 
      
 
    We have room, I told myself, as I passed the child to Alice.  I’d lost track of the mother somewhere in the gloom.  We can shelter them until the storm breaks. 
 
      
 
    Sure, my own thoughts mocked.  Kirkhaven was gone.  It would take weeks, under ideal conditions, to rebuild the town.  We didn’t have ideal conditions.  The rain would destroy whatever the landslide had left behind.  And what will you do afterwards? 
 
      
 
    I told that part of me to shut up.  Right now, it didn’t matter.  The only thing that mattered was staying alive long enough to see tomorrow.  We’d worry about the future when things calmed down. 
 
      
 
    And what, my thoughts asked, if they never do? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    The night seemed never-ending. 
 
      
 
    I had never felt so busy in my entire life as we struggled to pack hundreds of people into the hall, then to make sure they had something warm to drink and a change of clothes before it was too late.  I breathed a sigh of relief as we emptied the old trunks and boxes, the clothes that had been abandoned for being unfashionable decades ago.  The Grande Dames would howl in rage, I was sure, if they knew the clothes were simply being given away, but I didn’t care.  The townspeople needed them.  Besides, it wasn’t as if anyone back in Shallot actually wanted the clothes.  They’d been packed away and forgotten.  If I hadn’t been sent to the hall, they would have stayed there until the end of time. 
 
      
 
    My body ached, yet I forced myself to keep going.  I was too keyed up to sleep.  I felt as if I was drunk on coffee or energy potions, my soul crying out for sleep even as my body refused to cooperate.  Callam, Sandy and the others worked hard, sorting out sleeping places in the old dining halls and passing out chambers to the younger women and their children.  The hall bustled with life and yet ... I shivered as I felt the ground shudder slightly, the brief earthquake passing through the hall and vanishing into the ether.  The hall was sturdy, built on solid foundations ... it should be safe.  Or was it?  All my earlier thoughts came back to haunt me.  The townspeople might have been better off staying in the rain than living in a hall that might easily become a death trap. 
 
      
 
    I spoke briefly to Mayor Toadstool, my thoughts too dazed to pay any attention to what he said.  It was hard to resist the temptation to just turn and walk up the stairs, to collapse into my bed ... I knew I wouldn’t sleep and yet, I wanted to hit the sheets.  Callam joined me briefly, his eyes grim and worried.  I thought I knew what he was thinking.  We’d been in the same region for over six years and we’d never experienced a single earthquake, let alone a giant landslide.  It shouldn’t have been possible. 
 
      
 
    The weather has been growing more and more extreme, I reminded myself, as I stood by the window and peered into the darkness.  It was absolute.  The distant pinpricks of light that had once marked farming cottages and tiny hamlets were gone.  Nothing moved below, not even a ghost.  The rainfall could have been wearing down the hillside for the last few months and it all just came to a head. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed as water splattered against the windows.  How secure was the hall?  I didn’t know.  Perhaps, when dawn broke, it would be wiser to have everyone set off for Caithness before it was too late.  The coaches and horses were gone, buried under the mud, but the townspeople should be able to get there on foot.  And then ... and then what?  I didn’t know if the local government would help, if the king’s representative would send to the capital for assistance.  The border region had always been last on the list for investment.  There was too much fear the border would shift suddenly, throwing the investment into enemy hands.  It didn’t help that the locals didn’t really give much of a damn about the border.  Why let distant aristocrats bar them from visiting family and friends on the other side? 
 
      
 
    The wards shifted, sounding an alert.  I sucked in my breath.  We’d gotten the entire town, save for the dead and dying, into the hall.  There shouldn’t be anyone else at this time of night ... it wasn’t that late, I noted, but it felt as if dawn would never break.  And ... the wards thrummed in alarm as they detected the newcomers were carrying powerful magical artefacts.  My eyes narrowed as I turned away, calling for Callam.  Who’d visit at this time?  No one in their right mind would try to travel in this weather.  They should have gone to the coachhouse and waited ... 
 
      
 
    The coachhouse no longer exists, I told myself, dryly.  They might have come here out of desperation. 
 
      
 
    I scowled and hurried down the stairs.  It was customary, amongst the locals, to give shelter to strangers in the night.  I wasn’t sure I liked the tradition, although I could see its advantages.  You never knew who you were inviting into your wards until it was too late.  Sure, the locals would never dream of taking advantage of being made welcome in someone’s house, but what about a guest from further away?  They might perform all sorts of atrocities, catching you by surprise because you knew you were safe. 
 
      
 
    Callam joined me at the bottom of the stairs.  “Stragglers?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  I’d have thought as much - we hadn’t had time to do a headcount; we didn’t know how many townspeople had been left behind - but the newcomers were carrying powerful weapons.  Family?  I wanted to believe it, but it couldn’t be true.  Akin would have signalled ahead, if he were coming, and no one else wanted to visit.  “It could be someone unfriendly.” 
 
      
 
    I tested the wards, warily, as we stepped onto the porch.  The newcomers were in for a surprise if they tried anything hostile.  The old wards might not respond to a threat, no matter how blatant, but Cat’s protections were a great deal stronger.  I could feel them, silently thrumming at the back of my mind as the intruders walked up the drive.  The rain was still falling, the noise so loud it threatened to drown out the distant thunder.  I felt a twinge of sympathy for the newcomers.  They’d be drenched.  If they were friendly, I’d have to arrange a wash and a change of clothes for them. 
 
      
 
    If the tank isn’t empty already, I thought.  The water tank was designed to replenish itself from the rain - no shortage of rainwater, not here - but no one had expected to have to host most of the town.  I made a mental note to order rationing.  The last thing we needed was for someone, quite by accident, to drain the tank dry.  How long will it take to refill when dozens of people want showers? 
 
      
 
    I braced myself and muttered a night-vision spell as the newcomers came into view.  My eyes narrowed.  A young man and woman, both somewhere around the same age as myself.  Dark skin ... almost certainly visitors from further south, perhaps Shallot.  There weren’t any dark-skinned people in Kirkhaven and only a handful, from what I’d seen, in Caithness.  They wore garb that marked them as merchants, but - even though they were drenched to the bone - it was easy to tell they weren’t anything of the sort.  Merchants, in my experience, tended to look a little more hard-worn.  And that meant ...? 
 
      
 
    “Isabella Rubén,” the man said.  “It’s been quite some time,” 
 
      
 
    Callam nudged me.  “You know him?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  The man was a complete stranger.  My mind raced, trying to place him.  It was possible he was one of Cat’s relatives, but ... I didn’t know him.  She didn’t have any brothers and I’d never met her cousins, certainly not formally.  And that meant ... I stared at him, taking in close-cropped hair, dark eyes and a strikingly muscular body.  I’d never seen him before in my life. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure,” I said.  It was absurd to have the discussion in the rain, with the two newcomers drenched, but I wanted to know who they were.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Adam.  Adam Mortimer.”  The young man seemed almost annoyed.  “We were in the same year at Jude’s.” 
 
      
 
    “We were?”  It was possible, I supposed, but I hadn’t paid much attention to the boys.  “Well, I ...” 
 
      
 
    The young woman elbowed her companion.  “Perhaps we could catch up later ...?” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile.  She sounded both annoyed and fond.  “Come in,” I said.  “As long as you behave yourself, you will be welcome.” 
 
      
 
    They followed me into the hall, eyes flickering from side to side as they took in the mess.  The floor was covered in puddles of water, piles of damp clothes dumped in corners or simply left where they’d fallen.  It looked worse than it had when Uncle Ira had ruled the roost, part of my mind noted, something I would have thought impossible if I hadn’t seen it myself.  Water was dripping down the stairs ... I made a mental note to check on it later, just to be sure.  The stone should be safe enough, but the designers had worked wood into the flooring too.  I doubted the water would do it any good. 
 
      
 
    “Adam,” I said.  I really didn’t know him, although - if he was telling the truth - it had been six years since I’d laid eyes on him.  Akin had grown up a hell of a lot in that time and Adam would have done the same.  Probably.  “Will you introduce us to your companion?” 
 
      
 
    “This is Caroline,” Adam said.  “We’re both travelling merchants ...” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger.  No.  There was no way in hell that was true.  They didn’t look like real merchants, they didn’t talk like real merchants ... no, if Adam and I really did have a connection, no matter how tenuous, a real merchant would have played it for all it was worth.  Who knew?  I might have been sentimental about my schooldays.  What was the worst that could happen? 
 
      
 
    It was all I could do to keep my anger out of my voice.  “And the truth?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re on the service of His Majesty, the King,” Caroline said.  “We had orders to inspect the border region when all hell broke loose.” 
 
      
 
    I studied her, thoughtfully.  She reminded me of Cat or Alana, although her skin was a shade or two lighter than theirs.  Long dark hair, almond dark eyes ...was she related to them?  It was far from impossible.  Her accent suggested she hadn’t grown up in Shallot ... a natural-born child, raised far from the man who’d fathered her?  Or was I overthinking it?  There was no logical reason Caroline and Cat had to be related.  House Aguirre was hardly the only family with dark skin, just the one that had feuded with mine until Cat and Akin were betrothed ... 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said, finally.  Kingsmen, here?  It boded ill.  The deceptions we’d used to convince the world I was still in Shallot had clearly run their course.  I hadn’t expected them to last forever - sooner or later, someone would notice I hadn’t attended an entire string of gatherings - but it had only been two weeks!  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Adam and Caroline exchanged glances.  “We were attacked by ghosts, near the fallen city,” he said, finally.  “They were blocking our path to Caithness, so we ran to Kirkhaven instead and ... we thought we were lost until we found the road heading up here.” 
 
      
 
    “Kirkhaven is gone,” Callam said.  There was a wealth of feeling in his words.  “Buried under the mire.” 
 
      
 
    “... Shit,” Adam said. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat.  I needed time, time to think and plan and decide what the hell I was going to do.  The townspeople would do as I told them, at least as long as they were in my home, but I wasn’t so sure about Adam and Caroline.  Who knew why they were really here?  The king had wanted both Cat and Callam to be sent to him ... I cursed under my breath as the possibilities grew worse.  They might have the tools and skills they needed to circumvent the wards, even Cat’s protections, and snatch Callam from our room.  Or ... 
 
      
 
    “Alice will put you in a room for the night,” I said, dispatching a vapour message to my housekeeper.  “There’ll be a shower, but don’t wash for long.  We’ll speak in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Adam bowed.  “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, silently noting the twinge of disrespect in his posture.  If he really had been in school at the same time as myself, he probably knew what had happened to me.  No, what I’d done.  He wouldn’t have seen me since, unless he’d attended one of the parties ... I winced inwardly as I remembered just how much a fool I’d made of myself, only a few short weeks ago.  If he’d seen me ... his impression of me, already low, might have sunk even lower.  And ... what did it matter?  Why had the king sent them out here? 
 
      
 
    Alice materialised, looking tired and worn.  “My Lady?” 
 
      
 
    “We have two more guests,” I said.  “Is the Red Room still available?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” Alice said.  “Do you want me to put them in it?” 
 
      
 
    “Please.”  I nodded.  The Red Room was comfortable - it had been designed for guests - but it was quite some distance from the master bedroom.  It would be impossible for Adam and Caroline to sneak up to my room, not without proving their bad intentions.  If they did ... I wasn’t sure what I’d do.  If they happened to vanish, somewhere in the storm, the king would send an entire army to quarter the region for their bodies.  “They can join us for breakfast tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Alice led the guests away, leaving Callam and me alone.  My thoughts churned.  Adam and Caroline were strangers to the region.  I had no idea when they’d arrived, but if they’d been sent after us they could only have been in the area for two weeks at the most. And that meant ... they’d been incredibly lucky, perhaps too lucky, they hadn’t stumbled into the mire during their flight from the fallen city.  I frowned as I considered the story.  I’d nearly been killed myself by the ghosts there, which gave the tale a certain amount of credibility,  but ... I found it hard to believe they’d made it all the way to the hall. Either they really had been lucky or they were lying ... why?  It was too paranoid, wasn’t it, to think they might have been a great deal closer? 
 
      
 
    You never told anyone, apart from Father, about the ghosts in the city, I reminded myself, as we started to head upstairs.  Callam is the only other person who knows and that’s only because he was there.  They couldn’t have set out to tell a convincing lie if they didn’t know what would be convincing, 
 
      
 
    Callam nudged me.  “Do you know him?” 
 
      
 
    “Adam?”  I shook my head.  “If he really was in the same year as myself, back at school, I don’t remember him.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my forehead as we reached the top of the stairs and walked into the master bedroom.  There’d been around a hundred, give or take two or three, children in my year ... my only year.  I’d known about twenty or thirty of the girls and a handful of the boys, the ones who were related to me or aristocracy in their own right or had - somehow - impinged on my awareness.  Rose would never have been of any interest to me, if she hadn’t somehow become Cat’s friend ... in hindsight, ignoring her had been monumentally stupid.  She might not have the bloodlines to have everything given to her on a silver platter, but she’d certainly had the power.  And I could have befriended her instead. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t really pay much attention to the boys, beyond Akin,” I confessed.  We’d been too young for anyone to take it seriously, if I spent time with a boy who wasn’t related to me in some way, but High Society had a habit of turning a platonic friendship into rumours of secret loves, concealed pregnancies and other nonsense that could haunt us for years.  “He might be the person I recall, if I manage to jog my memories, or he might be someone completely different.” 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  Someone who knew High Society could have told Adam to call himself Adam, secure in the knowledge I wouldn’t spot an imposter.  Or ... for all I knew, it was the real Adam.  It had been six years.  My earlier thoughts mocked me.  Someone who knew me when I was twelve, and then never saw me again until I was eighteen, might think we were two separate people.  Why not?  They wouldn’t have seen me growing into a young woman. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s no way to ask,” Callam said.  “Unless we contact your brother ...?” 
 
      
 
    “We might have to,” I said.  Akin would know Adam, wouldn’t he?  Probably.  Kingsmen were supposed to be the best of the best.  Akin would have noticed someone with that sort of potential.  “But that might be hard right now.” 
 
      
 
    Callam started to undress, piling his damp clothes in the bathtub.  “What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to them properly tomorrow,” I said.  If they did have bad intentions, they’d picked a wonderful time to carry them out.  The wards were under a lot of pressure.  There were so many strangers in the hall they might not catch Adam and Caroline before they completed their mission.  “And see what they say.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the window as I undressed.  The rain was still splattering against the glass.  Kirkhaven was gone, hundreds of people were sheltering under my roof ... I just didn’t have time to deal with a pair of Kingsmen.  The air felt cold as I clambered into bed, Callam joining me a moment later.  I cuddled up to him, feeling tired and drained and yet awake. It was so hard to force my body to relax. 
 
      
 
    Sleep, I told myself.  I was too tired to do anything else.  The morning isn’t that far away. 
 
      
 
    But it still felt like hours before I finally drifted off to sleep. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    The hall felt odd, when my eyes opened to dim light.  A flash of panic shot through me before I realised the skies outside the windows were gloomy and overcast, promising heavy rain - more heavy rain - in the immediate future.  It was so dim I couldn’t even guess at the time, although it had to be shortly after dawn.  The clock insisted it was just after ten o’clock.  I was sure it was lying. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and touched the protections, scanning the hall.  A number of townspeople were gathered in the larger dining hall, eating breakfast and - I hoped - planning to return to the buried town to see what could be salvaged.  Others were still sleeping, wrapped in nightmares or just trying to blot out the real world as long as they could.  I wondered, suddenly, what had happened to the sheep, or the fields.  The landslide could have sentenced the entire town to death through starvation, if it had taken them all out.  I allowed my awareness to wander over the Red Room and noted, not entirely to my surprise, that Adam and Caroline were missing.  It took me several moments to locate them, helping with the refugees.  I wasn’t sure if I should be amused or vaguely insulted.  Guests weren’t supposed to do anything for themselves, even if they’d arrived without an invitation. 
 
      
 
    The thought made me smile as I stood and hurried to the window.  The lawn was covered in water, to the point it looked like a lake.  I could see streams running through the water, steering it down to the pond and the rivers and lakes beyond, but ... I grimaced as I considered what the water would do to the foundations.  Further beyond, the nearest hills and distant mountains were completely shrouded in mist.  It felt as though the world itself had vanished, leaving the hall floating alone in a ghostly void.  It wasn’t a very reassuring thought. 
 
      
 
    Callam stirred and sat upright.  “Is it morning already?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I was tempted to climb back into bed with him, but there was no time.  “I’m afraid so.” 
 
      
 
    The shower barely produced a dribble, when I walked into the bathroom.  I cursed under my breath - I hadn’t been unable to shower since I’d renovated the hall, after Uncle Ira’s death - and splashed what little I could on me.  My skin felt grimy, a grim reminder of the rain and mud from the previous evening; I told myself, unconvincingly, that everyone else would be in the same boat.  It didn’t work.  The sooner the water tank was refilled, the better.  I made a mental note to ask Alice to see to it, as quickly as possible.  Perhaps we could rig up additional water collectors, then use magic to heat the water ... 
 
      
 
    Callam was standing by the window when I emerged.  “I hope my parents are alright.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  “I’m sure they’re fine,” I said, although I wasn’t as confident as I tried to sound.  The cottage was smaller and lower than the hall.  If the garden had turned into another lake, the water might already be pressing against the door.  Or sliding under it.  “They’d be up here if they had to leave their cottage, wouldn’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” Callam said.  “I really do.” 
 
      
 
    I dressed quickly, donning a pair of trousers and a thick woollen shirt.  Caroline had been wearing something that resembled forgery dresses, so close to trousers that only the pedantic ladies of High Society could insist they were not - actually - trousers.  I wondered what she was wearing now, then dismissed the thought as I sent a vapour message.  They could join us for breakfast, as planned, and then ... I supposed we’d have to play it by ear.  I checked and rechecked the wards on my trunks as Callam tried to wash, all too aware I’d be in deep shit if Adam or Caroline saw the forbidden books.  They weren’t mine, but I hadn’t tried to report their existence or destroy them either. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to decide what to do about them too, I thought.  Granny’s books were burning a hole on my shelf.  Perhaps it would be better to throw them into the fire. 
 
      
 
    Callam joined me.  I took his hand and led him to the small dining room.  Adam and Caroline were already there, the former wearing an outdated pageboy’s outfit and the latter wearing a puffy blue dress that actually suited her.  She was showing off a little too much skin for my liking, to the point I felt a twinge of concern, but ... I suspected she hadn’t chosen the garment herself.  Alice had probably thrust them at the two, then hurried off to deal with the other refugees.  I made a show of greeting them both, then pouring the breakfast coffee and handing it out.  If I had to host them, I was going to be a good host. 
 
      
 
    “The food is in the tureens,” I said.  My overworked staff had cooked bacon, eggs and toast for us.  I hoped they’d made sure to feed the rest of the refugees, too.  “Please, take whatever you want.” 
 
      
 
    Adam smiled.  “Thank you, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
    I studied them thoughtfully as we ate.  Adam had clearly learnt his manners from the dorms, rather than his parents or an etiquette master.  He had the air of someone who’d learned by mimicry, without ever understanding the reasoning behind his actions.  I wondered if Akin had been the one to show him the way, then decided it probably hadn’t.  The style wasn’t quite right.  Caroline seemed more used to eating in an aristocratic context, although there was something about her movements that suggested she was quietly laughing at it.  I had no idea why.  Good manners, I’d been taught years ago, were the foundations of good society.  They kept everything genteel, rather than bloody. 
 
      
 
    “This is very welcome,” Caroline said, as she finished her breakfast.  “Last night was something of a trial.” 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, I understand,” I said.  They’d probably already realised we had most of the town staying in the hall.  “Why were you visiting the fallen city in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    Adam made no pretence at being surprised by the question.  “Because we were afraid it was coming back to life.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “At least one flying city has come back to life,” Caroline said.  “And we feared there might me more.” 
 
      
 
    I stared.  There’d been rumours ... were they true? 
 
      
 
    “Lady Caitlyn reactivated a flying city,” Adam said.  His lips twisted, as if he’d bitten into something sour.  “And the Eternal City itself was - is - slowly returning to life.” 
 
      
 
    My mouth dropped open.  “A ... a flying city?” 
 
      
 
    It was hard, so hard, to think clearly.  A flying city?  And Cat owned it?  What had happened in the Eternal City?  And ... and ... and ... Callam reached out and rested a hand on mine, bringing me back to myself.  It couldn’t be true.  Why hadn’t Akin mentioned it, when he’d written to me?  And yet ... my thoughts twisted, burning with a bitter jealously I’d thought I’d put behind me long ago.  Cat was powerless, yet she owned a flying city; I was powerful and yet ... 
 
      
 
    You’re being silly, I told myself.  You don’t need a flying city. 
 
      
 
    I found my voice.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Adam glanced at Caroline, then started to outline an unbelievable tale.  A city haunted by the last remnants of the dead, a city infested with looters and warlocks; a city slowly being rebuilt by clockwork machines that were over a thousand years old.  The team had been split up, Adam said, and somehow - he wasn’t clear on how - Cat had gained control of a flying city and all of its wonders.  I shook my head in disbelief.  No wonder Akin hadn’t mentioned it in his brief note.  If I believed him, it would hurt; if I didn’t, I might not listen to him at a later date.  And if there was anyone who would have enough consideration for me to spare the truth, it was my brother. 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned forward.  “So why are you up here?” 
 
      
 
    “We were told to inspect the region,” Caroline said.  I had the feeling it was the truth, but not the whole truth.  “We spoke to people in Caithness for several days, then set out to investigate the fallen city.  And the ghosts drove us away.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “Surely, you should be more concerned about a flying city.” 
 
      
 
    “The diplomats will handle the matter,” Adam said, breezily.  “It isn’t our problem any longer.” 
 
      
 
    Really?  I wasn’t sure that was true.  I’d had enough experience with people trying to gloss over bad or embarrassing news to be sure Adam was doing the same.  And what are you trying to hide? 
 
      
 
    I knew I couldn’t ask, but I had a sneaking suspicion I could guess.  A flying city - a real flying city - would be more than just another Object of Power.  It would shatter the balance between the Great Houses and the Kingdom beyond repair ... hell, it would instantly put Cat and her family right at the top of the tree, beyond all hope of being challenged or overthrown.  I had no idea just what else she might find in a ruined city, but ... even if the city was nothing more than a floating base, it would change everything.  I wondered, suddenly, if Akin’s rivals had taken one look and shut the hell up.  His betrothal to Cat might be the only thing between the family and history’s dustbin.   
 
      
 
    And if a pair of Kingsmen knew the city would weaken their master’s position, I asked silently, what would they do about it? 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  I didn’t believe anyone in the capital, or anywhere else for that matter, really gave much of a damn about Kirkhaven and the surrounding region.  There’d been no reports of erratic weather or anything else, not until I’d returned home.  No, Adam and Caroline hadn't been sent out to inspect the border and check out the ancient runes.  The only explanation that made sense was that they’d been sent to do something about us, but what?  My imagination provided too many answers, none of them particularly reassuring.  If they intended to kidnap us ... 
 
      
 
    “But enough about us,” Caroline said.  “What’s been happening here?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Callam, then launched into a brief retelling of everything that had happened since we returned, save only Uncle Ira’s books.  There was nothing to be gained by mentioning those to anyone.  Caroline listened, with a very Cat-like expression on her face; Adam, sitting beside her, peppered me with questions in a manner that reminded me of a young schoolboy convinced his teachers had the answers to everything.  I still didn’t remember him.  No one had tried to give me a copy of the yearbook ... not as far as I knew, anyway.  In hindsight, perhaps I should have taken a look at Akin’s copy.   
 
      
 
    “That’s worrying,” Caroline said, when I had finished telling her about the ghosts.  “Are they thinking now?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my blood run cold.  The ghosts had driven the townspeople to Kirkhaven Hall.  There was no denying it.  And other ghosts had pushed Adam and Caroline to the hall too.  The path from the fallen city to the hall was incredibly treacherous, although it ran in a roughly straight line.  The ghosts shouldn’t have had any trouble catching the two, or simply steering them into the mire.  Why hadn't they?  Had they wanted the two to reach the hall? 
 
      
 
    Callam rubbed the back of his head.  “What did you see at the fallen city?” 
 
      
 
    “There was no sign of any working machinery,” Caroline said.  “But there was something odd about the ruins.  It was” - she paused, searching for the words  -“as if we were insects, crawling over something so vast it was completely beyond us.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slowly.  “And the Eternal City is coming back to life?” 
 
      
 
    “Cat thought so,” Caroline confirmed.  “She certainly managed to make a city fly.” 
 
      
 
    “But ... how?”  I found it hard to wrap my head around the concept.  “It’s been nearly a thousand years!” 
 
      
 
    “Time itself seems to be a little vague around the city,” Adam said.  “Magister Von Rupert had a bunch of crazy theories about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Cat took them seriously,” Caroline reminded him.  “And she thought that some of the city’s vast network of Objects and Devices of Power remained intact, that the spellforms were falling into new patterns as the city - the cities - crashed to the ground.  We simply don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  “Objects and Devices of Power?” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently, the Eternal City used both,” Adam said.  “And no, we don’t know how it worked.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  Everyone knew the Thousand-Year Empire had been dependent on Objects of Power.  Why would it forge Devices of Power when it had Objects of Power?  And yet ... the more I thought about it, the more obvious it became.  Zeros were rare.  We’d found two, just two.  The Thousand-Year Empire had ruled two continents, but ... there couldn’t have been that many powerless Zeros or the secret would have come out hundreds of years before the Fall.  No, the Zeros must have done the important work and left the more mundane forgers to do the rest.  In hindsight, it really was brutally obvious.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll consider it later,” I said.  “Right now, we have other problems.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to inspect the weirdstones you mentioned,” Caroline said.  “And offer you what insights we can.” 
 
      
 
    “We tried to destroy one,” I told her.  A nasty thought crossed my mind.  Had I accidentally triggered the earthquakes?  Or ... or what?  “And it failed completely.” 
 
      
 
    “We know bigger and better spells,” Adam assured me.  “If we think we have to destroy it, we will.” 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced at him.  “What do you think it does?” 
 
      
 
    “You think it was designed to control the ghosts,” Adam countered.  “Have you changed your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “We suspect as much,” I said.  “But we don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “There were quite a few weird ... things in the ruined city,” Caroline said, quietly.  “The research teams thought they’d been bathed in wild magic, to the point they’d become something quite unrecognisable.  And there were stories, during our briefings, of even stranger things.  Captured looters, claiming to have been driven from the ruins by the voices of the dead.  Others, claiming to have gone into the city a hundred years ago and discovering that time had moved on, while they were looking for something worth the risk.  Bodies preserved over a thousand years, only to crumble when they were touched.  And ghosts, of course.  Lots of ghosts.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  “Why?  What happened to the city?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know,” Caroline said.  “Nor do we know why we detected energy signatures within the ruins.  A single flying city could not have accounted for all of them.” 
 
      
 
    “There might be more,” I said, flatly.  There’d been hundreds of flying cities once - thousands, if the stories were to be believed.  “Just lying on the ground, waiting to be found.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite.”  Caroline nodded.  “The king is most concerned.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  I had little sympathy for the king - he’d insisted I be sent into exile, although if I’d been an adult I would have been beheaded instead - yet I could see his problem.  Cat herself wasn’t particularly interested in politics - I gave her that much, at least - but her family would have other ideas.  I could easily envisage Alana trying to turn the city into a giant flying battleship, ensuring her family’s independence from the kingdom ... or, worse, trying to take the throne for herself.  Or ... I shuddered.  Perhaps she’d assume the king would strike first, if she gave him the chance, and decide she had to strike before it was too late.  Cat’s father might not be calling the shots for much longer.  If the city really upset the balance of power ... 
 
      
 
    Alana wouldn’t launch a coup against her own father, I thought.  Or would she? 
 
      
 
    The thought refused to go away.  Alana and I had a great deal in common.  If we’d been dormmates, competing for power and position, it would have been an even match.  There would have been no sense one of us was so far above the other that resistance was pointless.  And I had taken part in a coup ... would Alana?  She knew she’d inherit eventually - she presumably lacked the resentments that had driven me to throw caution to the wind - but would she wait?  Could she wait?  Her family might press her to act now or be brushed aside, if someone else made a move.  Who knew? 
 
      
 
    Not my problem, I told myself, firmly.  Right now, there are other things to worry about. 
 
      
 
    “I think you’d better change into something more comfortable,” I said.  “I have to check the outer edge of the wards, then we can go inspect the weirdstone.” 
 
      
 
    “Please.”  Caroline stood.  “How old are these clothes?” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to giggle at Adam’s shocked expression.  “That style went out of fashion at least three hundred years ago,” I said.  I guessed the Grande Dames had banned it for revealing too much bare skin.  “And then they were just stored here.” 
 
      
 
    Adam snorted.  “Will your family make a fuss about you just handing them out like candy?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably.”  I wasn’t particularly concerned.  “If they want to come and complain, they’ll have to get up here first.” 
 
      
 
    “The roads might be gone,” Callam added.  “There might have been more landslides ...” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  The main road between Shallot and Caithness should be fine - it was relatively level - but the older and smaller roads might be buried under the mud.  Getting out might not be easy.  And if we started to starve ... 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” I said.  “If nothing else, we can walk out.  Right?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    The question haunted my mind as we left the hall and, splashing through puddles, made our way down to the gates.  What if we couldn’t get to Caithness?  Or Shallot?  I’d spent months exploring the countryside with Callam ... I knew, all too well, just how dangerous and treacherous it could be.  The townspeople had lived all their lives in the area ... could they walk to Caithness?  If they couldn’t ... I cursed under my breath.  How long could we feed the refugees?  I’d stockpiled plenty of food for a handful of people, but not the entire town.  We might run short of food very quickly. 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I picked my way down the drive.  I’d donned my biggest boots, but my feet were already soaking wet. The potholes were invisible under the water.  I didn’t know where they were until I put my foot in them.  Callam, Adam and Caroline seemed to have the same problem.  I silently congratulated myself for suggesting Caroline that changed into trousers, although I didn’t like the way she wore them.  They were just too tight.  Adam was spending too much attention on her and part of me feared Callam was doing the same.  And ... I tried to tell myself it was a very minor issue, one that would resolve itself soon enough, but ... it was hard not to be worried. 
 
      
 
    And it could be an act, I thought.  Adam and Caroline had clearly worked together for quite some time.  They might be trying to lull us into complacency. 
 
      
 
    Magic tingled on the air as we rounded the corner and approached the gates.  They were firmly closed, a faint translucent bubble of energy clearly visible in the air.  Beyond ... my heard sank as I saw the ghosts, floating on the air just beyond the wards.  There were so many of them that the estate seemed to be completely surrounded ... I looked at the mists, pulsing with strange light, and shuddered.  The ghosts had worked themselves into the mists and now ... and now they were waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to check on my parents,” Callam said.  “I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, knowing I didn’t dare leave Adam and Caroline alone.  The Kingsmen were walking towards the gates, careful not to touch the stone or the protections.  It was hard to be sure - the ghosts were little more than wavering sheets of light - but I had a nasty feeling they were bringing a great deal of pressure to bear on the protections.  The bubble wouldn’t have been visible if it wasn’t under attack.  I had no idea how long they’d stand up to ... to whatever it was.  The ghosts weren’t mounting a conventional attack. 
 
      
 
    Caroline looked at me.  “Why can’t they cross the wardline?” 
 
      
 
    “Because the estate is heavily protected?”  I frowned, even as I spoke.  The older wards seemed almost completely gone, as if they’d been drained by the ghosts.  “Or there’s something about the estate that’s keeping them out?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I had no answer.  Cat’s protections hadn’t kept the other ghosts out ... had they?   Why had they stopped this collection of ghosts?  The thought tormented me.  Was it something to do with the weirdstones, or the running water, or ... or what?  I reached out with my mind, trying to sense the land as I’d been taught, and touched something vast and cold and very hungry.  The ground seemed to shift below me as my legs buckled, yet I couldn’t move.  I felt as if someone had cast a freeze charm on me. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella!”  Callam was holding me.  “Isabella?  What happened?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes snapped open.  I was kneeling in the mud, my trousers wet and cold.  I’d felt ... I wasn’t sure what.  Something was out there, something was looking back at me ... had been looking back at me?  My head hurt as Callam helped me to my feet, Adam and Caroline watching from a safe distance.  I wanted to believe they’d hexed me, but I knew better.  It hadn’t been their fault.   
 
      
 
    “What happened?”  Caroline was admirably practical.  “Did they do something to you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I managed.  “I ... I tried to sense them.” 
 
      
 
    We turned away from the gate and headed past the ruined stables, making our way to the weirdstone.  I took the time to explain about Granny McVeigh and everything she’d tried to teach me, from spells that were strongly rooted in natural magic to a way to make contact with the land itself.  Caroline looked as if she didn’t believe me, but Adam seemed more inclined to listen.  When I asked, he explained he’d grown up near the docks.  The fishermen had believed, quite firmly, that the sea was alive, imbued with the souls of the men and women who’d gone to sea and found watery graves.  The thought made me shiver.  How many people had died in the mire, to be denied their final rites to speed their souls to their ancestors?  Hell, how many people had died at Uncle Ira’s hands?  What had he done with the bodies?  I didn’t really want to know. 
 
      
 
    If we could find them, perhaps we could lay them to rest, I thought.  Perhaps that would quiet their souls. 
 
      
 
    Callam held my hand as we passed the greenhouses, half of them smashed and broken beyond repair.  Tears prickled at my eyes as I tried to assess the damage, before giving up in dismay.  Six years of work, destroyed in one terrible night.  I tried to tell myself we could rebuild, that we could sweep the rubble for the remnants of seeds and recycle them, but I knew it would probably be useless.  The plants hadn’t evolved to survive in such a cold and wet environment.  They’d probably be dead by now, even if they hadn’t been scattered across the estate and beyond.  It was too much to hope they’d take root wherever they landed.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll repair the damage,” Callam muttered.  “And then get everything back to normal.” 
 
      
 
    “If the weather doesn’t get any worse,” I managed.  The clouds were darkening, threatening rain within the next few minutes.  “If the rest of the greenhouses go ...” 
 
      
 
    “We can cast spells to help secure them,” Caroline offered.  “And then you can recruit help from Shallot.” 
 
      
 
    “The king will certainly try to send help,” Adam added.  “You can ask for support too.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted, dismissing their words although I knew they were kindly meant.  The king was unlikely to send any help to Kirkhaven, let alone me, even if Kirkhaven was the epicentre and Caithness hadn’t been affected.  If the city had been hit by the quakes ... I tried not to think about the devastation.  The apartment blocks had housed hundreds of families ... they might be dead now, entire generations wiped out in a split second.  Or ... if Caithness had been hit, the city would come first.  If not ... Kirkhaven was just too small to matter, to a monarch hundreds of miles away.  He might just prefer to order Callam and I to abandon the hall and make our way to his capital.  And if he did ... 
 
      
 
    There’s a flying city in Shallot, I reminded myself.  It was still unbelievable.  If I hadn’t heard the rumours, I would have been sure they were pulling my leg.  Part of me wanted to believe they’d started the rumours themselves.  But ... the sheer unbelievable scope of the rumour was beyond all doubt.  What sort of idiot would tell a lie they knew no one would believe?  The king has every reason to want us under his thumb. 
 
      
 
    The woods rose around us.  I froze as I was suddenly very aware of the weirdstone. It felt like .... I had to fight to put it into words.  It felt like someone had heated a coal and placed it on my chest, as if it was burning ... I found myself sagging against Callam, gasping for breath as the sensation grew stronger.  The weirdstone was just unnatural.  Adam muttered a curse as he pushed ahead of us, his partner hurrying to catch up.  I sucked in my breath as I saw the ghosts, orbiting the statues as if they were dance partners.  They looked weaker, somehow, than the ghosts outside the wards. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” Caroline ordered.  She sounded like someone who wasn’t used to being disobeyed.  “We’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    I was tempted to ignore her - it was my estate - but my legs felt too weak.  Callam was the only thing keeping me upright.  The strange radiance spilling from the weirdstone felt ... wrong, as if it had no place in our world.  I couldn’t understand how Adam and Caroline managed to get so close, although they were acting like nervous schoolchildren brewing potentially explosive potions for the first time.  It would have been funny, if the radiance hadn’t been brushing against them.  I hoped it wasn’t dangerous.  I feared it was. 
 
      
 
    My eyes closed.  I reached out with my mind, trying to feel the land around me.  The weirdstone was bigger somehow, so big and vast that it was ... it recognised me.  I felt it shift, as if it was on the verge of changing into something else.  The ground seemed to shake.  My eyes snapped open as Adam and Caroline started back, seemingly small and much less real than the statues and the weirdstone beyond ... 
 
      
 
    Something clicked in my mind.  “They’re burial statues!” 
 
      
 
    Callam stared at me.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I kicked myself, mentally.  I’d been in the crypt.  I should have seen it earlier, back when I’d visited my father’s grave.  The statues were burial statues, grave markers for my ancestors who’d been laid to rest near the hall ... I frowned, suddenly, as I realised this wasn’t the hall.  There’d been something here once, hundreds of years ago, but now ... it was gone.  What had it been?  A crypt?  Or ... or what? 
 
      
 
    The magics shifted.  The ghosts seemed to stop and look at me.  They had no eyes, but ... I knew they were staring at me.  I swallowed, hard.  I’d always known I was going to face my ancestors one day, that they would ask me what I’d done for the family name ... if they didn’t turn their heads away in shame, after I’d betrayed the family.  And yet, this wasn’t what I’d had in mind.  The ghosts were my relatives, or all that was left of their energies, and ... and I didn’t want to meet them.  Not now.  The ground shook, again.  I leaned against Callam, letting him help me to my feet as Adam and Caroline joined us.  The magic was family magic and yet ... 
 
      
 
    It’s been centuries, I realised numbly.  And my family is a branch of a branch of the original family.  Do they think I’m one of them? 
 
      
 
    Caroline raised a hand and muttered a spell.  The ghosts wavered - in my dazed state, I thought I saw links running between them and the statues - and then solidified.  My eyes hurt.  I could see wavering sheets of light and nastier creatures, flickering impressions of teeth and claws capable of rending our very souls.  The ghosts were hungry ... no, there was something beyond them.  Behind them.  I could feel it. 
 
      
 
    “We have to move,” Caroline said, sharply.  “Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    I barely had a second to realise we were about to run from the ghosts - again - before Callam threw me over his shoulder and started to run.  My nose bumped against his back, the shock jarring me in and out of awareness.  Flashes of light surrounded me as the ghosts pressed closer, reaching for us with translucent - and clawed - hands.  I saw more and more threads of light, leading back to the weirdstone.  What the hell had the family tried to do here?  It was so far beyond me I didn’t have the slightest idea what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Callam didn’t stop running until we were out of the trees.  The ghosts didn’t seem inclined to chase us any further, although ... my mind skipped a beat as I realised they literally couldn’t.  They were tied to the statues.  Suddenly, all the old tales - we built our mansions so large to keep our secrets buried under them - seemed very real. What had the family done at Kirkhaven Hall?  And why had they fled so quickly?  And ... and what was so terrible they’d wiped it from the records? 
 
      
 
    Thunder rumbled, high overhead.  Jagged flashes of lightning lit the skies.  Callam lowered me down, then wrapped an arm around my shoulder to keep me upright.  Adam and Caroline were muttering diagnostic spells, trying to see what had happened near the weirdstone.  I gathered myself as best as I could, trying to think clearly.  It didn’t work. 
 
      
 
    “That was the dispersal spell, wasn’t it?”  My mouth was dry.  It was hard to think.  “Can you teach me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it was useless,” Caroline said.  “The ghosts weren’t affected.” 
 
      
 
    “They were weakened,” I countered. “How much did you see?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline gave me an odd look.  “They didn’t change at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor did the ghosts in the Eternal City,” Adam reminded us.  “They were dangerous to everyone, save for Cat.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s like me,” Callam put in.  “No magic to drain.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to think.  Ghosts didn’t physically attack people.  They couldn’t.  Instead, they drained magic.  They’d drained me - nearly killed me - more than once.  And ... magic was all that was keeping them alive.  If they were drawing on power from the old wards, or from the last remnants of dead magicians ... my thoughts spun in circles.  I was sure I was on the edge of a breakthrough and yet ... what was I missing?  The puzzle had too many pieces that didn’t seem to fit together. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something out there,” I said, slowly.  “It killed Granny McVeigh.  It nearly killed me.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as one of the pieces fell into place.  “The weirdstones were designed to control ghosts, we think,” I said.  “What if that’s somehow awakened the land?” 
 
      
 
    “Or given the ghosts a great deal more power,” Adam added.  “How many people died in the mire?” 
 
      
 
    “How many people died here?”  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.  “Uncle Ira killed a lot of people.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline made a face.  “It’s extremely dangerous to risk sacrificing a living person,” she said, slowly.  “But the risk might be worthwhile, if one had no scruples.” 
 
      
 
    “Or they might just have died in the mire,” Callam offered.  “If ghosts are the last traces of living people, what are wisps?” 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  The creature I’d seen - the creature that had nearly drowned me and a little boy - had it been nothing more than the last traces of a previous victim, someone who had drowned in the mire in fear and terror and the grim certainty no one would ever come to help?  Or ... or what?  I found it hard to believe that, if I knew I was dying, I would spend my last moments trying to lure someone else to their grave, but ... if I was panicking and I didn’t know what I was doing, perhaps I would scream for help.  Perhaps I would lose myself so completely that I would drown the person coming to save me.  It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it couldn’t be denied.  The first time I’d gone swimming and lost my footing, I’d choked and swallowed a mouthful of water and clung to my poor instructor as if he was all that stood between me and drowning.  And that had been under controlled conditions. 
 
      
 
    “The wards are already under pressure,” Caroline said, quietly.  “We might not have much time.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement, despite my aching head.  “We have to destroy the weirdstones,” I said, flatly.  “They’re unbalancing the land.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Adam sounded unconvinced.  “Why now?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t really blame him.  There was no way I could tell him what I’d seen, not in words that might actually impress him.  It would be like trying to explain colour to a man born blind. 
 
      
 
    Adam met my eyes.  “Why now?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I had no answer.  Kirkhaven Hall had been abandoned, for the first time, hundreds of years ago.  The family had packed the essentials and moved out, leaving a lot of stuff behind.  Later, the hall had served as a dumping ground for Uncle Ira and Morag and probably a few other exiles ...why?  What had been wiped from the records?  I wished I knew.   
 
      
 
    “The ghosts can draw on energy to replenish their power before their pattern expires,” I said, slowly.  “Callam should be able to forge something that will disrupt their pattern completely, if you share the spell with me and Sandy.  We don’t have a proper spell theorist here, but we’ll have to make do.” 
 
      
 
    “The spell is not commonly advertised,” Adam said, curtly.  
 
      
 
    “Then you can die here, when the wards crumble,” I said.  The ghosts might not be able to break through the protections, but a few more earthquakes might be enough to smash Cat’s Objects of Power and let the ghosts flow into the estate.  “Or when we run out of food and drink.” 
 
      
 
    I jabbed a finger at the hall.  “There’s a lot of mouths up there, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Caroline agreed.  I had thought she was the more sensible of the pair, although she had the advantage of not having known me when I’d been a little brat.  “Very well.  We’ll share the spell.  And I have something else in mind, if you’ll give me a while to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” I said.  The thunder rumbled, again, as raindrops started to splatter around us.  I cursed as water washed down from the hill, soaking into the soil.  Perhaps it wouldn’t take an earthquake to destroy one of the Objects of Power, merely a shift that knocked one of the wardstones out of place.  “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Five: Adam 
 
      
 
    In all honesty, I didn’t remember Isabella Rubén very clearly. 
 
      
 
    Sure, she’d betrayed the school and the kingdom and - worst of all - her own family, but I had never known her very well before that.  She’d been a snooty aristocrat who hadn’t paid much attention to me, or any of the boys save for the ones who were aristos themselves.  I doubted she had any real memories of me and, even if she had, I’d changed a great deal in six years.  I’d entered Jude’s as a callow youth of twelve and left it as a grown man of eighteen, with enough magic and skill to draw attention from the king’s recruiters.  How could she remember me?  I didn’t remember her! 
 
      
 
    I studied her thoughtfully as she led the way back to the hall.  She was strikingly pretty in a manner that reminded me of her cousin, but - in trousers and a shirt - there was something authentic about her that Penny Rubén lacked.  Her blonde hair hung down her back, drawing my eyes to her rear.  I tried not to look too closely.  It was a bad time to get distracted and besides, Caroline would notice.  She’d either give me a hard time or tease me endlessly about letting my little head do the thinking for me.  It didn’t matter, I told myself, that our host was pretty enough to draw the eye.  She wasn’t entirely to be trusted.  She was an aristocrat who had already betrayed everyone she knew and loved, in the name of power and ambition and youthful folly.  She might have grown up a lot in the last few years, but her reputation lingered. 
 
      
 
    The wards overhead shimmered as the ghosts resumed their silent pressure.  I shuddered, trying not to think about the ghosts we’d seen only a few short hours ago.  The ghosts near the fallen city had tried to kill us, just like the ghosts in the Eternal City.  I didn’t like the implications.  The energy surges noted within the ruined city, the ones that had drawn our attention, had appeared to be localised.  What if we’d been wrong?  What if ... what if all the ancient sites were coming back to life? 
 
      
 
    Which is impossible, right?  I didn’t find the thought very reassuring.  Anything that could be put to use was taken from them, long ago. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  I knew it wasn’t true.  The looters had taken a great deal from the cities, but they couldn’t take everything.  The further one went into the ruins, the worse one’s chances of coming out again.  There was so much magical distortion in the ruins that it was affecting the local space-time region ... or something along those lines.  I had every faith in Magister Von Rupert, but I couldn’t even begin to understand his magical babble.  It was so far beyond me I wouldn’t have credited it for a moment, if I hadn’t seen the ruins myself.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    I looked back, feeling uneasy.  The weirdstone - Isabella had named it herself, from her explanation - was definitely strange.  I’d seen some things that vaguely resembled it, in the Eternal City, but nothing quite like the stone Isabella had dug up.  There were more of them ... I recalled what she’d said and shivered.  They might well have been Objects of Power, once upon a time.  They’d certainly been positioned in a similar pattern.  And yet ... what were they?  I wished Cat had accompanied us, although I doubted she’d risk putting herself in our power again.  Callam was supposed to be a good guy, going by the reports, but it was clear he hadn’t spent his entire life forging.  There would be gaps in his knowledge. 
 
      
 
    The skies rumbled as the rain started again, flashes of lighting rending the sky.  I looked up, just in time to see a bolt of lightning slam into the wards.  The entire bubble became visible for a long second as streaks of brilliant light ran down the side of the estate and grounded themselves somewhere amongst the ghosts.  I shivered as the ground shook, more lightning strikes pounding the wards.  Was it natural, the lightning drawn to the wards, or was some supernatural force directing the storm?  I remembered how the ghosts had driven us towards Kirkhaven Hall - and forced the entire town to evacuate to the hall, too - and shivered again.  It was impossible to believe there wasn’t something behind it, something dark and malevolent and hungry. 
 
      
 
    It is just a matter of time before the wards break completely, I thought, numbly.  And then the ghosts will come for us. 
 
      
 
    Isabella kept walking, seemingly untroubled by the rain and the puddles of water as she splashed her way to the hall.  I was unwillingly impressed, even as I tried not to notice how her garments clung to her skin.  A normal aristo girl would be shouting and screaming by now, complaining loudly to the entire world about splashes of mud on her dress.  They honestly expected their menfolk to lay expensive cloaks over puddles, just to keep the women from dirtying their gowns.  Isabella didn’t seem to expect Callam to do anything of the sort.  I supposed it spoke well of her.  But then, if she’d lived in the hall for the last six years or so, she would probably recognise the futility of trying to save her outfit from getting drenched. 
 
      
 
    She pushed open the side door and led us into the hall.  A pack of children were running through the corridors, shouting and screaming as they played a childish game.  Isabella seemed unbothered, something that surprised me.  The rooms beyond were crammed with womenfolk ... I wondered, idly, what had happened to the men. Had they set out to return to the destroyed town?  Or had they been roped into shoring up the flood defences?  I shivered at the thought.  The running water might destroy the protections, allowing the ghosts to storm the estate.  Or ... 
 
      
 
    “This is the forgery,” Isabella said, as she threw open a wooden door.  “Don’t cross the line on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline looked up.  “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    I hid my amusement with an effort.  Caroline already knew the answer.  I suspected she wanted to know what Isabella’s answer would be. I listened with half an ear as I looked around, studying the forgery.  It was smaller than I’d expected, with a handful of heavy wooden workbenches and piles upon piles of tools on the other side of the warning line.  A handful of charts and diagrams hung from the walls, yet there was only a tiny bookcase crammed with reference books.  It was hard to be sure, not without asking, but I had the feeling Callam wasn’t anything like as fanatical about his work as Cat.  It struck me as odd.  Most people who had a talent for a specific branch of magic tended to be downright monomaniacal on the topic.  Cat had certainly been deeply invested in her work. 
 
      
 
    “Because your magical emissions might disrupt the forging process,” Isabella said, curtly.  I couldn’t tell if she was irked at Caroline’s play or merely annoyed at having her work questioned.  “Can you give Callam the disruption spell?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.”  Caroline took a notebook from her belt and started to write.  “It shouldn’t be hard to turn it into a working spellform.” 
 
      
 
    Callam took the notes and studied them thoughtfully.  I studied him.  He was odd, lacking both the polish of the aristos and yet also the rough and ready attitude of the lower classes.  He wasn’t that handsome and yet ... I winced, inwardly.  He was a Zero.  His talent alone made him one of the most important people in the kingdom.  No one, absolutely no one, would have decried Isabella Rubén’s decision to marry him.  If High Society or the Royal Court had known he existed, they would have offered their daughters and nieces in exchange for his services.  And whatever those poor girls had to say about it wouldn’t have mattered a damn. 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself as Callam turned and crossed the line, heading back to his workbench.  A year ago, I would have been confident that Isabella had married him to keep his talent to herself.  I would have thought hundreds of unkind things about her, about how far she might have gone to keep him.  Now ... I told myself not to let prejudice and the past get in the way of my thinking.  Isabella had taken in hundreds of refugees, something I wouldn’t have expected from an aristocrat.  It spoke well of her, too. 
 
      
 
    “Write down what you recall of the weirdstone,” Caroline said.  “I think ...” 
 
      
 
    She looked at Isabella.  “What happened to the old wards here?” 
 
      
 
    “I intended to dismantle them,” Isabella said.  “But I never had the time before the ghosts started draining them.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline frowned, then started to bounce questions off Isabella. I hoped she wouldn’t take it too far.  Caroline was a better theoretical magician than I was - I’d always been more interested in the practicalities of magic - but she could easily turn her questions into an interrogation, something our host wouldn’t take kindly.  Isabella seemed to be telling the truth - it was hard to be sure, yet she wasn’t showing any liar’s tells - and yet, there were odd gaps in her knowledge, too.  The wards were so old, she insisted, that no one - not even a mad warlock - had been willing to risk tampering with them, not on anything more than a very basic level.  It made no sense.  If the wards were that old, what were they resting on? 
 
      
 
    The weirdstones, my thoughts answered.  Or whatever they were, originally. 
 
      
 
    Isabella led Caroline away, to see the hall’s library.  I stayed with Callam, watching as he carefully forged a series of modified spellbreakers.  I didn’t know what to say to him, let alone what face I should present to him.  I could be a stern administer of law and order, or a low-ranking aristocrat, or a well-established commoner, or even a beer-swilling pub-crawler, crude and rude and unwilling to bend even to superior force.  I could make small talk about the weather, as a young aristocrat might, or I could talk about girls in the hopes of bonding, as my peers had done when we’d hit puberty.  But what would impress him? 
 
      
 
    Callam put the final piece into place, then stepped back as the Object of Power glowed with blinding light.  “Can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    I decided honesty was the best policy.  “She’s changed a lot, since I last saw her,” I said, seriously.  I really didn’t remember her that well.  “What sort of person is she?” 
 
      
 
    “A good one,” Callam said, stiffly.  I reminded myself, too late, that farmers might have a different conception of marriage than either aristocrats or merchants like my parents.  “She could easily have betrayed me to the world, if she’d wanted to go home.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Isabella had clearly learnt some of the right lessons from the Stregheria Aguirre affair.  “And ... how is she?  As the Lady of the Hall?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady of Kirkhaven,” Callam corrected.  “And she’s fine.  She never interfered in the town’s affairs.” 
 
      
 
    His face fell.  Kirkhaven no longer existed.  It was possible, perhaps even probable, that the town would be repaired and restored when the crisis was over ... my thoughts seemed to skip a beat as it dawned on me the landslide could have turned the valley into a lake.  The waters might already be rising, the newborn lake growing and growing until it swallowed Kirkhaven Hall.  I swallowed, hard.  How the hell did one fight something like that?  I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    Callam inspected his work, then started to forge a second Object of Power.  I settled back, feeling at a loose end.  I couldn’t get enough of a read on him to try asking more pointed questions, let alone more intimate ones.  He might be amused.  He might want to boast and brag as my dormmates had done ... although I was sure most of them, particularly Francis Rubén, had been lying so brazenly it was a minor miracle no one had called them on it.  Or he might be offended.  I told myself that what he had said should be good enough.  Isabella wasn’t the person I had - vaguely - known any longer.  She deserved the benefit of the doubt. 
 
      
 
    “Adam.”  Caroline stepped into the room, Isabella standing behind her.  “Can we borrow you for a second?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and followed them into a smaller room.  It had the air of a study, although - judging by the stained walls and lack of any real furniture beyond a scorched and blackened table, it had been turned into an alchemical lab and then abandoned decades ago.  The air was unpleasant, the stench of too many people in too close of a proximity.  I hoped we could find a solution quickly.  The hall was big, but the food supplies were going to run out very quickly even if we started to ration as tightly as possible.  If it was a formal siege, I would have seriously considered surrender. 
 
      
 
    Which is impossible, if there is no way to surrender, I thought.  The laws of war allowed for surrender - indeed, they made accepting surrender pretty much mandatory - but the ghosts and the intelligence behind them didn’t seem inclined to talk to us.  Would they even let us go if we tried to walk out of the hall? 
 
      
 
    Caroline pointed to the table, where a collection of notes rested.  “We haven’t managed to get that good a look at the wards, but they appear to be blood-linked in a manner that is technically forbidden.  Whoever did them ... I think they were tied into the family magics of the era, the last essences of the dead incorporated into the wards to make them considerably more ... discriminating.  Worse, perhaps; it’s possible the dead actually sacrificed themselves willingly to secure the wards.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  There was magic in sacrifice, particularly willing sacrifice, but the risks ... they were just too high to contemplate.  Except ... I felt my heart sink as I scanned Caroline and Isabella’s notes.  House Rubén was known for ambition, for either being at the top or scheming frantically to displace whoever stood in their way.  Of course they’d risked using dark and dangerous magic.  This far from the cities, there was a good chance they’d get away with it.  Hell, they had gotten away with it.  The files hadn’t been very clear on why the hall had been abandoned, then turned into a dumping ground for exiles.  I suspected whoever had written them didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    “The wards seem designed to interface with the ghosts, perhaps even control them,” Isabella added.  “If one treats ghosts as ... as nothing more than rogue magical patterns, the wards should be able to steer them ... perhaps even incorporate them into the defences.  It can’t be a coincidence the ghosts are strongest around the weirdstones, or the hall itself.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.”  I didn’t pretend to understand the notes, but I trusted Caroline’s opinion.  “They set out to control the ghosts.  And now we’re under siege by ghosts, ghosts intent on draining our magic and killing us.  What do we do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “We take control,” Caroline said.  “It should be possible to plug Isabella directly into the weirdstone network.” 
 
      
 
    “And then ... what?”  My lips quirked as a thought passed through my mind.  “If these wards are keyed to the family bloodline, surely they’d be linked to you already.” 
 
      
 
    “I have never been able to control them, not as completely as my ... as my father was able to control the wards in Shallot,” Isabella said.  “If no one was updating these wards, it’s possible they might not recognise me as their mistress.” 
 
      
 
    “Then surely they should have given you the boot at once,” I pointed out.  “If you’re not enough of a Rubén to interest them ...” 
 
      
 
    “The later occupants piled layers upon layers of wards on top of the original network,” Caroline pointed out, curtly.  “I suspect the original wards weren’t as closely linked to their successors as their designers thought.  They might have even been intended to keep the original network from tearing the later additions down and locking everyone out of the hall.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It would have been funny, if the hall hadn’t been under siege.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    “If there is a force behind all of this, an intelligence, what will it do if we take control of the network?”  The question needed an answer.  “Or are you hoping we can use the weirdstones to order the ghosts to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “It might be the only solution,” Caroline said. 
 
      
 
    Isabella said nothing but looked pale.  I reminded myself that she, too, had seen things beyond the ordinary, things unexplained by the laws of magic.  Her story about the hedge witch and the distant intelligence ... I wouldn’t have believed it, if I hadn’t seen so many weird things in the Eternal City.  Hell, the earthquakes and lightning and constant rainfall was just as alarming.  I’d never seen anything like it either.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “We can try,” I said.  “What if you’re not close enough to the original bloodline to make contact with the wards and take control?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella swallowed.  “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline was more practical.  “She’d die,” she said.  “The only other option is to try to destroy the weirdstones, one by one.  And that might be difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps impossible,” Isabella added.  “If they really are Objects of Power ...” 
 
      
 
    I made a face.  “Or, perhaps, they’re spellforms held in place by the wards,” I offered.  It was clear the later ward networks had been intended to do something beyond the ordinary.  “If that’s true, destroying them really will be impossible.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline picked up the notes.  “We’d better get on with it,” she said.  “Time is not on our side.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Callam caught my eye as we readied ourselves.  “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, numbly.  It was hard to think.  I’d been scared before - when I’d confronted Uncle Ira to save Callam, when I’d returned to the family mansion to save my family from Uncle Stephen - but this ... I shivered, all too aware that this would be worse than both of them.  The weirdstones might be tied to the family bloodline, yet ... would they recognise me as one of them?  I wasn’t sure.  The family had tried to incorporate new blood - my mother had been a commoner before she’d married my father - and it was just possible I was too distant from the core bloodline to count as a true Rubén.  It was hard to consider, let alone accept it might be true, and yet ... 
 
      
 
    Akin used the family sword, I told myself.  That counts for something, doesn’t it? 
 
      
 
    I hoped so.  The family had drilled its history into me.  I knew we were an offshoot of the original bloodline, the one that had died when the empire had collapsed into flaming ruin and civil war.  We all descended from someone who had been effectively banished, who’d been paid a sizable stipend to tend to the family’s interests in Shallot and - more importantly - never go home again.  He must have been laughing, I reflected sourly, when he’d realised he’d become the Rubén pretty much by default.  Even if there had been other survivors, he would have been the one in control of a powerful estate.  And yet ... perhaps whoever had built the hall had done it so far from Shallot because they wanted to stay away from him.  Perhaps they’d keyed the wards to exclude him and his descendants.  Perhaps ... perhaps they’d excluded me. 
 
      
 
    But the wards didn’t turn on me, or Uncle Ira, or any of the other exiles, I told myself, as I took Callam’s hand.  And when they fled, they fled to Shallot. 
 
      
 
    I tried to take comfort in that as we left the room.  We were running out of both ideas and time.  Alice had checked the storerooms and concluded that, even with strict rationing, we’d be running short of food in a week or so.  The locals could live off the land, but ... my best estimate, which could easily be mindlessly optimistic, was that we’d start to starve in ten days at the most.  There was nowhere near enough time to start growing crops or anything else that might keep us alive, even if the ground hadn’t been shaking constantly.  I didn’t want to even consider Adam’s theory that the entire valley might be on the verge of turning into a lake.  If that happened, we were doomed.  There was no way in hell we could escape before the ghosts caught us or we simply drowned. 
 
      
 
    I never thought to purchase a proper ship, I told myself.  This far inland, it would have been worse than useless.  The nearby lakes were too small for anything bigger than the average rowboat.  And yet, a clipper ship would come in handy if the valley really did become a giant lake.  What a terrible oversight.  
 
      
 
    Ice washed down my spine as I saw a ghost, flickering briefly in the corridor before snapping back into the ether.  They were getting stronger, stronger and more dangerous.  We really didn’t have much time.  I tightened my grip on Callam’s hand, wondering if I should tell him to run.  Callam would be safe, if he was away from the rest of us.  The ghosts couldn’t even see him.  He could walk to Caithness or head down the road to the nearest coachhouse ... I scowled as I realised I had no way to know how far the earthquakes and landslides had spread.  The ghosts could be ransacking Caithness by now or even making their way to Shallot.  Hell, the nearest coachhouse - now that the town of Kirkhaven was buried under piles of mud - might be gone, too. 
 
      
 
    The wards crackled overhead as we headed around the pond - now far larger, with water pouring down the hillside and drenching what remained of the greenhouses - and made our way back to the weirdstone.  Adam and Caroline had urged me to carry out the rite in the hall itself, insisting there had to be a weirdstone buried underneath the building, but I was reluctant to take the risk.  There were just too many people there, even now.  I saw a hunting party heading into the woods and scowled.  I’d never let people hunt on the estate, preferring to leave the rabbits and foxes and badgers alone.  Now ... I suspected the rabbit holes would be waterlogged, their occupants dead or running in search of safer ground.  Even if they were alive, and my people were able to catch them, it wouldn’t keep us alive for much longer.  I doubted there’d be enough to go around. 
 
      
 
    I stopped on the edge of the wood, bracing myself.  Ghosts waited under the branches.  I could feel them looking at me, judging me.  Were they my distant relatives?  The thought refused to go away.  Or were they the last remnants of the crafter’s magic, willingly given to the wards to ensure they remained strong?  There was definitely something odd about the wards ... I shook my head, mentally kicking myself for not hiring a team of experts to take the wards apart layer by layer.  If I hadn’t been so worried about drawing attention to myself and Callam ... 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take the lead,” Adam said.  “You stay behind us, ghostbusters at the ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Ghostbusters,” I repeated.  I’d taken a brief look at the dispersal spell.  It was relatively simple, although it required proper concentration or a spellcaster.  Callam’s ghostbusters - I was starting to think Adam had a weird sense of humour - should banish the ghosts for good, rather than merely annoying them.  But I wasn’t sure.  “Don’t provoke them.  Let them come to us.” 
 
      
 
    The sense of threat grew stronger as we made our way under the trees.  I felt sweat prickling down my back as the ghosts let us pass, unseen eyes watching us as we made our way towards the weirdstone.  I hadn’t felt so threatened since it had dawned on me that Uncle Ira could do anything to me, anything at all, and there was nothing I could do to stop him.  And yet, this felt different.  Uncle Ira had been a warlock, but he’d been an understandable threat.  The ghosts were something new and strange. 
 
      
 
    “The statues have moved,” Caroline commented.  Her voice was so flat I knew she was trying to hide her concerns.  “That’s ... disturbing.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, trying not to let my fear overwhelm me as we stepped into the clearing.  The statues were looking at us, rather than the weirdstone.  Now that I knew what they were, I thought I saw hints of familiar features.  One of them could have passed for my father, although there’d been hundreds of years between them; another might just have been an older version of Aunt Petal.  I tried to tell myself it was a good sign, even as my awareness skimmed over the weirdstone’s brooding presence.  They clearly carried the same magics as I did.  Our hair had always been blonde.  Even the people with magic who’d married into our family turned blond ... 
 
      
 
    Really, my thoughts mocked me.  They’re made of stone.  How could you tell? 
 
      
 
    I sank to the ground, feeling tremors pass through the soil.  My head was spinning.  We’d gone through the rite in extensive detail, although none of us had ever tried anything on such a scale.  I thought I knew what I was doing, but ... the statues seemed to be laughing at me, as if they were just waiting for us to make a fatal mistake.  I could see the ghosts under the trees, waiting.  I was glad they hadn’t tried to bar our way, yet ... I feared it wasn’t a good sign.  And underneath me ... my thoughts started to wander, touching the land itself.  The world seemed to be holding its breath.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Callam said, as I took the knife from my belt.  “We can find another way.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  I wanted to believe he was right.  I really did.  And yet, what else could we do? 
 
      
 
    “We have to try,” I said.  There were a hundred things I wanted to say to him, but not in front of Adam and Caroline.  I settled for a quick kiss, wishing I could do much more.  “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    I pressed the knife into my palm, muttering the first stanza of the charm as the blood dripped to the ground in front of me.  The world seemed to slip and slide away, a tornado of power surrounding me ... for a horrified moment, I thought I’d killed us all before realising I’d been yanked into the ward network itself.  My body was gone ... no, my mind had been linked into the wards, leaving my body behind.  I closed my eyes - or thought I did - and tried to concentrate.  It felt as if I’d jumped right into a maelstrom of power. 
 
      
 
    The storm overwhelmed me a moment later.  My eyes snapped open.  A wave of naked hunger washed through me, a desire for magic so strong that I could barely keep myself from surrendering everything I had.  It wasn’t my hunger and yet ... I closed my eyes, trying to concentrate as I reached out with my mind.  I’d bonded with wards before, but this ... the sense of power grew stronger, as did the awareness I was being watched.  I felt like a boat, tossing and turning as it was battered by waves and wind.  The world was no longer safe.  The world was in dreadful danger ... 
 
      
 
    I am Isabella of House Rubén, I thought.  The storm made it harder to think, but I persisted.  I am Isabella of House Rubén.  And the wards are mine. 
 
      
 
    I was sure to keep that at the front of my mind - I focused on my identity, pushing my magical signature out for the wards to see.  They should have recognised the aspects of me that dated all the way back to the days before the empire, to the half-mythical world that was rarely discussed in history class.  Even my family knew very little of what had happened before the empire had risen to dominate the known world.   
 
      
 
    Power thrummed around me.  Awareness crashed through me.  I was suddenly very aware of the ancient wards, older than we’d realised ... dating all the way back to the Fall.  A shock ran through me as I realised the wards might have been connected to the Fall in some way, although I couldn’t tell how.  Perhaps I was imagining it or perhaps ... it dawned on me, slowly, that the weirdstones must have been salvaged from the fallen city.  If they’d been wardstones, once upon a time ... they weren’t any longer.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    The wards spun around me.  They should have accepted me as a member of the family or kicked me out, without hesitation.  Instead, they seemed content to ignore me.  I felt myself caught in limbo, neither part of the family nor unattached.  I tried to study the wards, cursing inwardly as I realised how much damage the ghosts - and us - had done.  The later wards were fragmenting, leaving the old wards to ... 
 
      
 
    Pain shot through me.  I screamed.  Needles were digging into my body, stabbing through skin and bone and ... my awareness contracted, then expanded, then contracted again.  The needles weren’t real and yet, they felt real.  I swallowed, hard, as my awareness shot out and touched the weirdstones.  They were repulsive - they’d expanded into realms my mind refused to comprehend - but I thought I understood them now.  They were the needles, stabbing into the land.  And ... I saw, just for a second, the links between the weirdstones and the ghosts.  We’d been right.  They rested on a sacrifice.  But now things were getting out of hand. 
 
      
 
    Don’t try to focus, Granny McVeigh said.  The voice was so close to me that I was half-convinced it was real, that she was right next to me as my mind roamed the land.  Let the land show you what you need to know. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, feeling naked and helpless and utterly vulnerable.  It was hard to lower my defences completely, let alone allow the storm to enter my mind.  I hadn’t felt so nervous since my wedding night.  And yet ... my awareness twisted, my thoughts aching in pain as I felt the land.  The hall, the statues, the ruined buildings with no obvious purpose ... and, beyond, the mire.  I could see the power surging through the land, the magic that was linked to the wardstones; I could see the last remnants of people who had drowned in the mire, adding their magic to the gathering storm.  And ... I could sense, not see, something taking shape in the shadows.  It hungered for magic.  And it wanted us dead. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts numbered.  I’d thought I knew magic.  But the mire was a reservoir of magic on an unbelievable scale.  I could see power draining into the mire, empowering the intelligence wreaking havoc on the land; I could see awesome flashes of thought and nightmare, feeding the maelstrom and bleeding into the material world.  My father had told me, once, that with enough magic one could do anything.  I knew, now, he’d understated the case.  The intelligence threatening us was influencing the weather, trying to turn the rain and lightning and the ground itself against us.  I could feel shockwaves pounding the ground.  It was just a matter of time before the hall collapsed, or one of the protections broke, or a flash flood overwhelmed us, or ... 
 
      
 
    The intelligence looked at me.  I was frozen, petrified by its gaze.  It was beyond me and yet it pulsed with a deeply personal hate.  I thought I saw spellforms glinting in the maelstrom as it studied me, as if I was a butterfly caught in a web, my innermost thoughts stretched out for scrutiny before my final, inevitable, end.  I wanted to scream again, but ... I couldn’t.  I was trapped.  Panic shot through me.  It was the end. 
 
      
 
    Be calm, Granny McVeigh seemed to say.  She was right beside me ... cold logic told me her voice was nothing more than my imagination, but I was not in a logical place.  Besides, I’d seen her ghost.  Allow your thoughts to roam free. 
 
      
 
    I let myself go.  A torrent of thoughts and memories washed through me, too quickly for me to see more than a handful of them.  I was on a ship ... no, a flying city.  I was working in a forgery, working with tools I didn’t recognise.  I was ... I saw a blonde girl laughing at me, raising her hand to cast a spell.  I felt deep and burning humiliation and helplessness as the magic struck me and ... 
 
      
 
    The world hit me, hard.  I blinked, so confused I wasn’t sure where I was or what I was doing.  The world was spinning ... faces were all around me, staring down at me.  Ghosts?  I felt a hand touching my forehead and nearly panicked, trying to lash out with magic I could no longer muster.  I felt as if I had been drained so completely I might never recover.  My power had been torn into the reservoir beyond the wards, within the mire and ... we were doomed.  The intelligence was bringing all of its power to bear on us now. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts spun again as I fell back into reality.  Uncle Ira had been dumping bodies in the mire for decades.  They’d died in the hall, their souls sucked into the weirdstones, their magic used to power the wards ... no wonder they wanted revenge.  It felt right, except ... there was something missing.  The reservoir shouldn’t have been anything like powerful enough to power so many ghosts, let alone control the wards and lay siege to the hall.  And yet ... sheer terror ran through me.  The scale of the threat was mindboggling.  How had it started to take shape and form without someone noticing? 
 
      
 
    They did see the ghosts, I reminded myself, grimly.  Kirkhaven wasn’t that far off the beaten track, but Adam and Caroline were the first official investigators to visit since Uncle Ira’s death.  And I saw the wisp. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella?”  Callam blurred into existence as my eyes opened.  I wasn’t sure when I’d closed them.  His face seemed hazy ... for a horrified moment I shrank away from him, convinced he was a ghost.  “Isabella!  What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I felt raindrops splashing against my face and shuddered.  My body felt as if it had been turned to jelly.  Literally.  There was so much magic being directed against us that such a spell would have been child’s play.  The only reason I knew I was still flesh and bone was that Callam was holding me tightly.  My thoughts started to wander again, my mind brushing against the ghosts and sensing the threads that led back to the weirdstones and the reservoir beyond.  They might have been intended, once upon a time, to control the ghosts ... now, something had gone dreadfully wrong.  And the spellforms that made up the weirdstones were indestructible.  There was so much power behind them that nothing, not even an Object of Power, could take them out. 
 
      
 
    “I ...” 
 
      
 
    My thoughts spun again.  I heard Callam shout, felt him lifting me up and throwing me over this shoulder, but it was too late.  The world was reaching for me, yanking me down into the darkness and ... 
 
      
 
    I blacked out.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The memories weren’t mine. 
 
      
 
    They felt as if they were. They felt as if they were part of me, and yet they were not.  I felt them brushing against my soul, trying to break into my thoughts.  A blonde girl.  An older blond man.  A forgery ... a home that wasn’t a home, a wife that wasn’t a wife, a family that wasn’t a family ... the memories were not mine and yet ... 
 
      
 
    I snapped back to wakefulness, my eyes opening as I sat up.  I was in my bed.  Callam was sitting in an armchair, half-asleep; Caroline stood by the window, staring over the dark countryside. Raindrops spattered against the window, lightning flashing through the dark sky and pummelling the wards.  I shuddered as the ground shook, a low rumble passing through the hall.  I doubted we’d be safe much longer.  I wasn’t even sure how long I’d been trapped in my own mind. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella.”  Callam leaned forward and hugged me.  “Thank the Ancients.” 
 
      
 
    I felt weak, but I kissed him anyway.  My body hadn’t felt like this since I’d been forced to test one of Uncle Ira’s experimental potions.  It was all I could do to lift my hand to touch Callam’s arm.  My stomach rumbled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten for ... how long had it been?  It was dark outside, but that was meaningless.  The clouds had been growing darker and darker over the last few days, even in the middle of the day. 
 
      
 
    My mouth was dry.  It hurt to speak.  “How long has it been?” 
 
      
 
    “Two days,” Caroline said.  Her voice was clipped, precise.  “You fainted.  The ghosts tried to swarm us, so we picked you up and beat a hasty retreat.  The ghostbusters worked, but there were hundreds of them chasing us.  We got you back to the hall and did what we could for you.  I’m not a healer, but I believe you are suffering from considerable magical depletion.  It seemed better to let you wake up on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I swallowed, hard.  Callam passed me a glass of water.  “I ... I saw something.” 
 
      
 
    The memories burned in my mind as I tried to explain, starting with the true nature of the weirdstones to the magical reservoir and the intelligence beyond.  My words didn’t seem enough, even to someone who’d seen the ruins of two ancient cities and a flying city casting a shadow over the land.  I’d walked the edges of the mire myself, over the last few years.  It was hard to believe there was a reservoir of magic there, feeding power to the ghosts and the intelligence ... what had changed?  I’d known there was magic in the air, but not on anything like so grand a scale.  The entire region was at risk. 
 
      
 
    And the intelligence hates us, I thought.  My impressions were confused.  The land hated the weirdstones, but at the same time it was providing the magic that made them effectively indestructible?  How did that make sense?  What do we do about it? 
 
      
 
    “Callam, help her get a shower,” Caroline ordered.  “I’ll have some food sent in afterwards, then we can have a proper chat.” 
 
      
 
    I met her eyes.  “Did anyone try to get beyond the wards?” 
 
      
 
    “One tried,” Caroline said.  “The ghosts swarmed him.  We haven’t even been able to recover his body.” 
 
      
 
    Callam helped me out of bed, then half-carried me into the shower.  I breathed a sigh of relief as he turned the shower on, although I knew I had no time to luxuriate under the warm water when we might run out of water at any moment.  I hoped Alice or Sandy or someone had been able to refill the water tanks.  It should have been possible, but the rainfall had been insane and ... I swallowed, hard, as the sheer scale of the power unleashed against us chilled me to the bone.  It was just too great.  I felt as if I were an ant, trying to keep from being stepped on by a boot. 
 
      
 
    And I could turn someone into an ant, I thought, numbly.  I guess I know how Cat felt now. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Callam said.  “Really.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to stand on wobbly legs and dry myself.  “I wish I thought so,” I said.  It wasn’t easy to think.  I needed to eat something and go back to bed, not have a meeting with Adam and Caroline.  “Listen ...” 
 
      
 
    My stomach heaved.  I forced myself to focus.  “The ghosts can’t hurt you.  They can’t even see you.  If things go badly here, I need you to go.  You have to warn the rest of the world.” 
 
      
 
    Callam shook his head.  “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
      
 
    I hugged him, then took a gown and pulled it on.  “You must,” I said.  “You’re the only one who can.” 
 
      
 
    He looked pained.  I winced in sympathy.  He’d grown up in a place where the slightest hint of cowardice would never be forgotten, let alone forgiven.  He couldn’t run, even if he was given orders to go; he couldn’t leave his wife to her death.  And if he reached Shallot ... I told myself he had to go, even if it meant leaving me behind.  Surely, Akin and Cat and the other geniuses in the city could think of a way to save the world.  I tried not to let myself think it might already be too late. 
 
      
 
    The intelligence has enough power to control the weather and shake the land, I thought, numbly.  Do you think it can be stopped so easily? 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as we walked back into the master bedroom.  Caroline had been as good as her word.  A large breakfast awaited us, resting on the table.  I felt a stab of guilt - there were children downstairs who needed it as much as I did - and then tucked in, my stomach’s demands overriding everything else.  The Grande Dames would be horrified at my complete lack of table manners.  Callam didn’t seem to care.  He ate a small helping, then poured himself a cup of tea and waited for me to finish.  I was just cleaning the plate when Adam and Caroline returned, looking tired.  I wondered, sourly, what they’d been doing while I’d been lost in my own mind. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you awake,” Adam said.  He sounded friendlier now.  I guessed that risking my life to take control of the wards had won me a little respect.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “Weak,” I said.  My body didn’t feel sore, but I was utterly drained.  I dared not try to cast even a single spell.  “And I have bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell us, again,” Caroline said.  “Try not to leave anything out.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, then started to run through the whole story for the second time.  The intelligence in the mire.  The ghosts.  The weirdstones.  The magical reservoir powering the onslaught that had ruined Kirkhaven Town and threatened to do the same to Kirkhaven Hall.  And the grim awareness the intelligence hated us to the point it was willing to slaughter the entire district just to get rid of us. 
 
      
 
    “If it is the last traces of your uncle’s victims, it may have a point,” Adam commented.  “How many people did he kill?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  There’d been hundreds of missing person reports from all over the region, and the bodies had never been found, but it was impossible to tell how many of them had been murders and how many had been drunkards getting lost and downing in the mire.  “It could be over a hundred, perhaps more.” 
 
      
 
    “Ancients.”  Adam shook his head.  “Wasn’t anyone keeping an eye on him?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, flatly.  “What are we going to do about this?” 
 
      
 
    “If destroying the wardstones is not an option,” Caroline said, “it’s hard to see what we can do.” 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned forward.  “Why isn’t it an option?” 
 
      
 
    “The weirdstones are, or were, Objects of Power,” Adam said, quietly.  “It isn’t the raw material that makes it magical, but the spellform that snapped into existence as soon as the Object of Power was put together.  That’s why damaging or destroying Objects of Power is so difficult, and almost impossible to fix.  It is the spellform that needs to be destroyed and, in this case, the spellform is held in place by a colossal reservoir of magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Odd.”  I stared at my fingers for a long moment.  I was no expert, but I knew from experience the reason only Zeros could make Objects of Power was because they had no magic to interfere with the spellform as it was created.  If the weirdstones were drawing on a reservoir of power, rather than relying on their own resources ... it was odd.  Was it really a way to make Devices of Power that functioned like Objects of Power?  Or ... or what?  “What were they trying to do?  Why did they run?” 
 
      
 
    Adam gave me a sharp look.  “Don’t you have anything in the archives?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing useful,” I said.  “As far as the family is concerned, the hall was abandoned hundreds of years ago, but we kept the title deeds and eventually turned it into a home for our remittance men.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Adam looked unimpressed.  “You can recite your ancestry back to the very first humans to draw breath, yet you don’t know what happened a mere nine hundred years ago?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger, at least partly because he had a point.  “The family took a beating in the early days, after the Fall.  A lot of records were lost or destroyed in the chaos.  Others ... some things were meant to be passed from Patriarch to Patriarch, but some got lost or forgotten when a Patriarch died without preparing his successor for the role.  It’s quite possible the truth was passed down verbally, and when someone died ahead of time it was lost.” 
 
      
 
    Callam cleared his throat.  “It seems to me that the problem lies in the magic reservoir,” he said.  “It’s providing power to the intelligence as well as the weirdstones.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Adam said.  I was pretty sure he’d barely kept himself from pointing out that we’d already gone over that detail, time and time again.  “And it is untouchable.” 
 
      
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” Callam said.  “We’ve forged spellbreakers before.  We craft something to absorb the power ourselves, then direct it somewhere else.  We might even break up the spellforms as the power is sucked into the modified spellbreaker.” 
 
      
 
    I felt the ground shiver as Adam and Caroline stared at him.  “It is a lot of power,” Caroline said, finally.  “Could you forge something that could handle it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a spellform,” Callam said, patiently.  “And with a little work, we can use the power we’re draining to keep the spellform intact long enough to drain the power and channel it into a storage orb.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned at him, feeling a twinge of hope.  “And once the power is drained, we can destroy the weirdstones and hopefully things will settle down a little.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Caroline said.  “If the events here are connected to the events in the Eternal City, this might not be the end of it.” 
 
      
 
    “One problem at a time,” I said, as I refilled the teacups and put a large notebook on the table.  “How are we going to do it?” 
 
      
 
    The brainstorming session lasted for nearly an hour, with each of us offering ideas and suggestions, then trying to distil them down into a workable plan.  I would have actually enjoyed it - Akin had told me of group projects he’d done at school - if the rain and earthquakes hadn’t been growing worse.  By the time Callam stood and headed back to the forgery, ready to try and forge the Objects of Power we’d need to have even the slightest hope of getting to the reservoir, I was starting to fear the worst.  The hall had been built on solid foundations, but no one had expected earthquakes.  And yet ... I wondered, once again, what they’d really been trying to do. 
 
      
 
    Adam left, leaving me and Caroline alone.  She sipped her tea daintily.  I half-smiled.  She might have been given etiquette lessons at school, like most of the commoner-born children, but I was sure - from the way she sipped - that she’d been raised in an aristocratic household or by someone who knew the rules.  And I didn’t know her ... almost certainly a natural born child, then.  She couldn’t be more than a year or two older than me at most.  I would have known her if she’d been raised in Shallot, amongst the Great Houses.   
 
      
 
    “You have a fine young man,” Caroline said, looking up.  “And one quite capable of thinking outside the box.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It wouldn’t have occurred to me to try to drain the reservoir.  The sheer power involved was beyond my imagination.  I couldn’t even determine where it had come from ... Uncle Ira’s notes had talked about vast power from sacrifice, willing or not, but the reservoir was several orders of magnitude beyond even his mad dreams.  Had the power spilled out of the fallen city?  Adam and Caroline had insisted the Eternal City was coming back to life, to the point Cat had been able to repair a flying city.  And that meant ... what?  Had the power simply spilled into the mire? 
 
      
 
    “He’s been good for you,” Caroline said. 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “Adam hasn’t seen me in six years and we weren’t friends even back before I was sent into exile,” I said, more sharply than I intended.  “Whatever he told you about me, it was almost certainly incomplete.” 
 
      
 
    “I read your file,” Caroline said.  “You have changed a great deal over the years.” 
 
      
 
    “I learnt from my mistakes,” I said, curtly.  “And yes, Callam has been good for me.” 
 
      
 
    The memory hurt.  If I’d never been sent into exile, I would never have known him.  Even if I had, I might have overlooked him - or looked down on him - because of his commoner birth.  I might never have befriended him ... no, there was no might about it. The idea of a noble daughter running through the woods with a common-born boy ... the Grande Dames would have a collective heart attack.  I wouldn’t have even talked to him if I hadn’t been so desperate for human contact, with someone closer to my age.  Morag had been in her thirties, at the very least, and Uncle Ira had been told enough to be her father.  Callam ... 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  We’d been friends and then lovers and then husband and wife and ... I’d come so close to losing him, through my own foolishness.  If I had let the bright lights lure me away from him ... I knew I’d made a fool of myself, that I’d nearly lost everything that mattered to me.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “Tell me,” I said, trying to change the subject.  “What else is in those files?” 
 
      
 
    “Very little.”  Caroline shrugged.  “Truthfully, I don’t think anyone was particularly interested in you until it turned out you’d somehow found a second Zero.  The king preferred to pretend you didn’t exist and everyone else followed his lead.  There was no hint in the files about anything that happened here, save for a handful of notes about your uncle.  The entire matter was buried.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, slowly.  “That wasn’t my impression.” 
 
      
 
    “You were a child,” Caroline said.  “Would you make the same mistakes now?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  The ground shivered, again.  “I wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline nodded.  “When I was a child, younger than you, I did something dreadful,” she said.  “Or at least I thought it was dreadful.  Now, with the benefit of age and maturity, I realise it wasn’t so bad at all.  Your crime was a little worse than mine, but you know what?  You were a child.  You were manipulated by people who took advantage of your weakness and lack of maturity.  And while you did face the temptation to return to the bad old ways, you overcame it.  There are plenty of others who have been much less mature.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, rather wanly.  “Which family gave you birth?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline’s eyes widened, slightly.  “Is it that noticeable?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a little,” I said.  “Were you trying to hide?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s ... sometimes frustrating, to be part of a family and yet not,” Caroline said.  She grinned, so quickly I had the impression it was an act.  “Adam didn’t pick up on that despite sharing both a training course and then an apprenticeship with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I imagine your face drew his eye,” I teased.  It was quite possible.  Adam had a roving eye - unless it was an act, which I doubted - and Caroline was striking.  Dark hair, creamy brown skin, almond eyes ... she’d draw attention everywhere she went, if I was any judge.  “And he was a commoner, if I recall correctly.  He’ll have missed the subtle signs.” 
 
      
 
    “He did,” Caroline said.  Her lips twitched, as if she wanted to smile.  “Adam is ... not fond of aristocrats.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet, he works for the king, who is the biggest aristocrat of them all,” I countered.  “I hope you pointed that out to him.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline smiled as she stood.  “I have to get ready,” she said.  “And so do you.” 
 
      
 
    “Better clothes would probably be a good idea,” I agreed.  “This gown isn’t quite suited to walking in the rain.” 
 
      
 
    “A terrible oversight,” Caroline agreed.  “Put on a coat and a cloak, as well as everything else you need.  Is it always this wet here?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  I had to smile at the memory of Morag assuring a younger me the June rains were completely different from the May rains, which were in turn separate from the April showers.  “But ... even when I first arrived, it was rare for a day to go without rain.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The weather had, somehow, gotten worse. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth as we splashed our way towards the river, the wind blowing the rain into our faces and somehow forcing the water to trickle down our backs.  The skies were so dark it felt like midnight, even though the clocks insisted it was only three in the afternoon.  Flashes of lightning rent the skies briefly, only to be swallowed by the darkness as if they’d never been.  I muttered a pair of night vision spells, over and over again, but the effects kept fading.  My clothes grew heavy with water, liquid flowing down my trousers and pooling in my boots.  It was impossible to believe we were still within the estate. 
 
      
 
    Callam walked beside me, one hand in mine and the other wrapped around his modified spellbreaker.  It should work - Caroline and Sandy had both checked the equations before Callam had started to forge - but there was no way to be sure.  The Thousand-Year Empire had had legends of Objects of Power that stored vast amounts of magic, that could turn a low-power magician into a great sorcerer if only he could press his hand against the stone.  I wondered, as we inched towards the river, if one of those Objects of Power had rested within the fallen city.  If the ancient buildings were coming back to life, it could have easily discharged its contents into the mire.  It wasn’t a reassuring thought.  Who knew what else might be hidden within the ruins? 
 
      
 
    The thunder grew louder, following so quickly on the heels of the lightning that I knew the storm was high overhead.  How long had the rain been falling?  We’d planned to use the river to escape the siege, to get to the heart of the mire, but it was starting to look as though the entire estate was flooding.  Water flowed past us, heading to the lakes far below ... I wondered, numbly, if the town was already buried under water as well as earth.  The water level could be rising even now.  Not, I supposed, that it would make much difference.  The combination of constant rainfall and earthquakes would break something, sooner or later.  It was just a matter of time. 
 
      
 
    Callam’s fingers tightened on mine as we approached the boundary line and waded into the river.  The wall was a mess, broken and torn by the rapidly-rising waterline.  I gritted my teeth as the river pushed at us, threatening to send us tumbling backwards and hurl us back to the estate and beyond.  It felt as if we were in unexplored territory, even though Callam and I had roamed over every last inch of the estate.  The river had never been so rough, or so rapid, or so deep.  I cursed under my breath as I put my foot in the wrong place, water coming up to my knees and cascading into my boots.  I hadn’t thought they could get any wetter, let alone colder.  I’d been wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Eyes front,” Adam said.  It was hard to hear him over the downpour, his voice faint even though he was shouting.  “We have company.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up.  The ghosts were standing on the riverbanks, waiting for us.  They looked more human now, ghostly white faces watching us.  I thought some of them looked familiar, although it told myself I was imagining it.  Their eyes followed us as we forced ourselves to keep walking, careful to keep to the middle of the stream.  They couldn’t cross running water ... I wondered, suddenly, if the gap in the wards Callam had used to enter the estate had been left there deliberately.  It was quite possible, if someone expected to have to escape a mob of angry ghosts ... 
 
      
 
    The eerie light hurt my eyes.  Callam was looking from side to side, confused.  The scene had to look bizarre to him.  He couldn’t see the ghosts - he couldn’t even see the light.  And yet ... I promised myself that we’d do a little more research, when we made it back home.  I tried not to consider the prospect of the hall collapsing into rubble while we were gone.  There were hundreds of people within the walls.  They’d be crushed by falling stone if the hall fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Don’t think about it, I told myself.  The water was rising rapidly.  It was all we could do to keep going.  Concentrate on where you’re going. 
 
      
 
    The cold grew worse as we walked north, towards the mire.  The ghosts paced us, keeping their distance from the running water.  I tossed a handful of theories around and around in my head, remembering how the running water had weakened the ancient wards protecting the estate.  The ghosts were little more than spellforms themselves, if rather odd ones.  Perhaps the water interfered with their cohesion, threatening to tear them apart if they came too close.  I’d never heard of anything like it, but ... I wondered, suddenly, if all it would take to bring down a Great House - or all of them - would be diverting the Shallot River so it washed over North Shallot on its way to the sea.  The sudden flood would be completely unexpected.  I had no idea if the wards could cope. 
 
      
 
    Adam glanced back at us.  “Are you two holding up?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming,” I managed.  Beside me, Callam muttered his assent.  “We have quite some way to go.” 
 
      
 
    The skies thundered, again and again.  It wasn’t a long walk to the mire, under normal conditions, but now it felt as if we were taking hours to walk bare metres.  The rain kept falling, the river rising until the water was pressing against my rear.  I shivered, helplessly, as my hair started to come loose, the charms I’d used to hold it up shattering under the constant pressure from the ghosts.  Lights glimmered in the distance, calling to us.  I might have been entranced, if I hadn’t been so cold.  In hindsight, perhaps it would have been better to wear less.  I’d still be wet and cold, but at least I wouldn’t have waterlogged clothing threatening to drag me down.  The moment I lost my footing, I’d lose my life too. 
 
      
 
    Callam put his lips close to my ear.  “When we go on honeymoon, can we go to a desert?” 
 
      
 
    I had to laugh, despite everything.  “It would be great, wouldn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Time passed.  I felt as if I’d moved beyond cold and hunger and anything else that threatened to slow me down, as if my body was drawing on reserves I didn’t know I had. The world took on an eerie dreamlike quality, the distance between us and the mire both infinitively vast and yet so small we could cross it in a single step.  My awareness threatened to shrink to the touch of Callam’s hand and little else, even as I tripped over a piece of stone and fell into the water.  My hands struck stone, catching me a bare second before the water threw me back the way I’d come.  It dawned on me, too slowly, that we’d walked right into the old shepherd’s shack that marked the edge of the mire. 
 
      
 
    “Up here,” I called.  “Quickly!” 
 
      
 
    The stone shifted slightly as we scrambled to safety.  I frowned in confusion.  The shack had never been very big - personally, I had wondered if it had been built for children rather than grown adults - but now it was sinking into the mire.  I looked down and saw - or sensed - mighty powers flowing through the land.  The mire was starting to spread ... I wondered, numbly, why that felt like a surprise.  The intelligence I’d sensed was part of the mire.  Even if it didn’t want to spread its influence, the rainfall was breaking down the land and allowing it to sink into the mud.  There was so much water that there was little hope of recovery, even if the rain stopped instantly.  I hoped the sheep had made it to higher ground before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    You’re being foolish, I told myself.  It is already too late. 
 
      
 
    Callam held me for a moment as we turned and peered towards the mire.  A faint light - a lantern - shimmered in the distance, blurred by the rain and mist.  I shivered as the wind blew over us, remembering the wisp I’d seen.  Was it waiting for me?  Or was it another wisp?  It wasn’t important.  We had to get the spellbreaker as far into the mire as we could before we turned it on.  And that wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
      
 
    Caroline held up her ghostbuster.  “I’ll take the lead,” she said.  “Isabella and Callam, you stay in the middle.  Adam will bring up the rear.” 
 
      
 
    “I should go first,” Callam objected.  “You don’t know what to look for.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re too important to risk,” Caroline said.  “And we did do some marshland training.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard. The mire wasn’t completely impassable.  There were little patches of soil, half-buried islands trapped within the mud that could be used to travel through the mire and reach islands isolated from the rest of the country ... if one was prepared to take the risk.  No one would do it lightly, not even the teenage boys from the town.  Callam and I had explored a smaller island once, years ago, and it had nearly killed us.  It was just too hard to be sure you’d found safe footing until you put your foot on it, by which time it was too late if you were wrong.  And in the darkness, it would be hard to be sure of anything. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” I said.  “If this doesn’t work ...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry.”  Caroline’s face was nearly invisible, within the darkness.  “I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    She held up her hand and cast a spell.  A flash of light darted from her fingertips and into the mire.  I heard Callam suck in his breath as ghosts materialised, floating within the mire ... no, they were on the islands.  Caroline darted forward, ghostbuster raised, and poked a ghost as she landed on its spot ... I smiled, suddenly, as I realised what she was doing.  The ghosts couldn’t stay on water, so their presence had to mark safe footing.  Caroline laughed as the ghost popped out of existence, then moved to the next island.  I glanced at Callam, then jumped to the tiny island.  The ground shifted beneath my feet, but not enough to throw me into the mire. And yet, I could feel shockwaves running through the water below.  We were running out of time. 
 
      
 
    Caroline kept moving, popping ghosts as she darted from footrest to footrest.  I forced myself to follow her, my lips twitching in grim amusement as I recalled playing childish games with Akin and my cousins, games when you had to get across the room without ever touching the floor.  My legs ached, my waterlogged trousers suddenly heavy and cold, as I kept moving from island to island.  A ghost popped into existence right in front of me, my handful of remaining charms splintering within seconds.  I jabbed the ghostbuster at the ghost and it vanished.  I thought I heard a scream, but it was hard to be sure.  There were more and more ghosts taking shape around us. 
 
      
 
    Callam swallowed, hard.  “How many of them are there?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head as I cleared another footrest, pushing towards the distant light.  How many people had drowned in the mire?  I couldn’t even begin to guess how many people might have died when the fallen city hit the ground, let alone how many locals had wandered into the darkness and stumbled into the mire before realising their mistake.  And Uncle Ira had dumped the remnants of his experiments within the mire ... I sensed vast powers moving beneath us, saw flashes of lights under the water as we pressed on.  The rain was coming to an end, the final droplets splashing down into the mire.  I looked up, hoping to see the stars, but there was only darkness.  Somehow, I didn’t find it reassuring. 
 
      
 
    “Watch yourself,” Adam grunted.  “There’s dirty work afoot.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the urge to say something sarcastic as I sensed the spellforms far below.  They were strange, almost alien, as if the intelligence trying to cast them didn’t quite know what to do with them.  Or ... I gritted my teeth, remembering how long it had taken to learn to focus and control my magic.  I’d flailed around like a baby, before I’d mastered the very basics; I’d been lucky, very lucky, that experienced magicians had been watching me.  There were all sorts of horror stories about youngsters born with powerful magics, to parents who didn’t know how to handle them.  None of those stories ended well. 
 
      
 
    The ground shuddered, beneath us.  I saw ripples running through the water, an instant before a slimy wave of sludge burst out of the mire and flowed towards us.  Caroline pointed her spellcaster at the wave and muttered a spell, holding it back for a handful of seconds.  It should have come apart at once, but ... I realised, numbly, it had.  There was just so much mud coming at us that the fallen had been instantly replaced ... 
 
      
 
    “Run,” Caroline snapped. 
 
      
 
    She darted forward, picking up speed and leading us towards the heart of the mire.  Adam snapped out a powerful spell, blasting the mud with a wave of heat; it absorbed the magic and just kept going.  The ground tilted beneath me, threatening to send me sprawling into the mire and certain death; Callam caught me and yanked me upright, an instant before it would have been too late to save me.  There was no time to thank him or do anything, other than keep running.  Adam and Caroline were peppering the mire with spells, from destructive blasts that would have gone through me like a knife through butter to a disruption spells that should have broken down enemy spellforms, but it was useless.  The mire - and the intelligence behind it - could simply keep piling on the pressure until we broke.  Adam and Caroline were strong magicians - I had no doubt of it - but the intelligence was so much stronger.  It shouldn’t have been a contest.  I wasn’t sure why we weren’t already dead.  If I’d had that sort of power, I could have simply blinked all four of us out of existence, or turned us into animals, or even compelled us to become mindless slaves.  It was almost as if the intelligence had vast power without any ability to use it properly. 
 
      
 
    The ground heaved, again.  Caroline tripped and fell.  I heard Adam calling her name as I tried to cast a desperate summoning spell, the magic splintering before it could yank her out of the mire.  She vanished below the water, lost as if she’d never been.  I stared in numb horror.  I’d seen sheep caught in the mire, watched them struggle desperately for a few seconds of life.  There was no hint, below me, that Caroline was still fighting.  She was gone. I was too stunned to move. 
 
      
 
    A hand smacked against my bottom, jerking me awake.  “Run!” 
 
      
 
    I caught Callam’s hand and pulled him forward, copying Caroline’s trick to find safe footing.  Adam followed, throwing spells behind us in a desperate bid to win us a few seconds to get to the island.  I could sense his magic crackling, blowing great holes in the mire ... holes that were instantly filled by the onrushing wave.  A hand caught my ankle and I looked down, half-convinced Caroline was climbing out of the mire.  It wasn’t her.  The hand was so old and decayed it was easy to believe it dated all the way back to the fallen city.  I kicked out, then zapped a ghost that appeared right in front of us.  The ground heaved again ... 
 
      
 
    “Keep moving,” Adam shouted.  His magic was splintering, his reserves finally coming to an end.  “Keep ...” 
 
      
 
    His voice cut off, abruptly.  I didn’t look around as I forced myself to move faster.  The ghosts were fading now, as if ... my blood ran cold as I realised the footholds were sinking into the mire.  We were trapped, almost certainly doomed ... the wisp loomed up in front of us, a nasty smirk covering its inhuman face.  I took the ghostbuster, muttered a quick spell and hurled it at the wisp.  It popped out of existence, the smirk hanging in the air for a second or two after the rest of it vanished.  I hoped it couldn’t reform itself in a hurry.  We’d only had four ghostbusters and now three of them were gone. 
 
      
 
    The ground sank beneath us.  I felt hands around my ankles, pulling me down.  The wave behind us was looming over us, mighty powers converging on our position and readying themselves to crush us.  Despair washed through me.  I’d failed my family, my husband, my people ... even Adam and Caroline.  Callam and I were going to drown in the mire, Callam’s overpowered spellbreaker lost beneath the mud ... by the time the rest of the country realised what was happening, it might be too late to stop.  The power was just too great.  I could feel it surging around me. 
 
      
 
    “Make it work,” I shouted at Callam.  There was only one last thing we could do - and the price was terrifying. “Make it work!” 
 
      
 
    I gathered the last of my power and yanked him out of the mire, throwing him forward and onto the island.  I heard him yelp as he landed ... I hoped, prayed, it hadn’t been hard enough to damage the spellbreaker.  Callam hadn’t brought his tools with him.  I saw him stumble to his feet, his eyes going wide with horror as they met mine ... 
 
      
 
    An instant later, I was pulled into the darkness and lost beyond his ken. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “You saved him?” 
 
      
 
    The voice echoed at the edge of my awareness.  I felt ... I wasn’t sure what.  I was dreaming - I was having a nightmare - and yet it felt so real, as if I could no longer be sure what was real and what was merely the dregs of my imagination.  I was drifting in a place that wasn’t a place, surrounded by ... something.  I was floating in dark water, trapped beneath the mire ... and yet, I wasn’t.  I should have been panicking, convinced I was drowning.  Instead, I felt calm. 
 
      
 
    “You saved him?”  The voice was all around me.  “Why did you save him?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s my husband,” I said, sharply.  I wasn’t sure if I was speaking or merely thinking very loudly.  “Of course I’d save him.” 
 
      
 
    “He has no magic,” the voice said.  “Why do you care about him?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a flash of outrage.  “He’s my husband,” I repeated.  “I love him!” 
 
      
 
    The voice sounded surprised.  “He has no magic,” it repeated.  “Why do you love him?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I do.”  I felt tears on my face, although I wasn’t sure if they were real.  “He was there for me, when I needed him, and I was there when he needed me.  He’s a good and decent person and I ... I love him.  And I ...” 
 
      
 
    A ripple of surprise ran through the mire.  I swallowed hard and forced myself to focus, reaching out with my mind.  The power was all around me, power and memories and souls of hundreds - perhaps thousands - of people who had died in the mire.  I recoiled in shock as I tasted the power running through the land, enough power to reshape reality itself.  And yet ... where had it come from?  It felt as if it had suddenly absorbed a great deal of power very quickly.  Had it spilled out of the city?  Or was it something else?  I could see threads of magic reaching out in all directions, linking the mire to the clouds overhead and the ground below.  And its influence was spreading rapidly ... 
 
      
 
    “You lie.”  The voice was suddenly cold and ugly.  “You do not love him.” 
 
      
 
    “I do.”  The words stung, more than I would ever admit.  “I married him.” 
 
      
 
    “You married him because of what he could do for you,” the voice stated.  “Not because you loved him.” 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t it be both?”  I controlled my anger with an effort.  “What are you?  Who am I talking to?” 
 
      
 
    “You are a Rubén,” the voice said.  “You are a monster.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What?  Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “You took my name,” the voice snarled.  “You took my name and gave me yours.” 
 
      
 
    My head spun.  “I gave you no name,” I said, puzzled.  “Who ... who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “You called me Alonzo FitzRubén,” the voice said.  A wealth of rage and pain hung in its words.  “And I will have my revenge!” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  We hadn’t used FitzRubén since ... since the Fall.  There were only a handful of people with that name in the records, all dated back over a thousand years ... I forced myself to remember what little I’d been told about them, some sort of fictive kinship thing or something along those lines.  There hadn’t been much in the records.  I’d thought FitzRubén was a name given to natural-born children.  But ... in hindsight, that struck me as unlikely.  Natural-born or not, the children would still be part of the family.  Why ... 
 
      
 
    “That was a long time ago,” I managed.  “How long have you been in the mire?” 
 
      
 
    The voice grew louder.  “I will have my revenge!” 
 
      
 
    Understanding clicked, suddenly.  “You’re a Zero, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Rage - his rage - poured through me.  “You took me from my home, stole me from my family, because my lack of magic meant I could work for you.  You mocked me for my lack even as you made use of me.  You gave me a wife who doesn’t love me, while taking my work and passing it off as your own.  Who am I?  I don’t know!  You stole my memories as well as my life!” 
 
      
 
    I braced myself, thinking hard.  A Zero ... a Zero who’d drowned in the mire.  He’d clearly lost all track of time, if he didn’t realise he’d been dead for nearly a thousand years and thought I was one of his tormentors.  My mind raced as I felt out the links, parsing out the hundreds of souls caught within the mire.  They’d pooled together into a whole, a maddened intelligence consumed with hatred and empowered by the dead.  I saw it now; I saw the ghosts and the links of power, draining magic and life itself back into the mire.  It couldn’t see the mortal world very clearly - it could only see magic, which meant Callam should be invisible for all it knew - and yet, it was growing stronger.  I could feel the mire steadily wearing down the hall’s wards.  It would storm the hall, magically drain everyone under my protection and go on until it had swallowed the entire world.  I feared it was too late to stop ... 
 
      
 
    Keep it talking, I told myself.  Callam was safe.  The dead men couldn’t see him.  Buy him time to set up the spellbreaker and drain the power. 
 
      
 
    “The family was doing something here, weren’t they?”  I asked.  “What were they doing?” 
 
      
 
    The anger pulsed around me.  “They thought they could explore the deepest magics,” the voice said.  “And step beyond into the world of the ancients ...” 
 
      
 
    A series of memories slammed into my head, nearly causing me to lose my mind.  I could feel the memories, as if they were mine.  Alonzo FitzRubén had been commanded to forge Objects of Power to touch the ghostly patterns left behind by the dead, to eventually reach out and reincarnate them ... the family, I realised numbly, had wanted a degree of immortality, to step out of the cycle of life and live forever as creatures of pure magic.  And it had gone horribly wrong.  Something had happened  - the city had fallen out of the sky - and by the time Alonzo had recovered, the city was dead and the empire was gone. 
 
      
 
    The memories bubbled around me, hopelessly confused.  Alonzo FitzRubén and the rest of the gestalt had no sense of time.  It was always now for them.  They didn’t know the family had discovered something of the truth, that they’d fled the hall, that eventually - the truth forgotten - they’d turned the hall into a dumping ground for exiles.   Alonzo was trying to take revenge on people who’d been dead for nearly a thousand years, although their ancestors were still alive.  I wondered, suddenly, if the ghosts had been trying to warn me, to drive me away before it was too late.  Or maybe they’d lacked the power to do more than spook me until recently. 
 
      
 
    What changed?  The question hung in the air.  Why did everything change? 
 
      
 
    There was no answer.  Instead, more memories swept through my mind.  A girl - no, a young woman - who looked so much like me she could have been my twin.  I found it hard to believe the memories were accurate.  Blonde hair was one of the family magics, a trait that was swiftly passed to people who married into the family, but I couldn’t accept she was practically my doppelganger.  We might have looked similar, yet completely alike?  It was unlikely.  A surge of hatred - his hatred - ran through me.  She had disliked him.  She had regarded him as a cripple.  She had loathed her family for making her marry him and... 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t make Callam marry me,” I protested.  “My family didn’t even know he existed until recently.” 
 
      
 
    Alonzo’s voice thundered through the mire.  “You married him for your best advantage, just like your namesake,” he said.  “And you will all die.” 
 
      
 
    His voice rose.  “This is your family’s darkest secret.  You are users and abusers and, when you tire of your toys, you throw them away and pretend they never existed.  You sought absolute power and perpetual life and never cared about those who you stepped on as you climbed to the top.  And now you will all pay for your crimes!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a thousand years,” I protested, as my awareness washed through the mire.  I was suddenly looking down on Callam, struggling to put the spellbreaker into action.  “You’ve been trapped here for a thousand years.  Everyone you hated is dust and less than dust.  And you can just go on ...” 
 
      
 
    A tidal wave of madness crashed down on me.  It was all I could do to cling to my identity as it stormed through my mind.  Alonzo - the real Alonzo - was long gone.  I was talking to a creature with traces of his memories, empowered by magic drained from the dead ... no, it was something far worse, a composite of memories from hundreds, perhaps thousands, of dead people.  And there was no point in trying to reason with it.  The entity was completely insane. 
 
      
 
    I sensed its power building, reaching for lightning and directing it down towards the island.  I put myself between it and Callam without a second’s hesitation, the power slamming into me and burning through my soul.  I sensed the entity’s shock as I risked my life for my husband, something it would never have expected.  I didn’t have time to enjoy it.  I reached out with my mind, trying to distract it.  I yanked out memories - my memories - and threw them at the gestalt.  It recoiled in shock, its integrity threatening to come apart.  I showed it how Callam and I had become friends, then lovers; I showed it our first kiss, the first time we’d touched each other; I showed it how we’d grown close without anyone so much as hinting we should get married.  I took later memories, from when I’d seen Akin and Cat together, and showed it how they’d become partners, too.  And I showed it how my father had done his best for his daughter, even after she’d committed high treason. 
 
      
 
    Alonzo’s voice thundered around me.  “You were his daughter.  Would he not have risked everything for you?” 
 
      
 
    “It might have been easier if he’d cut all ties completely,” I told him.  I could have been sent further away, disowned so completely no one would ever believe who’d fathered me.  “He was a caring man who did what he could, even at great personal risk.” 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  The intelligence - I tried not to think of it as Alonzo - needed to be distracted, yet its mind was going in ways I couldn’t follow.  Or perhaps I could.  It was a dreamlike world, a conflict on the mental plane; I split my awareness in two, one part of me throwing more memories into the gestalt, the other trying to touch the weirdstones and take direct control of the network.  I felt it shudder in rage ... this time, with my mind no longer anchored to my body, I actually had a chance.  I recoiled as it threw more memories back at me - shame washed through me as I saw the petty humiliations poured upon Alonzo, so akin to the hexes I’d cast on Cat - and then split my attention a third time, keeping an eye on Callam as I focused on keeping the awareness busy.  It couldn’t be allowed to touch him. 
 
      
 
    “You were no better than Penelope,” Alonzo said.  I sensed dark amusement in his madness as magic washed towards me.  I repelled it, silently relieved Alonzo had no real experience in manipulating it directly.  If he had, he would have won by now.  Instead, he had to use the weirdstones and they were quite some distance from the mire.  “Your cousin was a horror to me, too.  The thought of sharing her bed with me ...” 
 
      
 
    “You died a thousand years ago,” I told him.  His madness made it impossible for him to realise he was nothing more than the ghost of a long-dead man.  “Your Penelope and mine are two different people.” 
 
      
 
    “You treated her like I was treated,” Alonzo retorted.  His power grew stronger, reaching for me.  “Why do you think you deserve mercy?” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “You’re right,” I said.  It was true.  I knew he could feel it.  “I did treat her badly.  There’s no denying it.  And when she won ... I felt as if she’d cheated to win, as if I’d been beaten unfairly.  I reacted badly, because she broke rules she never agreed to follow, and I allowed my resentment to lead me down some dark paths.  Yes, you’re right.  I was a terrible person.” 
 
      
 
    My words hung on the air.  “But I grew up.  I matured.  I learnt the error of my ways and sought redemption.  Can you not say the same?” 
 
      
 
    The world seemed to fall silent, silent and still.  I reached for the weirdstones and grabbed hold of the network.  Pain shot through me, even though I was practically a ghost myself.  I might already be dead, nothing more than a memory of a young woman who’d gone to meet her ancestors ... I shoved the thought out of my mind as Alonzo and the rest of the ghosts reached for me, the ground shaking around us as power spilled in all directions.  The weirdstones twisted, becoming something more ... they would have shattered, part of my mind noted, if they hadn’t been held in place by magic.  I tried to keep the gestalt busy, focused on me.  The pain was growing overwhelming.  I wasn’t sure I could keep myself together for much longer.  The gestalt was calling to me, threatening to absorb me into a mélange of madness.  It would be so easy to just give in and surrender. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t let you win,” I managed.  A surge of power shot through me - and us - as the spellbreaker came to life.  I heard the ghosts howling in rage.  “You have to go on, to rejoin your ancestors ...” 
 
      
 
    A scream of pure anger tore through me, ripping me away from the weirdstones.  Alonzo grabbed control again, his madness twisting the land and reaching out to strike Callam down.  I had no idea if he could destroy the spellbreaker, but ... I didn’t want to live without Callam.  I owed him too much ... I threw my thoughts forward, slamming into Alonzo one final time. The madness raged around me, memories of nightmarish abuse and servitude and - I blinked as I saw glimpses of a secret meeting, of a plot aimed at the empire itself - and a burning desire for revenge that overpowered everything else.  Alonzo shoved back at me, fires of rage cascading through my mind, then lashed out at Callam.  I stumbled to block it again, pain burning through me ... 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let you kill him,” I managed.  I pushed my conviction at him, hoping it would be enough to win a few more seconds.  “I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    Alonzo screamed, then vanished.  Magic spiralled around me, pouring down and down ... I tried to fight, but it was impossible.  The weirdstones glowed with power, their radiance poisoning the world around me, then snapped out of existence.  I sensed them explode as the maelstrom grew stronger, pulling me down ... my body lunged up in front of me, trapped within the mire.  I barely had a second to cast a final spell before I was suddenly gasping for breath, swallowing mud and water and stuff I didn’t want to think about.  It was all I could do to drag myself to the surface before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella!”  Callam caught my arms and pulled me up.  This time, the mire didn’t try to fight.  “Isabella!” 
 
      
 
    I gagged, spitting out foul water.  “I ... I saw ...” 
 
      
 
    The memories tormented me as I gasped for breath.  Alonzo had been ... stolen from his family and brought into mine.  I’d never heard of anything like it, but ... the family had secrets.   A lot of secrets.  And the experiments they’d conduced here, so far from prying eyes ... I knew I’d have to write to Akin, to arrange a meeting to discuss what had happened ... 
 
      
 
    “Over here,” Callam shouted.  I looked up, just in time to see Caroline and Adam stumbling through the mire.  They were covered in mud, but they were alive.  “Sit here!” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  The spellbreaker was glowing with magic.  A lot of magic.  And beyond ... I wasn’t sure.  The land felt weird, as if it had changed in a manner I couldn’t comprehend.  The mire had given up its dead, I thought; Alonzo and everyone else who’d added their memories to the intelligence were gone, heading to the next world to finally meet their ancestors.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    Callam knelt beside me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.  “Is it over?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I managed.  The entire struggle still felt like an intense dream, as if I wasn’t sure what had been real and what hadn’t.  Perhaps it had all been real, in a sense.  “I feel ...” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, tasting mud.  Something had triggered the weirdstones.  Something had provided the power surge that had kick-started the gestalt, giving it a chance to take control of the land and the weather and everything else.  And I didn’t know what.  Adam and Caroline had talked of power surges in the Eternal City, then of ghosts in the city nearby.  I didn’t like the implications. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to put the feelings into words, but I tried.  “I feel as though it might have only just begun.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    “The weirdstones are gone,” Sandy said, when we finally made it back to the hall.  “They all exploded at the same time.  The ghosts vanished at the same moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  I breathed a sigh of relief.  The rain had stopped, but water was still flooding the estate and racing down to the valley below.  “Did we lose anyone?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sandy said.  “But there was a lot of damage.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  “As long as we can get a shower, I don’t care right now,” I said.  “We are cold and wet and covered in mud.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t going to point it out,” Sandy said.  “But you do look like creatures from the mire.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted, then led Callam into the nearest washroom and forced myself to undress.  My fingers were stubbornly uncooperative, to the point I eventually resorted to tearing my shirt just to get it off.  The hot water was astonishingly restorative, but ... the memories mocked me as Callam joined me in the shower, his body pressed against mine.  It felt so good to be alive and yet ... I shuddered helplessly, as I leaned against him.   Alonzo might have been nothing more than a memory, the last traces of a man who had died nearly a thousand years ago, but he’d made some good points.  If things had been different, I could have been just as bad as his wife. 
 
      
 
    But they are different, I told myself, as I held him tightly.  I won’t be that sort of wife. 
 
      
 
    Callam looked down at me.  “What happened in the mire?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” I promised him.  “Right now, I just want to feel alive.” 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, we dressed quickly and made our way to the small dining room.  Sandy had steered Adam and Caroline to a washroom, then organised dinner.  It was simple fare, compared to the fancy meals of Shallot, but it smelled heavenly.  My stomach rumbled, reminding me I was ravenous.  I sat down, piled the plates high and started to eat.  Adam and Caroline joined us, moments later.  I motioned for them to eat, too. 
 
      
 
    “We just heard from the town,” Sandy said, coming into the room.  “It’s buried under the mud.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline looked up.  “How far did the ... the thing’s influence spread?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know,” Sandy said.  “It’s too late to send horsemen to Caithness, even if the roads were clear.  We can send someone in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Adam and Caroline exchanged glances.  “We can go,” Caroline said, finally.  “We’re going to have to report to the king, whatever else we do.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly.  I’d have to write something to Akin ... no, I’d need to organise a meeting, somewhere we could talk face to face.  That wasn’t going to be easy.  Perhaps I could talk him into coming to the hall.  If the story about the flying city having flyers of its own was true, he might be able to come without spending more than an hour or two in transit.  And yet, I wasn’t sure what I’d tell him.  There were just too many things that needed to be said. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said, out loud.  “Can you ask him to support the repair of the town, too?” 
 
      
 
    “We can ask,” Caroline said.  “It would depend on just how far the damage spread ...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Kirkhaven was a small town.  Caithness, on the other hand ... I tried to tell myself the town wouldn’t be affected, that Alonzo had been more focused on gaining control of the weirdstones than wreaking havoc to the east, but there was no way to know.  The roads were probably impassable.  It might be days or weeks before we heard from Caithness, let alone Shallot or King Rufus.  I didn’t envy Adam and Caroline.  Their report would fall on ears that wouldn’t want to believe it.  Hell, I didn't want to believe it. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Caroline said.  “What happened, after we fell below the mire?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, then stalled for time.  “What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “The mud reached out for me, pulled me under ... and then just let me go,” Caroline said.  “And when I reached the surface, it was all over.” 
 
      
 
    “Ditto,” Adam said.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not quite sure,” I admitted.  I certainly wasn’t sure I wanted to give them all of the truth.  “I fell into the mire.  I made contact with the ... the intelligence.  It had a grudge against my family.  I think” - I hesitated, noticeably - “the weirdstones trapped the ghosts here, rather than letting them go onwards.  It’s possible they were designed to experiment with subtle spellforms, perhaps naturally occurring spellforms, and caught the ghosts by accident.  It was ... it was trying to kill Callam, so I fought it on the mental plane.  I think I must have bonded with the weirdstones, just a little, because I managed to keep it busy while Callam set up the spellbreaker.  And then the power was drained and everything went back to normal.” 
 
      
 
    “Sort of,” Adam said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I’d told them the truth, just not the complete truth.  “It does feel as though something has changed,” I added.  “I don’t know what, but it has.” 
 
      
 
    “The changes in the Eternal City have clearly spread,” Caroline said.  “We’re going to have to see if the other ruined cities are also having ... issues.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned back in her chair.  “With your permission, we’ll set out for Caithness tomorrow,” she said.  “We’ll either return ourselves or send a messenger, depending on the roads.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” I said.  “Kirkhaven is going to need a great deal of help.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline nodded, then met my eyes.  “One other thing,” she said.  “The charged spellbreaker.  What do you intend to do with it?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I said.  I hadn’t given the matter any thought.  “Put it in storage, perhaps, and leave it until we need a sudden surge of magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Caroline stood.  “Don’t let it leave the estate.” 
 
      
 
    I watched her go, then stood myself and hurried over to the window.  The darkened lawn below was glistening with water, the trees and bushes bent and broken by the wind and rain.  I didn’t want to think about what had happened to the remains of the greenhouses.  It was going to take years to rebuild everything ... I told myself not to be selfish.  I still had the hall.  The townspeople had lost everything.  Even if I splashed out money like water, buying everything from newly hewn stone to sheep and pigs, their lives would never be the same again.  I had no idea if the town even could be rebuilt. 
 
      
 
    Callam joined me at the window, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.  “What didn’t you tell them?” 
 
      
 
    I tensed, although I shouldn’t have been surprised.  Callam knew me very well.  He could probably tell I’d left parts of the story out, even though I hadn’t openly lied to them.  And then ... I winced, inwardly.  I’d promised myself I’d always be honest with him and my brother, if no one else.  But this was something I didn’t want to face. 
 
      
 
    “The intelligence wore a human face,” I said, turning so I could meet his eyes.  “It was ... it was a Zero, someone like you, someone who lived and died a thousand years ago.  I’m not sure if it was the real person or just a memory, empowered by the mire.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no magic,” Callam pointed out.  “If he’s like me, how could he leave a magical impression behind?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  Cat and Callam had forged Objects of Power to overcome their disabilities.  Perhaps Alonzo had done the same.  “But he hated us.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “He said he’d been taken from his own family and forced to marry into mine,” I added.  “And that he wanted revenge on us.” 
 
      
 
    Callam squeezed my shoulder.  “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
      
 
    “He forced me to take a look at myself, too,” I admitted.  “If things had been different, I could have been just like his wife.” 
 
      
 
    “But they are different,” Callam pointed out.  “You are not her.  And I’m not him either.  You didn’t take me from my family, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “There you are,” Callam said.  “Isabella, I could have left.  I could have taken my skills and walked across the border or gone to ground somewhere I’d never be found.  I chose to stay with you.  You’re not perfect, but ... you’re you.  You’re the person I love.  And I know you won’t act like his wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I managed.  “And yet ...” 
 
      
 
    I turned, staring into the darkness.  “I just can’t shake the feeling there’s worse to come.” 
 
      
 
    “And when it comes,” Callam told me, “we’ll face it together.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Epilogue: Adam 
 
      
 
    The countryside had been devastated. 
 
      
 
    It was hard, almost impossible, to believe there’d once been a town in Kirkhaven Valley.  If the guide hadn’t insisted his family home was buried under the mud and a rapidly expanding lake, I would have been convinced the landscape had never been settled at all.  The lower roads were gone, while the higher roads had clearly been damaged by wind and rain to the point some of them were little more than puddles of muddy water.  It was a relief, I decided, that we’d chosen to walk rather than try to take the horses.  The ground was just too treacherous.  I didn’t want to risk being thrown, too far from any help. 
 
      
 
    The landscape started to look better, the further we walked.  The mire didn’t seem to have spread more than ten miles from Kirkhaven.  The roads closer to Caithness were largely untouched.  I breathed a sigh of relief as we reached the main road and peered up and down, although the absence of traffic was worrying.  The region wasn’t as densely populated as the south, but there should have been more than a few horses and carts making their way along the road.  Instead, it was deserted.  It bothered me. 
 
      
 
    Caroline caught my eye as we walked onto the road, then headed east.  “I wonder what she didn’t tell us.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Isabella hadn’t lied to us - I’d used a charm that should have warned me, if she’d intentionally lied - but her story had been more than a little incomplete.  It was quite possible, as my instructors had cautioned me, for someone to tell the truth, yet leave out the details to ensure the story mislead the listener without ever quite letting them call foul.  Or ... I shook my head.  Isabella hadn’t been in a good state, after we’d gotten out of the mire and back to the hall, and we hadn’t seen her the morning afterwards.  She might have been too tired to tell us everything. 
 
      
 
    But she left out something, I cautioned myself.  What didn’t she say? 
 
      
 
    “We have to report to the king, first and foremost,” I said.  If nothing else, the king had to be warned that part of the border was in disarray.  “And then we have to decide what to do.” 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  I’d taken a brief look at the new protections around the estate.  Trying to remove either Isabella or Callam would be difficult, if not impossible.  It might be better to wait until they left the estate, but that might be quite some time.  Isabella wasn’t foolish.  She had to know the entire world wanted her husband’s services, whatever the price.  She might be smarter to take him now and head back to Shallot, to beg her future sister-in-law for a place in her flying city.  It would be a lot safer than the borderlands. 
 
      
 
    “Or see what he says,” Caroline added.  “He may recall us.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  “Or order us to seize the spellbreaker storestone or Callam himself.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Caroline agreed.  “That would be tricky.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  We’d been careful not to mention quite why we’d been sent back to the king in disgrace - the girl I remembered would have found the whole affair hilarious, the woman she’d grown into might have different ideas - but it was unlikely she would have taken the matter very calmly.  Even if she still disliked Cat, she wouldn’t have been happy about the risk to her family or the insult to her brother.  And if she’d known what we’d tried to do, she would certainly have assumed we might do it to her husband, too.  She might have used her wards to kill us on the spot, then sworn blind we’d gone missing somewhere between Kirkhaven and Caithness. 
 
      
 
    “Worry about it later,” I said, as the city came into view.  “Right now, we have other problems.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline froze.  “Yeah ...” 
 
      
 
    I followed her gaze.  She was staring at a copse of trees.  In the shadows ... my blood ran cold.  A ghost drifted in front of us, a wavering sheet of light that seemed to be looking right at us ... 
 
      
 
    Caroline took a step back.  “Whatever is happening,” she said, “it isn’t yet over.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t disagree. 
 
      
 
    End of Book Eleven 
 
      
 
    The Saga Will Continue In: 
 
      
 
    The Alchemist’s Secret 
 
      
 
    (Provisional Title) 
 
      
 
    Coming Soon! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Afterword 
 
      
 
    Writing this book was a difficult task. 
 
      
 
    You see, when I devised the overarching plotline I provisionally entitled The Zero Crisis, my original concept was a big trilogy of books, drawing on the characters I’d established in the earlier nine books.  However, as I worked out the details, it rapidly became clear I’d shot myself in the foot.  I’d written the books in first-person, to differentiate them from the Schooled in Magic series, and that made it harder to include multiple POV characters.  I had been able to have two separate first-person characters in The Family Name, but that had been within the same time and space.  A bigger trilogy - and/or an ongoing series, taking place in several different locations - couldn’t handle so many first-person characters and so it would collapse under its own weight. 
 
      
 
    There was a second problem.  As a reader, I detest long trailing series with books that are little more than oversized chapters, each one inching the plot forward but rarely resolving anything.  As the writer, I have to admit that such books are difficult to write without an immensely detailed plot that can easily get out of hand, as well as the very real risk I won’t be around to actually finish the series.  I am a cancer survivor, my health goes up and down like the average politician’s approval ratings and I really do not want to leave a series unfinished, certainly not on a cliff-hanger that will never be resolved.  I wrote the Schooled in Magic series - and to some extent the original Zero books - with the intention they would all be stories in their own right, allowing a degree of satisfaction for the initial plots even if the overarching arc was never resolved.  Here, I did my best to isolate the separate plot elements so they could go into different books, allowing both a small-scale story and the advancement of the overall plot. 
 
      
 
    This was not easy.  I had always intended for Isabella to confront the ghosts (literally) of her family’s past, as well as mature to the point she could look back at her past self, the one who committed outright treason, and realise she’d been manipulated into making a complete fool of herself.  I also intended for Callam’s existence to become known to the remainder of the world, setting off a series of events that might lead to Isabella being pushed into taking control of the family and - at the very least - unsettling the city and sending a very delicate balance of power spinning out of control.  It seemed logical, as I worked my way through the plot, to separate the political elements and insert them into what became The Family Name, then put the ghostly elements - and their link to the shadows of the past, as well as the present crisis - in a second book, the one in front of you. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure how well this worked (beta opinion was divided).  I had to allow a slight degree of disjointedness, as The Family Secret starts roughly a week before the close of The Zero Secret and carries on past that point (allowing Adam and Caroline to face the consequences for their failure in the earlier book, then tell Isabella about them later on), hopefully closing the immediate crisis and yet, at the same time, laying the groundwork for the further - far more earthshaking - events of the later books.  I think, however, that the later books will call back to it in a manner that will have you seeing how the pieces fit together.   
 
      
 
    Your mileage may vary, of course. 
 
      
 
    And now you’ve read this far, I have a request to make. 
 
      
 
    It’s growing harder to make a living through self-published writing these days.  If you liked this book, please leave a review where you found it, share the link, let your friends know (etc, etc).  Every little bit helps (particularly reviews). 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Christopher G. Nuttall 
 
    Edinburgh, 2022 
 
      
 
    PS - If you want to write a magical schools (or related) story for yourself, check out the ‘Fantastic Schools’ tab on my website. 
 
      
 
    CGN 
 
    

  

 
  
   How To Follow 
 
      
 
    Basic Mailing List - http://orion.crucis.net/mailman/listinfo/chrishanger-list 
 
      
 
    Nothing, but announcements of new books. 
 
      
 
    Newsletter - https://gmail.us1.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=c8f9f7391e5bfa369a9b1e76c&id=55fc83a213 
 
      
 
    New books releases, new audio releases, maybe a handful of other things of interest. 
 
      
 
    Blog - https://chrishanger.wordpress.com/ 
 
      
 
    Everything from new books to reviews, commentary on things that interest me, etc. 
 
      
 
    Facebook Fan Page - https://www.facebook.com/ChristopherGNuttall 
 
      
 
    New books releases, new audio releases, maybe a handful of other things of interest. 
 
      
 
    Website - http://chrishanger.net/ 
 
      
 
    New books releases, new audio releases, free samples (plus some older books free to anyone who wants a quick read) 
 
      
 
    Forums - https://authornuttall.com 
 
      
 
    Book discussions - new, but I hope to expand. 
 
      
 
    Amazon Author Page - https://www.amazon.com/Christopher-G-Nuttall/e/B008L9Q4ES 
 
      
 
    My books on Amazon. 
 
      
 
    Books2Read - https://books2read.com/author/christopher-g-nuttall/subscribe/19723/ 
 
      
 
    Notifications of new books (normally on Amazon too, but not included in B2R notifications. 
 
      
 
    Twitter - @chrisgnuttall 
 
      
 
    New books releases, new audio releases - definitely nothing beyond (no politics or culture war stuff). 
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