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   The Family Name Cover Blurb 
 
      
 
    House Rubén and House Aguirre had been rivals for centuries even before the discovery of the Zero Talent and a plot to take control of Shallot plunged them – and the entire city – into war.  In a desperate attempt to end the fighting, Akin of House Rubén was betrothed to the only known Zero, Caitlyn of House Aguirre.  Since then, the two houses have been locked in an uneasy alliance, painfully aware that they will hang separately if they do not hang together. 
 
      
 
    But, as the marriage starts to loom over the city, Akin Rubén discovers a deadly secret.  His twin sister Isabella, sent into exile for her role in the House War, has discovered Callam, the second known Zero.  And Isabella’s desire to carve a position for herself within the family, a role denied to her through no fault of her own, will shake House Rubén to its core.   
 
      
 
    As shadowy figures step into the light, ready to stake everything on a desperate bid to save or damn the family, Akin and Isabella find themselves in the middle of a deadly storm that may destroy everything they love ... 
 
      
 
    ... And plunge the city back into war.

  

 
  
   Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    As an experiment, I have written this book in alternating first-person POVs, allowing both Akin and Isabella a chance to tell their story.  I’ve put the POV character in the chapter headings.  Please let me know how well it works. 
 
      
 
    CGN. 
 
    

  

 
  
   “The price of getting what you want, is getting what once you wanted.” 
 
    -Neil Gaiman 
 
    

  

 
  
   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 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 Zeroes - 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 class war, Adam joined the Kingsmen 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. 
 
      
 
    Now, Akin is readying himself for the final step into manhood, unaware that his sister has plans of her own ...

  

 
  
   Prologue 
 
      
 
    The Chiltern Lodge, Stephen Rubén had decided long ago, had been built by someone who wanted to convince his guests that he was still a man of power and influence.  It had taken Stephen a few days of digging in the family archive, a punishment set by his father decades ago, to determine he’d been correct.  The lodge had been constructed for a loser in the endless family power struggles, a particularly sore loser who’d taken his failings out on the local wildlife.  Everything about the lodge was on a grand scale, from the dining hall - roomy enough for a hundred - to the animal heads decorating the walls.  It screamed rustic in a manner that mocked the owner’s pretensions.  It was no great surprise to Stephen that no one had been particularly interested in taking the lodge for themselves when the original owner died.  The lodge was visually stunning, surrounded by beautiful countryside and yet crammed with all the comforts of home, but it was too far from Shallot to serve as a permanent base.  To take possession of the lodge was to concede, to one’s shame, that one no longer had a part to play in the games of power. 
 
      
 
    And yet, he admitted in the privacy of his own mind, it had its uses. 
 
      
 
    The lodge’s staff had been surprised when he’d arrived, but they hadn’t hesitated to prepare rooms for Stephen and his guests.  Stephen had been tempted to send them away, perhaps permanently, yet he’d known his guests wouldn’t appreciate having to fend for themselves during their little safari.  They hadn’t come to slaughter the local wildlife, let alone skin and cook the remnants of poor woodland creatures blasted by enhanced spellcasters.  The mere idea of making their beds for themselves ... his lips quirked in amusement.  They’d done enough of that at Jude’s. 
 
      
 
    He lit the fire in the grate with a spell, then sat back in his comfortable armchair and waited for the remainder of the cabal to arrive.  They’d taken a risk gathering so far from the city, even with a cover story firmly in place, but there was no time for half-measures.  The very future of the family itself was at stake.  And there was no hope of saving their lives and their futures through more ... legitimate channels.   Lord Carioca Rubén, Patriarch of House Rubén, had committed himself and his family to a course that would lead to either apotheosis or nemesis.  Stephen was all too aware that apotheosis was not in the cards. 
 
      
 
    “I trust this chamber is secure.”  Andrew Rubén was a tall man, his handsome face marred by a duelling scar.  “The staff can hardly be trusted not to report back to Carioca.” 
 
      
 
    “There are privacy wards already in place,” Stephen assured him.  It was unlikely the patriarch was paying close attention, with so many other problems concerning him, but Stephen hadn’t survived so long by neglecting the basics.  “The staff are barred from these rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll excuse me if I check for myself,” Jeanne Rubén said.  It wasn’t a question.  She looked soft and warm, everyone’s favourite auntie.  It was easy to underestimate her, yet her smile and greying hair concealed a mind as sharp as an enchanted blade.  “I cannot live without the family, not at my age.” 
 
      
 
    “And I have matters to attend to in Shallot,” Davys Rubén said.  He wore mourning black, for his son who’d died only a few short months ago.  “Why are we here?” 
 
      
 
    Stephen waited for Jeanne to finish her examination of the charms, then studied his little cabal as they took their seats.  Andrew had been denied the power and positions he thought were his by right - a fairly common delusion - and, with the next generation readying itself to take the reins, faced a choice between gambling everything or retiring to the hinterlands of power.  Jeanne had old resentments driving her forward, demanding revenge for years of being told she couldn’t reach for supreme power herself.  And Davys had a son to avenge. 
 
      
 
    “Malachi is dead,” Stephen said, flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Davys stared into the fire.  “The bastard got my son killed.” 
 
      
 
    “We had hoped Malachi could undermine our lord and master,” Stephen reminded him.  The disgraced outsider, the blackmailer, had been a tool.  Stephen had hoped he could rely on the man’s bottomless malice to damage Carioca without doing too much harm to the family as a whole.  He wouldn’t shed any tears for the man’s fiery death, but it had deprived him of a prospective weapon at the worst possible time.  “His death is quite awkward.” 
 
      
 
    He raised his voice, drawing their attention to him.  “The High Summer Ball will be held one month from now, in Aguirre Hall.  The ball will serve as both the coming-out party for the Aguirre Triplets and the formal announcement that Akin and Caitlyn are to be married.  The wedding date itself is still being negotiated, according to my source, but the general feeling is that it will take place on Winter’s Eve.  Carioca” - his voice darkened - “will not want to delay the nuptials too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” Andrew said.  “The happy couple might decide they don’t want to get married after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is possible,” Davys pointed out.  “They are betrothed, not engaged.” 
 
      
 
    “They appear to be very fond of each other,” Jeanne said, blandly.  “Their parents have worked hard to foster the match.  They are more compatible, in many ways, than most aristocratic couples.  I do not believe they will refuse to marry, when the time comes.” 
 
      
 
    Stephen grimaced.  Aristocratic matches were not supposed to be about love.  Of course not.  The families came first.  Always.  The happy couple would have - should have - been raised to be realistic about such things.  As long as there were a handful of children, with no doubt about the bloodlines, the parents could do whatever they liked.  Stephen himself spent as little time with his wife as possible.  The feeling was mutual. 
 
      
 
    A flash of rage shot through him.  A Rubén, marrying an Aguirre?  Unthinkable.  Caitlyn could trace her ancestry back a thousand years, but Akin - and Stephen himself - could list his ancestors all the way back to the days before the Thousand Year Empire.  They’d been founders, senators, even emperors.  House Rubén had had its ups and downs - there’d been times when they’d been on top and times when they’d been clawing their way back up to the top - but the family had never declined for long.  House Aguirre ... they were nothing more than parvenus.  They should have married into the older families, not set up bloodlines of their own. 
 
      
 
    He calmed himself with an effort.  “If we don’t act now, Akin will be the next Patriarch and Caitlyn will be his wife.  The two families will slowly merge, leaving us - us - on the sidelines.  Our bloodlines will be diluted, our family magics shared or lost forever.  We will lose everything, even our name!” 
 
      
 
    “And if we do act, we lose access to Caitlyn’s ... talents,” Jeanne pointed out, evenly.  “House Aguirre will have an unbeatable advantage.” 
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn cannot be unique,” Stephen said.  “There have to be others.” 
 
      
 
    “We have found none,” Jeanne said. 
 
      
 
    Stephen said nothing for a long moment.  He had a trump card, a piece of information that had fallen into his hand, but he didn’t dare play it openly.  Not until they were ready to follow him.  There were too many players in the game for his peace of mind.  The cabal was hardly bound together by oaths of blood and promises of ancestral retribution.  Carioca would probably be very forgiving to whoever came to him to betray the cabal before it was too late.  Stephen would have rewarded a willing traitor and he was fairly sure Carioca would do the same.   
 
      
 
    “She isn’t invulnerable,” Davys pointed out.  “She can be killed.” 
 
      
 
    “That would trigger a House War,” Jeanne countered.  “And even if it didn’t, Akin would hunt the murderers down and kill them.” 
 
      
 
    Andrew leered.  “What about her children?  Would they have her talents ... and their weaknesses?” 
 
      
 
    Stephen made a face.  The family - both families - had carefully avoided the question of precisely what would happen if Akin and Caitlyn’s children lacked magic.  Caitlyn was far from useless - she alone could make Objects of Power - but she was horrendously vulnerable, too.  Stephen had been told that putting her under a compulsion spell would prevent her from using her talent, yet there were other ways to make someone compliant.  And if her children lacked magic as well ... 
 
      
 
    If they can’t defend themselves, they cannot lead the family, he thought.  And her family will feel the same way. 
 
      
 
    Jeanne cleared her throat.  “What do you propose we do?” 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward, speaking with cold certainty.  “Francis is dead.  There are no other possible candidates for the patriarchy, certainly none who can hold a candle to Akin and would be interested in the role.  The majority of the new generation has made their peace with the concept of him succeeding his father.  The ones who might want to reach for the brass ring themselves have no hope of success.” 
 
      
 
    Stephen nodded.  He’d hoped Carioca and Davys would have more children, more prospective candidates for the patriarchy, but they’d been careful.  Very careful.  Carioca hadn’t wanted too many children competing for his favour, while Davys had clearly assumed Francis would either compete with his cousin or use his position as a bargaining chip when Akin succeeded his father.  None of them had realised that Malachi would push Francis too far, or that the Challenge would end in the young man’s death.  The disaster had left them scrambling to find another candidate before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    Andrew coughed.  “Penny?” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne snorted.  Penny Rubén had been doubly disgraced, first by being the daughter of Malachi and then by being demoted back to lowerclassman at school.  Akin himself had done it, supposedly for the best of motives.  Stephen suspected the younger man had planned it carefully, ensuring he could knock Penny down a peg or two in a manner no one could really challenge.  It was what Stephen would have done.  Akin might appear to be a genial, good-natured child - young adult, now - but he was Carioca’s son.  He’d learnt his father’s lessons well.   
 
      
 
    Davys looked up.  “House Aguirre’s Heir Primus is Alana, not Caitlyn,” he said.  “I don’t think Alana will give up her power so readily, even if merging the two families is good in the long run.” 
 
      
 
    “She may not have a choice,” Andrew said.  “What better dowry could Caitlyn bring than a prospective merger?” 
 
      
 
    Stephen cleared his throat.  “There’s one other possible candidate,” he said.  “Someone who might - might - accept our guidance.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Davys didn’t look impressed.  “Do you think Carioca has a natural-born son?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Stephen said.  “I mean Isabella.” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne choked.  “Isabella?  But she’s a ...” 
 
      
 
    A girl, Stephen finished, inwardly.  Tradition insisted that only men could head aristocratic families and House Rubén, traditional in all things, refused to bend to the modern world.  Jeanne had seen her ambitions curtailed for the same reason as Isabella herself.  Her femininity meant she couldn’t rise to the very top, even though she would have been good in the role.  And are you going to support me now, because it may force the family to discard that tradition for the good of all? 
 
      
 
    Andrew had the same thought.  “Isabella is a girl,” he said.  “Carioca will laugh at us.” 
 
      
 
    “And she’s in exile,” Jeanne added.  Her face was so expressionless Stephen knew she was thinking furiously.  “She betrayed the family.” 
 
      
 
    “She was young,” Stephen countered. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella is a girl,” Andrew repeated.  “I think you’re overlooking the simple fact that she isn’t eligible to lead ... by the ancestors!  She’s in exile!” 
 
      
 
    “Carioca wants to bring her home,” Davys said, slowly.  “The council voted to send her into exile and leave her there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Stephen said.  “And we represent a good chunk of the council.  We could bring her exile to an end.  We can also nominate her as a prospective leader.” 
 
      
 
    Jeanne made a rude sound.  “And how do you intend to convince the council to break with tradition?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Andrew leaned back in his chair.  “The council rejected Jeanne, even though Jeanne was infinitely superior to Carioca.  She had age and knowledge and practical experience, all of which Isabella lacks.  Why should they accept someone who is even younger than Carioca himself when he assumed the role?” 
 
      
 
    “There are two factors in our favour,” Stephen said.  “First, we would be putting her forward as a regent, rather than a patriarch - a matriarch - in her own right.  There is precedent for both regencies, when the new generation is immature, and for women to serve in such roles.  There is also precedent” - he allowed himself a smile - “for a regency to evolve into a de facto patriarchy.  I might refer you to ...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not for a woman,” Jeanne snapped.  The bitterness in her voice was clear.  “Your precedents will not hold up if Akin challenges them, let alone someone else from the next generation.” 
 
      
 
    “We comprise a sizable fraction of the council,” Stephen reminded them.  “As long as she has our support, no challenge can hope to succeed.” 
 
      
 
    And that will keep her in line, his thoughts added, coldly.  She’ll do everything in her power to make sure she doesn’t lose our support. 
 
      
 
    “You cunning bastard.”  Andrew clapped his hands.  “You’ve found a loophole!” 
 
      
 
    Davys looked uncomfortable.  “You mentioned two factors,” he said.  “What’s the other one?” 
 
      
 
    Stephen braced himself.  They were ready, he thought.  But what if he was wrong? 
 
      
 
    “I had a visit recently, from another disgraced member of the family,” he said.  “She told me something that changes everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Davys didn’t look impressed.  “And what was that, pray tell?” 
 
      
 
    Stephen told them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter One: Akin 
 
      
 
    To attend Magus Court, to shadow my father from chamber to chamber, is a great honour. 
 
      
 
    I told myself that, again and again, as we strode down the long corridor to the innermost chambers.  The centre of the corridor was clear, no one would dare get in our way, but the walls were lined with clients, soldiers, lobbyists, politicians, newspaper reporters and sycophants who wanted to pay us for the privilege of kissing our boots, all talking so loudly the words blurred into a deafening howl.  My father appeared to be ignoring them, but - every so often - he would nod to someone and his secretary, bringing up the rear, would make arrangements for a private interview later in the day.  He’d told me it was a good way to make sure he knew what was really going on, that no one further down the food chain was trying to limit what information reached his ears.  It struck me as uncomfortably paranoid, but I’d learnt a hard lesson from Uncle Malachi.  It was hard not to grimace at the thought.  He might be dead, under mysterious circumstances, but his influence lingered on. 
 
      
 
    A young reporter, barely out of her teens, caught my eye.  “When’s the wedding?” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth, schooling my face into a blank mask as I fixed my eyes to my father’s robes.  The golden outfit he wore, topped with a fancy wig, marked him as a man of power and influence, a man who drew supplicants to him like flies to honey.  I’d learnt to detest the hordes of vultures as I started my apprenticeship with my father, the men and women offering anything - anything at all - in exchange for a word in my ear.  A tiny minority had something useful to offer, my father had said.  The trick was telling which ones were worthy of an offer of patronage. 
 
      
 
    The reporter kept pace with us, somehow.  “Have you agreed on a date ...?” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face blank, somehow.  It had taken months to agree that Cat - and her sisters - would have their coming-out ball on High Summer, at the end of the Season.  Cat had been a little ambivalent about it, but her sisters had been furious about being kept as children while their peers made the leap to adulthood.  The families were still arguing over when - precisely - Cat and I would be married.  Personally, I just wanted to get it over with.  I wanted to be with her, not forced to meet under chaperonage or snatch a few private minutes from our families.  But no one could hide from the implications of our match.  Nothing would ever be the same again. 
 
      
 
    A pair of armsmen seemingly appeared out of nowhere, and frogmarched the reporter out of the corridor.  I hoped they’d be gentle.  The poor girl probably just wanted a scoop, something that would make her name in a competitive world.  I didn’t blame her, even though she’d poked a running sore.  Cat and I would be married.  There was too much riding on the wedding for either of us to back out.  We just didn’t know when we’d be married. 
 
      
 
    We reached the end of the corridor and passed through a pair of security wards tuned to our magic.  Boswell - the secretary - remained behind, speaking to a handful of potential clients, while we walked into the elevator and allowed it to carry us upwards.  I relaxed, slightly, as more and more privacy wards fell into place.  Father held himself steady.  He’d told me, more than once, that the wards didn’t guarantee our privacy, even here.  Magus Court was layered with hundreds upon thousands of protective spells, but every sorcerer who fancied himself a player was trying to break them.  Knowledge was power, particularly if one was the only person who knew it. 
 
      
 
    The door hissed open, revealing a secure chamber.  Alana and Uncle Joaquin - Lord Joaquin Aguirre, her father - were already waiting for us, her father sitting on a comfortable armchair and Alana standing behind him as if she were nothing more than a servant.  She was learning from her father, just like me.  She met my eyes and winked, then lowered her gaze again.  It was hard to believe, sometimes, that she and Cat were siblings.  They were very different. 
 
      
 
    I studied her, thoughtfully, as I took my place behind my father.  Alana wore a long white robe, very much like mine, although her personal tailor had tightened it around the chest ... I was surprised her father hadn’t ordered her to change before they left the manor.  The dress contrasted oddly with her dark face and darker hair, the latter still in braids despite her age.  I was sure she found that more than a little humiliating.  Her friends and many of her cousins had already been through their coming-out, when they were formally acknowledged as adults.  Alana might be her father’s heir, but she couldn’t even speak for herself ... 
 
      
 
    Maybe that’s the point, I thought.  If she messes up now, it can just be blamed on her immaturity and everyone will pretend to believe it. 
 
      
 
    I shoved the feeling aside as our respective fathers exchanged greetings and got down to work.  They’d been rivals before becoming allies and there were times when I thought they would be more comfortable returning to their rivalry, even though it would tear the alliance between our families apart.  I wondered, deep inside, if either of them had their doubts about the future.  They’d gambled everything on a plan to keep the two families allied permanently, but ... things were going to change.  The families might never be united, yet ... 
 
      
 
    Alana looked calm and composed as our fathers talked, hashing out issues in private so they could present a united front in public.  It was an impressive act, I had to admit.  She stood at attention, hands clasped behind her back.  If I hadn’t known her so well, I wouldn’t have known she was bored stiff.  Not, of course, that she wasn’t paying attention.  Her eyes were demurely lowered, but I was sure she was listening to every word and filing it away for later consideration.  I told myself I should be doing the same thing.  Father had made it clear he wouldn’t live forever.  There would come a time when I’d have to step into his shoes.  It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  I wasn’t one of the spoilt brats counting the days until my parents died.  I wanted them to live! 
 
      
 
    “The question is, do we accept her as a representative?”  Father’s voice was very quiet, a sure sign he was talking about something important.  I hastily replayed the conversation in my mind.  “And do we accept she won the vote legitimately?” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Joaquin frowned.  “It would be very hard to prove she didn’t.  The dockworkers are a very numerous group.  It makes it harder for anyone to rig the elections.” 
 
      
 
    Including us, I thought, coldly.  In theory, the guilds elected their representatives to Magus Court.  In practice, the guilds were so riddled with aristocratic patronage networks that we had a great deal of say in who got elected to what.  The bigger the group, the harder it was to control. 
 
      
 
    “And that means she outdid our own picked nominees,” Father said.  “Do we go along with it or do we seek to reject her?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see his face, but I knew he’d smiled.  “Akin?  What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I think we have to accept the result, unless we have clear proof she cheated,” I said.  I found it hard to believe that Louise Herdsman had cheated, even after the Infernal Devices that had shook the city last month.  She wasn’t the type to cheat, particularly when she knew she had powerful enemies who would do everything in their power to prove she cheated.  “We have to uphold the system or it’ll collapse, taking us down with her.” 
 
      
 
    “And she’s just one person, with few real connections,” Alana added.  “Let her waste her time playing politics.  It’ll dampen the reformist fire.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face impassive.  Louise Herdsman was a merchant’s daughter, hardly the sort of person to impress Alana.  Or Isabella, for that matter.  It was easy to class her as a know-nothing know-it-all, someone who couldn’t even be bothered to dress the part.  And yet, she was a very capable and determined magician in her own right.  Her zeal for social reform had only sharpened in her last few months at Jude’s.  I wasn’t remotely surprised she’d walked into the newborn reform movement and made it her own.  The real surprise was that she’d managed to win enough dockworkers to her banner to win an election.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    Clever, I conceded.  She comes out ahead whatever we do. 
 
      
 
    “She might have some useful ideas,” I said, carefully.  “She really shouldn’t be underestimated.” 
 
      
 
    Father glanced up at me.  “Do you think she’d work with us?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  I’d worked with Louise myself, back when we’d taken the Challenge.  She was a hard person to like, with so many rough edges it was easy to see why she had few real friends, but ... she was easy to admire.  She had a passion that burned deep within her, a passion I found both appealing and terrifying.  I honestly wasn’t sure how to put that into words.  They’d probably come back to haunt me.  Alana would see to it personally. 
 
      
 
    “I think she’d be open to discussions,” I said, carefully.  “But she wouldn’t be open to bribery or corruption.” 
 
      
 
    “Every man has his price.”  Alana didn’t seem impressed.  “And we can bid very high indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it,” I said.  “There are some things money can’t buy.” 
 
      
 
    Our respective parents tabled the matter, for the moment, and moved on to a different topic.  I forced myself to listen, doing my best to keep my boredom off my face.  Alana seemed as impassive as ever, but I could tell she was bored, too.  And she wanted to be her father’s successor.  I wasn’t anything like so keen on the idea.  I didn’t really want to spend my days in Magus Court, holding meetings in smoke-filled backchambers, or dealing with an endless succession of clients and supplicants.  If Isabella hadn’t been disgraced, if women had been allowed to lead the family, I would have stepped aside without hesitation.  Isabella would have been good at it.  Me?  I wasn’t sure I’d be anything more than a placeholder until the true successor arrived. 
 
      
 
    The thought bothered me more than I dared say, not to my father.  I was looking at nearly two centuries of life, barring accidents or acts of war.  I was going to be spending those years building my position, then securing my position so I could pass it to my son without a major struggle.  I’d seen enough of father’s manoeuvrings to know just how far he’d gone to make sure I could take his place.  His enemies wouldn’t be able to regroup in time to make a challenge when he stepped down ... 
 
      
 
    My father cleared his throat.  “We could do with some coffee,” he said.  “Perhaps you two could go fetch it.” 
 
      
 
    Alana looked displeased, just for a second.  We might be the juniors, the lowest-ranking people in the room, but ... we were aristocrats.  We weren’t servants.  And yet I wasn’t unhappy.  It was a chance to step out of the chamber and relax before returning to the political debate.  I wasn’t remotely fooled by the genteel talk.  Our fathers were skirmishing as aggressively as a pair of duellists, testing each other before they moved in for the kill. 
 
      
 
    I bowed and headed for the door.  Alana followed.  I could feel her gaze boring into my back.  I was pretty sure she was irked at having to leave, that she thought our fathers would be discussing matters they thought unsuitable for our ears.  There was only one issue my father wouldn’t discuss with me, one issue that he thought better handled by my elders and betters.  And that was the date Cat and I were to be married. 
 
      
 
    “You defended Louise,” Alana said, as soon as we were alone.  “Do you like her that much?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s an impressive person,” I said.  I wasn’t blind to the unasked question.  Alana might have feared I had feelings for Louise.  “And she has the courage of her convictions.” 
 
      
 
    Alana snorted.  “And yet she didn’t spend any time forming alliances with her classmates.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped and turned to look at her.  “She’s just gotten herself elected to Magus Court,” I said, bluntly.  “And she did it alone, without becoming someone’s client.  She didn’t need an alliance, any more than she needed to submit herself permanently to one of us.  She’s become one of the most important people in the city and she’s no older than you or I.” 
 
      
 
    “Hah.”  Alana snorted, again.  “She’s nowhere near as powerful as us.” 
 
      
 
    “You and I inherited our positions,” I reminded her.  I doubted she’d understand.  “Your sisters aren’t interested in power.  I don’t have any brothers.  Neither of us had to compete for our family titles, let alone at a severe and seemingly permanent disadvantage.  Louise, on the other hand, had to fight for everything.  She’s not someone to underestimate.” 
 
      
 
    Alana walked past me, into the tiny kitchenette.  I knew she didn’t believe me, yet ... I had been paying attention to Father’s lessons.  Louise was in a strong position, perhaps stronger than she knew.  There was no way the Great Houses could unite against the Dockworkers Guild, not without cutting their own throats.  It would be very hard, if not impossible, to convince them to recall her, let alone elect one of our clients in her place.  I had a feeling we’d hexed ourselves in the foot.  There’d been so many possible candidates, clients of one family or another, that Louise hadn’t needed an absolute majority to win.  She’d just needed more votes than anyone else. 
 
      
 
    And she doesn’t even have to do much to keep them happy, I thought.  I was suddenly convinced she knew precisely what she was doing.  As long as she doesn’t make any serious mistakes, they’ll keep voting for her. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the thought as I stepped into the kitchenette.  It was small, surprisingly compact for Magus Court.  Alana poured water into a jug, muttered a heating spell and settled back to wait.  I found a pair of plates, piled them high with biscuits and placed them both on a tray.  Cat would probably laugh if she saw me waiting on my father.  I wondered, idly, what Louise would think of it. 
 
      
 
    Alana cleared her throat.  “You know what they’re discussing?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Have you heard anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad’s been hinting we’ll be coming out at the end of the summer,” Alana said.  There was a hint of bitterness in her voice.  She was eighteen and yet she was still legally a child.  I was sure her friends and cronies were carefully not mentioning it in a manner that drew attention to the elephant in the room.  “Have you heard anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing too specific,” I confessed.  Father had acknowledged me as an adult after I’d completed the Challenge.  I had a feeling he might have waited longer if I hadn’t proved myself.  “I’ve been told to keep my nose out of the discussions.” 
 
      
 
    Alana smirked, her dark eyes sparkling with sudden mischief.  “And have you actually obeyed?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my cheeks heat.  “Father wouldn’t be very pleased if he knew I was spying on him.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you have.”  Alana’s smirk grew wider.  “What did you hear?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.”  I shook my head in some frustration.  The discussions had taken place on neutral ground.  House Lamplighter perhaps, if they hadn’t been held at Magus Court itself.  “I haven’t heard the matter being discussed, not formally.  Just a lot of stupid chatter from stupid relatives.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy for me to keep the bitterness out of my voice.  House Rubén had been invaded by hundreds of relatives, ranging from my father’s cousins to people who had a very weak tie to the family ... all of whom insisted on speaking to me, congratulating me on succeeding my father - even though I hadn’t even done it yet - and trying to convince me to remember them when I came into my own.  The fact the last two points contradicted themselves didn’t seem to bother them.  The only upside, as far as I could tell, was that I was building a list of people I really didn’t want on the family council.   
 
      
 
    But I might not be able to keep them out, I thought, curtly.  I hadn’t realised, until he’d explained to me, why Father allowed some of his enemies to keep their seats.  Their positions are just too strong. 
 
      
 
    Alana tapped the pot, then poured water into the cups.  “I almost forgot,” she said, as she put the milk jug on the tray.  “I have a message for you.” 
 
      
 
    Somehow, I doubted she’d forgotten anything.  And there was only one person who’d use Alana as a go-between.  “From Cat?” 
 
      
 
    “She wants to see you.”  Alana’s voice was suddenly serious.  “In the Workshop, as soon as possible.  She burned up a favour to get me to pass the message on.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  Alana and Cat might have been getting on a little better, since their disastrous first decade, but Cat wouldn’t ask her sister for anything unless it was important.  And ... it wasn’t the sort of message she’d normally trust to anyone.  Asking me to visit her - alone - could land us both in hot water.   Betrothed or not, we weren’t supposed to be unchaperoned until the wedding.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll sneak off after lunch,” I said.  “Cover for me?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll owe me,” Alana said.  “And believe me, you’ll pay.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I picked up the tray and carried it back into the meeting chamber.  It was hard not to keep the concern off my face.  Cat had a dozen ways to send me a perfectly legitimate message, including a couple that - probably - wouldn’t go through one or both families first.  If it was that important ... I wondered, suddenly, if I should fake an illness and leave early.  Father wouldn’t be pleased, but ... 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Father said.  He took the coffee and sipped it.  “Joaquin?” 
 
      
 
    “We have come to a decision,” Uncle Joaquin said.  He looked at his daughter, his dark face unreadable.  “The High Summer Ball will be held at Aguirre Hall.  It will serve as your formal coming-out party ...” 
 
      
 
    Alana gasped, losing - for once - control of her face.  I swallowed hard, a multitude of feelings racing through me.  I didn’t know what to think.  The wedding date itself might not have been set, but it was only a matter of time.  And then ... I stared down at my hands, suddenly apprehensive.  Cat wanted to see me.  Why? 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Dad,” Alana said.  She dropped a curtsey that looked completely heartfelt.  “I won’t let you down.” 
 
      
 
    “I have every faith in you,” Uncle Joaquin said.  “And your siblings.” 
 
      
 
    Father glanced at me.  “The formal announcement will be made at lunchtime,” he said, quietly.  “Until then, try not to cheer too loudly.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  Cat and I were going to be married!  And ... I promised myself, as our fathers discussed the arrangements for the ball, that I was going to see her as soon as possible.  If she wanted me to visit, if she’d gone to some trouble to ensure I got the message quickly, it had to be urgent.  And ... 
 
      
 
    Go see her, before everyone else hears the news, I thought, numbly.  I was pretty sure the word had already gotten out.  Father and Uncle Joaquin wouldn’t have made up their minds on the spur of the moment.  I’d be surprised if the gossip papers weren’t already putting out special editions.  And find out what she wants, before it’s too late. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Two: Isabella 
 
      
 
    Cat was getting a season. 
 
      
 
    It was a warm summer day in Kirkhaven, a rarity in a region where the climate normally ranged from rain to snow to sleet and rain again.  It was the kind of day I would have normally taken as a holiday, perhaps gone for a picnic somewhere on the grounds or walked in the rolling hills between Kirkhaven and Caithness.  They came so rarely that I could easily justify taking the day off, just to enjoy the sunlight.  But the news from Shallot had driven every other thought out of my mind.  The letter left no room for ambiguity or misinterpretation. 
 
      
 
    I stood in front of my greenhouses, staring at nothing as my thoughts ran in circles.  Cat was getting a season.  She was going to be presented to the city, even though she was already betrothed and would be engaged the moment she let her hair down for the very first time.  She was going to be the belle of the ball, she was going to be the centre of attention, she was going to dance with all the heirs ... my heart clenched as a sudden surge of bitterness ran through me.  I’d thought I’d grown used to living so far from Shallot.  I’d thought I’d made something of myself, enough of myself that I didn’t feel the need to prove myself to the family or anyone else, but the letter had brought all the buried feelings bubbling to the surface.  Cat was getting a season ... 
 
      
 
    ... And I was not. 
 
      
 
    I took a long breath, telling myself I didn’t want or need a season.  I wasn’t entirely blind to the dark truth behind the custom.  Morag had rubbed my nose in it, back when I’d been banished to Kirkhaven Hall.  A girl was presented to the city like a prize horse, to have her looks and health and intelligence evaluated ... and woe be to her if she didn’t impress the Grande Dames.  And if she had a prospective husband, they’d be assessed as a couple.  It had never occurred to me, until it was too late, just how unpleasant gossip could become until the gossips had targeted me.  I’d disgraced my family.  The only upside of being sent into exile was that I didn’t have to listen to the Grande Dames.  What I read in the papers was quite bad enough. 
 
      
 
    And yet, I did want a season.  I’d spent most of my life knowing that my coming-out would mark the jump from childhood to adulthood.  I’d put away childish things and take my place as a young woman of one of the foremost families in the city.  I would be a person of influence, a person who could command respect ... not now.  My brother was the only person from my former life who wrote to me regularly.  It was why I’d taken the risk of travelling to meet him a few months ago.  He was the only one who actually cared. 
 
      
 
    Tears welled up in my eyes.  I’d done well for myself.  I knew I’d done well.  The greenhouses I’d built produced all sorts of basic ingredients, allowing me to brew dozens of different potions and sell them for profit.  I’d been careful, investing in more greenhouses and exotic ingredients instead of putting the money in the bank or frittering it away.  It was hard, sometimes, to look at the society pages and not buy whatever was in fashion back home, but ... where would I wear it?  There was no point in wearing fancy clothes up here.  I’d spent so long wearing trousers, like the local women, that I’d had to remind myself - sometimes - that wearing trousers in the city was social death. 
 
      
 
    I’d done well, and yet ... 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the letter, wondering who’d written it.  Not Akin.  He would have signed his name.  Besides, I knew my brother’s style.  He was informal with friends and family, even though I was sure his tutors expected him to talk - and write - like a man with a permanent rod up his backside.  He would have done what he could to soften the blow ... he would have understood, I admitted sourly, that it was a blow.  The unknown writer had done nothing of the sort.  He’d written in a formal style calculated to suggest a complete lack of emotion, as if he were talking about the weather ... a style I knew meant he was doing his level best to hide whatever he was feeling, in a manner designed to let me know without letting me take offense.  I wanted to crumple the paper in my hand, but instead I performed a handful of trace spells.  There were no results.  I honestly couldn’t say I was surprised.   
 
      
 
    Cat is having a season, I thought.  It just wouldn’t go away.  Cat is having a season. 
 
      
 
    I ground my teeth in frustration.  Cat and I had been rivals ... no, we’d been meant to be rivals.  We should have competed on even terms.  We should have played the great game of power and influence as we grew into adulthood, gathering friends, allies and clients we’d take with us when we started to play the game for real.  I’d thought I’d be competing with an equal.  But ... 
 
      
 
    The irony mocked me.  Cat was powerless, yet it was her very lack of power that made her so important.  She’d thought she’d been at a disadvantage, but ... she’d had an advantage that made her unbeatable.  She was so important that kings and princes from all over the known world would do whatever it took to get her on their side, even ... I clenched my fists so hard my nails dug into my palms.  Cat had a colossal unfair advantage and the worst of it all, I thought, was that she hadn’t even known it.  I hadn’t known it.  Being bested by Alana would have been bad - Alana and I had too much in common for me to doubt it - but we’d have met on equal terms.  Cat was so far ahead of me that I hadn’t stood a chance. 
 
      
 
    I ran my hand through my long blonde hair, trying to tell myself it didn’t matter.  Father had told me I could wear my hair down, in recognition that my twin was considered an adult, but ... it wasn’t quite the same.  I hadn’t been presented to High Society.  I hadn’t been announced as an adult in my own right.  I hadn’t even been formally acknowledged by my family.  They certainly hadn’t offered me a seat on the council, even though it was mine by right.  I suspected they were hoping they could forget I ever existed. 
 
      
 
    You did betray the family, my thoughts reminded me.  Didn’t you? 
 
      
 
    My stomach churned.  The letter had brought all the old emotions bubbling to the surface, all the thoughts and feelings I’d thought I’d buried years ago.  I’d been a fool.  I’d allowed my anger and humiliation to override my common sense.  I’d listened to Stregheria Aguirre, who’d pretended to understand me long enough to ... she had understood me.  I tasted bile in my mouth.  I’d thought I was playing the game.  My arrogance had blinded me to the truth.  I hadn’t been a player.  Stregheria Aguirre had played with me.   
 
      
 
    The letter crumpled in my hand.  Cat had won, completely and totally.  She’d won without even playing.  She was the toast of the town.  No one would dare make astringent remarks about her conduct, not when it might mean being cut off from her work.  And Akin loved her.  I knew my brother well enough to be sure.  He loved her and he was going to marry her - the wedding couldn’t be delayed much longer, once Cat was formally presented to High Society - and they were going to be together and I ... 
 
    
“Isabella!” 
 
      
 
    I looked up, startled.  Callam was hurrying towards me, picking his way through the overgrown grassy path.  He looked ... I felt my heart skip a beat.  He’d always been handsome, through not by the standards of Shallot’s High Society, but adolescence had been good to him.  Brown hair fell around a rugged face, topping a muscular body ... he’d grown into a remarkable young man.  I felt a rush of affection that surprised me.  Callam was hardly the kind of person I’d have befriended back home - he was a teacher’s son, not an aristocrat - but I didn’t care.  High Society had rejected me.  The Grande Dames could twitter all they liked.  I didn’t care.   
 
      
 
    And besides, he’s a Zero, I reminded myself.  Who would dare to comment on him?  On us? 
 
      
 
    The thought caused me a pang of guilt.  I’d lain awake, night after night, wondering what would have happened if I’d told my father about Callam years ago.  A Zero ... Cat was the only known Zero, as far as the rest of the world was concerned.  The family would have forgiven me anything - they would have forgiven Uncle Ira, and he’d been a warlock - if I’d brought them a Zero.  It would have saved us from having to ally with our enemies, from having to accept Akin and Cat getting married and Cat’s children being our future rulers.  I could have gone home, if I’d been willing to betray my friend.  I hadn’t been able to go through with it. 
 
      
 
    Callam came up to me.  “The housekeeper said you’d gotten a letter,” he said.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I reached out and hugged him.  Callam hugged me back, openly, as my eyes watered.  No aristocrat would have dared to offer such comfort, not to a young woman ... it was one of the things I loved about him.  And ... I held him tightly, remembering the kisses we’d shared as we grew older.  The memory thrilled and scared me in equal measure.  The family would not approve, except they would.  They’d accept Callam, even if he’d had the morals of Uncle Ira.  They needed him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  No.  I don’t know.”  I made a bid to change the subject.  “Did Sandy let you go?” 
 
      
 
    “The housekeeper ordered it,” Callam said, innocently.  “How could she say no?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  Sandy was several years older than we were, a dorm monitor whose promising career had been ruined when Cat had been kidnapped.  It hadn’t been her fault - nothing that had happened that year had been her fault - but her prospects had dwindled to nothing.  There’d certainly been no hope of a formal apprenticeship.  I’d hired her to teach Callam, after promising great rewards and securing a number of powerful oaths.  Sandy didn’t like me - I could tell, even though she tried to hide it - but she was good at her job.  Callam had advanced by leaps and bounds.   
 
      
 
    Callam leaned back, slightly.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Cat’s getting a season,” I said, sourly.  I smoothed out the letter and held it out.  Callam could read, which put him head and shoulders above most of the countrymen.  I’d funded a permanent school in Kirkhaven, the nearby hamlet, but I doubted it had made much of an impression.  “Cat’s getting a season, and I’m not.” 
 
      
 
    Callam read the letter thoughtfully, then looked at me.  “Does it bother you that much?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I hesitated.  “No.  Maybe.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?”  Callam cocked his head.  “Do you really want a season?” 
 
      
 
    I pulled on my hair, unsure of what to say.  Callam hadn’t been raised amongst the aristocracy.  He didn’t understand the importance of one’s season.  He - and his sisters - would never be presented to their peers.  I doubted Callam’s father would do more than tell his daughters to let their hair down, then wish them good luck.  There might be a communal dance - the country folk loved dancing, almost as much as the aristocracy - but little else.  And Callam himself had simply been told, one day, that he was an adult.  It hadn’t changed his life. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.”  I held his hand as we started to walk around the greenhouses.  “It would be nice, but ...” 
 
      
 
    Callam gave me a sidelong look.  “You want to be put on display like a prize pig?” 
 
      
 
    I coloured.  “It’s not quite that bad.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like it,” Callam said.  “The prize pig goes to the pig fair, wins an award ... and then gets sold to someone who’ll turn him into lunch.” 
 
      
 
    “Hah.”  I had to smile.  “I wouldn’t be turned into lunch.” 
 
      
 
    My thoughts weren’t so sure.  If things had been different, if I hadn’t been sent into exile, I would have had my season by now.  I would have been presented to my peers, then ... my family would have started looking for a suitable match.  I would have had some say in the final decision - neither my father nor my brother would have made the decision without my input - but they would have wanted a say as well.  And if I’d said no ... I mentally tallied the potential candidates, the boys in my generation who might have made suitable husbands.  I didn’t know them that well - I certainly hadn’t been allowed to return to the city for the last six years - but none of them struck me as good choices. 
 
      
 
    Not for me, I thought, sourly.  I wouldn’t have met Callam if I hadn’t been sent into exile.  But they might have been good choices for the family. 
 
      
 
    I tightened my grip on Callam’s hand.  It was bad enough to be told that I would always be denied the chance to lead the family, because of tradition.  It was worse to know that other girls - Alana, in particular - did have that chance because their families weren’t so hidebound, so intent on keeping the customs of an empire that had died a thousand years ago.  I wouldn’t have cared so much if I’d lost fairly, if Akin had beaten me through superior magical or political skill, but to lose because of an accident of birth ... there was a part of me that wanted to leave the family behind, to cut all ties completely and walk off into the sunset.  And there was a part of me that wanted to force the family to change the rules ... 
 
      
 
    “Daisy and Poppy are doing well,” Callam said.  “They’re putting your advice into practice.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, despite a twinge of ... something I didn’t care to look at too closely.  Resentment, perhaps.  Or envy.  Callam’s sisters had won scholarships to Jude’s, at least partly through my coaching.  I’d considered paying their fees, but their father would probably have said no ... and even if he hadn’t, my name wouldn’t have done them any favours.  They were a pair of powerful young girls, to the point they’d started to terrorise the locals, but they weren’t that special.  There were plenty of other strong magicians in Shallot. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said.  It was true.  Mostly.  “Did they say anything about coming home?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re still doing their work experience,” Callam said.  “Mum was hoping they’d come home before term resumed, but ...” 
 
      
 
    His voice trailed off.  I nodded.  It wasn’t easy to travel from Kirkhaven to Shallot and back again.  Even with a coach, it took several days ... I shuddered, remembering the first time I’d made the journey.  It would have been a horrible experience even if I hadn’t been going into exile.  I knew Callam’s mother wanted to see her daughters again, but I also understood they might prefer to remain in the city.  Akin’s letters had talked about some newfangled kind of mass transport, one that ran on enchanted rails, yet ... it would be a long time before it reached Caithness.   
 
      
 
    I squeezed his hand.  “They’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless they get expelled,” Callam pointed out.  “You know what they’re like.” 
 
      
 
    “They’d have to work very hard to get expelled,” I said.  I honestly wasn’t sure if I’d been expelled.  Jude’s might not have bothered with the formal paperwork, considering I had been sent into exile.  Father could have prevailed on them to let the matter go, in exchange for a hefty donation – read: bribe - and an unspoken guarantee that I’d never be allowed to return.  “They might wear out their wrists writing lines, or spend their weekends scrubbing floors, but they won’t be expelled.” 
 
      
 
    “How ... reassuring,” Callam said, a deadpan look on his face. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, leaning against him as we walked towards the crumbling wall that marked the edge of my property.  It wasn’t very high, but it didn’t need to be.  Generations of forgotten ancestors had layered hundreds of protective spells over the estate, then Uncle Ira had added his own refinements to make sure no one could enter without his permission.  My lips quirked as I looked at Callam.  He’d found a way to enter the estate without setting off a single alarm.  I was glad of it, even though I knew Callam had taken a horrendous risk.  If he hadn’t, we would never have met. 
 
      
 
    The woods surrounded us, the trees providing a little cover.  Water bubbled as it ran under a crumbling stone bridge and through a gap in the wall.  The stream wasn’t that deep, but I knew from experience it was bitterly cold.  And that, somehow, it had worn a hole in the wards.  I still didn’t understand how that had happened.  Uncle Ira hadn’t done it deliberately, I was sure.  He hadn’t even known there was a hole in his wards. 
 
      
 
    Callam grinned at me.  “Remember when we went to town for the first time?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned back, then raised my lips to his.  We kissed, gently.  I felt a rush of emotion, the thrill of doing something wrong mingling with the awareness that no one would see.  Or care.  There weren’t many people on the estate and they were, almost all, loyal to me.  They’d keep their mouths shut if they saw anything.  I’d gone to some trouble to make sure they’d keep Callam’s secret. 
 
      
 
    The kiss grew deeper.  He shifted against me.  I felt a mixture of anticipation and fear.  If we went further ... 
 
      
 
    The wards shifted.  I jumped.  Something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    Callam blinked.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone just pinged the wards,” I said, grimly.  “We have an intruder.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Three: Akin 
 
      
 
    The Workshop was not, technically, part of Aguirre Hall.  House Aguirre had taken over the nearest building and converted it into a school for Zeros, a school that existed in a curious legal limbo.  It was right next to the hall and yet, legally, it wasn’t part of it.  I’d heard, through my father, that there’d been a number of muted protests from the remainder of the Great Houses, protests that would probably have been a great deal less muted if they’d had Zeros of their own.  Cat could study, and work, without ever quite leaving her family’s protections.  Or their sphere of influence. 
 
      
 
    And that wouldn’t go down well if there were others, I thought, as I slipped up the concealed path.  The other Great Houses might refuse to send their Zeros to the Workshop. 
 
      
 
    I stopped and braced myself, looking around to make sure I wasn’t being watched.  The Workshop was supposed to be secure, with Objects of Power keeping out prying eyes, but it was hard to be sure.  I was fairly sure the remainder of the aristocracy would be trying to keep an eye on who went into or out of the building.  The old servant’s entrance was supposed to be sealed - servants were banned from the workshop - but Cat had fiddled with the locking charm a long time ago.  I pressed my hand against the doorknob and it clicked open.  I was expected, it seemed, and welcome.  The door wouldn’t have opened if she hadn’t wanted to see me. 
 
      
 
    That thought was bothersome.  Cat wasn’t the type of girl to throw caution to the winds and organise an unchaperoned meeting.  She wasn’t foolish enough to risk her reputation - and mine - when there were easy and practical ways to arrange a meeting without us being closely watched.  Rose - our mutual friend - could be relied upon to look the other way.  And Cat had taken the risk of asking Alana to pass a message to me.  She wouldn’t have done that unless it was truly urgent. 
 
      
 
    I closed the door behind me and took a long breath, tasting the scent of oil and worked metal - and magic - in the air.  It felt like coming home.  There’d been times when I’d wanted to take one of the rooms on the upper floors, the rooms set aside for students who’d as yet never materialised, and spend my days forging.  It didn’t seem fair, somehow, that I would be charged with running the family.  It wasn’t a job I wanted. 
 
      
 
    The air grew warmer as I made my way into the forging chamber.  Cat had drawn a red line on the floor, with a stern note warning people not to cross it.  I didn’t quite understand why the presence of magicians made it harder, if not impossible, to forge Objects of Power, but - so far - the problem seemed insurmountable.  Cat and I had spent years trying to find a way to overcome the problem.  We’d failed. 
 
      
 
    I let out a breath.  Cat herself was bent over a table, working on something that required complete concentration.  I watched, feeling a surge of admiration.  I was a skilled forger - it had been my hobby from childhood - but Cat was an absolute master of the art.  She’d been head and shoulders above me even before she’d realised what her lack of magic allowed her to do.  She was wearing a shapeless overall, her hair tightly tied back, but she’d never looked more beautiful.  I wanted to cross the line and take her in my arms.  But I knew better. 
 
      
 
    My eyes wandered.  Cat had a dozen projects on the go, ranging from repairing damaged or broken Objects of Power to experiments with combining Objects and Devices of Power.  One table held a modified cauldron, with a confusing network of automated stirrers; another held a mirror, resting on top of a half-opened cabinet.  A third held something so ... strange ... that my eyes slipped over it, as if they refused to accept it was there.  I wondered, as I waited, what it was.  Cat’s family had purchased various artefacts over the years, hoping she might be able to get some of them working.  Perhaps she’d succeeded.  Objects of Power were often a little difficult to see. 
 
      
 
    Cat straightened, carefully putting her tools back where they belonged before turning to me.  I waited, patiently.  My tutors had drilled respect for the tools into me right from the start, pointing out - time and time again - that a workman who mistreated his tools would wind up injuring or killing himself.  It was hard to remain still, but I forced myself to wait as she walked over the line and hugged me.  Our lips met, purely on instinct.  I held her tightly as we kissed. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Cat said, drawing back a little.  “I have something to show you.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at her.  Cat’s face was softer and rounder than her sister’s, although her eyes were the same.  Her hair might be in braids, but she hadn’t made any attempt to make them fancy or striking.  She smiled back, then turned and led me down the corridor and into one of her private studies.  She’d designed it to be comfortable, if shabby.  I guessed her mother had never seen the room.  The combination of scratched tables, flimsy bookcases, ancient sofas and stuffed armchairs would have been bad enough even if she hadn’t invited a young man inside.  There were no protective spells on the chamber, nothing to keep her safe if matters turned nasty.  Indeed, Cat had gone to some trouble to make sure no one could spy on her private room. 
 
      
 
    “Take a seat.”  Cat sounded nervous as she pointed to an armchair, rather than inviting me to curl up beside her on the sofa.  “Tea?  Coffee?” 
 
      
 
    “Tea, please,” I said.  It was socially impossible not to drink tea in High Society.  Cat had forged a teapot that kept the tea hot and fresh for hours, if not days.  “I’ve missed you.” 
 
      
 
    Cat smiled as she passed me a cup, then sat facing me.  She’d put a box on the sofa, something else that would give her mother a fit of the vapours ... I felt a twinge of unease as I studied her.  Cat wasn’t necessarily the most sociable person in the world - she’d been isolated for a long time - but she’d always been open and friendly with me.  She certainly wouldn’t have invited me into her private chamber if she’d had any doubts.  I watched her sip her tea and forced myself to wait.  She’d get to the point in due time. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry I had to call you so ... directly,” Cat said.  “Did you manage to slip away without problems?” 
 
      
 
    “I made an excuse, after lunch,” I said.  Father wouldn’t be pleased, but it couldn’t be helped.  “I might have to spend the evening making up for it ...” 
 
      
 
    Cat smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes.  “I would have waited, if it wasn’t so urgent.  “I thought we should address the problem as quickly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    I put my teacup aside.  Something was wrong.  “Cat ... what’s happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Remember this?”  Cat picked up the box and held it out to me.  “It’s yours.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the box and peered inside.  The pieces were a jumbled mess, but ... it took me a moment to recognise them.  They’d been a spellbreaker, once upon a time.  The Object of Power had been priceless, as long as it remained intact, but I’d had to break it during the Challenge.  Isabella had loaned it to me ... I’d asked Cat to repair it, in hopes it could be repaired.  I hadn’t wanted to explain to my sister that I’d destroyed a family heirloom. 
 
      
 
    “I remember.”  I felt my heart sink.  “Can it not be repaired?” 
 
      
 
    “It should be possible,” Cat said.  She didn’t sound certain.  Objects of Power were hard to break, but - when they were broken - they were very difficult to repair.  The vast majority of broken Objects of Power were little more than scrap metal, the components so tainted by magic that they couldn’t even be recycled.  “That’s not the point.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her.  “Cat ...?” 
 
      
 
    “Akin.”  Cat’s hands twisted in her lap.  “Akin, that Object of Power ... it’s new.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I thought I’d misheard.  There was only one person in the entire world who could make Objects of Power.  Six years ago, the secret of making them had been a complete mystery, lost with the Thousand-Year Empire.  Every forger worthy of the name had hoped and dreamed of being the one to crack the puzzle, but none of them had even guessed the truth.  Cat was the only one who’d worked it out and even she, she’d admitted to me, had succeeded more through luck than judgement.  And she was the only person who could make Objects of Power ... 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to ask if she’d made the spellbreaker, but the words died before I could say them aloud.  It would have been a stupid question.  Cat didn’t like Isabella.  My sister had been horrid to her, even before she’d betrayed the family.  I could see Cat trying to ensure I had an edge in the Challenge, but ... she certainly wouldn’t have worked through Isabella.  And ... I hadn’t wanted the spellbreaker for the Challenge anyway.  I’d wanted to help poor Saline. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I swallowed hard.  “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    Cat nodded.  “I checked the strands,” she said, picking up a broken piece of metal.  “There’s no decay, nothing to suggest the spellbreaker was channelling magic for centuries before it was finally destroyed.  I ran a handful of tests, when I realised the truth.  I’d say the ... the thing ... was nothing more than a few months old when it was destroyed.  It’s hard to be sure, but there are a bunch of other clues.” 
 
      
 
    I took the piece and stared at it.  The working was crude.  Whoever had made it hadn’t been a forger for long.  They lacked the skill and practice of someone who’d been forging for well over a decade.  There were no hints they didn’t care about elegance or anything other than producing a workable Object of Power ... they really were that unpractised.  And yet, the Object of Power had worked.  Saline wouldn’t have been freed from her curse if the spellbreaker hadn’t done its job. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible,” I breathed.  “Another Zero?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t think of any other explanation.”  Cat looked badly shaken.  Her hands kept twisting relentlessly.  “This person hasn’t been doing it for long, but ... they have to know what they’re doing.  A regular forger wouldn’t try this design.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  The forger was clearly new to his trade.  He wouldn’t be wasting his time trying to forge Objects of Power unless he thought it was worthwhile.  I couldn’t imagine someone finding a book of instructions and trying them, not when most introductions to forgery would concentrate on Devices of Power ... I scowled.  The forger would have needed a teacher as well as a workshop.  He would have needed ... 
 
      
 
    And then it hit me.  “Isabella has a Zero?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Cat met my eyes.  “Unless she’s been faking having magic all this time ...” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  I knew my sister had magic.  We’d been taught together, practically from the moment we could walk.  I’d lost track of the number of times she’d turned me into an animal or an object or ... I supposed I hadn’t been much better.  Practicing on each other was the easiest way to learn without parental oversight.  There was no way she could have faked it, not when she’d been a toddler.  The very thought was absurd. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “And that means she has a Zero working for her.” 
 
      
 
    “A child, perhaps,” Cat said.  “Someone too young to know right from wrong, or too inexperienced to figure out their options.  Although ...” 
 
      
 
    She stared at the piece of debris in her hand.  “I made some devices when I was a little girl,” she said.  “They were always smaller.  The handprints were consistent with a child’s small hand.  This ... the handprints are a bit bigger.  I’d say the person’s hands were actually bigger than yours.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at my hand, scarred by years of forgery.  “I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor do I,” Cat said.  “But there’s no way any of this” - she dropped the debris back in the box - “could be faked.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense,” I said.  “If Isabella had a Zero, why ... why hadn’t she tried to use him?” 
 
      
 
    Cat indicated the box.  “She did.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella is in exile,” I reminded her.  “She could get that exile rescinded, if she contacted our father and told him what she’d found.  The family council would be utterly delighted to discover a new source of Objects of Power.  Or she could bargain with another Great House or even King Rufus himself.  Why didn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Point,” Cat conceded.  She disliked Isabella, with reason, but she respected her old rival’s mind.  “Unless she thought they’d take her new friend and then leave her in exile ...” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Father had told me, time and time again, that keeping one’s word was important.  A Patriarch who developed a reputation for cheating people would lose everything, sooner or later.  And Father had been working to find a way to bring his daughter home.  He wouldn’t let this slip by him, if he’d known about it.  And that meant ... what? 
 
      
 
    “It makes no sense,” I said.  “It just doesn’t.” 
 
      
 
    My thoughts spun in circles.  Isabella had made a serious mistake which had gotten her sent into exile - she would have been executed, if she’d been a grown woman - but she wasn’t stupid.  She would know just how valuable a second Zero would be to the right people.  And she wanted to come home ... why hadn’t she said anything?  Or ... was she the one in charge?  Maybe it was the Zero who was calling the shots.  Or ... no, that didn’t make sense either.  Why bother with a disgraced exile when one could make contact with the Great Houses or King Rufus or ... 
 
      
 
    I closed the box, suddenly unwilling to even look at the debris.  Cat wouldn’t have made a mistake.  I trusted her to have gone through every test in the book and a few she might have made up specially.  Isabella had come into possession of a new Object of Power, which meant ... my eyes narrowed as I remembered her potioneering business.   Isabella had always been skilled with a cauldron, and I knew it was one of the easiest disciplines to use to build a career with, but Isabella had been churning out too many potions for one person.  I’d assumed she’d hired others to brew for her, like a regular apothecary, yet ... she could use Objects of Power to mass-produce certain brews.  By the Ancients, she could even get her Zero to brew potions that were impossible to produce with magic!  It wouldn’t be that hard to tap into the darker sections of the potions underground.  There were plenty of buyers for rare potions who’d be happy to pay through the nose and keep their mouths shut afterwards.  And Isabella would be more than capable of driving a hard bargain. 
 
      
 
    She could have had help, I thought.  Uncle Malachi had given Isabella a forbidden book when we were both children.  She’d convinced me to take the blame, which had earned me a stern lecture and a sharp punishment.  In hindsight, perhaps he’d been trying to influence her before he’d turned his attention to Francis.  She could have made contact with him and he could have urged her to keep her new friend a secret ... 
 
      
 
    “This person could be ...”  Cat looked at the floor.  “We don’t know anything about this person.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, too numb to feel.  Cat was wonderful.  I knew my opinion was hardly unbiased - I loved her - but it was true.  She hadn’t sought to use her prominence - and her unique talents - to dominate the city, let alone the rest of the world.  And she could have done it, too.  The newcomer ... what if he wanted to rule?  Or build an empire?  He’d have enough influence to have wealth and power practically shoved into his hand.  Or ... 
 
      
 
    “I have to speak to my father,” I said.  I wanted to stay with Cat, but ... Father had to be warned.  Quickly.  If Isabella was up to something ... she’d risked a great deal when she’d given me the spellbreaker.  Had she assumed I wouldn’t break it?  I certainly had never intended to risk taking it apart.  “Can I take the remnants for him to see ...?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Cat frowned.  “Akin, be careful.  Please.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and hugged her, tightly.  Her body pressed against mine.  I wanted to kiss her again and again, until the shock and numbness faded.  I wanted ... I kissed her lips gently, then let go of her.  It was impossible to be sure someone hadn’t noticed my visit, for all the protections Cat had worked into the building.  Auntie Sofia would have a lot of nasty things to say if she caught us together unchaperoned.  It wouldn’t destroy the alliance, I thought, but it would do a lot of damage.  And if anyone outside the families found out ... 
 
      
 
    And Isabella found a Zero, I thought.  I loved my sister, but I wasn’t blind to her ambition - and her resentment of a world that refused to let her rise to the top.  What is she planning to do? 
 
      
 
    In truth, I feared the worst. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Four: Isabella 
 
      
 
    Callam stepped back from me, clenching his fists.  “Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said.  I touched the wards mentally, wishing I’d been able to take complete control after Uncle Ira’s death.  I’d always suspected he hadn’t had complete control either.  The wards had been layered so deeply that the bottommost layers had been practically impossible to modify, even by the family.  “But there’s someone out there.” 
 
      
 
    A chill ran through me as I closed my eyes and reached out as far as I could.  The wards were strong, but they were very far from perfect.  There were a number of weaknesses I’d never been able to fix.  I’d often considered trying to dismantle them completely and have them rebuilt from scratch, but that would have meant having to hire wardcrafters from Caithness or even Shallot itself.  I wasn’t sure I trusted anyone, even family, to handle the job.  Given time, Callam might be able to design an Object of Power to protect the estate ... 
 
      
 
    My thoughts opened as I sensed something moving along the edge of the wards.  It felt more like a busy bee than anything human, but it was testing my defences.  And it was heading towards the old gap in the wards.  I opened my eyes, staring towards the churning stream.  It might not be easy for someone to deduce there was a gap in the wards there, but ... the intruder, whoever he was, seemed to be testing everything.  I glanced at Callam, silently motioning for him to follow me as I walked to the bridge and peered towards the low stone wall.  The trees were too tightly packed to see anything on the far side.  There were hundreds of tiny paths running through the estate and beyond - I’d explored them during my first year in exile - some ran right up to the walls.  Callam and I had used one such path when we’d sneaked down to the town for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Stay low,” I whispered.  I hoped Callam had thought to wear his protective amulets.  Cat had hidden at least two on her person at all times.  As long as one was touching her skin, magic wouldn’t affect her.  Not directly.  “Keep your eyes open.” 
 
      
 
    I listened, carefully, as we inched towards the bridge.  The air was suspiciously quiet.  I’d grown used to the noise of the countryside, from birds singing to rodents and small animals making their way through the undergrowth, but ... there was something strange in the air.  The wildlife knew something was wrong, that there was an intruder in their territory.  It was impossible to tell if our presence was scaring them or if there genuinely was an intruder beyond the wards ... 
 
      
 
    The wards seemed to shimmer, just for a moment, and then faded into transparency.  I cursed under my breath, using words that would probably have earned me a sharp lecture from my mother.  The intruder - and the sense of magic - was gone.  I peered at the water, looking for signs of a man wearing an invisibility cloak or concealing himself with stealth spells.  There were none, as far as I could tell.  And yet, that might be meaningless.  A powerful magician might just be able to conceal the effects of his passage. 
 
      
 
    On impulse, I cast a spell towards the water.  Steam rose into the air.  It would have badly scalded anyone, protections or no, if they’d been caught in the blast.  But there was nothing. I heard panicked snatches of birdsong and felt a twinge of guilt for scaring them.  I’d flatly refused to allow hunters from Caithness to enter the estate.  Really, I’d never liked the idea of charging over the landscape on horseback, leaving a trail of devastation in my wake.  It was a great deal less amusing when you were, at least on paper, responsible for looking after the land. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Callam said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Callam was blind to magical illusions, but - for reasons I had never been able to determine - also immune to certain kinds of magic.  A distraction spell wouldn’t work on him for long, while certain kinds of warning spells were completely ineffective.  I suspected that was why Callam had been able to find the gap in the wards in the first place, rather than being driven away by the outer edge of the defences.  I’d watched local youths run, screaming, when they brushed against the fear spells.  Callam hadn’t been affected at all. 
 
      
 
    Between us, we should have seen something if someone was there, I thought.  The intruder was only testing the edge of the defences ... 
 
      
 
    “Stay still,” I muttered.  The wards didn’t run on the far side of the walls.  I pushed my senses as far as they would go, but felt nothing.  It was easy to wonder if I’d imagined the whole thing.  Perhaps someone experimenting with distance viewing had brushed against the wards and come in for a closer look.  It was a good way to get seriously hurt - or killed - if the wards snapped back, but ... I shook my head.  “Whoever it was has gone.” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked relieved.  “Who’d test the wards?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I said.  I was the most powerful magic-user short of Caithness, save - perhaps - for Sandy.  I thought I had the edge when it came to raw power, but Sandy had enough skill to make up for it.  “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    I took his hand and led him back into the forest, following a trail that would - eventually - lead us back to Kirkhaven Hall.  Who would probe the wards?  Uncle Ira was dead.  His mystery allies had remained a mystery.  Morag ... I touched my face, remembering how she’d slapped me.  Morag had been a bitter woman, sent into exile just like me ... she’d vanished in the chaos, when Uncle Ira had died.  I didn’t think she would ever return.  And I didn’t have many other enemies.  Cat was the only one who came to mind, and she could probably build an Object of Power that would go through my wards like a knife through butter. 
 
      
 
    And she’s going to marry my brother, I thought.  He wouldn’t go through with it if she killed me. 
 
      
 
    The thought made me smile, even though it wasn’t funny.  I had a duty to my prospective sister-in-law, a duty I would never be able to fulfil.  I was meant to welcome her to the family, to help her settle in ... I shook my head.  Cat wasn’t going to settle in, not like my mother had done.  She was a powerful aristocrat in her own right and her talents made her irreplaceable.  Father wouldn’t let anyone harass her, or give even the slightest hint she was unwelcome.  I didn’t think there was anyone the family couldn’t afford to lose, except perhaps Akin ... 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced at me.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking about my family,” I said.  “And how they’re going to respond to Cat.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah.”  Callam hadn’t enjoyed hearing my stories about my childhood.  He’d found them alternatively horrific and tragic.  “Will they be mean to her?” 
 
      
 
    “Not if they value their positions,” I assured him.  “She’s too important to mistreat.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my unease slowly drain away as we walked past the ruined and abandoned buildings, past the dry well and down towards the edge of the woods.  There’d been ghosts - and all manner of strange creatures - in the estate when I’d first arrived, but most of them had faded into the ether when Uncle Ira had died.  I hadn’t seen a ghost for years.  I wasn’t sure what to make of that - I certainly hadn’t dared return to the abandoned city - but I couldn’t help feeling relieved.  The ghosts had been terrifying, even when they hadn’t been dangerous.  They’d come far too close to killing me.  Callam had saved my life. 
 
      
 
    “Mum was asking if you wanted to join us for dinner tonight,” Callam said.  “Will you?” 
 
      
 
    “If she’ll have me,” I said.  It was strikingly informal, compared to the rituals back home.  No one just asked someone else to come to dinner, even if they were very good friends.  “It will be my honour.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile.  I’d invited Callam’s family to stay at Kirkhaven Hall, but they’d insisted on taking one of the repaired cottages on the edge of the estate.  They hadn’t really wanted to be my dependents ... I supposed, given how close Callam and I had become, it wouldn’t have been entirely wise to have them sharing the hall.  There were plenty of romantic stories that started with one partner sneaking through the darkened mansion to see the other, but they tended to end badly in real life.  There’d been a colossal scandal only a few years before my own that had had everyone in High Society taking sides.  I’d been too young to follow it, or care, either. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts sobered.  There’d been ... issues ... that had never been explained to me, things about my own body no one - not even my mother - had seen fit to tell me before it was too late.  I guessed she’d hoped Jude’s would do the job, when the time came.  I’d been lucky Callam’s mother had been there, willing to put her feelings aside and treat me - just for a few, short hours - like her own daughter.  If she hadn’t been there ... I promised myself that when - if - I had daughters of my own, I’d make sure they knew well in advance.  They wouldn’t be caught by surprise.  They wouldn’t think they’d been cursed ... 
 
      
 
    Callam stopped as we reached the edge of the forest.  “Is anyone in sight?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and allowed him to embrace me, then kiss me.  It felt ... it felt natural and right and ... I understood, now, why so many of the heroines in Morag’s abandoned romance novels allowed themselves to be enmeshed in a web of scandal.  I wondered, as our lips touched again and again, why she’d had so many of the books.  They’d all had the same basic plot, just in different settings.  Perhaps they’d distracted her from her exile.  If she hadn’t helped Uncle Ira, I would have felt sorrier for her. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I pulled back, gently.  My heart was pounding like a drum.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Callam said.  He gave me a last kiss, then let me go.  “I do understand.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled as we started to walk again, careful - as we stepped into the open - to keep a safe distance between us.  Callam’s parents hadn’t said anything to us, but I was sure his mother had noticed we were getting closer.  The servants - and Sandy - had probably noticed, too.  I feared what they’d say, if they found a loophole in their contracts.  I’d gone to some trouble to make sure they couldn’t report back to my father, or anyone else, but ... 
 
      
 
    Kirkhaven Hall came into view.  It was a blocky, ugly building, built in a style that had been out of date for hundreds of years.  Half the windows had been boarded up decades ago, the glass itself stolen or ... or something.  The uppermost floor was a skeleton of its former self, the pillars marred by the explosion that had slain Uncle Ira.  The family had used it as a dumping ground for exiles until they’d discovered what Uncle Ira had been doing, then effectively given it to me as a reward for dealing with him.  I honestly didn’t know why we hadn’t sold the manor long ago.  It wasn’t as if we wanted the estate or the surrounding lands.  Kirkhaven got on very well without us. 
 
      
 
    We never give up what is ours, I thought, morbidly.  And that includes the hall. 
 
      
 
    The wards opened around me as we stepped through the servants’ entrance.  I’d never really seen the point of keeping the main entrance open, not when we had so few visitors.  Large swathes of the hall were effectively cordoned off and left to rot, once we’d gone through them with a fine-toothed comb.  Uncle Ira - or perhaps one of his predecessors - had been a real pack rat.  There’d been endless trunks of clothing so old they’d gone in and out of fashion several times since they’d been packed away, as well as outdated books and manuscripts from an earlier age.  I’d made sure to put those somewhere very safe.  A couple of them had been banned for so long that mere possession was enough to land someone in very real trouble. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady.”  Alice, the housekeeper, dropped a curtsey.  “Welcome home.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  Alice was old enough to be my grandmother, but she wouldn’t hear of retirement.  I hoped she left most of the harder chores to the maids.  “Did anything arrive for me?” 
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady,” Alice said.  A hint of disapproval entered her voice.  “I must tell you, however, that Miss Sandy took a horse and left without saying goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  Sandy had a young man in Caithness.  She hadn’t told me much about him, beyond the mere fact of his existence, but I was hardly going to tell her she couldn’t visit whenever she had the chance.  I glanced at the timekeeper on the wall - one of Callam’s first productions, although someone would have to look very closely to realise it was an Object of Power - and nodded to myself.  Sandy would have no trouble getting to Caithness in time and taking a room at an inn, if she didn’t want to try to get back in the dark.  She wasn’t expected to do anything for a couple of days. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I said.  It wasn’t as if Kirkhaven had much to entertain a young woman from Shallot.  Dancing and ... and what?  There wasn’t much of anything for someone used to a more cosmopolitan environment.  Caithness was a gloomy city compared to Shallot, but there was definitely more to do.  “Let me know when she returns home.” 
 
      
 
    Alice dropped another curtsey, then backed away.  I glanced at Callam and led him down to the workshop.  The chambers brought back bad memories - Uncle Ira’s presence still haunted my workspace - but there weren’t many other places we could go together.  The maids would talk if I took him to my room.  And I was morbidly sure word would get back home. 
 
      
 
    Betraying the family and being in a compromising situation with a young man, I thought, with a flicker of dry humour.  How will I ever get a job with a record like that? 
 
      
 
    “That experiment never worked,” Callam said, as we entered one of the larger chambers.  He pointed to a hunk of scorched metal.  “I don’t know why.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  Forgery had never been my skill.  I’d preferred charms and potions.  My mother had drilled me in charms extensively, making sure - in hindsight - that I could protect myself from the world.  Akin had been the forger and ... I couldn’t ask him anything, not without raising questions I dared not answer.  I crossly studied the block of fused metal.  The spellform looked to have surged, burning out the links and turning the entire structure into a useless lump.  I guessed he’d triggered the magic a little too early. 
 
      
 
    “It could be worse,” I said, finally.  I hadn’t come out of the womb knowing how to cast spells.  Callam had had very little practical, magical education before he’d met me.  “What were you trying to do?” 
 
      
 
    “A Mirror of True Reflection,” Callam said.  “I thought it might come in handy.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  His twin sisters were fond of casting spells on their older brother, on the assumption they couldn’t do anything permanent to him.  Technically, they were correct, but the risks of seriously hurting - or even killing - their brother were still terrifyingly high.  What would happen if the spells wore off at the worst possible time?  I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
      
 
    “I think you triggered the spellform too early,” I said.  I’d have to go through the notes - or, more practically, ask Sandy to do it.  Objects of Power were more powerful than Devices of Power, but they had to be put together in the correct order or the whole exercise would be worse than useless.  I mentally tallied how much material had been wasted, then shrugged.  It wasn’t as if we’d lost something we couldn’t replace.  “Let Sandy take a look at it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  “Did you have any more luck with the rejuvenation potion?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  The recipe should have been simple, with the stirrers Callam had made.  They were designed to channel precisely the right amount of magic into the brew and not a drop more.  But the cauldron had still exploded.  I’d been staring at the bubbling mess when the wretched letter had arrived.  “It simply didn’t work.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get it,” Callam assured me.  “Or you could take it to Caithness and ask a brewer there.” 
 
      
 
    “Bad idea,” I said.  “They’d ask too many questions.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  I helped him clean the workroom, putting the charred and useless pieces of metal in the bin for disposal.  We’d swept them with spellbreakers, in hopes of salvaging some of the wreckage, but the material was still useless.  I didn’t understand that either.  I wondered sometimes, late at night, if Cat did. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be dinner soon,” Callam said.  “Coming?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I turned to the door.  “Just let me get changed and I’ll be right with you.” 
 
      
 
    I touched the letter in my pocket as I made my way up to the master bedroom.  Who’d sent it?  And why?  I’d read the society pages - only a few days out of date - and they’d never so much as hinted at Cat’s coming out.  Whoever had told me clearly wanted me to know ... why?  I didn’t think I’d like the answer, when I finally got it. 
 
      
 
    They’ll show themselves, sooner or later, I thought.  And then we’ll find out what they want. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Five: Akin 
 
      
 
    It felt strange to be walking back into Rubén Hall, after everything had changed.  The world had changed and yet, the hall still bustled with activity as countless uncles and aunts and cousins argued over who should get which room and who should have precedence during the big family gatherings that seemed to be good for nothing.  Auntie Karen was bickering with the maids over the flowers in her room, Uncle Oswald was eying the women in a manner that - in a man a few decades younger - would have earned him a sharp lecture from my mother and probably banishment from the hall.  There were so many people visiting that I was relieved - very relieved - that my rooms were private.  Isabella’s rooms were probably secure, too.  My father had ordered them sealed, then left untouched. 
 
      
 
    I felt my heart pounding as I hurried up the stairs, ignoring the crowds of family, friends and servants.  It was hard to forget that we were a large family, with more uncles and aunts than stars in the sky, but ... a sizable number of them preferred to live away from the city.  I passed Uncle Andrew, talking with Uncle Davys and Auntie Jeanne.  Uncle Davys gave me a sharp look as I walked past.  His son was dead.  It hadn’t been my fault, but he still blamed me.  There were times when I blamed myself, too. 
 
      
 
    Father’s office was closed, but the outer door opened at my touch.  Boswell was sitting at his desk, working his way through a stack of letters and reports from our clients.  He started to say something as I swept past, but I ignored him.  Father had often told me that I should make an appointment during working hours, yet this was too important to wait.  The matter could explode in our collective face at any moment. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the door open and peered inside.  Father was seated at his desk, facing Uncle Stephen.  The older man wasn’t his strongest supporter, but he’d never been a particularly vigorous opponent, either.  I’d often had the feeling Stephen would have liked to put up a better fight, in the endless struggle for power and influence, but he lacked the backing to make a go of it.  Or so I’d been told.  It would be a great deal easier, I reflected sourly, if the family was a little smaller.  Louise didn’t have to worry about juggling a dozen factions who shared the family name.  She didn’t know how lucky she was ... 
 
      
 
    Father cleared his throat, loudly.  “Why, hello Akin.  Glad you barged in.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  “Father, I claim urgency,” I said.  “I need to talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen gave me a sharp look.  He spent most of his time outside the manor, ensuring he didn’t have much - if any - face-to-face time with my father.  Whatever he’d wanted to discuss - and he had to have requested the meeting, or I would have heard about it beforehand - had to be important, at least to him.  He was on the family council, I reminded myself.  He could make real trouble for me if he wished. 
 
      
 
    “You are aware, of course, of the risks of claiming urgency,” Father said.  It wasn’t a question.  I suspected the comment was more for Uncle Stephen than me.  “One moment.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at my uncle.  “Boswell will arrange another meeting, later tonight,” he said.  “But it would be hypocritical of me to deny your request.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen stood and bowed.  “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    He left the room, closing the door behind him.  I hoped he wouldn’t berate Boswell on the way out.  Hell, I hoped my father wouldn’t berate the poor man.  Boswell was very minor family.  He didn’t have the clout to stop me from walking into my father’s office and he knew it.  Father would understand, probably.  He could have given the secretary specific orders to keep me out, if he’d wished.  I couldn’t blame Boswell if he had. 
 
      
 
    “Akin.”  Father eyed the box under my arm.  “What is that?” 
 
      
 
    “A broken Object of Power,” I said.  I offered the box to him.  “It’s where it came from that’s so important.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, then launched into an explanation.  Father might not have known, not officially, that I’d met Isabella months ago.  He certainly hadn’t reprimanded me for arranging a meeting, even one held far too close to Shallot for anyone’s peace of mind.  There were too many people who wanted Isabella’s sentence to be upheld for them to take it calmly if they found out.  I allowed myself a tight smile as I finished the explanation.  They were going to explode when they found out the truth. 
 
      
 
    Except we don’t know what the truth actually is, I reminded myself.  Who made it for her, and why? 
 
      
 
    “Akin, if this is a joke ...” 
 
      
 
    Father bit off his next words.  We both knew I wouldn’t joke about something like this, not when my sister’s future - and mine - was at stake.  Father had been trying to get her banishment rescinded for years, systematically laying the groundwork to convince the council to recall her.  Isabella might never be allowed into the heart of power, but at least she’d be home.  And yet ... I wondered, again, just who’d given her the spellbreaker.  It was too significant an issue to ignore. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?”  Father’s eyes bored into mine.  “Are you absolutely certain?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said.  “Cat checked it thoroughly.  And I have faith in her.” 
 
      
 
    I took one of the pieces out of the box and eyed it.  Whatever it had been, once upon a time, it certainly was not a Device of Power.  The forger had used techniques that were only used to make Objects of Power.  And I’d used the spellbreaker before breaking it.  I’d have to run a handful of tests myself, but I was certain Cat was right.  The damage was consistent with something that had only existed for a few short months before being destroyed.  An older spellbreaker would have been beyond any hope of repair. 
 
      
 
    “Father.”  I took a breath.  “If this is true ... it is true.  Isabella has a Zero.” 
 
      
 
    “Or a Zero gave her the spellbreaker for reasons of his own,” Father said.  “She would have known what it was, of course.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Isabella had been, in hindsight, more than a little evasive about where she’d found the spellbreaker.  I’d assumed it had been lost in the chaos when Kirkhaven Hall was abandoned, or perhaps passed to her when she’d taken control of the hall and the surrounding lands.   There wouldn’t have been any reason to suspect anything else, if I hadn’t broken the spellbreaker.  The very thought of Isabella finding a way to produce Objects of Power was absurd.  If the proof hadn’t been in front of me, I wouldn’t have believed it. 
 
      
 
    Unless she did find a way to make Objects of Power without a Zero, I thought.  It seemed unlikely, but it was possible.  Could she have found something new ...? 
 
      
 
    I doubted it.  Isabella was smart, but she wasn’t ... Cat.  Cat was an order of magnitude smarter than anyone else when it came to forgery.  I’d seen her solve problems that had baffled other - lesser - minds, including mine.  She was well on her way to single-handedly reinventing everything that had been lost when the Thousand-Year Empire died.  I couldn’t believe Isabella had found something Cat had missed.  There were disturbing rumours about Uncle Ira - Father had told me off, when I’d asked about them - but he hadn’t been a forger.  I couldn’t believe he’d found something new, either. 
 
      
 
    Father looked pale.  “Akin ... do you understand what this means?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “We could bring her home.” 
 
      
 
    “More than that,” Father said.  He sounded as if he were struggling to keep his voice under tight control.  “She either has a Zero, she knows a Zero, or she’s found a way to forge Objects of Power without a Zero.  I don’t see any other options.  Do you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Father,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And each of the options has its own implications,” Father said.  “If the forger is under her thumb, for whatever reason, she can use him for her own goals.  If the forger isn’t under her control, what is he doing?  If she’s found a way to forge without ...” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that’s possible,” I said.  “Cat would have done it if anyone could.” 
 
      
 
    My father gave me a sharp look.  “Cat has a certain interest in keeping her talents to herself.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “She’s already been kidnapped once,” I reminded him.  I didn’t need to add that I’d been kidnapped along with her.  “Her talents make her both invincible and … vulnerable.  If she had a way to make herself less of a target, she’d have taken it long ago.” 
 
      
 
    Father didn’t look convinced.  I grappled for the words to convince him, but nothing came to mind.  There was no way to really explain just how vulnerable Cat was, if she was taken by someone with bad intentions.  She could be stripped of her defences and beaten into submission, or simply killed outright.  The only thing keeping the Great Houses - or the King - from plotting her death was the certainty of massive retribution.  As Cat grew older, and more capable, the threat might not be enough to deter them. 
 
      
 
    “We have to know the truth,” I said, putting the thought aside.  “We have to know before it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    “True.”  Father leaned back in his chair.  “How do you intend to proceed?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  Father had given me more authority and responsibility over the last few months, since I’d been recognised as an adult, but he’d always insisted on having the last say.  It wasn’t easy to give up power, not when it might be seen as the first step towards transferring the remainder to me.  His enemies would start to gather, preparing themselves to take what they could before it was too late.  Father deserved a peaceful retirement, but ... I doubted he was going to get one. 
 
      
 
    “I was due to visit the country estates next week,” I said.  “I’ll tell everyone that I left early, to get away from the swarm of reporters.  They’ll be laying siege to the hall from the moment Cat’s family formally announces that she will - finally - be declared an adult, demanding to know when we’ll be wed.  No one will be concerned about me fleeing to the countryside.  I’ll take a stage coach to Halladale, then hire one of the king’s horses to get me the rest of the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch,” Father said.  “You don’t want to take the coach all the way?” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  I was a practiced rider, but spending hours in the saddle - and exchanging horses at every postal station along the road to Caithness - was going to leave me black and blue.  I was going to be aching for days, magic or no.  And yet, it was the only way to get there quickly.  Taking the coach would be more comfortable, but it would add several days to the journey.  The days when one could step through a teleport gate, crossing hundreds of miles in a single step, were long gone.   
 
      
 
    Cat thinks she can rebuild the gate network, given time, I reminded myself.  And that will change everything. 
 
      
 
    Father cleared his throat.  “Akin?” 
 
      
 
    I flushed, again.  “I think speed is more important than comfort,” I said.  “I might have to take a room at an inn near Caithness, so I can have a rest before going to ... meet ... her the following day, but it’ll still be quicker than taking the coach.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking.”  Father didn’t smile.  “Who else knows about this” - he rattled the box - “thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Cat,” I said.  “She hasn’t told anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Father said.  He stared at the box for a long moment, his face utterly unreadable.  “I should send a bunch of armsmen with you.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “Father, she isn’t ... this isn’t ... I ...” 
 
      
 
    Father snorted.  “Akin, whatever this is” - he rattled the box again - “the implications are likely to shake the entire family, if not the world.  And your sister has always been ambitious.” 
 
      
 
    “She wouldn’t try to hurt me,” I said.  I recalled all the times Isabella had turned me into things and hastily amended the statement.  “Not really.” 
 
      
 
    “Akin, you don’t know what’s really going on,” Father reminded me.  “You - we - don’t know who’s really in charge, or what they’re doing, or anything.  Isabella may be in command or ... someone else might be giving the orders.  And if she’s become someone’s puppet ...” 
 
      
 
    “Not Isabella,” I said.   
 
      
 
    “That ... witch ... was able to manipulate her,” Father said.  He hadn’t forgotten the late unlamented Stregheria Aguirre.  “There are spells to watch for magical compulsions and suggestion charms.  It’s a great deal harder to detect, let alone counter, arguments that don’t rely on magic to influence someone.  Isabella could think she’s in charge, without ever quite realising - or admitting to herself - that she’s not.  I’ve seen it happen, Akin.  It never ends well.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “If you want to go alone, take your sword,” he added.  “And I shall expect to get a message from you, four days from now at the latest.  If it doesn’t arrive, I’ll send the armsmen.  Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said.  “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” Father added.  “And don’t leave yourself too open.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, wordlessly.  It was hard to believe Isabella would do me any real harm - she hadn’t had to give me the spellbreaker, given the risk it represented to her unknown ally - but my father was right.  Isabella had been manipulated before and the results had been disastrous for the entire family.  It had been sheer luck we’d been able to patch together a settlement - and an alliance - before the Great Houses started looking for someone to blame.   
 
      
 
    “And apologise to Uncle Stephen, when you pass,” Father added.  “He went to some trouble to meet with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said.  “What did he want to discuss?” 
 
      
 
    Father’s lips tightened.  “He has a relative he wants to bring home,” he said.  “And I was hoping to use it to ...” 
 
      
 
    “Like Isabella?”  I frowned.  Uncle Stephen was old enough to be my grandfather.  I hadn’t heard of any scandal surrounding him, but that was meaningless.  “Who did he ...?” 
 
      
 
    “No one is quite like Isabella,” Father said.  “But if Stephen wants his daughter home, we can use it.” 
 
      
 
    “To convince the council to bring Isabella home,” I finished.  “What did his daughter do?” 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t commit treason,” Father said.  He held up a hand.  I had the oddest feeling there was something he didn’t want to discuss.  “Right now, it doesn’t matter.  Go get your sword, then prepare yourself for the trip.  You can leave at the crack of dawn.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the antechamber, shot an apologetic look at Boswell and hurried back to the family wing.  The wards on the doors had been tightened, in hopes of discouraging the visitors from snooping.  Father had ordered it a couple of months ago, well before we’d started sending out invitations for the summer.  The residents - and even some of the servants - had complained about his sudden attack of paranoia, to the point of asking me to intervene.  I hadn’t been able to talk him out of it, or determine why he’d started being so careful.  He had seemed oddly unwilling to talk about it. 
 
      
 
    My rooms were closed and locked, but I tested the spells anyway before I stepped inside.  The downside of being born into the family was the need to guard against everyone else ... even one’s closest kin.  I was fairly sure Francis - and Penny - had sneaked into my room a couple of times, although I’d never been able to prove it.  In hindsight, I wondered if Uncle Malachi had sneaked in and out as well.  The thought made me shudder.  The genial old man façade had been nothing more than the smile on the face of the jackal. 
 
      
 
    It could have been worse, I thought.  I could have had Alana as a sister. 
 
      
 
    I dragged the trunk out from under my bed and opened it with a drop of blood.  Cat had offered to forge a chest for the family sword, but my father had flatly refused to let her.  It would have been secure, perhaps too secure.  The sword would bond with a close relative, if I died, but someone else - even Isabella, my sister - might not be able to get into a secure chest without destroying the contents.  I had no idea if the sword would survive.  It glowed with power, yet ... 
 
      
 
    My hand tingled as I grasped the hilt and held the blade in the air.  It glowed faintly, as if it were made of light rather than metal.  I was no swordsman - I’d never bothered to keep up with fencing lessons - but it didn’t matter.  The sword itself would guide me if I got into a fight.  And yet, it wanted blood ... I could feel the compulsion as I picked up the scabbard and sheathed the blade, then hung it on my back.  No one else could so much as see the sword, unless I drew their attention to it.  The obscurification charms were so powerful, there were times when I’d forgotten it was there, too. 
 
      
 
    I sat back on the bed, taking a long breath.  Tomorrow was not going to be fun.  And the day after would be worse.  And yet ... I shook my head in annoyance.  Father was right.  I didn’t know what was really going on.  I might be riding straight into a trap or ... 
 
      
 
    Whatever I find, I’ll deal with it, I told myself, as I stood and started to pack.  And then, perhaps, I can bring my sister home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Six: Isabella  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help feeling a sense of unease as I sleepwalked through the next few days, as if I knew - on some level - that the hammer was going to fall.  Granny McVeigh, the local hedge witch, had told me to pay attention to such feelings, even though everything I’d been taught back home suggested they didn’t matter.  I brewed my potions, I studied my books and spent time with Callam, trying to distract myself from the lingering sense my world was going to collapse once again.  I kept going to the mailbox to check for mail, even though I knew it was unlikely anything would come for me.  The mailman only came once a week unless it was truly urgent. 
 
      
 
    It was almost a relief when the wards finally twanged a warning.  I straightened, frowning as I reached through the wards.  Only a close blood relative could have passed through the outer layers without setting off an alarm, only someone very close to me ... my father?  He’d visited once, after Uncle Ira’s death ... I stood, brushing down my shirt and trousers as I muttered orders to my staff.  It wouldn’t be hard to hide Callam and his workshop as long as my father didn’t insist on searching the hall from top to bottom.  The combination of misdirection spells and the hall’s sheer size would make it hard to find anything, at least without my help.  Or so I hoped. 
 
      
 
    I walked down to the main hall, feeling a growing sense of disquiet.  My father wouldn’t have sent me an unsigned letter.  He ... he might be coming now to tell me the news, to inform me that my brother was already married or ... my imagination provided too many possibilities.  It was easy to forget, at times, that I was several days away from Shallot.  The news might be outdated by the time it reached my door.  I glanced at Alice, who dropped a curtsey and scurried away to make tea.  I had to welcome my father, whatever he wanted.  I pushed open the main door and stepped outside.  Father knew I had only a handful of staff.  There was no way I could put on a formal reception ... 
 
      
 
    My heart skipped a beat as a horse cantered into the driveway and slowed to a halt.  My father wasn’t a great horseman ... I stared as Akin dropped to the ground, then tied the horse to a convenient pole.  I’d seen him a few months ago, but ... he seemed to have grown several inches since we’d last met.  I felt an odd little pang.  Akin had always been a little innocent.  It was strange to think he might have lost that innocence overnight. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella,” Akin said.  He looked at me and stared.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I reddened.  I was wearing trousers ... so what?  Female forgers wore baggy pants that were trousers, except they totally weren’t trousers ... or, at least, that was the explanation I’d heard.  It was like trying to explain the difference between skirts and kilts ... I shook my head in annoyance.  I didn’t have time for the absurdities and hypocrisies of High Society.  Besides, it wasn’t as if they’d like me if I wore dresses that brushed the ground.  They hated my guts. 
 
      
 
    “Akin,” I said.  I put my annoyance aside.  “Welcome to Kirkhaven Hall.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.”  Akin dropped a bow, a recognition that the hall was my place of power.  “It’s good to be here.” 
 
      
 
    I eyed him, my mind churning.  Akin moved like a man who’d been beaten halfway to death - or, more likely, had ridden like the wind.  I was surprised he hadn’t used the coach ... no, I was surprised he hadn’t sent a message ahead to warn me of his coming.  It was nice to see him again, but ... the sense of unease remained.  Akin wouldn’t have come without our father’s permission and that meant ... what?  Why was he here? 
 
      
 
    Akin looked up, his eyes sweeping the hall.  I tried to see it as he’d see it ... a ratty old building seemingly on the verge of collapse.  The remnants of Uncle Ira’s laboratory looked battered and burnt, as if there’d been a fire ... I supposed there had been.  Too many of the old man’s secrets had died with him, for better or worse.  I still had nightmares about some of the potions he’d fed me.  The old man had been a monster. 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk,” Akin said. 
 
      
 
    “So I gather,” I said.  “But I should invite you for tea first.” 
 
      
 
    The sense of unease, of displacement, only grew stronger as Akin followed me into the hall.  I could feel his eyes looking everywhere, noting the dust and damage we’d never bothered to clear away.  Morag had been felled in the hall ... in hindsight, perhaps I should have killed her instead of racing to confront Uncle Ira.  She’d vanished and then ... I didn’t know.  I led him through a pair of warded doors, into my office.  It wasn’t anything like as clean as it should be, I knew, but the locals didn’t seem to mind.  All they really wanted was for me to stay out of their way.  I was happy to comply. 
 
      
 
    “Please, be seated,” I said.  The sofa was the best piece of furniture in the hall, which wasn’t saying very much.  The framework had gone out of fashion years ago, while the cushions had been replaced several times over the last few decades.  “How is everyone?” 
 
      
 
    Akin frowned as Alice entered, carrying a tray of tea and biscuits.  “Father is well.  Mother is ... well, mother.  I ...” 
 
      
 
    “I understand your marriage will be taking place shortly,” I said, more waspishly than I’d intended.  I poured him a cup, then passed it to him.  “I wish you and she the very best of life.” 
 
      
 
    “Cat is well,” Akin said, not quite answering my unvoiced question.  He took a sip of his tea, then nodded in approval.  “Alana is ... learning the ropes at her father’s knee.” 
 
      
 
    “Over her father’s knee,” I snapped, with a sudden flash of anger.  It wasn’t fair.  It just wasn’t fair.  Alana had the chance to climb to the very top, a chance I’d always been denied.  It would be easier, perhaps, if I hadn’t been the only one.  We could have formed an alliance and banded together to claim our rights.  “Alana is ...” 
 
      
 
    “She’s grown up a lot since you last saw her,” Akin said.  His voice was mild, but there was a hint of firmness in his voice that would not be denied.  Somewhere along the line, he’d grown a spine.  “She isn’t the brat you remember.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, feeling a twinge of shame.  And irritation.  Alana and I would have competed on equal terms, at school if not in adulthood.  She would have given me a good fight.  There would have been no shame in losing to my equal.  I could have taken it ... I wouldn’t have been happy, but I could have taken it.  And yet, I’d been paired with Cat instead.  I looked down at myself, reminding myself I wasn’t a child anymore.  I owed it to myself to be a little more adult.  Didn’t I? 
 
      
 
    “I suppose even she would have to grow up, sooner or later,” I managed, finally.  “How do you cope?” 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t a bad person.” Akin shifted, uncomfortably.  “You heard about Malachi?” 
 
      
 
    “I read your letter.  Is he really dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently so,” Akin said.  “But no one’s quite sure how he died.” 
 
      
 
    “Or someone isn’t talking,” I muttered.  “Did they find a body?” 
 
      
 
    “Ashes,” Akin said.  I had the strangest feeling he was marking time, dancing around something rather than bring it up.  “They checked the rubble.  They’re sure he died there.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.  Uncle Malachi had always been willing to talk to a little girl.  He’d helped me get my hands on books my father had always denied me ... in hindsight, after dealing with Uncle Ira, I couldn’t help wondering if his motives had been as pure as they seemed.  He certainly hadn’t taken his share of the blame, after my father had realised the book was missing.  I grimaced.  Akin had taken the blame and it had earned him a whipping, the first and only time - as far as I knew - that any of us had been beaten.  Father had certainly never laid a hand on me. 
 
      
 
    “I hope they’re right,” I said, finally. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Akin put his cup to one side.  “Isabella, I need to ask you something.  And I need you to answer honestly.” 
 
      
 
    I tensed, my fingers slipping automatically into a casting pose.  Akin wasn’t normally so ... blunt.  He’d grown up, too - it was harder to believe, now, that we were twins - but ... I guessed the Challenge and Francis’s death had hardened him a little.  And he’d been learning from our father.  He’d certainly picked up some of his mannerisms. 
 
      
 
    “You can ask whatever you like,” I said.  “And I will do my best to answer.” 
 
      
 
    Akin’s eyes met mine.  I stared back, knowing it was probably useless to try to deceive him.  Akin was my twin.  He knew me as well as I knew him.  He’d know if I lied.  He’d probably know if I tried to mislead.  He looked as if he didn’t really want to ask his question, as if he was a little scared of the answer ... a hundred possible questions crossed my mind, each more outrageous than the last.  I forced myself to wait, keeping my impatience under firm control.  I’d let him speak first even if I had to keep my mouth shut for hours. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella.”  Akin swallowed and started again.  “Isabella, where did you find a Zero?” 
 
      
 
    I tried to keep my face expressionless, but ... it was pointless.  My heart seemed to stop.  I’d assumed that, sooner or later, someone would guess the truth ... I’d done my best to come up with contingency plans, but none of them were practical.  Akin had a unique insight into Zeros.  If there was anyone who might guess the truth, it was him. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  My mouth was suddenly dry.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Akin shot me an irked look.  I didn’t blame him.  He knew I was stalling.  He knew I knew he knew I was stalling.  I might have been able to fool the rest of the family, but not him.  And my reaction had probably told him he was right.  There was a second Zero. 
 
      
 
    “I accidentally broke your spellbreaker,” Akin said.  “I took it to Cat, in the hope she could repair it.  And she discovered it was new.” 
 
      
 
    My fists clenched.  Cat.  Of course it had been Cat.  I should have expected it ... I kicked myself, mentally, for not insisting on the spellbreaker’s return as soon as it had served its purpose.  As long as it was intact, there was nothing to suggest it wasn’t anything other than yet another relic from the long-gone empire.  But if it had been broken ... I muttered a word that would have shocked my mother.  I hadn’t considered what might happen if the spellbreaker was accidentally broken.  Who’d try to break a working Object of Power? 
 
      
 
    The guy who’s betrothed to the one person who could replace it, I thought.  Damn it! 
 
      
 
    “Isabella, I need an answer,” Akin pressed.  “What is going on?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a friend,” I said.  Callam was more than a friend, but ... I wasn’t going to get into that.  Not yet.  “And I discovered he doesn’t have magic.” 
 
      
 
    Akin leaned forward.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath and ran through the whole story, from the moment I’d discovered Callam exploring the estate to the final - desperate - struggle with Uncle Ira.  It had taken me longer than it should have done, I conceded privately, to realise the true nature of Callam’s talents.  I knew Cat, the only known Zero, and I still hadn’t put the pieces together until it was too late.  And then ... I wondered if my father was going to disown me, when he worked out that I’d known the truth well before the final struggle.  If I’d told him, when he’d visited in the aftermath, things would have been different. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t tell father,” Akin said.  His thoughts were already running along the same lines.  “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I wasn’t sure how to put my feelings into words.  “He was - he is - my friend.  I didn’t want to betray his secret, even though it would have made up for everything.  I didn’t want to see him forced into a role he didn’t want, not then ...” 
 
      
 
    “You have him forging for you now,” Akin said.  He looked oddly relieved, although I wasn’t sure why.  If I hadn’t been in command, if the remnants of Uncle Ira’s group had been calling the shots, I would never have been allowed to give him the spellbreaker in the first place.  “And what ... what do you intend to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I found myself tongue-tied, again.  “I’m going to marry him.” 
 
      
 
    Akin blinked.  “Don’t you need father’s permission to get married?” 
 
      
 
    I had to laugh.  “I’ve been sent into exile,” I pointed out.  “And besides” - I held up my hair - “I’m a grown adult.  I don’t need his permission to get married.” 
 
      
 
    Akin grinned.  “I suppose it might be a little hard to boss you around.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, feeling the plan slipping into place ... the plan I’d been unwilling to admit existed, even to myself.  I liked Callam.  I knew he liked me, too.  I could marry him.  We could set off on our own, if the family managed to take back the manor.  Callam was a Zero and I had skills of my own.  Between us, we’d have no trouble making a living.  I could name a dozen Great Houses that would pay us anything we wanted, in exchange for our services.  It wouldn’t be that hard to set off a bidding war.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t need the family,” I said.  I’d managed to earn some degrees of my own over the past few years.  “Do they need me?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Akin said, frankly.  “I’ve always valued your advice.” 
 
      
 
    If anyone else had said that, I would have laughed in their face.  It would have come across as a terrible joke or a shamelessly stupid attempt at pointless flattery.  But Akin ...?  He’d written hundreds of letters to me and I’d replied, discussing everything from family politics to the endless stream of problems facing the Head Boy.  I knew he’d listened.  I knew he’d keep listening, even after he succeeded my father.  I could be the power behind the throne ... 
 
      
 
    My heart sank.  It wouldn’t be the same.   
 
      
 
    “The family would hardly refuse you permission to marry him,” Akin said.  “He’s too important.” 
 
      
 
    “Unique,” I corrected.  Cat had been raised by a Great House.  She would always put the interests of her family first.  Callam ... didn’t have that handicap.  “And yet ...” 
 
      
 
    Akin leaned forward.  “Do you want to return?” 
 
      
 
    I honestly didn’t know.  I missed Shallot.  I missed the days when everyone had seen my blonde hair and fancy dresses and known, without ever having to ask, that I was a Rubén.  I missed the days when I could walk in and out of the dressmakers and tailors, ordering a new dress for each and every event before putting it into storage; I missed the days when I could meet my friends to practice magic and share gossip.  I missed ... 
 
      
 
    And yet, I knew I’d done well for myself.  I’d stopped Uncle Ira.  I’d found a friend with a practically unique talent.  I’d built a business growing ingredients, then brewing and selling potions.  Rare potions.  I had enough money, salted away in a handful of places, to last the rest of my life, even if the family kicked me out for good.  And my friends from the city hadn’t so much as written to me since I’d gone into exile.  Akin was about the only one who’d kept in touch. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  There was a part of me that wanted to go home and rub their collective nose in my success.  They’d thrown me into a cesspit and I’d come out covered in diamonds.  And yet, there was another part of me that hated the idea of going back to the city and becoming just another Rubén.  What was the point of trying when there was no hope of winning the prize?  Sure, I could become the power behind the throne, but no one would ever know it was me.  “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    Akin said nothing for a long moment.  “I want you to be happy,” he said.  “And I want you to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Sending me here wasn’t safe,” I pointed out, sharply.  “How many people back home knew about Uncle Ira?” 
 
      
 
    “No one, apparently,” Akin said.  “Father was pissed when he heard the news.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is probably why everyone involved kept their mouths firmly shut,” I said.  I found it hard to believe that no one had had the slightest hint of what he’d been doing.  But then, I’d been up to something too and no one would have known if I hadn’t had a nasty stroke of bad luck.  “Akin, how many people know about the spellbreaker?” 
 
      
 
    “Apart from us?”  Akin made a face.  “Father and Cat.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  Father would try to use Callam.  He wouldn’t have a choice.  And Cat would probably want to meet someone who shared her talent ... the thought caused me a stab of jealously, surprising in its intensity.  Cat and Callam had something in common, something I couldn’t share.  The thought was maddening.  I hadn’t known what I had until I’d lost it. 
 
      
 
    “Joy,” I said.  I stood, brushing down my shirt.  I needed a distraction so I could think and ... there was only one thing that might distract him for a few moments.  “I think it’s time you met him.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seven: Akin 
 
      
 
    My sister had changed. 
 
      
 
    I studied her, thoughtfully, as she led me through the crumbling building.  She wore a shirt and trousers that would have landed her in real trouble if our parents had laid eyes on her.  Respectable young women did not wear trousers.  Even Cat preferred to avoid the baggy pants beloved by forgers, at least when I was around.  Her parents would have banned us from seeing each other if they’d even suspected she’d worn them in front of me. 
 
      
 
    And yet, it wasn’t that that had changed.  Isabella spoke and moved like an older woman, even though we were the same age.  There was a hint of bitterness in her voice, combined with a mixture of longing and fear that bothered me.  She’d been alone for weeks before she’d met her friend, then she’d had to deal with a mad warlock and his assistant ... a warlock who’d seen her as a combination of apprentice and test subject.  Even after that, she would have been largely alone for years.  The locals were her subjects, not her friends.  She could hardly have a close friendship with anyone, apart from Callam.  And that ... our parents were going to be furious.  Their daughter had been alone with a young man for years. 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  That wasn’t going to go down well.  There should have been a degree of separation between them, but ... Isabella clearly hadn’t bothered.  She’d spoken with such assurance of marrying him that I knew they were already more than friends.  Her reputation would be dragged through the mud ... I snorted at the thought.  It wasn’t as if her reputation could get any lower.  I wanted her back, but she was my sister.  There were too many others who would prefer her to stay well away from the city, allowing them to pretend she didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    That’s not going to be possible, I told myself.  Isabella and Callam being friends was very much the best-case scenario, compared to some of the ideas I’d feared during the long ride to Kirkhaven, but it was still going to be a major headache.  The family will have to welcome her home. 
 
      
 
    My muscles ached as I followed her down the stairs, passing through an ornate charm that felt like an oddly-modified obscurification spell.   Kirkhaven Hall was bigger than I’d realised, probably with several layers of basements below the hall itself.  Isabella and her staff hadn’t bothered to keep the place clean, save for a handful of rooms.  I could see dust everywhere, lying like snow on the creaky floorboards or covering a number of paintings of long-dead ancestors.  I wondered if they’d lived in the hall, if they were looking down on their descendants and shaking their heads in disgust.  Isabella’s letters had insisted the ghosts were gone, but I thought I could feel their presence.  They were common in ancient dwellings.  Kirkhaven Hall was nearly seven hundred years old. 
 
      
 
    I stopped as we reached a solid wooden door.  Isabella looked suddenly unsure of herself.  She’d sent a vapour message ahead, but ... I understood, suddenly, just how she must feel.  My parents and family had had years to get used to the idea of Cat and I being betrothed ... it was easier, I supposed, if someone was joining the family.  Callam was a complete stranger.  He hadn’t even spent the last seven years at Jude’s, learning how to be a magician and comport himself in High Society.  It might have been easier if she’d reported his existence to the family.  Callam could have been trained by Cat, while our parents - both sets of parents - had time to come to terms with the relationship.  I didn’t dare ask just how far they’d gone.  I really didn’t want to know the answer. 
 
      
 
    Francis went a lot further than anyone else, I recalled.  My cousin had had a nasty habit of rushing into things without thinking.  He’d been lucky to avoid a dozen scandals by the time he’d plunged to his death.  What would he have had to say about all this? 
 
      
 
    Isabella gave me a look that asked - begged - me not to cause trouble, then pushed open the door.  The air smelt faintly of molten metal, just like my workshop back home.  Callam stood by the table, hands clasped behind his back.  He was taller than I’d expected, easily a head taller than Isabella or I.  His brown hair was cut neatly, his face more rugged than handsome, although - I had to admit - he had a certain charm.  He wore a simple worker’s tunic that didn’t quite conceal his muscles.  It was gauche to show off one’s muscles in polite society - it was often seen as a sign of insecurity - but Callam didn’t seem to be showing off.  He’d probably been physically strong even before discovering his talents.  He’d grown up in the countryside, after all. 
 
      
 
    I’d had years of etiquette lessons, but I didn’t know how to address him.  A friend?  A prospective brother-in-law?  A … a what?  Callam seemed equally unsure.  It couldn’t be easy to come face-to-face with your girlfriend’s brother, particularly when you’d gone further than you should ... I shook my head, mentally.  Isabella was old enough to make her own choices.  And besides, it wasn’t as if Cat and I hadn’t been kissing as well. 
 
      
 
    “Akin, meet Callam,” Isabella said.  Her voice was quiet.  I had no trouble telling she was nervous.  “Callam, meet Akin.  My brother.” 
 
      
 
    I held out a hand.  Callam shook it, firmly.  His hand was strong, but scarred.  Mine was no different.  A lifetime spent forging had left its mark.  Cat was lucky, I’d often thought.  Her dark skin hid some of the scars.  It was never easy to heal the damage, not when magical devices were involved.  One just had to wait and hope the scars healed on their own.  No one was quite sure why. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to meet you,” Callam said.  He had a Caithness accent, although it was oddly diluted.  His father had been a travelling teacher, according to Isabella, and he hadn’t been close to any of the locals.  “Isabella has told me a lot about you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all true, apart from the lies,” I assured him.  I wondered which stories she’d told him and what he’d thought of them.  “She’s told me a lot about you, too.” 
 
      
 
    I looked him up and down.  He seemed decent enough, although it was impossible to be sure.  Isabella was a better judge of character than I, but neither of us had realised Uncle Malachi was a snake in the grass until it was too late.  Not, I thought sourly, that it mattered.  The family would do whatever it took to get Callam’s services ... it struck me, suddenly, that a marriage would be a very small price to pay.  Father wouldn’t have any manoeuvring room once the family council realised what had fallen in their lap.  They’d come out ahead no matter the outcome. 
 
      
 
    “We should talk elsewhere,” Isabella said.  I thought she wanted to hold Callam’s hand, but didn’t quite dare in front of me.  “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    I followed them into a smaller sitting room - someone had made a half-hearted attempt to clean the table and dust the floors - and took a seat in an armchair.  Callam sat on a sofa, his hand reaching for Isabella before he caught himself.  I groaned inwardly, hoping and praying they wouldn’t do that in front of my parents.  It would land them both in hot water, at least if they did it before the wedding.  They’d definitely become more than friends. 
 
      
 
    “They know about your ... talents,” I said.  I wanted to know how he’d react.  “You do realise you’re practically unique?” 
 
      
 
    Callam smiled.  “So I’ve been told.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Do you like forging?” 
 
      
 
    “It is ... interesting,” Callam said.  “And it is very useful.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella tensed.  I didn’t think anyone else, even Callam, would have noticed.  It was very hard to see, but it was there.  I wondered if Callam really liked forging.  He might not take any real delight in his work, unlike Cat.  Or me.  Isabella might not have done him a favour, when she’d helped him to discover his talents.  He might find himself forced into a life he didn’t want. 
 
      
 
    He clearly likes Isabella, I thought.  And he’s willing to help her. 
 
      
 
    I cocked my head.  There were issues I’d have to discuss, with Isabella and Callam and our parents and ... probably his parents, too.  I chatted to him for a while, talking about nothing in particular.  His sisters had gone to Jude’s, weirdly enough.  I hoped they had the sense not to mention their powerless brother to anyone.  There were factions in the school who bitterly resented Cat’s decision to live and study elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    “I have to get back to work,” Callam said, finally.  “Isabella, will you be joining us for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I need to eat with my brother,” Isabella said.  She looked strikingly like our mother at that moment.  “Can we catch up tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    I looked away, pretending not to hear the brief kiss.  Rose had done as much for Cat and I ... I sighed inwardly, again.  Rose could get in real trouble if our parents found out about that ... I looked back as Callam left, closing the door behind him.  He clearly hadn’t enjoyed our chat very much.  I didn’t blame him.  There was a reason most marital settlements were hashed out by the parents - and their lawyers - before the happy couple tied the knot.  I’d have to go through the whole ghastly business myself in a few weeks. 
 
      
 
    Isabella’s lips thinned.  “You didn’t have to be so hard on him.” 
 
      
 
    “I needed to know what he was made of,” I said.  I thought father would approve.  “He’s a good man.” 
 
      
 
    “He saved my life,” Isabella said.  “And don’t you forget it.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” I assured her.  Isabella had told me about a potion that had almost killed her ... would have killed her, perhaps, if Callam hadn’t saved her life.  Uncle Ira had been a madman, as well as a warlock.  “And I hope you haven’t forgotten how to act in polite society.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella turned red.  “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” she said, so primly I almost laughed.  “Callam and I understand ...” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been living here for so long you’ve forgotten what it’s like to be under constant supervision,” I reminded her.  “If you sit so close together back home, in the city, mother and father will be furious.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Isabella snarled.  She made a visible attempt to compose herself, then stood.  “Come on.  You may as well see the rest of the estate.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be delighted,” I said.  “And then I have to send a message home.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella gave me a sharp look.  “Saying what?” 
 
      
 
    “Father and I came up with a dozen theories about what could be happening here,” I told her, reluctantly.  “And most of them were ... considerably worse than the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  Isabella said nothing for a long moment.  “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    My muscles ached, again, as we walked up the stairs and out onto the lawn.  The grass was unkempt, as if Isabella couldn’t be bothered to hire a team of proper gardeners.  I hadn’t seen anything like it since my first visit to Lamplighter Hall, what felt like a millennium ago.  A bed of wild roses sat on the edge of the lawn, marking the boundary between the gardens and the rolling estate itself.  I couldn’t help thinking that something had churned the land up, thousands of years ago.  Isabella’s domains veered sharply between craggy hills, clumps of forest and patches of water that looked to have pooled in rough lakes.  It was hard to believe that anyone could make a living here, yet Isabella clearly had. 
 
      
 
    “You came at just the right time,” Isabella said.  “It’ll be raining again shortly.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered as a cold wind blew down from the distant mountains.  Shallot was normally warm and sunny for nine months in every year.  Kirkhaven, on the other hand, was often wet or bitterly cold or both.  Isabella’s letters had described so much snowfall, in winter, that the hall had practically been buried.  I hadn’t believed her, not until now.  The cold was so sharp that it seemed to freeze its way through my warming spells.  Isabella seemed unbothered.  I guessed she’d gotten used to it. 
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “I left the horse outside,” I said.  “Can I put him in the stable?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella held up a hand, then sent a vapour message.  “The stable girl will take care of him,” she said.  I thought I saw a smile on her lips.  “How long did it take to get here?” 
 
      
 
    “Most of a day,” I said.  My entire body was aching now.  I needed a hot bath and a multitude of potions.  “I swapped horses several times.” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky beasts.”  Isabella laughed.  She’d always liked riding.  “You’ll be staying the night?” 
 
      
 
    “If you’ll have me,” I said.  Tradition demanded that the distant estates kept a room open for unexpected guests, if they were family, but Kirkhaven Hall was a mess.  I didn’t know if Isabella had any rooms that could be put aside for guests.  “If not, I can go to the inn.” 
 
      
 
    “And what would father say,” Isabella asked, “if I left you to ride home in the rain?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at her.  “It isn’t raining.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella indicated the darkening sky.  “It’ll be raining in ten minutes at the most or my name’s not Rachael Masterson.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile.  “Your name isn’t Rachael Masterson.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, don’t tell anyone,” Isabella said.  She showed a glimmer of her old self as she winked at me.  “That’s the name I use to sign forms.” 
 
      
 
    The air rumbled.  I glanced up - the clouds were forming so rapidly I wondered if there was magic in their creation - and followed her to the greenhouses.  They were resting within a hollow, resting on a framework of brick and surrounded by a field of protective spells.  The design puzzled me.  Isabella could have built something larger and simpler if she’d wished.  It made no sense. 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t lived here,” Isabella said, when I asked.  “They’re designed like this to keep water from pooling above or below them.” 
 
      
 
    I followed her into the greenhouse.  It was hot inside, the warmth maintained by ... my eyes narrowed as I realised there were no obvious spells keeping the temperature level.  There had to be an Object of Power somewhere within the room, a clue - for those who thought outside the box - to what Isabella was really doing.  My eyes wandered along the rows of trays, feeling a flicker of admiration.  Isabella had designed it to make sure her plants never fruited at the same time, ensuring she had a steady supply of fresh ingredients.  There was nothing too exotic within eyesight - I was relieved she wasn’t growing mandrakes or poison sumac - but I had no doubt she could order whatever she needed.  She wouldn’t need that much, I supposed.  Callam could have helped her cut the recipes down to the bare essentials. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash of light outside, followed by a sudden rattling as rain crashed down on the greenhouse.  Isabella hadn’t been joking, I realised.  The rainfall was heavy, heavier than anything I’d seen back home.  I stared at the glass, hoping it was stronger than it looked. Cat blew glass for some of her experiments, charmed glass that never broke.  I didn’t think Callam was that advanced, although I could be wrong.  He might have taken his studies in a very different direction. 
 
      
 
    Isabella opened the door.  The noise suddenly grew louder.  The ground was wet, droplets of water hitting the soil and splashing in all directions.  I had the sudden absurd thought that someone was tipping a bathtub over us, allowing sheets of water to plummet to the ground.  Isabella laughed, cast a protective spell and stepped into the rain.  I followed her, muttering the charm under my breath time and time again.  The downpour was so heavy it kept threatening to overwhelm the spell. 
 
      
 
    I glared at her as we splashed our way to the second greenhouse.  “Are you mad?” 
 
      
 
    “This is a good day,” Isabella shouted back.  She opened the door and led me inside.  The heat was a relief, after the cold wind and colder water.  “It gets worse!” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  It was hard to believe.  I’d kept the spell in place and yet my clothes were still drenched.  The spell hadn’t failed so much as it had been simply overwhelmed.  My socks were sodden and squishy.  “Is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Isabella’s face was suddenly illuminated by a flash of lightning.  The thunder that followed was so loud I covered my ears.  “It can get a lot worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” I snarled.  I cleared my throat.  “What do you want to do?  I mean, do you want to stay here and get wet?  Or do you want to go home, where the rain’s lovely and warm?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella laughed.  “You make a convincing case.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my shirt, kicking myself for not having worn something tougher.  Isabella had complained about the rain often enough, when she’d written to me.  I should have taken her seriously.  It wouldn’t have been that hard to purchase something suitable in Caithness, if I hadn’t wanted to bring it with me.  I forced myself to put the thought aside.  I’d been through worse.  And Isabella had been here for six years.  I felt a stab of pure sympathy.  She deserved better.  Whatever she’d done, she deserved better. 
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at me.  “Seriously, what do you want to do?  Go home?  Or ... or what?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew,” Isabella said.  The thunder rumbled again.  “Akin, I just wish I knew.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eight: Isabella 
 
      
 
    What did I want? 
 
      
 
    I mulled over the question as I showed Akin the rest of the estate - once the downpour had stopped - and then showed him to his room.  I wasn’t sure what I wanted.  To go home, to hold my head up high as I walked the streets, or to stay where I was and accept, deep inside, that Kirkhaven was home?  I didn’t know.  I wanted ... I wanted too many things, all of which were contradictory.  I wanted the freedom to come and go as I liked, to be myself and ... I made my way down to the workroom, my thoughts churning.  I knew I could have anything I wanted, if I brought Callam into the family.  And yet, I wasn’t sure what that was. 
 
      
 
    Or what he wants, I reminded myself.  Callam had never shown any interest in moving to Caithness, let alone Shallot.  I thought he’d stay with me, but ... would he want to accompany me to Shallot?  Or ... I didn’t want to think about it, but I had no choice.  What’ll he choose for himself? 
 
      
 
    Sandy nodded to me as I entered the workroom, her eyes wary.  Callam had probably already told her Akin had arrived.  I doubted she thought it was good news.  Anyone arriving without an appointment was pretty much always bad news.  I gritted my teeth as I nodded back, silently indicating the door.  Akin had told my father - our father - about Callam.  It was just a matter of time until the family started asking pointed questions.  I supposed I should be glad Akin had given me a few days warning. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella.”  Callam glanced at the door - Sandy had left without a word - then shrugged.  “How did it go?” 
 
      
 
    “I think he was impressed,” I said, although I wasn’t sure that was true.  I’d done well for myself, but my operations were on a very small scale.  The family owned miles upon miles of plantations that grew an endless supply of potion ingredients.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “They know about you.” 
 
      
 
    Callam frowned.  “What’ll they do?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “Some of them will try to use you.  Some of them will try to pretend you don’t exist.  Some will try to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “My death is being plotted by people I’ve never met,” Callam said.  He sounded wondering, rather than concerned.  “What has my life become?” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile, despite the coiling sensation in my gut.  Callam’s world was very small.  He’d travelled from place to place as a child, but he’d never really grasped the immensity of the kingdom or the sheer power of the aristocracy.  He wasn’t used to thinking of himself as important, despite his talents.  The idea he might become a person of importance was completely alien to him, even though I’d told him - outright - that the Great Houses or the Monarchy would give him whatever he wanted in exchange for his services.  Or kill him, to keep him from falling into enemy hands.  If they’d been prepared to kidnap Cat, the child of a Great House, they’d have no problem doing the same to Callam. 
 
      
 
    He met my eyes, evenly.  “What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.”  I sat on the chair, resting my hands in my lap.  It had been a very long day and it wasn’t over yet.  “Father knows.  He’ll want to make use of the knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    Callam sat next to me.  I leaned against him, then caught myself, then told myself I was being silly.  Akin was in his room, well away from us.  Everyone else would keep their mouths firmly shut ... I grimaced.  I hadn’t realised just how used I’d become to simple physical affection until my old life had intruded into the new.  Mother would scream and shout if we showed such affection in public, even after we were married.  I’d never seen her so much as hold hands with my father, let alone ... embrace in front of us.  It was something we were going to have to discuss. 
 
      
 
    The thought caused me a pang.  My mother hadn’t so much as written to me over the past five years.  Father wouldn’t have forbidden her to write ... he just wouldn’t.  Was she so ashamed of me she couldn’t put pen to paper?  Or was she afraid of making matters worse?  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.  I’d never doubted my mother loved me, even though she’d been a distant presence in my life.  Akin and I had spent more time with our governesses than our parents.  I felt a sudden flash of pure envy.  Akin had spent more time with our father, over the last year, than I’d spent in my entire life. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay here.”  I forced myself to think logically.  “They’ll come for us.” 
 
      
 
    “The estate is supposed to be secure,” Callam reminded me.  “We could keep them out.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Kirkhaven’s wards were too old and too unreliable to stand up to the armsmen if they decided to attack.  The armsmen were largely distant blood relatives.  It was unlikely the wards would keep them out, particularly if they obtained an Object of Power and used it to break into the estate.  Hell, they could just lay siege to the estate and wait for us to starve.  It would take time, but they’d have it. 
 
      
 
    “We can either go there, to see what the family wants, or leave completely,” I said.  The thought of walking away from everything I’d built was terrifying, but there might be no other choice.  I’d made enough contact with underground smuggling rings to be fairly sure we could get out of the country.  “What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay with you.”  Callam smiled, then hugged me.  “You’re the first true friend I ever had.” 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted again.  He was the first person I’d met who didn’t have a reason to be my friend.  I’d never been short of friends back home, but none of them had stayed in touch after I’d been sent into exile.  My parents might be shocked at our friendship, let alone what it had become, yet I valued it too highly to let it go.  I hugged him back, then sighed.  Whatever we did, things were going to change. 
 
      
 
    “Your brother seems decent enough,” Callam said.  “And he came all this way to warn you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I had to smile.  I’d spent enough time on horseback to know just how badly Akin had to be suffering.  I hoped he wouldn’t have any trouble with the bath.  “We’ll have to discuss everything with him.” 
 
      
 
    “If you want to go back to the city, I can come with you.” Callam frowned.  “If you’re not ashamed of me ...” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know if I wanted to laugh or cry.  It was hard to deal with Akin and Callam in the same room.  They represented two very different parts of my life.  And yet, I had absolutely no illusions about which one of us was really important.  Callam would be welcome in Shallot.  I doubted they’d be anything like as pleased to see me. 
 
      
 
    A hot flash of anger rushed through me.  I’d made a mistake.  There was no point in trying to hide from the truth.  And yet, I’d made something of myself.  I wanted to go home and rub my success in the family’s collective face.  Kirkhaven Hall might be small, compared to the family’s vast estates, but it was mine.  I’d turned my exile into a successful business.  Akin hadn’t done that. 
 
      
 
    I kissed him, lightly.  “We can’t do this in the city.  Not in public.” 
 
      
 
    And probably not in private either, I thought, as he kissed me back.  We’ll be chaperoned until we tie the knot. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Callam said.  “How much time do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.”  I stood, brushing down my trousers.  I’d have to change for dinner.  “Will you join us tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “Mum wanted me home,” Callam said.  “Do you want ...?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I promised.  I bent down and kissed him, then headed for the door.  “And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The hall felt ... older, somehow, as I made my way to the dining room.  It was hard not to look at it through Akin’s eyes.  The building looked as if it had been stripped of everything important, then abandoned to the elements.  The walls were bare, scarred with traces of where paintings had once hung; dust lay on the floor or drifted in the air.  The floorboards creaked under my feet as I walked.  It was the sort of place I would have liked to visit and explore, if I hadn’t been sent into exile.  The hall was home and yet ... 
 
      
 
    Akin must be shocked, I thought.  I’d often considered hiring a small army of maids and cleaning the building from end to end, but it had seemed pointless.  The majority of the hall was just empty rooms.  He probably never realised how grotty the hall had become. 
 
      
 
    I stepped into the dining room and smiled.  My brother was standing in front of the fire, enjoying the heat.  I didn’t blame him.  The dining room was small, no bigger than my bedroom back home, but it leaked heat like a sieve.  Heating spells simply didn’t work for very long, thanks to the hall’s ancient wards.  Uncle Ira had never bothered, as far as I knew, to try to fix them.  It was well beyond me. 
 
      
 
    “If mother saw this place, she’d have a fit,” Akin said.  “You don’t have room for any guests.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  “How many guests do you think I have?” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough,” Akin said.  He took the seat I offered and looked at me.  “Do you eat all your meals here?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I shook my head as I sent a vapour message to the kitchen.  “I normally eat in the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
    Akin shot me an odd look.  I winced.  Eating in the kitchens was Not Done.  Even entering the kitchens was Not Done.  The thought of my mother cooking our meals, then washing the pots and pans ... I almost giggled.  Mother would sooner wear rags and sell the family silver than work in the kitchen.  It was hard to imagine any aristocrat lowering themselves to menial work.  Morag and I were the only ones I knew who’d done it and we’d both been sent into exile. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the best place to eat,” I said, struck with a sudden urge to justify myself.  “And there’s no point in keeping this place open when there’s just me.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t look convinced.  I understood why.  He’d spent most of his life in Rubén Hall.  He would have done some work at Jude’s, taking care of himself, but the staff would have handled most of it.  The thought of Akin washing his own clothes ... I scowled.  I’d had to learn how to do that, during my first year in exile.  I’d eventually wound up spending a chunk of my allowance on clothes that could be cleaned by magic.  It had been the only way to keep things under control. 
 
      
 
    My heart sank as the maid appeared, carrying a tray of food.  She was doing her best, but she looked utterly untrained.  I didn’t care ... normally.  Akin had to be horrified.  A bad servant was a sign of a bad house, of a mistress who didn’t have the skill to run it.  Mother had drilled me in housekeeping skills, but ... what was the point?  I’d never thought I’d be hosting real guests.  I’d never thought ... 
 
      
 
    The maid placed the tray in front of us, then withdrew as silently as she’d come.  It wasn’t remotely proper ... I told myself, sharply, that the maid didn’t know any better.  I hadn’t bothered to train her in the proper form, in the correct way to act around her betters ... I wouldn’t have hired her at all if the housekeeper hadn’t been getting on in years.  I understood, suddenly, why so many society matrons were so mean to their servants.  A bad servant was an embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “The food is a little bland here,” I said.  I wasn’t sure why I’d said that.  “But you’ll find it filling.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and carved the chicken, careful to ensure that I took just enough and no more.  I’d never realised just how much one could do with a roast chicken, as long as it remained untouched.  The bird on the table could have fed five or six people without anyone feeling they were undernourished.  The remainder of the meat would be served again, later in the week, while the bones and fat would be rendered down to make stock.  It was yet another reality I’d never known existed, at least until I’d been sent into exile.  No wonder Morag had been so grumpy all the time. 
 
      
 
    “It tastes good,” Akin assured me.  “My compliments to the chef.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  I made a face.  “I’m glad.” 
 
      
 
    I tasted my own food, trying to imagine how it must taste to him.  Shallot was the centre of a global trading network.  Our ships roamed the seas from Maxima to Minima, from the distant Spice Isles to the Silver Islands and Hangchow.  Akin had grown up eating food seasoned with exotic spices, trying meats and vegetables from all over the world.  One could find anything in Shallot, from traditional meals to ethnic food and fusion meals created by mixing elements from different continents into one.  The roast chicken was good, no doubt about it, but ... bland.  Akin had to be being polite.  He had to be. 
 
      
 
    “I sent father a message,” Akin said.  “He’ll be relieved, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure,” I echoed.  Father might be ... probably would be, even.  But he’d also be aware that Callam’s existence opened up a whole new can of worms.  “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
      
 
    Akin nodded.  “What did Uncle Malachi say to you?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Since I went into exile?  Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure?”  Akin sounded concerned.  “Nothing at all?” 
 
      
 
    “Akin, the only person who wrote to me regularly was you,” I snapped.  I wasn’t about to tell him that I’d saved all his letters.  “Father wrote a few times, and the family council forwarded me a few newsletters, but that was it.  Uncle Malachi never wrote to me.  The last time I so much as saw him was just before we went to school.” 
 
      
 
    “He encouraged Francis to put a knife in my back,” Akin said.  “I still don’t know what he was thinking.” 
 
      
 
    “Francis?”  I snorted.  Francis and I had never really gotten on.  “I don’t think he was thinking at all.” 
 
      
 
    Akin nodded.  “He let Malachi do his thinking for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” I said.  It was hard to come up with any real feeling for either Malachi or Francis.  They’d both cut me out of their lives when I was sent into exile.  “Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “Malachi died under suspicious circumstances,” Akin said.  “And there are - there were - all sorts of strange rumours about him.” 
 
      
 
    “There always are,” I pointed out, crossly.  There were people who thought I was a super-powerful warlock, just because I’d killed Uncle Ira.  They thought ... I shook my head.  The rumours had gotten so absurd, so quickly, that they hadn’t had any real impact on my life.  “If he’s dead, does it matter?” 
 
      
 
    Akin - very visibly - changed the subject.  “Lucy Lamplighter and I have become friends,” he said.  “I think you’d get along with her.  You have a lot in common.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I couldn’t recall ever meeting Lucy Lamplighter.  House Lamplighter hadn’t been one of our close allies, back before my exile.  The society papers had insisted she was getting married to a commoner, horror of horrors.  My lips twitched at the thought.  Callam was a commoner too, although one with a nearly unique talent.  The Great Houses had always been careful to invite talented newcomers to marry into the family.  Mother had been a very talented student when her marriage had been arranged. 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to meeting her,” I said.  “What does Cat think of her?” 
 
      
 
    Akin smiled.  “Lucy was kind enough to let us snatch a few seconds together,” he said.  “Cat likes her.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  I had no trouble reading between the lines.  Akin and Cat had been alone, unchaperoned, long enough for a kiss or two ... dozen.  Perhaps even a little more ... I made a mental note of it, just in case Akin decided to report Callam and me for kissing.  I thought my brother would be smart enough to keep his mouth shut about that ... not, I supposed, that it mattered.  Callam could be a horrible person, so ghastly he made Stregheria Aguirre look like a sweetheart, and my family would still do whatever it took to bind him to us.  I’d known people, men and women alike, forced into unhappy matches because blood and power spoke louder than human decency ... 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said.  “What else has happened, since you last wrote?” 
 
      
 
    “Louise has won election to Magus Court,” Akin said.  “Do you remember her?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  Louise was twelve ... no, she’d been twelve.  I recalled the know-it-all she’d been very clearly.  She’d been loud and obnoxious and friendless and ... I shook my head.  She’d done well for herself, for all her radical politics and hatred of the aristocracy.  She’d certainly done better than me. 
 
      
 
    “I remember the child she was,” I said.  “Do you like her?” 
 
      
 
    “I may have helped her,” Akin said.  He sounded unsure if he’d done the right thing.  “She had me tutoring her in the ways of High Society.” 
 
      
 
    “Aha,” I teased.  I hoped no one guessed what he’d done.  Even if Louise was completely ineffectual, High Society would still be looking for someone to blame.  “No wonder she hates us so much.” 
 
      
 
    Akin, very maturely, gave me the finger. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nine: Akin 
 
      
 
    When I woke, my room was bitterly cold. 
 
      
 
    I sat up, shivering.  It was supposed to be summer.  High Summer was only a few weeks away.  And yet, it was so cold I half-expected to see ice on the window.  Isabella hadn’t been kidding, I decided, when she’d advised me to wear heavy pyjamas when I went to bed.  I’d cast a bunch of heating spells when I’d entered the room and closed the door, yet they were almost completely useless.  There was something about Kirkhaven Hall that interfered with magic.  The wards were so old they’d practically sunk into the stonework.  I honestly didn’t understand why Isabella hadn’t taken the wards down and replaced them.  Perhaps they were the only thing keeping the hall from falling down. 
 
      
 
    The thought wasn’t funny, I told myself, as I stumbled into the bathroom, stuck my fingers in ice-cold water and muttered a heating spell.  We’d had hot and cold running water for generations, yet whoever had built the hall - and then abandoned it - didn’t seem to have believed in it.  It looked as though large amounts of infrastructure had simply been torn out of the hall when it had been abandoned.  Isabella probably couldn’t replace the missing piping without doing a lot of damage.  It would probably be cheaper to knock the entire building down and start again. 
 
      
 
    I undressed, slipped into the tub and washed quickly, then dried myself with a spell before the cold could start to bite again.  Someone - one of the maids, probably - had left a pile of clothing on my bed while we’d been eating dinner, including a set of starkly unfashionable trousers that looked nice and warm.  The fur itched, but the cold started to recede.  I thought I heard the sound of hoofbeats outside as I made my way down to the dining room, wondering - again - how Isabella had managed to make a life for herself in the hall.  It felt like she was living inside a tumbling ruin. 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked as if she hadn’t slept at all when I stepped into the dining room.  We’d chatted for hours, catching up on the news from home, and gone to bed very late, but ... I guessed she’d been unsure what to do.  She smiled at me, then indicated a chair.  I sat and poured myself a mug of coffee.  It tasted foul, but jerked me awake. 
 
      
 
    The housekeeper entered and dropped a curtsey.  “My Lady, there is a letter for you.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a shadow cross Isabella’s face as she took the envelope.  Magic sparkled across the paper, tiny spells touching her fingers and confirming her identity.  My eyes narrowed when I saw the family crest on the seal.  Father had known I was going to Kirkhaven.  He wouldn’t have written so quickly ... would he?  The letter had to have been dispatched shortly after I’d left, perhaps even before.  And that meant ... what?  Father would have told me if he’d written to Isabella ... 
 
      
 
    “It’s from the family council,” Isabella said.  She sounded as if she didn’t want to know what was inside.  “Did father tell them about ...?” 
 
      
 
    About Callam, I finished.  It wasn’t likely.  Father would have kept the whole affair a secret until he knew what was actually happening.  The last thing anyone needed was for the council to panic and do something stupid, secure in the knowledge my father would either sort out the mess or take the blame.  Father wouldn’t have told them.  Not yet. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said.  “Open it?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella frowned, then tore open the seal.  The letter inside was written on charmed paper, family magics blended into the writing to prove the identity of the senders beyond all doubt.   I watched her face, carefully, as she read the short note.  A mix of emotions ran over her, from delight to fear and a grim uncertainty about the future.  All of a sudden, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what it said either. 
 
      
 
    “They want me to come home,” Isabella said.  She swallowed, hard.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    I took the letter and read it, quickly.  It was nothing more than an invitation for Isabella to return to Shallot to face the family council, bringing anyone she wanted along with her.  I stared down at it for a long moment, utterly confused.  The timing made no sense.  The family council wouldn’t have recalled her unless it had some reason to recall her, yet - as far as it knew - there was no reason.  Father could have told them about the mystery Zero, I supposed, but he wouldn’t.  My thoughts ran in circles.  The whole affair made no sense. 
 
      
 
    “They know,” Isabella said.  “They must know.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless it’s a wild coincidence,” I mused.  “Uncle Stephen wanted his daughter to return home.  They could have made a deal.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella frowned.  “That might have made sense a week ago,” she said.  “But not now.” 
 
      
 
    I studied the letter.  The timestamp suggested it had been written shortly after I’d left Shallot and probably given to a messenger, rather than sent via the mail coach.  Uncle Stephen had some clout, I mused.  It was possible he’d talked the council into recalling Isabella as a sign of good faith.  I didn’t know what his daughter had done, but it couldn’t be worse than betraying the family.  Father would have no room to object if his own daughter came home. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know him that well,” I said.  “And yet, why would he invite your friends as well?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella gave me a pitying look.  “How many of us travel alone?” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  I’d ridden alone to Kirkhaven, but that was rare.  Vanishingly rare.  My father was always escorted by armsmen, my mother always surrounded by a small army of maids.  The richer you were, the more clients and servants you were supposed to keep around.  Alana had spent most of her schooling surrounded by friends and cronies.  Isabella would have been the same, if she’d stayed in school.  Father had told me off, more than once, for not paying close attention to my network of clients ... 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you might just have had a maid,” I said, crossly.  Isabella didn’t look as if someone dressed her every morning, let alone painted her face before the rigours of the day, but someone had to wash her clothes.  “It still doesn’t make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Isabella agreed.  “But if I refuse to go ...” 
 
      
 
    I made a face.  Technically, Isabella was meant to stay within the estate and the lands surrounding it.  Practically, it was unlikely anyone would care where she went as long as she stayed out of Shallot itself.  And yet, if she refused to return to the city when called ... who knew what would happen?  It might end badly.  She’d escaped execution because she’d been a child, six years ago.  No one had considered her solely responsible for her fall.  Now?  The council would be justified in declaring her permanently banished - or worse - if she defied them. 
 
      
 
    And yet, they’d bend over backwards to get Callam on their team, I thought.  Do they know about him? 
 
      
 
    “If I go ...”  Isabella seemed uncertain of herself.  “I could show Callam the city.  Perhaps he’d like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed.  “And his existence would make it hard to banish you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Isabella shaped a vapour message, then dispatched it.  “If he wants to go.” 
 
      
 
    I read the letter for the third time as I waited.  Isabella was going to find it hard to adjust back to the city, after spending so long in the countryside.  She’d picked up bad habits ... I hoped, prayed, that she wouldn’t be too close to Callam where someone could see.  The maids might report whatever they saw to my mother, for fear of what she’d do if she found out they’d kept something from her.  Cat had told me her maids weren’t entirely trustworthy.  I believed her. 
 
      
 
    Callam entered, looking concerned.  I studied him thoughtfully as Isabella explained what had happened, then the possible implications.  I’d know country folk who wanted to live in the big city, from rural aristocrats to commoners, but Callam didn’t strike me as someone who’d be happy in Shallot.  Rose had explained, once, that she’d needed years to get used to the big city.  And she’d been a great deal younger when she’d entered Shallot for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “It might be nice to visit,” Callam said, when Isabella had finished.  “Do you want to go?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella still seemed uncertain.  “It might be nice,” she echoed.  “But we don’t know what’s really going on.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement.  Either we’d had an incredible stroke of good luck or ... or we were missing something.  But what?  If the whole thing was a ploy to lure Callam into the city ... it struck me as over-complicated.  Uncle Stephen was up to something, I was sure.  Maybe he did want his daughter home.  Maybe ... maybe what?  I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    “There are several points,” I said.  “First” - I nodded at the letter - “you have been summoned to face the council.  They can hardly complain if you return to the city at their invitation.  If you refuse to attend, they can banish you permanently ... perhaps even order you to leave the country completely.  There’s no way you can afford to ignore the request without paying a steep price.  Second ...” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “Second, if they agree to revoke your banishment, you would be able to take your place in High Society and Callam would be able to study in the Workshop.  He’d be able to learn from another Zero, not from someone who cannot even touch a piece of work without ruining everything.  It would allow him to reach his full potential.” 
 
      
 
    Callam shot me an unreadable look.  “And what if we stay here?” 
 
      
 
    “Third, like it or not, Callam is going to be a target.”  I met his eyes.  “I don’t know if someone else has figured out the truth, or if this is just a wild coincidence, but there’s no way you’ll be left undisturbed.  The family may leave you alone, on the grounds they don’t need you.  The remainder of the world will not.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think he’ll be safe in Shallot?”  Isabella’s voice was hard.  Something was bothering her.  “Remind me, who got kidnapped with Cat and Rose?” 
 
      
 
    “Me,” I said.  Everyone had assumed Jude’s was safe.  Stregheria Aguirre and her cronies had proved it wasn’t.  “I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced around the room.  “If you stayed here, could you defend yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella gave me a nasty look.  I knew what she was thinking.  The hall was impossible to defend.  The only reason it hadn’t been attacked in hundreds of years was that no one had thought there was anything worth taking.  That was about to change.  Isabella might be able to keep out small groups, but not entire armies or master assassins.  It was just a matter of time until someone came for Isabella and Callam and took them. 
 
      
 
    “They can’t make me work for them,” Callam protested.  “Can they?” 
 
      
 
    “They’d hold a knife to Isabella’s throat to make you obey,” I said.  I knew from Cat that spells simply didn’t cling to Zeros, although no one was sure why.  “And they’ll keep hurting her until you do as they wish.” 
 
      
 
    Callam paled.  He did like my sister.  I would have been more reassured if I’d known what was going on.  Someone was moving pieces around in the shadows, preparing for ... for what?  The letter in my hand mocked me.  What was really going on? 
 
      
 
    “We can head back home, where you’ll both be safe,” I said.  “And you” - I nodded to Callam - “can get some proper lessons.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella’s face darkened.  It struck me, suddenly, that she was jealous.  Jealous of ... I groaned, inwardly.  Cat and Callam were going to be spending a lot of time together.  I wasn’t sure I liked it either.  Cat had often spoken of how much she’d like to meet a peer, someone who had the same talents and love for forging.  My heart sank in dismay.  What if ... 
 
      
 
    I told myself I was being silly.  Cat and I had risked social death to kiss ... not, I supposed, that Cat really needed to worry about social death.  A Grande Dame who tried to make her life miserable would be in deep trouble when her family realised what she’d done.  Hell, I wasn’t a slouch myself.  My family was known for bearing grudges.  I might not set out to avenge myself on a rumourmonger, but everyone would certainly fear I would.  Father - and Isabella - certainly would go to a great deal of trouble to exact revenge. 
 
      
 
    And yet, I couldn’t help feeling worried.  I knew how the world really worked.  Love simply didn’t enter into an aristocratic marriage, not when family interests were at stake.  Father had been blunt, when he’d explained the facts of life to me.  Cat and I were expected to marry to preserve the alliance between our families.  We could do whatever we liked in private - be lovers or take lovers - as long as we acted the perfect couple in public.  I knew Cat liked me - she could easily have avoided being alone with me, kissing me - but I couldn’t help feeling ... 
 
      
 
    There’s no choice, I told myself, savagely.  Callam needs training.  Proper training. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Callam said, to Isabella.  “I’ll have to let my parents know.” 
 
      
 
    “They could come too,” I said.  My parents would want to meet Callam’s, sooner or later.  If nothing else, they’d have to sit down and discuss the marriage settlement.  “We’d have to get a coach anyway ...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Isabella said, quickly.  “The fewer, the better.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  I wondered, idly, if his parents knew how close Callam and Isabella had become.  What would they say, when they heard the news?  Their lives would be turned upside down by sheer random chance.  I was tempted to suggest they came anyway, but I had to admit Isabella had a point.  We really didn’t know what was waiting for us.  If something funny was going on ... 
 
      
 
    You’re being silly, I told myself.  We’re not going to have to run from an army of angry uncles and aunts. 
 
      
 
    “Callam and I will go pack,” Isabella said.  She looked down at her hands, as if there was something she didn’t want to say.  “There are some ... things ... I want to take back to the city.  Can you go speak to Alice and arrange for a coach?  We should be able to get there in a couple of days, if we swap horses at the post stations along the way.” 
 
      
 
    “It might be better to proceed with a little more care,” I said, warningly.  “No need to murder the poor horses.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella nodded, then stood.  I hoped she’d have the sense to pack dresses, rather than trousers.  And other clothes she wouldn’t be ashamed to wear in Shallot.  The family council was definitely up to something.  Perhaps the whole scheme was a plot to embarrass my father.  It was possible.  There were wings of the family that had long wanted to displace mine as the core bloodline, an easier task now that I was the only viable heir.  I smirked at the thought as they left.  They were in for a shock.  Isabella had been in disgrace, when she’d left the city, but she was coming home with a priceless asset. 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the letter, wondering just what had happened in that meeting.  None of the councillors could have made that decision unilaterally.  Father hadn’t been able to get a majority behind him, not on that matter ... how, I wondered coldly, had Uncle Stephen succeeded?  What deals had been made, behind the scenes?  What calculations - whose calculations - indicated my father would be unable to stand in their way?  Just what in the hell was really going on? 
 
      
 
    The hall felt colder, somehow, as I made my way down to the housekeeper’s office.  I disliked politics, particularly intra-family politics.  My father was one of the most powerful men in the city, yet I didn’t think it had made him happy.  He’d been unable to change the rules, despite his daughter’s growing resentment.  He hadn’t even been able to save his young daughter from a very adult punishment, one that could easily have been a great deal worse.  I wished, just for a moment, that Francis had been a reasonable person.  He could have taken the reins from me and I could have spent my life pushing the limits of the possible in the forgery. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord.”  Alice curtseyed to me.  I was amused to note her office was practically identical to her counterpart’s, back home.  The family never changed tradition, even when it made no sense.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Please arrange a coach to take myself, Lady Isabella and ... Callam to Shallot,” I said, slowly.  “And prepare us a packed lunch for the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lord,” Alice said.  “Was there anything else?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced around, wondering if Isabella and Callam would return.  It was hard to believe they’d want to leave Shallot.  Isabella had been happy in the city, before she’d been sent into exile.  She’d told me she wanted to go home, in her first set of letters.  And Callam ... once he saw the city, I was sure he would never want to leave.  There was just so much to do. 
 
      
 
    And there will be people who’ll want to make sure he doesn’t leave, I reminded myself.  In hindsight, perhaps it would have been wiser to travel with a small army of armsmen.  And one of them just happens to be your betrothed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten: Isabella 
 
      
 
    My heart was pounding as I climbed into the coach. 
 
      
 
    It was a rickety old thing, although I’d had it repaired and enchanted when I’d taken over the estate.  There wasn’t anything on the box to identify me or my family, merely a design that dated back to a long-forgotten family that had been absorbed by mine.  It wasn’t the golden coaches so beloved of High Society, but it would do.  I probably didn’t have the right to display the family crest these days anyway. 
 
      
 
    Callam followed me into the box, looking both excited and nervous.  I didn’t blame him.  I’d made the city sound wonderful and terrifying and ... we’d never actually gone anywhere beyond Caithness, not together.  I hadn’t dared risk taking him close to Shallot itself.  There were people there who might recognise his true nature and kidnap him.  Or worse. 
 
      
 
    He grinned as he sat facing me.  I grinned back, then sobered.  The last time we’d gone for a drive together, we’d spent most of the trip kissing.  We couldn’t do that now.  Akin would be sitting next to me, playing chaperone ... I wished, despite everything, that he’d brought Cat with him.  He could hardly have watched me while trying to keep me from watching them.  I made a mental note to discuss it with him later.  We could make a big show of being chaperoned, while quietly ignoring the requirement completely ... 
 
      
 
    An ugly feeling burnt through me.  Callam would be spending time with Cat.  Callam would be spending a lot of time with Cat.  They had something in common, something I could never match.  What if ... what if he liked her?  Or she liked him?  Or ... I’d read the newspapers as the gossip columnists counted down the days to Cat’s wedding.  They’d engaged in feverish speculation about what her children would be like, to the point I didn’t know why Father hadn’t squashed them.  And yet ... the thought nagged at me, too.  Would they have magic, like Akin?  Or no magic at all, like Cat?  Or just enough magic to keep them from being Zeros?  I could see Cat’s father trying to convince her to have children with Callam, just to keep the bloodline pure.  The thought made my blood boil. 
 
      
 
    Akin glanced at me.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “It’s that time of the month.” 
 
      
 
    The boys looked away, hastily.  I snorted inwardly.  It wasn’t true, but ... it was a convenient excuse.  I wondered, idly, who’d told Akin about that.  Father?  It was hard to imagine my father, who was so strait-laced I wasn’t sure how he’d managed to produce children, sitting his son down to discuss the facts of life.  Perhaps it had been one of the older aunties or ... maybe Cat herself.  I ground my teeth as the carriage rattled into life, the driver cracking the whip to alert us we were on the way.  It wasn’t something I could ask. 
 
      
 
    “We’re off,” Callam said, sounding like someone ten years younger.  “We’re on the move.” 
 
      
 
    My chest hurt as I looked out of the rear window.  Kirkhaven Hall was already falling behind an endless row of bushes and trees ... it was gone, lost in the mists, before I quite realised I missed the old building.  It felt odd to be heading back to Shallot, to ... to what?  What did they want from me?  There was no point in summoning me just so they could banish me again. 
 
      
 
    Just because you don’t see a point, I reminded myself, doesn’t mean they don’t. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to think, my thoughts churning in circles.  The family council had a good reason to summon me, except it didn’t know it.  Or did it?  Father could have told them the truth or ... he could simply have pledged his life and soul that there was a good reason to recall me.  They’d take that seriously.  And yet, it wasn’t like Father to act so quickly.  He’d known I had a Zero, but nothing else.  He’d want to be sure the ground was solid before stepping on it.  If it hadn’t been my father ... 
 
      
 
    Think, I told myself.  Who else knows about Callam? 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  There was no one.  Sandy, Alice and the staff knew, but their contracts forced them to keep their mouths firmly shut.  I’d gone to some trouble to make very certain they couldn’t breathe a word without permission.  Uncle Ira had known, but he was dead.  He was ... my breath caught in my throat.  Morag.  Morag might have known.  And I had no idea what had happened to her. 
 
      
 
    She was sent into exile for marrying the wrong man, I thought.  Or so she’d told me.  She might easily have lied.  She’d certainly shown no hesitation in assisting a warlock who’d kidnapped and killed a number of people to make illicit potions.  What if she told someone? 
 
      
 
    It was hard to believe.  Morag had never liked me - she’d regarded me as a little brat, she’d slapped me several times - and she would have had no qualms about betraying my secrets to the family.  Reporting Callam’s existence would have gotten her back into the family’s good graces, with a bonus of landing me in hot water.  The council would not have been remotely forgiving, if they thought I’d betrayed them twice in the same year.  Morag could have had her revenge and eaten it, too ... 
 
      
 
    If she did, I asked myself, why would she have waited so long? 
 
      
 
    A thought crossed my mind.  I nudged Akin.  “Uncle Stephen wanted his daughter brought back into the fold,” I said.  “What is his daughter’s name?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Akin said.  “I don’t know him that well.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled, resisting the urge to rebuke him for not knowing everything about the family council.  Father was a strong man, but he wouldn’t want to stay in his post until he dropped dead.  Akin might find himself taking over within a decade.  He owed it to himself to learn as much as possible about the men he’d have to convince to work with him, just to make them easier to handle.  Uncle Stephen might just be old enough to be Morag’s father.  But then, I wasn’t sure just how old Morag had been.  My memories were hazy, but I was fairly sure she’d been in her thirties at the very least. 
 
      
 
    The landscape started to change as we made our way down from the mountains.  Callam drank it in, staring out of the window like a prisoner starved for the sight of the countryside.  I felt cold, despite everything.  It hadn’t been that long since I’d had my first sight of the region, when I’d been driven to Kirkhaven to start my exile.  The rolling hills had given way to steep mountains and valleys, the latter shaped by ice and water over thousands upon thousands of years.  I’d heard of people digging for coal in the mountains, a dangerous task when the rocks might shift at any moment.  And yet, there was no other way to make a living here.  The land could barely produce enough food to keep the locals alive. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to let the rocking lull me to sleep.  It didn’t work.  I was all too aware I might be riding towards my doom.  The family council wanted ... what?  Callam wanted ... I glanced at Akin, wondering if he’d had the same thought.  He knew Cat better than I did ... I scowled.  Cat had never liked me, with reason.  I didn’t want to admit it, even to myself, but it was true.  Did she hate me enough to steal my ... my future husband? 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me as we swapped horses at the local post station, then continued the drive down the king’s highway.  Callam kept staring at the people on the road, from horses and carts to aristocrat carriages carrying their masters to the distant cities.  I saw a golden coach, topped with silver, and scowled.  A pair of young women - they couldn’t be any older than me - were hanging out of the window, laughing as if they didn’t have a care in the world.  I was suddenly envious.  They weren’t children, but they weren’t precisely adults either.  They were free to enjoy themselves until adulthood finally claimed them as its own. 
 
      
 
    Their mother won’t be very pleased when she hears what they’ve been doing, I thought, with a flicker of sour amusement.  My mother wouldn’t have been pleased if I’d let my hair hang out the window.  I touched my long hair, feeling old.  The girls outside had probably had a proper season and everything.  Me?  I’d just been told I was a grown woman and I could start wearing my hair down.  It just isn’t fair. 
 
      
 
    I tried to cheer myself up as we pulled into an inn for the night.  Akin spoke briefly to the innkeeper, organising a pair of rooms for us and a third for the driver.  I half-hoped Callam and I would be able to share a room, although that would have been a step too far.  I supposed I should be grateful I was getting a room to myself, under the circumstances.  The innkeeper, a tubby man with a warm smile that didn’t quite touch his eyes, chatted endlessly about well-heeled guests heading to the city.  It was nearly High Summer, after all.  Everyone important - and everyone who thought they were important - would be heading to the ball. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see you at dinner,” Akin called.  He’d arranged to share a room with Callam.  I was a little surprised, despite everything.  Akin had objected, strongly, to sharing a room with Francis.  We hadn’t shared a room since we were toddlers.  “Make sure you get down in time to order.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted as I headed to my room, showered and changed into something a little less comfortable.  We were still some distance from the city, but I owed it to my family - or at least to my parents - to make a show of keeping up appearances.  The room itself was small, yet surprisingly clean and modern.  I laughed at myself a moment later.  Kirkhaven Hall was huge, but it could hardly be described as clean.  I was still grinning when I went down to dinner and met the boys, seated on the far side of a cramped dining room.  There were so many people in the chamber that I felt a little nervous as I sat next to them. 
 
      
 
    “Order whatever you like,” Akin told Callam.  “The family’s good for it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam shot me a worried look.  “Did they give us the wrong menu?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Akin frowned in puzzlement.  “Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “The prices,” Callam said.  “We can’t afford to eat here.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the menu.  The prices weren’t that high, yet ... I made a face.  The cheapest thing on the menu cost enough to feed an entire family in Kirkhaven, enough to ... I could see Callam’s point.  I’d never had to look at the price of anything until I’d been sent into exile.  Even then, my allowance had been high enough to buy whatever I wanted, within reason.  I had the feeling that the definition of reason was surprisingly flexible. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Akin said.  “Order whatever you like.” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked pleading.  I ran my eye down the menu.  The innkeeper was clearly trying to attract a more exclusive clientele.  He’d written the menu in old script, as close as one could get to writing in a foreign language without actually crossing the line.  It took me several moments to decipher it.  I’d spent so much time reading Uncle Ira’s collection, or at least the legitimate parts of the collection, that I was more practiced with reading older languages than fancy script. 
 
      
 
    “You might want to try something different,” I said.  My lips moved soundlessly as I parsed out the words.  “What about Chicken in Peppercorn Sauce?” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded, looking uncertain.  I nodded back, waved to the waiter and placed the order.  Callam had been raised in a society that demanded debts be repaid - it wasn’t that different from High Society - but he wasn’t used to thinking of himself as wealthy.  He could earn enough money to purchase everything on the menu with a few days’ work, if he wished.  I knew he wouldn’t.  He’d sooner salt it away for hard times. 
 
      
 
    I ordered lamb shanks for myself, then sat back and watched the room.  The majority of the guests were aristocrats or wealthy merchants, judging from their clothes.  It was easy to tell which of the merchants were nouveau riche and which were well on the way to become old money.  The former wore fancy clothes, to the point they might easily be mistaken for aristocrats; the latter were more subdued, displaying better taste than the nouveau riche.  They’d made it.  They’d made it to the point they didn’t have to display their wealth to the world. 
 
      
 
    Callam seemed torn between eating his dinner and staring at the people.  They had to look very strange to him.  I tried to see them through his eyes.  Merchants, making displays of conspicuous consumption; aristocratic courtesans, wearing dresses that exposed more of their bare flesh than anyone should see outside the bedroom; the aristocrats and their clients, the latter clearly looking up to the former.  I thought I recognised a handful of names and faces, but it was hard to be sure.  The inn was designed for discretion.  There were so many privacy wards in the air that no one would be able to say for sure who’d been there at any given time. 
 
      
 
    “It tastes good,” Callam said.  “Do you eat this all the time?” 
 
      
 
    I found it hard to answer.   His dinner had been cooked with brandy, something rare - as far as I could tell - outside the big cities.  There was no shortage of alcohol in Kirkhaven, but I didn’t think they cooked with it.  And yet, it was the peppercorns that were the most expensive part of the meal.  They weren’t native to the kingdom.  Someone had imported a sizable batch, probably through Shallot or another coastal city, and sold them to the innkeeper.  They were worth more than the rest of the ingredients put together. 
 
      
 
    “There’s more room for experimentation in Shallot,” I said, trying not to think about all the times I’d thrown my plate on the floor.  I’d been a toddler, then a young girl, but still ...  “We would have something like this on special occasions.” 
 
      
 
    “They used to claim that pepper covered the taste of rotting meat,” Akin said.  “Pepper is used as the base for a cleansing potion, which may be where the saying came from, but it would be cheaper to buy a whole flock of animals.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself as we finished our dinner, paid the bill and headed back upstairs.  I was tempted to see if Callam and I could find a private spot, but it had been a long day and so I merely bid them goodnight.  The bed was strikingly comfortable, for an inn in the middle of nowhere.  I was too tired to think about it.  Sleep overcame me almost as soon as I put my head on the pillow. 
 
      
 
    The following day, we resumed our journey.  Callam looked as if he hadn’t slept well and drifted back to sleep once we were safely away from the inn.  Akin frowned, then passed me a newspaper he’d purchased from the inn.  I scanned it thoughtfully, noting which articles were written by hired shrills and which ones had clearly been composed by someone with an axe to grind.  Newspapers would print anything, according to my father, but it was normally easy to tell when someone had an agenda.  I frowned when I read a short article on Stregheria Aguirre.  The unknown writer insisted she’d led countless young women into making terrible mistakes, mistakes for which they were blameless.  I wondered, rather sourly, if it included me. 
 
      
 
    “You should see this one,” Akin said.  “Here.” 
 
      
 
    He passed me another paper, open to the society pages.  It was the usual mix of articles written by people with an unhealthy interest in young aristocrats, but one article jumped out at me.  Someone had written a short note about me.  It was oddly written, drawing attention to my work as a successful businesswoman while skimming over the whole issue of my banishment.  The writer suggested, without ever quite coming out and saying it, that I’d been upholding the family name all along.  It felt as if I’d fallen through the looking glass. 
 
      
 
    “Who wrote it?”  I glanced at the list of credits, but none of them were linked to the article.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Akin said.  “Father might have commissioned it ...” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Father wouldn’t have had that article written.  Not unless ... no, I couldn’t think of any reason he’d have commissioned something like that.  The writer seemed unaware of certain basic truths, which meant ... what?  I doubted they were as ignorant as they seemed.  One couldn’t be a gossipmonger without having an understanding of how things worked and, perhaps, being very perceptive.  I snorted to cover my unease.  I’d read articles that credited people with things they couldn’t possibly have done.  Not having been born at the time was an excellent alibi. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find out,” I promised him.  It was a puzzle.  The article said good things, without being so wildly over the top that most reasons would dismiss it immediately.  My sense of unease grew as I read again.  I would almost have rather read a hit piece.  That, at least, I would have understood.  “And then we’ll decide what to do.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eleven: Akin 
 
      
 
    “Shallot,” Isabella said.  “It’s ... home.” 
 
      
 
    I followed her gaze as the coach paused on the hill, allowing us to peer into the city.  The air was sparklingly clean, warm and welcoming ... although I could taste a faint scent of the sea on my tongue.  Shallot gleamed under the sunlight, the buildings glowing with reflected light as the coach started to move again.  I saw Callam gaping like an idiot and smiled.  Kirkhaven was tiny.  Shallot was so big it seemed a small kingdom in itself. 
 
      
 
    “Shallot is divided into three parts,” Isabella explained.  “North Shallot is where we live.  South Shallot holds the school, the merchant quarter and plenty of living space.  Water Shallot is home to the poor and ...” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been getting better in the last few years,” I said, quickly.  Diplomacy was not Isabella’s forte.  I wasn’t sure if she’d ever been to Water Shallot.  She’d had magic, and the protection of the family name, but it was unlikely.  She’d still been very young when she’d left the city and gone into exile.  “The southern waterfront is starting to get pricy.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as the coach rattled back into life.  There was no shortage of young men willing to drop hints about secret dealings in Water Shallot, from roguish winks and nods to things forbidden even to those of their station.   Francis had bragged endlessly about his adventures in Water Shallot, all of which I was fairly sure had existed only in his mind.  Although ... Uncle Malachi had been mentoring him and Malachi had been born in Water Shallot.  It wasn’t impossible he’d taken Francis there, before Francis had plunged to his death.  Malachi had died in Water Shallot, too. 
 
      
 
    Callam chattered excitedly as we drove down the hill and through the city gates.  Isabella clutched his hand, holding him tightly as we drove towards the mansions on the waterfront.  I hoped she’d have the sense to let go before we entered the grounds.  It would probably start things off on entirely the wrong foot.  I felt my heart sink at the thought.  Someone had arranged for her to be invited home.  Somehow, I doubted they had her best interests at heart. 
 
      
 
    “You grew up here?”  Callam sounded awed beyond words.  “What was it like?” 
 
      
 
    “Fantastic,” Isabella said.  “It really was.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself as she pointed out dozens of landmarks, from the halls and manors to the best shops and cafes in the city.  She’d spent hours there, when she’d been a child.  I’d never really understood it myself.  The idea of spending so long agonising over which outfit to buy, then buying all of them, was alien to me.  I’d preferred to spend time in the workroom.  I groaned, inwardly, as I recalled I wouldn’t be doing much of that over the next few weeks.  Father had cautioned me that I’d be getting more and more involved with family affairs. 
 
      
 
    Isabella wanted the job, I thought, sourly.  And she would have been good at it, too. 
 
      
 
    Rubén Hall came into view.  Isabella grew silent as we passed through the gates, wards snapping and snarling around us before fading back into the ether.  She squeezed Callam’s hand one last time, then let go.  I breathed a sigh of relief - I hadn’t wanted to remind her to behave herself, not if she’d gotten into bad habits - as the coach rattled to a halt in front of the main entrance.  We’d arrived. 
 
      
 
    Isabella let out an odd little laugh.  “Not the servants entrance?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “We might as well make an entrance.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the door and jumped to the ground.  Isabella followed ... I allowed myself another sigh of relief that she’d worn a long dress.  No one was in view, but that didn’t mean we weren’t being watched.  The entire family might be spying on us ... I grimaced in disgust, then pasted a placid expression on my face.  I wasn’t completely blind to the political implications of the exiled daughter being invited home, but ... I sighed.  I’d never liked people spying on me.  I was going to put a stop to it, when I took my father’s place. 
 
      
 
    Callam hopped down, his face pale.  I silently gave him a moment to collect himself.  Rose had had the same reaction, when she’d visited Rubén Hall for the first time.  The hall was just so big, a small town in a giant building.  There were so many people in the hall for the summer that I was mildly surprised the grounds had been cleared.  Father had known we were coming, of course.  He’d probably ordered everyone else to make themselves scarce while he welcomed his daughter home.  I suspected the rest of the family probably considered it a relief.  Failing to treat Isabella properly would have earned the ire of their leader and his successor, but ... what was proper behaviour?  Should they be warm and welcoming, or cut her dead?  They had no way to know. 
 
      
 
    We don’t know either, I thought, wryly.  We’re just making it up as we go along. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Isabella.  She was taking deep breaths as she gathered herself, bracing herself for what was to come.  I didn’t blame her for being terrified.  She’d betrayed the family and the family had exiled her and ... she had to wonder just what sort of welcome she’d get, when she stepped through the gaping doors.  The urge to turn and walk away, to retreat back to Kirkhaven and never leave again, had to be almost overwhelming.  I wanted to tell her it would be fine, that everything would be perfect, but I knew it would be a lie.  There were factions within the family that had demanded harsher punishment, that we treat her as an adult long enough to mete out a very adult punishment.  My stomach clenched in naked outrage.  They were going to pay for making the suggestion, let alone insisting we carry it out. 
 
      
 
    Isabella straightened, her sharp features settling into an unreadable mask.  She looked like a queen walking to her destiny, blonde hair falling down around her shoulders as she marched towards the door.  I glanced at Callam, silently inviting him to follow us, and headed through the doors myself.  The wards grew stronger, shielding us from any prying eyes.  Father stood in the middle of the hall, completely alone.  I blinked in surprise.  The remainder of the council wouldn’t have come to greet us, not until they knew where they stood, but I’d expected mother to join him.  She was our mother! 
 
      
 
    “Father,” Isabella said.  She dropped a curtsey.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    Father stared at her for a moment, then reached out and hugged her.  I watched as she hugged him back.  It looked formal, very formal, but I could tell it was deeply felt.  Father hadn’t seen her for years.  The family council hadn’t allowed him to visit as often as it should.  I cursed the politics under my breath, knowing I’d be fighting my own wars when I inherited my father’s post.  It wasn’t going to be fun. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, my daughter,” Father said.  I could hear a wealth of concern in his voice.  I wondered, again, just who’d pushed for her recall.  Uncle Stephen?  Or someone else?  “We have missed you.” 
 
      
 
    He let her go, allowing her a second to wipe her eyes on her sleeve.  I pretended that I hadn’t noticed.  Isabella had never liked to cry in front of anyone, including me.  Cat was much the same.  It occurred to me, as I waited beside Callam, that my sister and my betrothed had more in common than either of them cared to admit.  They were both stubborn, determined and not inclined to surrender at the first hurdle.  And Cat had changed the world. 
 
      
 
    Father looked at Callam.  “And this is?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella straightened.  “My fiancé,” she said.  There was a hint of stubborn determination in her voice.  “Callam, Son of Tobias.  Zero.” 
 
      
 
    “I welcome you,” Father said.  There was no hint of surprise in his voice.  The message I’d sent had been a little vague, beyond assuring him that Isabella was in control, but the hall’s wards would have spotted Callam’s odd reaction to magic the moment he’d stepped through the door.  “We must talk, later.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Honour,” Callam said. 
 
      
 
    I felt a twinge of pity.  It wasn’t uncommon for powerful commoners to marry into the Great Houses, but most of them had studied at Jude’s.  They would have been taught the basics of etiquette even if they never thought they’d have to use it.  They would have known how to address my father ... Callam didn’t.  Of course he didn’t.  Isabella could have taught him, but she’d probably assumed she’d never be going home again.  And besides, it would have been a distraction.   
 
      
 
    My lips twisted.  Isabella was pushing things, already, by making it clear Callam and she were going to be married.  Father had shown no visible reaction, but I knew he wouldn’t be happy ... not, I supposed, that it mattered.  Callam was a Zero.  There was no way in hell the family would let him go, not even if it meant accepting Isabella’s return to grace.  I smirked, remembering all the older uncles and aunts who’d demanded harsh punishment.  They’d had no way to know they were going to wind up looking complete idiots ... 
 
      
 
    Father looked at Isabella.  “Your rooms have remained as you left them,” he said.  “I have taken the liberty of assigning Callam to the guestroom in the family quarters, on the grounds he is your fiancé.  I trust that will be suitable.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella nodded.  “Yes, Father.” 
 
      
 
    I hid my amusement.  The guestroom had been empty, despite the sudden influx of distant relatives, because - technically - it was reserved for Cat.  She’d never actually slept there, and probably never would, but it was a convenient legal fiction to keep the uncles and aunts out of the family quarters.  I guessed there’d be some complaints, although they probably wouldn’t be more than pro forma.  Isabella and Callam would be chaperoned by her parents and a small army of maids - and me, of course.  No one would be able to start any nasty rumours, not now. 
 
      
 
    Which probably won’t stop them from spreading anyway, I thought, sourly.  There’s always people willing to spread lies for their own amusement. 
 
      
 
    Father glanced at me, then back to Isabella.  “Isabella, I’ll have the maids show you and your fiancé to your rooms,” he said.  “Afterwards, I believe your mother wishes to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella clasped her hands behind her back.  “Yes, Father.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay with Callam,” I said.  Rose had found Cat’s home a little overwhelming and she’d spent a year at Jude’s.  Callam would have the same reaction, only worse.  And people would talk if he were alone with Isabella, fiancé or not.  “I think ...” 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk.”  Father’s voice was very firm.  “And this is important.” 
 
      
 
    I shot Callam an apologetic look.  There wasn’t anyone, anyone male at least, I dared suggest as an alternative.  I wasn’t the only young man in the house, but half of them were distant relatives and the other half were servants.  The former were untrustworthy and the latter ... they’d be unable to tell how they should react to Callam.  Hell, he’d be unsure how to react to them.  I made a mental note to consider possible companions.  There weren’t that many.  I’d never been that close to my classmates.  Adam Mortimer might have been ideal, if things had been different, but he’d joined the Kingsmen.  He wouldn’t be welcome in the hall. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll chat in the lounge,” Isabella said.  I could hear the irritation in her voice.  I hoped our father couldn’t hear it.  He would understand, I was sure, but he wouldn’t be very pleased either.  “Father, will we be able to talk ...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Father sighed.  “But right now, I need to talk to Akin.” 
 
      
 
    He summoned the maids and directed them to show Isabella and Callam to their rooms.  I watched them go, feeling suddenly adrift.  I wanted to go with them, to stay with Callam until Isabella returned and then chaperone them ... I smiled, inwardly.  I had to take Callam to the Workshop.  Isabella could accompany us and ... no one would dare say we weren’t chaperoned.  How could they? 
 
      
 
    Father motioned for me to follow him as he turned and led the way up the stairs.   The strange, almost eerie emptiness gave way to chattering relatives as we passed through a set of wards, their eyes following us as we kept walking.  I groaned inwardly, wondering what lies they were sharing.  It could be anything.  No matter how bad it looked, it could be a great deal worse.  I’d heard enough nonsense to know some people had more active imaginations than me. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for bringing her home,” Father said, as soon as we were in his office.  The wards seemed to have been tightened in the time I’d been away.  “And ... what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Callam is a Zero,” I said.  I outlined the whole story.  “And she chose to keep his secret out of ... friendship.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed?”  Father didn’t seem pleased.  “And she was using him to build her own business.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said.  “I think they do have strong feelings for each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Father said.  “And yet, she should have told us.” 
 
      
 
    I met his eyes.  “She’s changed,” I said.  “She’s grown up a lot.  And ... I think he was the first real friend she’d had.  Her cronies back at school dropped her like a hot rock, when she was sent into exile.  He might be the first person to like her for her, rather than the family name.” 
 
      
 
    Father said nothing for a long moment.  “The family council voted to invite her home,” he said.  “I wasn’t even consulted.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  I stared at him.  “They didn’t even ask you?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s technically legal, if my wishes are already known,” Father said.  He smiled, but there was little real humour in the expression.  “They knew I wanted to recall her.  It was just a matter, on paper, of giving me what I wanted.  And there was no mention of a price.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means the price is going to be very steep indeed,” I said.  I might not have enjoyed my father’s lessons in practical politics, but I’d picked up a few things.  “What do they actually want?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Father said.  “Uncle Stephen does want his daughter home.  Or so he says.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “Father ... what’s his daughter’s name?” 
 
      
 
    “Cassandra,” Father said.  “She ran away, apparently.  Her grandfather - Stephen’s father - insisted she be disowned.  The records aren’t precisely clear on what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “She’d be around ... how old?”  I did the math.  “Late thirties?  Early forties?” 
 
      
 
    “She’d be forty-three,” Father confirmed.  “And nothing has been seen of her since she was formally disowned.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  Isabella had been too young to be cut out completely.  If Cassandra had been an adult, she could have been ordered - or compelled - to leave the country and never return.  I’d heard whispered horror stories about relatives who’d been sent into permanent exile, spells placed on them to make certain the family would never see them again.  Cassandra might have crossed the border into Garstang or sailed away on the ocean ... or she might have gone a great deal further away.  There were rumours about exiles making their way to Hangchow and settling there.  I didn’t know anything for sure.  I didn’t think anyone did. 
 
      
 
    “The timing is worrying,” I said.  “Why now?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Father agreed.  “What do they know?  And how?” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella wondered if Morag was involved, somehow,” I said.  It was possible Cassandra had changed her name.  Isabella wouldn’t have had access to the family records, not after she’d been sent into exile.  Uncle Ira might not have cared, as long as he had a willing partner in crime.  “Is that possible?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible,” Father agreed.  “They’re definitely up to something.  But what?” 
 
      
 
    I considered it.  It was possible, I supposed, that Uncle Stephen just wanted his daughter home.  But why go to so much trouble?  His father had died a long time ago.  There had been no reason, as far as I knew, to leave the formal banishment in place.  Perhaps his daughter had only just got in contact with him.  Or ... who knew?  We were missing something.  I was sure of it.   
 
      
 
    “This might be the last chance to recall her,” I mused.  “But why bother?” 
 
      
 
    “Callam,” Father said.  He didn’t sound very sure.  “If they know Callam is a Zero, they’d have ample reason to recall Isabella in the hopes she’d bring him with her.” 
 
      
 
    “And that would definitely be good,” I said.  I wasn’t sure either.  The whole affair made no sense, which meant we were missing something.  There had to be a reason it made sense to them.  “What do they actually want?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” Father said. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “The council is due to meet this afternoon.  Go get a shower and change into something less comfortable.  You can join me.  I’m sure you’ll find it interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said.  It was an order, however phrased.  There was no point in arguing about it.  “We need someone to look after Callam.” 
 
      
 
    “And chaperone Callam and Isabella,” Father said, thoughtfully.  He sounded as though he didn’t want to think about it.  I guessed I’d probably have the same reaction in his place.  “I’ll see who I can find.” 
 
      
 
    “Not Penny,” I said, quickly.  Malachi’s daughter had been keeping her head down since his death.  I wondered, sometimes, if she mourned him.  He’d been a terrible father, as well as everything else.  “She’d be a terrible choice.” 
 
      
 
    Father’s lips twitched.  “I’ll bear that in mind.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twelve: Isabella 
 
      
 
    It was hard, so hard, to keep myself under control. 
 
      
 
    I was home.  I was home!  And yet, the hall felt ... weird.  I was so used to Kirkhaven that Rubén Hall just felt odd.  The wards hummed in the air, magic crackling around me as if the spells couldn’t decide if they wanted to welcome me or toss me out.  I passed dozens of relatives, all of whom stared at me and Callam as if they’d seen a pair of ghosts.  They knew who I was.  Of course they did.  They’d probably all been warned I was coming home. 
 
      
 
    Sweat prickled on my back as we made our way up the stairs.  Father had been formal, unsurprisingly, but welcoming.  I’d feared the worst.  I’d feared ... I wasn’t sure what.  Father hadn’t been the one to recall me.  He might have wondered if it would be better to send me back, or put me in one of the townhouses rather than allow me to stay at the hall, but ... he’d welcomed me.  I wished for a chance to speak to him privately, without Akin or Callam or anyone.  My heart clenched as I remembered my mother hadn’t joined us.  I understood - Father couldn’t be seen to be influenced by anyone, even his wife - but it still hurt.  She could have written to me.  No one would have blamed her for writing to me. 
 
      
 
    “This is the guestroom,” I said, to Callam.  “I’ll see you as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded, looking tongue-tied.  I didn’t blame him.  Kirkhaven Hall was primitive.  Rubén Hall practically glowed with life.  The walls were lined with portraits of long-dead relatives, their eyes seeming to follow us as we’d walked down the corridor.  I’d been sure, once upon a time, that the paintings were charmed to watch us as we played.  It was quite possible.  The Great Houses spent so much time spying on each other - and themselves - that it was a wonder anything got done.  I watched him enter the guestroom and reminded myself, sharply, not to enter myself.  Ever.  The days when we could have shared the same room without setting tongues wagging were over. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps we should just get married now, I thought.  Father hadn’t shown any reaction when I’d introduced Callam as my fiancé, but I wasn’t fool enough to think he didn’t have doubts and concerns.  He’d certainly intend to ask me some pretty searching questions about why I hadn’t mentioned Callam to him earlier.  If Father gives his blessing ... 
 
      
 
    The maid escorted me to my room, as if I didn’t know where I was going.  She had to be new.  Her hair was concealed under a cap, but what little I saw of it was brown.  She probably wasn’t family, at least not by blood.  The magics woven through the family bloodline kept our hair blonde, whatever else happened.  I was tempted to dismiss her, but I refrained.  She wouldn’t want to go back to my father, or the housekeeper, and explain I’d told her to go.  It might end badly. 
 
      
 
    My door was closed and locked, the charms so intense that no one - not even my brother - could have entered without permission.  I pressed my hand against the wood and breathed a sigh of relief as the spells parted, allowing me to enter.  The air felt oddly stale, as if the room itself had been in stasis ever since the door had been closed and secured.  I stepped inside, memories threatening to overwhelm me.  It was a little girl’s room.  There were dolls on the bed and on the shelves, the dresser was lined with cosmetics and charms more suitable for a child than a grown woman, the books piled high on the table were children’s books ... I kicked myself, mentally.  The room hadn’t been in use for years.  I should have expected it was no longer suitable for me. 
 
      
 
    The maid cleared her throat.  “My Lady?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  “You are dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    I heard her bob a curtsey and hurry off as I closed the door.  The room felt ... eerie, as if I’d stepped back in time.  Someone had cleaned the chamber, probably shortly after I’d gone to school for my first and final year, but ... a sense of unreality overwhelmed me as I looked at the dolls.  They weren’t toys, not really.  Some were so old they’d been passed down from generation to generation until they’d reached me.  The little stuffed rabbit I valued more than any of them lay on the bed.  Tears prickled in my eyes.  I’d left him behind, when I’d gone into exile.  I hadn’t dared ask for anything to be sent to me ... 
 
      
 
    My legs buckled.  I sat on the bed.  It had been too big for me, once upon a time, but now it was too small.  I’d have to have it changed.  And ... I wondered, suddenly, how many of my little secrets had been left in place.  I snorted, in amusement.  They’d seemed so big, once upon a time.  I’d been an ignorant fool.  I hadn’t known what big secrets were.  My eyes narrowed as I picked out a handful of spellbooks I’d been given by Uncle Malachi.  It would probably be a good idea to go through them when I had a moment and find out if he’d tampered with them in some way. 
 
      
 
    I stumbled into the bathroom and groaned.  I’d been a spoilt brat.  The walls were lined with row upon row of fancy soaps, shampoos and everything else, too many for a dozen girls like me.  I splashed water on my face, kicking myself for not having brought more clothes from Kirkhaven.  There were enough dresses in my closets to outfit a hundred girls, if not more, but they were all designed for children.  I was surprised they hadn’t been passed down to my cousins.  Penny was a couple of years younger than me.  She and her peers could have made good use of them before they outgrew them, too. 
 
      
 
    The mirror seemed to glow as I peered at myself.  My hair looked unkempt, despite my best efforts.  It could be worse, I supposed.  I’d heard Cat moaning about how hard it was to do her hair.  And yet, I wasn’t in Kirkhaven now.  I ran a charmed comb through my hair, then brushed cream on my face.  No one in Kirkhaven had cared if I did my face or not, but here ... I felt my heart sink.  Part of me wanted to turn and run.  If I went home ... 
 
      
 
    You are home, I told myself.  And you have to behave yourself. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to leave the suite and walk down to the master section, silently thanking all the ancients that the family quarters were private.  I’d seen too many people outside, their eyes judging me.  It wasn’t going to be easy to join my parents for dinner, let alone the rest of the family.  I wondered, not for the first time, if I’d done the right thing.  I could have stayed in Kirkhaven with Callam.  But I would never have been allowed to remain in peace.  The secret was out and spreading. 
 
      
 
    My mother’s door was firmly closed.  I stopped outside, unsure if I wanted to knock.  By tradition, her rooms were private.  Even her husband wasn’t supposed to enter without permission.  It had been rare, once upon a time, for me to enter her chambers.  The only times I’d been invited had been for lectures on my duty to the family ... ironic, I supposed, given that my mother hadn’t been born into the family.  It was very easy to forget the truth. 
 
      
 
    I knocked, once.  She’d know who was knocking.  My mother was a skilled - brilliant, even - charmsmith.  She’d taken the original wards and made them her own, to the point I thought her room was largely disconnected from the hall’s protective charms.  I understood, all too well.  She had enemies within the family, uncles and aunts who considered her a poor choice for my father.  And they’d probably blamed my fall from grace on her. 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  I stepped inside, a lump forming in my stomach.  My mother’s antechamber had grown more austere over the years, a pair of stiff-backed armchairs positioned in the middle of the room.  The doors leading to her private workroom and bedchamber were firmly closed, probably locked.  Mother herself sat in one of the armchairs, her face expressionless.  Her hair had turned blonde when she’d married into the family, long ago. 
 
      
 
    “Mother,” I said.  I found myself unsure what to say or do.  “I ... you wanted to see me?” 
 
      
 
    “Sit,” Mother said.  Her voice was cold.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted, again, as I sat.  Mother had always been stern - she’d never had any qualms about scolding me - but this was new.  I hadn’t seen her for years.  I wanted to scream at her for abandoning me, for not so much as writing... I knew, even if I could never admit it to myself, that she’d been in a terrible position.  The uncles and aunts would have been urging her husband to divorce her, perhaps even devoice her.  They’d wanted to dethrone my father for a long time.  Using his wife and daughter to undermine him would have worked ... 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to look at her.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “So you should be.”  Mother’s voice was harsh.  “Do you understand what you did?” 
 
      
 
    “I have had years to come to terms with my mistakes,” I said.  “And I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Mother repeated.  “Does that make it any better?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger.  “No,” I snapped.  “But what would you like me to do?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing you can do,” Mother said.  “You disgraced your father.  You disgraced your brother.  We are ... dependent ... upon the goodwill of our hated enemies to keep our positions.  And all of that is because of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean to do it,” I said.  “I thought ...” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t think,” Mother corrected.  “If you’d thought, you would have realised Stregheria Aguirre could not be trusted.  If you’d thought ... if you’d thought ... you didn’t just ruin your own life, when you were sent into exile.  You ruined mine, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You never even wrote to me,” I charged. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone turned their backs on me,” Mother retorted.  “If Sofia hadn’t been my companion ...” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  Sofia Aguirre was Cat’s mother.  She and my mother had been rival social queens, once upon a time.  Now ... I winced.  I knew how my mother felt.  Sofia had offered her charity.  There was no getting around the simple fact that my mother would have been a social pariah, if her former rival hadn’t reached out to her.  I didn’t know Sofia very well - I’d met her a couple of times, when I’d been very young - but I would be surprised if she wasn’t quietly pleased with the outcome.  And all it had cost her was extending a hand to her formal rival. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t dare write to you,” Mother said.  “It might have been the last straw.” 
 
      
 
    “Akin wrote to me,” I pointed out, harshly. 
 
      
 
    “Akin is the Heir Primus,” Mother said.  “He could hardly be disowned unless he really messed up.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists.  I wasn’t sure what reaction I’d expected, from a mother who’d run hot and cold with both of her children, but ... I gritted my teeth, then forced my hands to unclench.  My mother had never been predictable.  There’d been days when she’d left us with the servants and days when she’d taken me shopping ... my heart twisted, again, as I recalled the times we’d shopped in South Shallot.  We’d gone from store to store, then found a table in a very exclusive cafe - there’d always been a table for us, of course - and eaten sweet treats as we’d discussed the people on the streets.  Mother had always been good at looking at someone and just knowing things about them.   She’d never had any trouble spotting the difference between old and new money ... 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could make things better,” I said, finally.  “I wish certain things had never happened at all.  But I can’t go back in time and change them.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you can’t,” Mother agreed.  “You just have to live with the consequences.  And so do we.” 
 
      
 
    Raw anger burned through me.  “I’m sorry to be such a disappointment.  I really am.  Perhaps I shouldn’t have listened to you, when you told me I had to make a name for myself.  Perhaps I should have reached out to Cat, instead of declaring her my rival.  Perhaps I shouldn’t have taken your words seriously.  Perhaps ...” 
 
      
 
    Mother’s eyes flashed fire.  “Are you blaming me for your fall?” 
 
      
 
    “You told me to uphold the family name,” I snarled.  “And that’s what I tried to do!” 
 
      
 
    She started to rise, then stopped herself.  “I made mistakes with you,” she admitted.  “I had ... problems, when I first joined the family, and I taught you to overcompensate.  And I was too busy with my own research to spend as much time with you as I should.” 
 
      
 
    “And you should have written to me,” I said.  “I’m your child!” 
 
      
 
    “And I could have been kicked out of the family,” Mother reminded me.  “What would that have done to your father?  Or to Akin?” 
 
      
 
    I took a long breath, calming myself.  “I’m sorry,” I said.  “But things are going to be different.” 
 
      
 
    “The family council has recalled you,” Mother said.  “Don’t make the mistake of thinking this is forgiveness.  I don’t know what they’re playing at, but they wouldn’t have recalled you out of the goodness of their hearts.  And you know what ... everyone in the city hates your guts.  Don’t expect to be warmly welcomed.  Don’t expect anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I built a business for myself,” I pointed out.  My achievements weren’t small.  I could take consolation in that, if nothing else.  “And I found a fiancé.” 
 
      
 
    Mother snorted.  “And does he know what he’s getting into?” 
 
      
 
    “He knows I was sent into exile,” I said.  I knew there was a double-meaning, but I refused to believe she knew it.  My mother had never cracked a joke in her life.  “And that the family might have reasons of its own to recall me.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have asked for permission before asking him to marry into the family,” Mother said.  “They vetted me extensively.  Do you know that?” 
 
      
 
    She sounded as though she was talking to herself, rather than me.  “Your father and I met at school.  We were friendly, but not that close.  The family - his family - made an offer to mine.  If I married their golden boy, their Heir Primus, and birthed his children, they’d make it worth their while.  They put me through all sorts of tests, just to confirm I brought value to the family.  The whole process was brutally honest.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  “You didn’t love him?” 
 
      
 
    “Love?”  Mother shot me a sharp look.  “I liked him.  I respected him.  But raw, passionate love?  No.  We had an understanding, an agreement that we would have children and raise them together.  In public, we would be husband and wife.  In private, who cared?” 
 
      
 
    “You ...”  I was stunned.  “I never knew ...” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Mother shook her head.  “I would have told you, sooner or later.  We would have sat down, when you had your first blood, and I would have explained what would happen when you came of age.  I always assumed you’d be presented to the city, then a suitable match would be found.  There were plenty of young men in the right age bracket, most of whom are engaged by now ...” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to be something more,” I said.  My fists clenched so hard they hurt.  “I wanted to be something myself.  I wanted to be ... great.” 
 
      
 
    “The family comes first, always,” Mother said.  “Or have you forgotten that?” 
 
      
 
    I glared.  “And perhaps the family is wrong!” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Mother agreed.  “But the family has survived for over two thousand years through a staunch adherence to tradition.  The council will not change for you.” 
 
      
 
    No, I thought.  I’d wanted to be more than a ... a piece on the family gameboard.  I’d wanted to wield power for myself, to shape the future of the family ... the old resentment burned within me, no matter how much I tried to dampen it.  I loved my brother dearly, but he’d inherited power and position - and would inherit more - through an accident of birth.  I wanted power and position for myself.  If Callam and I work together ... 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” I said.  I stood.  “We’ll see.” 
 
    
“Yes, we will.”  Mother didn’t stand.  “Until then, just remember to behave yourself.  You don’t want more scandal following your name.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted, rudely.  I’d barely been home an hour, perhaps less than an hour, and I was already sick of High Society.  How dare they watch my every move?  How dare they tell me what I could and couldn’t do?  I wanted the power to punish them, to silence the chattering gossips and hurt the rumourmongers who destroyed lives with whispering campaigns or a handful of well-placed bon mots.  High Society would be a great deal more enjoyable if a handful of the worst cases were unceremoniously sent into exile.  It would serve them right. 
 
      
 
    The bitterness threatened to overwhelm me, again.  I could climb to the top if only I could reach the very first stair ... 
 
      
 
    “Disaster,” I said.  It was hard to keep my voice light.  “Betraying the family and holding hands with my fiancé?  How will I ever recover from that?” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t,” Mother said, coolly.  “And don’t you forget it.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirteen: Akin 
 
      
 
    The council chamber was, I’d been told, an exact copy of the original council chamber in the Eternal City.  That chamber had been lost forever, if it hadn’t been destroyed, but the copy had been made before the Thousand-Year Empire ended.  I frowned as I followed my father into the chamber, ancient wards pressing down on me.  I’d been assured there was no more secure place in the entire city.  And yet, the chamber was oddly uncomfortable.  The walls, the table and chairs were bare stone.  There were no cushions, nothing to make the chairs more comfortable for the older councillors.  The only source of light was a glowing crystal, set within the ceiling.  Tradition demanded we keep the chamber, and that only bloodline members were allowed to enter, but ... 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly, as I watched the remainder of the council enter the chamber.  Uncle Stephen, his face calm and composed.  Auntie Jeanne, the highest-ranking woman in the family.  Uncle Andrew, a faint smirk on his face.  I was surprised Uncle Davys hadn’t attended, although I feared he might be trying to set a precedent.  I’d want Isabella on the council, when I took my father’s place.  Uncle Davys might be trying to ensure that nominating her wouldn’t be easy.  I had the feeling it was too late.  He’d been on the council longer than I’d been alive. 
 
      
 
    My eyes swept the chamber.  Twelve men and one woman, the movers and shakers who directed the family.  It was never easy to select councillors, and the whole process led to endless shake-ups, threats of internal war and secession, but it worked.  Mostly.  My father had vast power, but if two-thirds of the council allied against him his position would become untenable.  I grimaced, wishing - deep inside - there was someone who could take my place.  There would have been a great many secret discussions between the councillors before the council itself was called, laying the groundwork for decisions everyone knew had become inevitable before the council met.  I hated it.  I silently tallied the other possible candidates, the distant cousins who could take my father’s place ... I knew it wasn’t going to happen.   
 
      
 
    The door closed.  Father took his seat.  I stood behind him, hands clasped behind my back.  “We are gathered in the sight of our ancestors,” he said, the traditional opening words.  “Let those who are not of us take their leave.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause.  No one moved.  I hadn’t expected it.  The wards around the lower levels were so strong that no one who wasn’t a member of the bloodline, including my mother and her relatives, could enter the chamber.  Even Father couldn’t get them through the wards.  It would take the entire council to sneak them through ... 
 
      
 
    Father spoke, into the silence.  “I thank you for recalling my daughter,” he said.  “And I am curious as to why you saw fit to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like my own daughter to be recalled,” Uncle Stephen said.  “But the matter of your daughter has just become a great deal more interesting, has it not?  She has a very interesting ... partner.” 
 
      
 
    “Fiancé,” Father said, sharply. 
 
      
 
    “He is a Zero, is he not?”  Uncle Stephen steepled his fingers.  “Or are my sources misleading me?” 
 
      
 
    Father gave him a stern look.  “Your sources?” 
 
      
 
    “I watched as he made his way through the wards,” Uncle Stephen said.  I thought I saw a flicker of triumph on his face.  “And there must be something special about him.  She risked her reputation by bringing him to the hall.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  It was possible.  I could see the logic.  Callam was a commoner boy of no great power.  Isabella was a skilled, aristocratic sorceress.  She wouldn’t have been interested in him, let alone brought him to the city, if there wasn’t something special about him.  Uncle Stephen could have deduced the truth.  And yet, I didn’t believe it.  The timing was just too strange. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t have great power, or he would have been invited to Jude’s,” Uncle Roger said, coolly.  “And without great power, he would not be a suitable husband.” 
 
      
 
    Father’s voice was cold and hard.  “Callam is indeed a Zero,” he said.  I was glad I couldn’t see his face.  “And Isabella has arranged for him to receive proper training.  The advantages of having another Zero in the family are obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed?”  Uncle Stephen looked at me.  “Young Akin.  What are those advantages?” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to grit my teeth at his condescending tone.  “Zeros produce Objects of Power,” I said, flatly.  “We already have a close relationship with the only known Zero - no, the formerly only known Zero - and having two in the family would be incredibly useful.  It would certainly double the number of Objects of Power that could be produced, as well as opening the possibilities for rediscovering techniques that require two or more Zeros to make them work.” 
 
      
 
    “And your sister wants to marry him,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Is that not correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, stiffly.  How had he known that?  Isabella had introduced Callam as her ... I kicked myself, mentally.  Father had confirmed that, with his insistent terminology.  Not that it would have been that hard to guess.  Callam wouldn’t have been given the guestroom in the family quarters if he hadn’t been practically part of the family.  “I believe he is a good person.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think we should approve the match?”  Uncle Stephen was playing at something.  I could tell.  I just didn’t know what.  “Do you think it is in the best interests of the family to agree to the match?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I met his eyes, hoping I wasn’t making a mistake.  “There is much to gain.” 
 
      
 
    And a great deal to lose, I added, silently.  Isabella’s secret was out.  If she went back to Kirkhaven, it wouldn’t be long before the other Great Houses - or King Rufus - started bidding for Callam’s services.  Isabella could make things very uncomfortable for us if she decided to be vindictive.  You have to approve the match. 
 
      
 
    “Quite.”  Uncle Stephen glanced around the table.  “If we have a second Zero, do we need Caitlyn?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  For a moment, I was sure I’d misheard.  I ... I couldn’t believe it.  Cat and I had been betrothed for years.  The family council, Stephen amongst them, had given their assent shortly after the House War.  They’d had seven years to get used to the idea that, when we were of age, Cat and I would be married.  Our families would be bound together as one, forever.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “You ...” 
 
      
 
    Father cut me off as a rustle ran around the table.  “Caitlyn’s talents are not the only reason we agreed to the betrothal,” he snapped.  “We had to bring the House War to an end, without rendering either family vulnerable.  There was no other choice.” 
 
      
 
    “That was then,” Uncle Stephen said.  His face was artfully blank.  “This is now.  Caitlyn is an Aguirre.  Can we trust her to represent our best interests ...?” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to reach for the sword and cut him down before he could blink.  How dare he?  My fingers twitched.  I was suddenly very aware of the sword, hanging on my back.  It would be so easy to kill him on the spot, as easily as I’d killed the Crown Prince so many years ago.  Uncle Stephen was a powerful magician, but the sword was an Object of Power.  My blood boiled.  How dare he? 
 
      
 
    “Cat is a wonderful person,” I growled.  I wanted to scream at him, to scream and shout until he had no doubt of my feelings.  “She understands what is at stake.  She’s brilliant and ...” 
 
      
 
    “He just wants to bed the girl,” Uncle Stephen said, dismissively.  He shot my father a regretful look that nearly made me lose my temper.  “Please, tell him that such passions fade.” 
 
      
 
    Father’s voice was cold.  “That will do, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “The point is a valid one,” Jeanne said.  “Caitlyn - Cat - cannot give herself to the family.  How can she?  She has a family of her own.” 
 
      
 
    “So does Callam,” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Callam does not have a Great House behind him,” Jeanne said, easily.  She sounded more reasonable than Stephen, but ... I told myself it didn’t matter.  “He can give himself completely to us.  His children would be us, even if they didn’t share his talents.” 
 
      
 
    “Which raises another point,” Uncle Andrew said.  “We do not know if his talents - if their talents - are hereditary.  Isabella’s children may take after her, not their father.  What if Akin’s children are born without magic?” 
 
      
 
    “They wouldn’t be useless,” I snapped.  “Their talents would still be immensely useful.” 
 
      
 
    “The point stands,” Uncle Andrew said.  He looked directly at me.  “What happens if your children are unable to defend themselves?” 
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold.  I’d known Cat and I would have children.  We hadn’t discussed it, but we both knew we’d need to have kids.  What if ... what if they didn’t have magic?  What if they did ... just enough power to make them unable to forge Objects of Power, yet too little to be powerful magicians?  What if ... I knew I’d love them, whatever they were, but the family would find it hard to accept them.  What if ... I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
      
 
    “They thought Cat was helpless, when they took us prisoner,” I said.  I had been helpless.  I’d been enchanted.  The kidnappers had used me to keep her under control ... she’d managed, somehow, to plot an escape and carry it out under my nose.  “She taught them a lesson.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet, she had a hard time of it in her childhood,” Uncle Rufus said.  “We all heard the stories.” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip.  “Our kids would have an easier childhood,” I said.  I didn’t want to think about the implications.  “We wouldn’t try to make them into something they’re not.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen leaned forward.  “We must consider the good of the family,” he said.  “And Callam will be much more useful than Caitlyn.” 
 
      
 
    “You ...” 
 
      
 
    Father turned his head and gave me a sharp look.  “Be quiet.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed, angrily.  We’d been played.  I’d known there were factions within the family that disliked the idea of being permanently allied to House Aguirre, but they’d come to accept it because they had no choice.  Not until now.  If Isabella brought Callam into the family, the family didn’t need Cat.  I ground my teeth in fury.  Callam wasn’t anything like Cat’s match, not yet, but he could learn.  He could take her place, and I ... 
 
      
 
    If they tell me to abandon the betrothal, I’ll leave, I resolved.  Cat and I had become friends well before the betrothal.  I liked her ... I loved her.  They can take the job and stick it up their backsides. 
 
      
 
    “We shall discuss the matter later,” Father said, firmly.  No one would be impressed by his decision to end the meeting ahead of time, but he didn’t have a choice.  He needed time to think and gather his allies before the council reconvened.  “For the moment, if you don’t mind, my wife and I have a daughter to welcome home.” 
 
      
 
    “And please extend our welcome, too,” Uncle Stephen said.  “We look forward to meeting her fiancé formally.” 
 
      
 
    Father stood, dismissed the council with a nod and marched out.  I followed, wondering just how much trouble I was in.  I’d made a fool of myself in front of the entire family.  Father had taught me better than that, damn it!  No, I hadn’t just made a fool of myself.  I’d convinced them my opinions shouldn’t be taken seriously.  Uncle Stephen had defeated me before I’d even realised I was under attack.   
 
      
 
    Bastard, I thought.  My hands yearned to draw the sword and cut him down.  Damn him to hell. 
 
      
 
    Father said nothing until we were back in his office, with the wards drawn tight.  “That was ... unwise.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father.”  I couldn’t disagree.  “I didn’t think he’d say ...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Father agreed.  “I didn’t see that coming.” 
 
      
 
    “He had advance knowledge,” I said, curtly.  “He must have.” 
 
      
 
    “We have no proof.”  Father shook his head.  “Stephen has always been perceptive.  He might easily have deduced the truth recently, then kept it to himself until the time came to play his card.  And he played it very well indeed.” 
 
      
 
    I poured us both tea, then handed my father his mug.  He walked to the window and sipped it, gingerly, while staring at the city.  The sky was darkening, but the city never slept.  I could see streetlights coming on all over North Shallot.  The population wouldn’t let a little thing like darkness stand between them and their fun.  My eyes hardened as I picked out the Workshop, positioned near Aguirre Hall.  Cat was there, doing something fantastic.  I wanted to be with her.  I wanted to kiss her and put our fears aside. 
 
      
 
    “I should have expected him to argue we didn’t need her any longer,” Father said.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him.  It was hard to escape the sense he was a great deal older.  Father was in his early fifties, if I recalled correctly.  He hadn’t had an easy life, even though he’d been born to wealth and power.  I’d heard all kinds of stories, some of which I hoped had grown in the telling.  What I did know was quite bad enough. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let her go,” I said.  “I ... I love her.” 
 
      
 
    Father said nothing for a long moment.  “And if your children turn out to be powerless, too?” 
 
      
 
    I cursed under my breath.  My children would be the formal heirs when I assumed my father’s position.  It would get complicated if I didn’t have children.  Isabella’s kids would be next in line, if her banishment was formally terminated.  Beyond that ... Francis was dead.  It was going to be one hell of a mess.  I had plenty of cousins, but very few had a clear claim to the title.  The council wouldn’t find it easy to determine who should take the post. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I’ll adopt,” I said, snidely.  “I could always take a newborn cousin or nephew as an heir.” 
 
      
 
    “That rarely ends well,” Father said. 
 
      
 
    “They will be my children,” I said.  “I will not abandon them or disown them or anything.” 
 
      
 
    “The family comes first,” Father said.  “You need to think ...” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck the family!”  I hit the window, hard enough to hurt.  “They’ll be my kids!” 
 
      
 
    We stared at each other for a long moment.  I had a horrible sinking feeling in my chest, combined with a strange sense I had to do this.  I’d seen the family chew up my father, the Patriarch; I’d seen it break my mother and banish my sister.  Louise had said I’d been born with a silver spoon in my mouth and I supposed she was right, but ... it came with a price.  By the ancients, it came with a price.  I loved Cat.  The idea of marrying someone else just to ensure our children had magic wasn’t remotely appealing ... 
 
      
 
    And Cat’s parents both have magic, I reminded myself.  There was no reason to assume their daughter would be born without magic. 
 
      
 
    I met his eyes.  “Louise has strong magic,” I said.  The thought was almost funny.  “Should I wed her?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Father snapped.  He turned back, looking over the city.  “This isn’t the end.  Stephen is up to something.  Suggesting that Callam would make a suitable replacement for Cat is only the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said.  “I’d worked that out for myself.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve also exposed themselves,” Father added, as if I hadn’t spoken.  “What do they have up their sleeve?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know.  Francis had been the only real challenge to me, as Heir Primus.  And Francis was dead.  And yet ... had he fathered a son?  I’d caught Francis making out with at least one girl last year, before his untimely death.  He’d certainly been old enough to impregnate a girl and ... what then?  Tell his father and expect him to sort out the mess?  I hadn’t seen much of Uncle Davys since Francis’s death.  Was it possible ...? 
 
      
 
    “Father,” I said, slowly.  “What if Francis had sired a child?” 
 
      
 
    Father frowned.  “I never considered it,” he said.  His face twisted in disapproval.  Francis might have been a legal adult, but he’d been too young to have kids.  “If that were true ...” 
 
      
 
    “The child would be only a few months old,” I said.  “Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, technically part of the next generation,” Father said.  “He’d be the same generation as your own kids, when you have them.  But someone could bend the rules.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “I’ll give the matter some thought.  For the moment, you are not to mention this to Isabella.  Or Callam.  Do not find a loophole and, if you do, do not abuse it.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  “Father ...” 
 
      
 
    “I mean it.”  Father met my eyes.  “There are too many players in this game.  There are too many mysteries we don’t understand.  And you are not to mention it to your sister, directly or indirectly, until I give the word.  Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said.  I wasn’t happy.  I wasn’t remotely happy.  “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Father turned away.  “Go share dinner with them.  Chat about nothing.  Take Callam to meet Cat tomorrow afternoon.  I’m sure you’ll have much to talk about.” 
 
      
 
    But not what I want to talk about, I thought.  The urge to just tell Isabella everything was almost overwhelming.  I knew I couldn’t give in.  Father would never forgive me.  If I disobey you now, you’ll never trust me again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fourteen: Isabella 
 
      
 
    “This is our private dining room,” I said, as I led Callam into the chamber.  “What would you like to eat?” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked a little dazed as he stared at the list of options.  I tried to see it through his eyes.  The room was small, smaller than the dining room in Kirkhaven, but it was just for the children.  There’d been days, years ago, when Akin and I had shared breakfast with Francis and Penny and a bunch of lesser cousins, while the grown-ups had eaten in the bigger dining room.  It was hard to imagine, if one hadn’t grown up in a Great House, just how large they truly were.  There were ten separate dining rooms in the hall, not counting anything used exclusively by the servants. 
 
      
 
    “Order whatever you like,” I said.  I ordered a plate of kedgeree for myself.  It was something I hadn’t eaten in years.  “Or ask for something that isn’t on the list.  The cooks can probably handle it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced awkwardly at the maid, then shrugged.  “Bacon and eggs?” 
 
      
 
    The maid curtseyed and hurried off.  Callam watched her go, looking a little weirded out.  He wasn’t used to servants.  I’d had some help at Kirkhaven, after Uncle Ira had died, but I’d grown used to doing some things for myself.  And yet, it was true that having servants to do the basic chores meant having more time to do real work.  I dreaded to think how little the family would have accomplished, over the years, if our magicians had had to take care of themselves. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Callam.  “Did you sleep well?” 
 
      
 
    Callam frowned.  “The house is so ... strange,” he said.  “It took me hours to get to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels strange to me, too,” I said.  My bedroom felt silly, as if I was sleeping in a room belonging to my younger sister.  I’d already asked for a bigger bed, as well as more appropriate sheets and pillows.  “I’ll show you the city together, then we can go meet Cat at the Workshop.” 
 
      
 
    The food arrived.  We ate our breakfast in companionable silence.  I was relieved, although I could never say it out loud, that the cousins had been barred from entering the family quarters.  Callam was already having problems coping.  He didn’t need to deal with more relatives.  Akin entered, looking as if he also hadn’t slept well.  Something was preying on his mind.  Or maybe he just had a hangover.  It was hard to imagine my brother indulging in alcohol, but he was certainly old enough to drink! 
 
      
 
    “I’ll meet you at Madame Wilkins for lunch,” Akin said.  “And then I’ll escort you to the Workshop.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “You can’t wait to see Cat again?” 
 
      
 
    Akin flushed.  “Someone has to be there to mediate,” he said.  “The two of you didn’t part on the best of terms.” 
 
      
 
    “How ... diplomatic,” I said.  “Is that the truth or just the official story?” 
 
      
 
    My brother looked shaken, just for a second.  I blinked in surprise.  No one else would have seen it, except perhaps for our father, but ... I’d touched a nerve.  I wanted to ask probing questions, to find out what he was thinking, yet ... right now, I just didn’t have the time.  It was nine in the morning.  I - we - had to go shopping before meeting Akin for lunch.  I smiled, inwardly.  Madame Wilkins?  Clearly, Akin had developed good taste over the last few years. 
 
      
 
    It’s probably Cat’s influence, I thought, as I finished my breakfast.  She would have wanted to be seen with him in all the right places. 
 
      
 
    The thought didn’t please me, not really.  I should have been doing the same, spending time - carefully chaperoned time - with potential partners.  Madame Wilkins was one of the places that provided chaperonage services, allowing quality to meet quality openly without tongues wagging.  Much.  There would be rumours, of course, but only high-class ones.  I snorted in annoyance.  There were times when the courtship rituals of High Society were just silly. 
 
      
 
    But it allows relationships to come to an end without destroying reputations, I reminded myself, tartly.  That wouldn’t be so easy if we were without a chaperone. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the morning papers while waiting for Callam to finish.  The covers were dominated by the announcement that the Aguirre Triplets would come of age at High Summer, the first handful of pages crammed with such exaggerated praise for Alana, Bella and Cat that it had to have cost Lord Aguirre a pretty penny.  The nasty part of my mind wondered if the reporters had yet to remove their tongues from his boots, if not another part of his anatomy.  Even the more sober papers had profiled the girls in glowing terms.  Alana had many strengths, as even I would concede, but she was no diplomat and everyone knew it. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you at noon,” Akin called.  “Don’t be late.” 
 
      
 
    “We might just lose track of time,” I called back.  “Wait for us?” 
 
      
 
    I led the way out of the room before Akin could reply.  I’d donned a dress I’d brought from Kirkhaven, but it was hopelessly out of fashion.  Callam, if anything, managed to look worse.  Male fashions were generally simpler, but his shirt and trousers were just ... I shook my head in dismay.  Callam was going to be part of High Society, as both my husband and someone with a rare - almost unique - talent.  He needed to look the part if he wanted to be taken seriously. 
 
      
 
    “Get your cloak,” I said.  “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Callam followed me down the stairs and out of the side entrance.  I took a moment to check the wards, just to make sure they’d let Callam in and out without me, then led him down the garden path.  The walls were high enough to keep people from walking onto the grounds, at least without passing through one of the gatehouses, but they let people cast their eyes over the mansion and bow their heads in awe.  Some of the older uncles bragged of sneaking in and out of the mansion when they’d been teenagers, as if they were trapped inside ... I grimaced in annoyance.  They hadn’t been trapped.  They didn’t know what being trapped meant. 
 
      
 
    “You grew up here?”  Callam shook his head in disbelief.  “This place is just ...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  The mansions were lined up in rows, each one surrounded by high walls and gardens and other signs of conspicuous consumption.  They were practically perfect in every way.  It was said that a window couldn’t break without it being replaced, before the glass had so much as hit the ground.  The Great Houses had to look great.  If a mansion started to look faded, like Kirkhaven, it was a clear sign the family was on the verge of collapse. 
 
      
 
    The streets were surprisingly empty, until we started to make our way into the shopping district.  I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised.  It was only ten o’clock.  Half the aristocratic population of North Shallot would still be in bed, and the remainder would be working in the mansions rather than heading onto the streets.  I felt a twinge of something I couldn’t put into words, a sense of displacement that nagged at me.  I’d grown used to rising with the sun.  The idea of staying in bed until noon was no longer as appealing as it had been when I’d been a child.   
 
      
 
    Callam stayed close to me, perhaps a little too close.  I could feel eyes watching us, peering at us.  They knew who I was ... of course they did.  My blonde hair marked me as a Rubén and my dress suggested I’d been away from the city for years.  There weren’t many others who might fit the facts.  Morag was the only one who came to mind and she was at least twenty years older than me.  Probably.  Akin had looked it up.  Uncle Stephen’s daughter hadn’t been called Morag. 
 
      
 
    “The shops here are the most exclusive in the city,” I muttered, trying to concentrate on keeping Callam informed.  I’d expected him to be a little overwhelmed by the city.  I hadn’t expected him to be overwhelmed with everything else.  “There are goods here from all over the world.” 
 
      
 
    And if you have to ask the price, I added silently, you can’t afford it. 
 
      
 
    There were more people on the streets now; young aristocrats, older women who shot sharp glances at me when they thought I wasn’t looking, servants and companions out on errands for their mistresses ... I kept walking towards the final shop, a simple unmarked dressmakers’ store that was exclusive even for North Shallot.  Mother had taken me there as a little girl, insisting that it was the only place for us.  I’d gone myself, later, with my friends.  Akin had never liked it.  Father had had to bribe him to stand still long enough to be measured. 
 
      
 
    I pressed my hand against the door.  It should have recognised my family and opened at once.  It remained closed.  I blinked in honest astonishment.  House Rubén was one of the shop’s biggest customers.  They wouldn’t have locked the door to us.  They’d once opened up in the middle of the night to outfit a group of aunts who just couldn’t wait until the morning.  My cheeks reddened in embarrassment as I pressed the door again, then knocked.  Callam might not notice that the door hadn’t opened at once, but I was sure everyone else had.  I gritted my teeth.  By the time we were done, word would have spread from one end of the city to the other. 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  A middle-aged woman stared down at us.  The disapproval on her face made my blood boil.  I stared back at her, crossing my arms under my breasts.  How dare she look at me like I was a guttersnipe who’d put on fancy clothes she’d probably pinched from a charity shop?  How dare she? 
 
      
 
    “You’re not welcome,” she said, flatly.  “Be gone.” 
 
      
 
    I felt as if I’d been hit.  I’d known girls who’d been shunned and ... I felt a hot flash of shame and anger.  I’d laughed at them, back when I’d been young and foolish.  It had been funny to watch doors being slammed in their faces, to watch people crossing the road just to avoid walking past.  It had been hilarious when they’d been told there were no tables available, even though free tables were clearly visible.  I hated the little brat I’d been with a sudden passion.  It had never crossed my mind I could be shunned until it had been too late. 
 
      
 
    “I need a new set of dresses and my fiancé needs a new suit,” I said, choosing to give her a chance to step back.  I’d ignore it, for the moment.  I wouldn’t forget.  “Please would you measure us both, then ...” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not welcome here,” the woman said.  I was tempted to demand to speak to the manager.  Surely, the older woman I remembered would realise the danger in refusing to serve an aristocrat.  And yet ... where was that old woman?  It had been years since I’d last visited.   She might have retired or passed on or ... I simply didn’t know.  “You may leave.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my magic sparkle in rage.  The woman’s eyes narrowed, but she stood her ground.  I didn’t have to look back to know Callam was worried.  He might not be able to sense the magic, but he could see her reaction.  I was too embarrassed to even look at him.  I’d told him so much about the city.  How dare they shame me in front of him? 
 
      
 
    “I am Isabella, daughter of Lord and Lady Rubén and sister to Akin, who is engaged to Caitlyn Aguirre,” I snapped.  It was all I could do not to scream.  “If you turn me away, you turn two entire families away.  Are you sure you want me to go?” 
 
      
 
    The woman stared at me for a long, cold moment.  I could practically see the calculations running through her head.  I was disgraced.  My family - and Cat’s - might not support me if I boycotted the dressmaker’s shop.  And yet, I’d clearly been allowed to return to the city.  It was possible I might muster enough power and influence to ruin her ... 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly.  It didn’t matter what my family did, not really.  High Society had decided to shun me.  They’d probably make a point of patronising the dressmaker, in all senses of the word, just to make it clear I had no place in their world.  Frustration raged through me as I saw her expression harden, as I realised what she was going to say.  I’d have to summon a personal dressmaker to the hall, just to order a dress. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not welcome here,” the woman said.  “You may leave.” 
 
      
 
    She stepped back and slammed the door in my face.  I felt the wards snapping into place a moment later.  I was tempted to try to blast the door down, as Francis would have done, but that would probably have landed me in worse trouble.  The shop was heavily warded.  I’d be arrested and the authorities would require a great deal of very expensive soothing and Father would be furious and I’d be a laughingstock and ... 
 
      
 
    Callam placed a hand on my shoulder.  “It’s alright.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  It wasn’t alright.  People were watching.  They’d seen a door slammed in my face.  They’d be emboldened to do it themselves, when they had the chance.  I cursed my younger self for laughing, back then ... I really had been a little brat.  Morag had been right. I’d been young and foolish and I’d thrown everything away because I hadn’t stopped to think. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry.”  I gathered myself with an effort.  I was a Rubén.  We didn’t cry, not when we could be seen.  “We’ll go somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    But it was the same story everywhere else in North Shallot.  Doors closed in my face, tailors and dressmakers telling me to go, people cutting us dead in the streets ... I spotted Ayesha and Zeya McDonald walking down the road, only to move to the other side as they saw us coming.  Dull resentment simmered within me.  I knew what they’d done to Akin, before the Challenge.  I was tempted to shout the whole story to the world.  Akin would look a fool, but they’d look far worse. 
 
      
 
    And he’d never forgive me, I thought, numbly.  And I ... 
 
      
 
    “There have to be other shops,” Callam pointed out.  “You said there were more in South Shallot ...” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Everyone who was anyone shopped in North Shallot.  I wasn’t going to go to a no-name store on the other side of the city.  I’d be a laughingstock.  I’d be mocked for crossing the river to buy a dress ... hatred and rage warred with shame in my mind.  I wanted to make them pay.  I wanted to make them pay! 
 
      
 
    I’d hoped things would be better when we reached Madame Wilkins, but - if anything - they were worse.  Madame Wilkins came out of the cafe herself, just to shoo us away.  I argued in vain that we had to wait for Akin, that we needed to meet him, but she ordered us to leave.  It wasn’t until Akin actually arrived that she changed her tune and even then she put us in a distant corner.  It was the closest thing to being socially exiled without actually being exiled.  It shouldn’t have bothered me so much - I’d been exiled - but it did.  I could feel eyes watching us as we ordered cakes and drinks.  It wasn’t going to be a fun summer. 
 
      
 
    “What got into her?”  Akin indicated Madame Wilkins with his head.  “Did she have a bad night, too?” 
 
      
 
    “She hates me,” I growled.  “She wouldn’t even let us enter until you arrived.” 
 
      
 
    Akin’s face darkened.  He’d never really cared about his place in society.  I supposed it was pretty much assured, as long as he didn’t make a terrible mistake.  He was going to be the next Patriarch.  Francis was dead.  There was no one else who could reasonably make a bid for the post.  And he was going to marry Cat and ... 
 
      
 
    Tears prickled in my eyes.  I wanted to turn and go straight back to Kirkhaven.  To hell with High Society.  To hell with everyone.  I could go back with Callam, cut all the remaining ties to my family and leave the rest of my past behind.  Maybe I could exchange a letter or two with Akin, every so often.  We could meet every few months.  The rest of the world could go to hell. 
 
      
 
    “I can have a word with Alana,” Akin said.  “If she stopped coming here, most of our generation would stop. too.” 
 
      
 
    I nearly broke my cup.  He meant well - I knew he did - but it was maddening.  How could he suggest asking Alana for anything?  I wasn’t a charity case.  I didn’t want her - or anyone - to fight my battles.  Even if she did, it would come at a price.  I wanted to be respected for myself, not for my friends or allies or ... anything. 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you,” I said, finally.  “I can handle it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam squeezed my hand, reassuringly.  I let him.  I knew I shouldn’t, and Akin had to have noticed unless he’d gone blind in the last few seconds, but I let Callam do so anyway.  I needed the contact and ... 
 
      
 
    I stared at the little cakes.  They were wonderful pieces of art, covered with icing and sugar sculptures and so much else.  Madame Wilkins was a mistress of her trade.  And yet, they tasted like ashes in my mouth.  The days when I’d enjoyed them so much I’d bought them by the dozen were long gone.  My life as I’d known it was over.  I’d known it, but I hadn’t really believed it.  Going home had lured me into a false sense of security. 
 
      
 
    And yet you’re stuck here, a nasty little voice whispered in my head.  You can’t go anywhere else. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fifteen: Akin 
 
      
 
    Isabella was not in a good state. 
 
      
 
    It was clear enough to me, although I wasn’t sure that either Callam or Madame Wilkins had picked up on it.  Her brief description of what had happened when she’d gone shopping had been light on detail, but she’d said enough to convince me she’d been shunned.  I didn’t like shopping, and did as little of it as possible, yet I understood.  I knew precisely how it would feel to be excluded from bookshops and forgery conferences and everything else that actually mattered.  Isabella had been quite restrained, under the circumstances.  Francis would probably have massively overreacted and started a whole new House War. 
 
      
 
    I did my best to convey my displeasure as I paid the tab, then walked companionably beside Isabella and Callam.  The poor lad looked very out of place.  I knew precisely how he felt.  He wasn’t quite an aristocrat and he wasn’t a commoner, or at least a servant, either.  It wasn’t going to be easy for him to adjust.  His talent would help, I knew, but ... I shook my head in irritation.  I’d have to teach him the basics of etiquette, just as I’d taught Louise.  Hopefully, that would work out a little better. 
 
      
 
    Isabella said nothing as we walked, but I could feel her anger.  She stood a little too close to Callam ... I hoped no one had noticed, or - if they had - they’d noticed I was right next to them too.  Not, I supposed, that things could get much worse.  Isabella was probably plotting revenge.  I hoped she’d have the sense not to take it too far.  She’d always had too much in common with Francis for anyone’s peace of mind. 
 
      
 
    It’ll get better, I told myself.  They’ll find someone new to shun. 
 
      
 
    “They built an entire school for one student?”  Isabella snorted as the Workshop came into view.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “First, they expected to find more Zeros,” I said.  “And second, magic makes it harder to produce Objects of Power.” 
 
      
 
    I felt nervous as we stepped through the gates and walked up to the entrance.  I’d sent Cat a message, outlining everything that had happened and warning her we’d be coming, but I couldn’t help wondering how she would feel.  She’d enjoyed being unique, as far as anyone knew.  She had to have mixed feelings about no longer being unique.  Callam’s existence was proof she wasn’t, that there might be hundreds - perhaps thousands - of others scattered though the kingdom and beyond.  It wasn’t that common to test for magical ability outside the bigger cities and towns.  There could be dozens of people with no magical talent just waiting to be found. 
 
      
 
    Callam hesitated.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I assured him.  I pretended not to notice that Callam and Isabella were holding hands.  “Really, it will.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed open the door and stepped inside.  The faint aroma of molten metal and burnt wood soured my nostrils as I motioned them into the building, then closed the door behind us.  Isabella looked as if she wanted to say something, but didn’t quite dare.  Cat and she had been rivals and enemies, not friends.  She’d effectively stepped into her enemy’s place of power.  Uncle Ira had been worse, far worse, but ... he’d been a known threat.  Cat could have armed herself with everything from a sword like mine to a whole new Frogmaker.  The wards seemed to fade as we made our way down the corridor.  Cat would be waiting in the sitting room.  I felt my heart begin to race.  It would be good to see her again. 
 
      
 
    The door opened as we approached.  Cat sat in an armchair, her face lighting up as she saw us.  She stood, brushing down her shirt and skirt.  Her eyes narrowed, just for an instant, as she saw Isabella, then widened as she laid eyes on Callam.  She’d once told me that she’d know, when she looked at another Zero.  I wondered if she’d been right.  Callam didn’t strike me as particularly unusual.  He was staring at Cat as if he didn’t quite believe what he saw.  Maybe he’d sensed something.  Going through life without magic might have some advantages, but I didn’t want to try.  It would be like going blind. 
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn of House Aguirre,” I said.  My throat was suddenly dry.  “Please allow me to introduce Callam of Kirkhaven.  Zero.” 
 
      
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Cat said.  She twitched, as if she was unsure if she should curtsey.  “I’m Cat.  Just call me Cat.” 
 
      
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Callam echoed.  “I’ve heard a great deal about you.” 
 
      
 
    Cat glanced at Isabella, who tensed.  I prayed inwardly that the two girls wouldn’t resume their rivalry.  I’d known girls - and boys - who’d pushed things to the point someone got seriously hurt or killed.  Francis might have considered me his rival, although I’d never really cared about the tradition.  And he’d fallen from a great height and died.  I didn’t want to lose either of them the same way. 
 
      
 
    “I told him that you were the first to rediscover how to make Objects of Power,” Isabella said.  Her tone was neutral, one she could switch to charm or ice at will.  “And that you and Akin are to be wed.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly.  There was something in her voice ... Cat, if she noticed, chose to ignore it.  “Please, be seated,” she said.  “Tea?  Coffee?  Juice?” 
 
      
 
    “Tea, please,” I said.  “I’ll make it.” 
 
      
 
    Cat grinned at me, then looked at Callam.  “How did you find out the truth?” 
 
      
 
    I prepared the tea, listening as Callam told Cat about their first meeting in Kirkhaven.  It was astonishing, at least to me, that my sister had befriended him.  He was a decent person, and they’d clearly become close well before they’d discovered the truth about his talents, but they came from very different worlds.  Cat’s sisters had never approved of her friendship with Rose, and Rose was a girl.  I hated to think how they would have reacted if she’d befriended a boy. 
 
      
 
    She did, I reminded myself.  Me. 
 
      
 
    “And Uncle Ira intended to use you,” Cat mused, when they’d finished.  “What was he actually doing?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella grimaced.  “He was a warlock,” she said.  “I don’t know if he had any aims beyond pushing the limits as far as they would go, but he was clearly in contact with others in Shallot.” 
 
      
 
    Cat nodded, slowly.  “There are some references to power-boosting potions in the old textbooks,” she said.  “But no one has been able to get them to work.” 
 
      
 
    She let out a breath.  “Who taught you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sandy,” Callam said.  “She was a very good teacher.” 
 
      
 
    “Sandy?”  Cat blinked.  “The Sandy we knew?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Isabella sounded irked, although I wasn’t sure why.  “I thought I owed her something.” 
 
      
 
    Cat looked astonished.  “That’s ... good of you.” 
 
      
 
    I looked from Cat to Isabella and back again.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella made a face.  “Sandy was our Dorm Monitor,” she said.  “Things got a little out of control and ... well, Cat got kidnapped.  Sandy copped a lot of the blame, even though it wasn’t really her fault.  When she graduated, I offered to hire her.  I don’t think anyone else wanted her.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t her fault,” Cat agreed.  “It was mine.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a long time ago,” I said.  Rose and I had been kidnapped, too.  “And we got away.” 
 
      
 
    Cat nodded.  “What do you want to do?  I mean, do you want to spend the rest of your life forging?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to be with Isabella,” Callam said.  He blushed.  “Does that answer your question?” 
 
      
 
    Cat looked amused.  Isabella looked like the cat that had ate the canary.  I smiled inwardly.  If anyone else, even Cat, had said that, I wouldn’t have taken it at face value.  But Callam ... he was so open and honest that it was almost painful to look at him.  I wondered if Cat would have been like him if she’d been raised in a commoner household.   She might never have been bullied by her sisters, let alone sent to a school she couldn’t hope to graduate ... she might never have learnt enough to use her talents, either.  Callam had been lucky.  If he hadn’t crossed paths with Isabella, he might never have worked out what he was. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome to study here,” Cat said.  “How did you make the spellbreaker?” 
 
      
 
    I listened as they launched into a discussion that should have been highly technical.  Cat - and I - had studied forgery since we were kids, but Callam had only been practicing for a few years and half of his terminology was either outdated or made up out of whole cloth.  Sandy probably hadn’t majored in forging, I guessed.  She might not know enough to be really precise.  It might not have mattered, once Callam mastered the basics.  He’d picked up enough to glide his way through the rest of the work. 
 
      
 
    And he’s not interested in theory, I noted.  Cat could talk for hours about how she shaped the spellforms, about how they worked together to turn a spell lattice into an enchanted Object of Power, but Callam didn’t seem to share her interests.  He was more interested in practical matters than theory.  He just wants to know what works. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Isabella.  She was watching the two Zeros, her face a mask that told me she was deeply worried.  I wasn’t sure what she was worried about.  Callam would learn from Cat and ... he’d be a far more suitable husband.  My heart sank as I remembered Uncle Stephen’s casual dismissal of my feelings for Cat.  He was up to something. I just knew it.  And I had been told, in no uncertain terms, not to discuss it with Isabella. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take you to the real workroom,” Cat said.  She put her mug to one side and stood.  “Akin, can you and Isabella wait here?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to look at her to know Isabella was displeased.  Her magic was surging like ... I frowned.  Penny had thrown a colossal tantrum, when it had dawned on her that she was no longer welcome at the mansion, and her magic hadn’t surged so badly.  It was lucky that neither Cat nor Callam could sense her feelings.  I nodded to Cat, telling myself everything would be fine.  She wanted - she needed - to test Callam’s skills.  He hadn’t so much as taken the exams for even a very basic qualification. 
 
      
 
    He made a spellbreaker, I reminded myself.  And he would have had to have done it on his own. 
 
      
 
    Isabella gave me a sharp look.  “Is it safe to talk here?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” I said, reluctantly.  “Cat forged something that should make it impossible to spy on us.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Isabella clutched her cup so tightly her knuckles went white.  “I just ...” 
 
      
 
    I got it, suddenly.  Isabella was jealous.  Cat was the only person who could talk to Callam as a peer.  The only other person who understood what it was like to grow up without magic.  The only other person who knew what it was like to be considered a thing, rather than a person in one’s own right.  The only other person ... who just happened to be striking and beautiful and an aristocrat in good standing, instead of a disgraced girl who’d never really had the chance to grow up.  Isabella had to be wondering if Callam would be lured away.  And I wasn’t sure what to say to reassure her. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts raced.  I hadn’t been able to stop noticing girls, even though I’d been betrothed for years.  Rose was beautiful, Alana was striking, Ayesha and Zeya McDonald were stunning ... I still remembered the feel of Ayesha’s lips on mine, even though I knew what had followed immediately after.  Lucy Lamplighter and Rachel Griffin were exotic ... Louise dressed down deliberately, from what I saw, but she was still pretty.  I’d noticed other girls.  But none of them were Cat.  She wasn’t just beautiful.  She shared my interests, too. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I said, quietly.  “She won’t steal him.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella gave me a sharp look that told me I’d been right.  “How ... how do you know?” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly.  Her voice was flat, but there was a wealth of pain and hurt hidden under her tone.  It had been a bad day for her.  I didn’t care - much - if I was turned away from clothes shops, but she did.  Her humiliation would have been public.  By now, the entire city would know. 
 
      
 
    “Cat is clever,” I said, finally.  “She likes to chat about her theories ... she likes to talk about how the different kinds of magic interact and what she can do with them.  We’ve spent hours just working our way through the old books, trying to figure out what never got written down before the empire destroyed itself.  Callam can’t do that with her.” 
 
      
 
    “But he can forge with her,” Isabella said.  “Aren’t there ... stories ... of brewers who brewed together?” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  There were no such stories.  Francis certainly hadn’t talked about them in great and tedious detail.  And if there were, they talked about things that were best not mentioned in public.  I didn’t really think that two brewers had become lovers over a cauldron.  It was the sort of idea that sounded great until one started to think about the logistics.  It wasn’t romantic.  It was a good way to end up badly injured - or dead. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said.  “What sort of books have you been reading?” 
 
      
 
    “Morag had quite a collection,” Isabella admitted.  “They all had the same basic plot.” 
 
      
 
    I let out a breath.  “I checked the records,” I said, changing the subject before it could get any more embarrassing.  “Uncle Stephen’s daughter was called Cassandra.  She left when she was nineteen, decades ago.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella seemed glad of the chance to talk about something else.  “So she isn’t Morag?” 
 
      
 
    “Unless someone fiddled with the records,” I said.  The family archives were supposed to be perfect, correct in every detail, but my father had told me never to take that for granted.  “I found Morag’s records.  She was kicked out much later, when we were kids.” 
 
      
 
    “And then she fled Kirkhaven, never to be seen again,” Isabella mused.  “And yet, someone tried to break into the estate.” 
 
      
 
    “It could have been a random probe from Garstang,” I said.  “Or King Rufus.  Or one of the Great Houses.  You were brewing and selling a number of very rare potions.  Someone might have deduced the truth.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  I was missing something.  I was sure of it.  Uncle Stephen was playing a very complex game or ... or was I overthinking it?  I could imagine him recalling Isabella to serve as an excuse to recall his own daughter, only to discover it had actually worked out in a way he didn’t expect.  Father had told me about political movements designed to remind people someone existed, only to have them turn into something more interesting and useful as events played themselves out.  Uncle Stephen might have prodded my father in a bid to remind him the council had power, only to stumble across something useful ... 
 
      
 
    A flash of anger shot through me.  Cat and I were going to be married.  How dare he - how dare he - even think to question my feelings for her?  I knew the difference between lust and love, between wanting to sleep with someone and wanting to spend the rest of your life with her?  I knew I was inexperienced - Francis had claimed hundreds of girlfriends; he’d probably had three or four - but I wasn’t stupid.  And I liked her as well as loved her. 
 
      
 
    “House Lamplighter is holding a friendly ball tonight,” I said.  “I promised Lucy I’d attend, with or without Cat.  Do you want to come?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella snickered, sounding a little more like her old self.  “Akin!  You cannot invite your sister to a ball!” 
 
      
 
    I stuck out my tongue.  “Actually, I can.  No one can question me taking you, not to a friendly ball.  It’s customary to go with a partner, but it doesn’t matter who as long as the numbers are balanced.” 
 
      
 
    “And no one can say you’re cheating on Cat if you take me,” Isabella said.  “You’ve grown up a little, brother of mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Father insisted I learn the basics,” I said, with a sigh.  Life had been a great deal easier when I’d been a child.  I hadn’t had to remember countless lessons of social etiquette, let alone put them into practice.  “And it’ll be a good way for you to get back into society.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked downhearted for a moment.  I winced, inwardly.  Being sent into exile hadn’t broken her, but being shunned ... that had hurt.  I wanted to go back to Madame Wilkins and explain that she’d insulted my sister, that she would pay for it ... that I’d use every last piece of social power at the family’s disposal to punish her.  And then go to the rest of the shops and do the same to them.  They’d pay for being so horrible to my sister.  They deserved it. 
 
      
 
    “Fine.”  Isabella frowned.  “As long as they” - she indicated the door to the workroom - “don’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be fine,” I said.  I briefly considered asking Cat to take Callam, but that would have opened up a whole new can of worms.  I didn’t know anyone else who could take Isabella who had enough social clout to matter ... no one who’d do it, at least.  “But you’re right.  We’d better tell them where we’re going.” 
 
      
 
    I stood.  “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella smiled.  It didn’t quite touch her eyes.  “Why not?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Sixteen: Isabella 
 
      
 
    House Lamplighter had been in decline, if I recalled correctly, for years before I’d grown old enough to notice.  The Patriarch had shipped his daughter - and sole heir - off to a distant boarding school, then concentrated on rebuilding the family fortune before his untimely death and his daughter’s assumption of the role.  She’d done a good job, apparently.  House Lamplighter might never climb to the very top, but the house’s finances were on a far more stable footing than she’d found them.  Akin liked her.  I had the impression he even admired her. 
 
      
 
    There’s probably more to the story than anyone knows, I thought, as the open-topped coach passed through the gates and stopped in front of the hall.  And a lot that will never get into the public record. 
 
      
 
    I shivered, despite the warm summer air, as I stared up at the mansion.  Lamplighter Hall had recently been renovated, although I doubted many of the bright young things walking on the grassy lawn or striding in and out of the dance hall could tell.  I’d done enough at Kirkhaven to recognise the signs.  It was easy enough to spot, too, the places where they’d just slapped a coat of paint over significant problems and hoped for the best.  I wondered, idly, if Akin and his peers knew the mansion was a great deal less sound than it looked.  There was a very good chance they didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Akin took my arm and we walked up the stairs towards the main hall.  House Lamplighter had declared itself neutral ground, allowing friends and enemies to meet without having to deal with the blowback of being seen together in public.  I had a feeling the declaration was a de facto confession that House Lamplighter offered nothing worth the talking, but I had to admit it had worked for them.  Lucy Lamplighter was clearly formidable.  I didn’t know her.  I hoped that would work in my favour. 
 
      
 
    We joined a line of guests waiting to present themselves to their hostess.  I could feel people stealing glances at me, their eyes cold and hard.  I’d made a very deliberate decision to wear one of the unfashionable dresses, at least in part because neither my mother nor my aunties or cousins had anything suitable.  Penny’s dresses had been so short they’d show off my ankles and that would have caused even more comment.  I looked nice in the unfashionable dress, I thought.  Callam certainly agreed. 
 
      
 
    My heart twitched at the thought.  It was hard not to worry about him and Cat being alone.  Bella - Cat’s other sister - might be their chaperone, but it was easy to imagine her having orders to let Cat and Callam get closer and closer until they were practically a couple.  I didn’t want to think about it - I didn’t even want to consider it - and yet the thought refused to go away.  What if he decided he was better off with his own kind?  What if he ...? 
 
      
 
    “Lucy.”  Akin bowed, politely.  “Please allow me to introduce Isabella, my sister.” 
 
      
 
    I bobbed a curtsey.  Lucy Lamplighter was young, only a year or two older than myself.  She had light brown skin, dark almond eyes and long dark hair that hung all the way down to her rear.  She wore a long red dress that set off her skin nicely, flattering her figure without ever making it explicit.  I felt a flicker of envy, combined with admiration.  She had the power and prestige I wanted for myself, but she’d also faced an endless series of challenges.  I’d done enough over the last few years to understand how difficult it must have been for her.  She hadn’t had a Zero in her pocket. 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome,” Lucy said.  She didn’t seem to loathe me on sight.  She’d been away from the city, if I recalled correctly, during the House War.  She might know what I’d done, or at least the version that had made its way into the public mindset, but she hadn’t lived through those times.  “We must talk, later.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Yes, we must.” 
 
      
 
    Akin led me down the steps and onto the dance floor.  The band was playing something newfangled, something I was sure would have been banned if the uncles and aunts had heard it.  The dancers didn’t seem to be following any real steps as they glided around the hall.  Some were shaking their entire bodies, some were dancing so closely to their partners that they were practically making out, and some were just moving on their own.  It felt strange to remember all the dance lessons I’d taken, as a little girl.  I hadn’t danced properly for years. 
 
      
 
    The dancers kept staring as we moved around the floor.  They might not say anything openly - our father was known to be vindictive - but I knew what they were thinking.  I was a disgrace.  I was a traitor.  I needed to be shunned, to be left so completely alone I’d either leave the city or throw myself off a rooftop and plunge to my death.  Everywhere we glided, conversations fell silent.  I was silently relieved we hadn’t brought Callam.  Or Cat.  Cat wasn’t particularly petty - my nose ached, reminding me she’d broken it once - but her sisters made my father look kind and reasonable.  Alana might trigger off a whole new House War if she started a fight on neutral ground. 
 
      
 
    I heard snatches of conversation as the music rose and fell, fragments of chatter that I silently put together into a greater whole.  It was so ... basic.  The city had been rocked by Infernal Devices and yet High Society was babbling on about pointless gossip.  Joan - whoever she was - had been caught with Hector ... caught doing what?  Jim had asked Ginny’s father for permission to marry her, only to be refused.  Jillian and Gayle had bought dresses from the same exclusive tailor, dresses that had meant to be unique.  I felt as if I were being torn in two, between the desire to be part of their world - again - and disgust at their attitude.  Did anything matter to them? 
 
      
 
    “What’s she doing here?”  I thought I recognised the voice, but the speaker was lost in the crowd when I turned.  “And her brother, too.” 
 
      
 
    My fingers tightened.  My name hadn’t been mentioned, but I knew they were talking about me.  I really shouldn’t have been surprised.  I’d been at the top of the field when I’d been a little girl.  Everyone had known I’d be a social queen, through my schooling to my marriage and eventual children.  It had just been a matter of time.  They’d come to me and begged to be included in my circle ... and then deserted me when I’d fallen from grace.  A fallen one has no friends or family, for fear it might be contagious.  Akin had taken a huge risk when he’d written.  But then, there hadn’t been many people who could have taken his place. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Akin said.  “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as he led me towards a pair of girls.  Alana stood there, talking to a pale-skinned girl I didn’t recognise.  A servant stopped beside Akin, holding out a tray of drinks.  He took two and passed one to me.  I sniffed it, carefully.  I was an adult, free to drink whatever I liked, but I was wary of alcohol.  I’d seen too many men in Kirkhaven and Caithness climb into a bottle and refuse to come out.  I didn’t want to wind up like them. 
 
      
 
    “Grace, please allow me to introduce my sister Isabella,” Akin said, as if there would be no problems whatsoever.  “Alana, I believe you already know her.” 
 
      
 
    “Charmed,” Alana said, in a voice that was one degree above freezing.  “Akin, we have to discuss ...” 
 
      
 
    I felt excluded as they started to chat about politics in Magus Court.  Grace ... I didn’t know her family name, but I was sure she was an aristocrat.  Alana had grown into a powerful and confident young woman, I thought sourly; her long golden dress, the very height of fashion, hinted at her secrets without revealing anything.  She was too canny an operator to be openly rude, not in front of her future brother-in-law, but she didn’t seem inclined to be welcoming either.  Her face had been sharp when she’d been younger.  Now, it was starting to look as though she’d developed character. 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted as I took a sip of my drink.  I should be with them.  I should be offering my thoughts and advice.  I should be ... I should be one of them, one of the movers and shakers, perhaps even one of the powers behind the throne.  Akin would have listened to my advice, if my life had followed its expected path.  Who knew?  I could have secretly run the entire family, even if my brother held the title.  It wouldn’t be the first time a woman had steered the family from the shadows.  Tradition was all very well and good, but survival trumped everything. 
 
      
 
    I groaned inwardly as my eyes swept the room.  Some of the faces were familiar, others were strangers ... none would meet my eyes.  I saw people move out of eyeshot as quickly as possible, just to avoid so much as looking at me.  It would have been funny, the nasty part of my mind reminded me, if it hadn’t been aimed at me.  I was a social pariah, like the older boy who’d owed thousands to gambling halls and sought to marry well to pay his debts or the girl who’d tricked a man into marriage.  I was alone in the middle of a crowd. 
 
      
 
    Raw anger burned in my heart.  How dare they judge me?  How dare they think themselves better than me?  I’d made a mistake - I knew I’d made a mistake - but I’d made up for it since then.  My father had forgiven me, my brother had forgiven me ... who were they not to forgive me?  The answer mocked me.  They were the people who’d nearly lost everything because of me.  Why should they forgive? 
 
      
 
    And yet, how many of them had faced the same problems as I had? 
 
      
 
    I saw Lucy Lamplighter making her way across the room and caught her eye.  She smiled slightly and walked towards me.  I blinked, then hid my surprise as best as I could.  She was the mistress of the hall, yet she wasn’t surrounded by a small array of customers, clients and sycophants.  It struck me, suddenly, that she was just as alone as I.  She might not have a tarnished name, but she certainly didn’t have a bottomless purse.  I knew from grim experience just how hard it was to keep a mansion in presentable condition.  Lucy and I might have a great deal in common. 
 
      
 
    She stopped beside me and smiled.  “Are you enjoying the party?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s very interesting,” I said, neutrally.  I could see couples slipping through the doors and onto the lawn.  The bushes at the far end would provide all sorts of hiding places, allowing the couples to escape watching eyes for a few brief moments.  “You’ve started a whole new trend.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy grinned.  I had the feeling there was a very sharp mind lurking behind those eyes.  If the stories were true, there would have to be.  I wasn’t sure quite what would happen, if a Great House collapsed into a pile of financial rubble, but it was certain to be bad.  Lucy had saved her house from total disaster.  She would still be operating on the margins, yet that might actually work in her favour.  There’d be no incentives for her to pick a side. 
 
      
 
    “And you’ve done well in Kirkhaven,” Lucy said.  “Do you have a proper potions distributor in the city?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Not really,” I said.  I’d been leery of attracting too much attention.  Father might have turned a blind eye - Akin certainly would - but there were others who’d probably have insisted I was breaching the terms of my exile.  And besides, they might calculate that I was producing too much potion and deduce the truth.  “Do you have someone in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “I know people,” Lucy said, vaguely.  “Demand is always high, as you know.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to talk later,” I said.  I remembered something Akin had told me and leaned forward.  “And I’d like your advice on a different matter, too.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy nodded.  “We can arrange a private meeting, later on,” she said.  “Have your people speak to my people.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to hide my amusement.  And dismay.  I didn’t have any people, not here.  I’d been my own secretary.  Mother had a social secretary, but me ... I didn’t have one and probably never would.  Lucy hadn’t invited me, personally, to the party.  It was starting to look as if no one would invite me, not of their own free will.  Perhaps my father would speak to Cat’s father about inviting me.  It would be embarrassing if he declined ... 
 
      
 
    Particularly when his children are coming of age, I thought.  Cat will be my sister-in-law and ... 
 
      
 
    I saw a familiar face in the crowd and smiled.  Henrietta Maria had been one of my friends, back when I’d been in Jude’s.  She blinked at me, as if she was suddenly caught in a spell, her face twisting as if she couldn’t decide if she wanted to turn and run or walk towards me.  She held a glass in one hand, filled with something red and vile ... I didn’t want to think what it might be.  But at least she was coming to me.  I felt a twinge of hope.  Henrietta wouldn’t be openly rude in front of her hostess, would she? 
 
      
 
    “Henrietta,” I said.  Lucy nodded to me and headed off, granting Henrietta and me some privacy.  “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    Henrietta stared at me.  Her hair was still in braids.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “I was invited,” I said.  I was dimly aware of others turning to look at us, but ... the scorn in Henrietta’s tone shocked me.  She’d never been that close to me, yet ... I cursed under my breath.  It had been years since we’d so much as talked.  She’d grown into a pretty young woman, too high-born to be a commoner and yet too low to be a proper aristocrat.  “Can we talk?” 
 
      
 
    Henrietta nearly dropped her glass.  “You betrayed us all and ... and you want to talk?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked as I realised she’d been drinking.  It had never really occurred to me, although it should have done, that everyone I’d tried to turn into a client had been cut loose by my disgrace and exile.  My clients had been scattering even before my final fall - Cat had done that, just by discovering her talents - but everything had fallen apart when I’d been ordered to leave the city.  Henrietta would have had to find a new patron.  Louise was the only commoner I knew - by reputation - who’d made her own way into power. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” she snapped.  Her voice echoed through the room.  I could feel more and more people looking at us.  “You shouldn’t ...” 
 
      
 
    She lifted her glass and threw the contents over me.  I nearly froze in shock.  The aristocracy settled its disputes through magic, not physical force.  Anger surged through me and I threw my glass at her.  Henrietta lunged forward, magic crackling around her fingertips.  It dawned on me, too late, that she might have learnt how to handle herself.  Sandy had taught me some of the spells I’d missed, but I was out of practice.  I’d been the most powerful sorceress for miles around, in Kirkhaven.  It had made me lazy. 
 
      
 
    Her magic crashed into mine.  I stumbled back.  She was stronger than I remembered ... and drunk, very drunk.  It was going to end badly.  I tried a pair of spells, only to see them fail.  The crowd cheered as Henrietta blasted me to the ground - I thought, for an awful moment, that they could see right up my dress - and drew back her hand for the final spell.  I was going to lose and lose badly and ... 
 
      
 
    “Enough.”  Akin’s voice was very cold.  “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
      
 
    Henrietta stopped, dead.  “Lord Akin.  I ...” 
 
      
 
    “Get out,” Akin ordered.  He brushed past her and helped me to my feet.  “Now.” 
 
      
 
    My cheeks flushed with shame as I brushed myself down.  The dress was sodden with liquid ... Henrietta hadn’t been the only one who’d emptied her glass on me.  I ... I hadn’t needed my brother to help me, except I had.  Henrietta would have hurt me, perhaps even killed me.  And ... and if Akin hadn’t been there ... my thoughts ran in circles. I could have been hurt or humiliated or even killed.  I could hear snickering as Akin escorted me to the door, snickering from people who thought they’d never made a mistake in their lives.  I felt a surge of naked hatred.  I wanted to hurt them as much as they wanted to hurt me. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be home shortly,” Akin said.  I knew he was trying to be reassuring, but ... I hated it.  I shouldn’t have needed my brother to defend me.  The simple fact that I’d been careless and lazy grated worse than anything else.  “And then you can go to bed.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned.  The whole incident would be the talk of the town.  By the time we woke up, the story would have grown so rapidly that everyone would believe I’d been stoned like a warlock, that everyone had simply drummed me out of town.  And ... I swore as the carriage rattled into life. 
 
      
 
    A single thought echoed through my head.  “Father’s going to kill me.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seventeen: Akin 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realised something was wrong until it was far too late. 
 
      
 
    I’d been too wrapped up in my discussion with Alana, too involved in hammering out a private deal, to notice until I heard the sound.  Henrietta - a girl I barely knew - was shoving Isabella to the floor.  I spun around, kicking myself mentally for letting myself be lured away from my sister.  She should have been safe.  Lucy wouldn’t hesitate to close her doors to anyone who caused real trouble. 
 
      
 
    I cursed silently as we drove home.  Isabella looked like a drowned rat.  I mentally tallied the young men and women who’d drenched her, promising myself they’d regret it.  I was Heir Primus.  I could cut them dead or simply make a show of not inviting them to parties and balls ... the parties and balls I detested hosting.  I could make them suffer.  I could make them ... I gritted my teeth as I looked at my sister.  There was no way I could make them pay enough.  I’d have to convince Alana and the others to help. 
 
      
 
    The carriage rattled as it turned into the driveway.  I lifted my hand, shaping a vapour message to my father.  He’d have heard the news already, I was sure.  Bad news crossed the city from one end to the other before good news even managed to get its boots on, particularly if someone wanted it to.  It might have been a friendly ball, but my father would have had his sources in the crowd.  Everyone in power had sources, if they wanted to remain in power.  It was one of the many little details I’d come to detest in the last few months.  I really didn’t want the job. 
 
      
 
    Father isn’t going to kill her, I told myself.  But he isn’t going to be very pleased either. 
 
      
 
    I raised my voice.  “Take us around to the servants’ entrance,” I ordered.  “We’ll get out there.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella shot me a surprised look.  I didn’t blame her.  It was rare for family to enter through the servants’ entrance.  But the hall was heaving with relatives, some of whom were sharpening their knives as they plotted to plunge them into Father’s back.  Or mine.  The fewer people who saw Isabella, the better.  I didn’t know what Uncle Stephen and the others were planning, but I was sure he’d take advantage of the chaos to do it.  Isabella’s public humiliation could easily wind up exploding in Father’s face. 
 
      
 
    The carriage came to a halt.  I cast a pair of subtle privacy wards, then hopped to the ground and helped Isabella down.  Callam would be back in his rooms, I hoped, unless he’d wound up spending the night in the Workshop.  I cringed at how our enemies would spin that, even though they’d been chaperoned.  Isabella wouldn’t be very pleased either.  I looked around to make certain there were no prying eyes, then led her through the door and up the stairs.  We’d just reached the family quarters when a vapour message appeared in front of me.  Father wanted to see us. 
 
      
 
    He can see me, I thought, coldly.  Isabella was in no state to talk.  He can talk to her tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll speak to him,” I said.  “You get changed and to bed.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked at me.  I saw something cold and terrible within her eyes.  My sister had always been more sensitive to the nuances of social interaction than myself.  Not, I supposed, that there was anything nuanced about her reception.  Throwing one’s drink on someone was a pretty clear way of saying they weren’t welcome.  Isabella wanted revenge ... I didn’t blame her.  I just hoped she wouldn’t make things worse. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” she said, finally.  “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, wishing I could reassure her.  But nothing came to mind. 
 
      
 
    She opened her door.  I had a glimpse of a bedroom that hadn’t changed in six years, of a room that looked as if it belonged to a little girl, before she stepped inside and slammed the door closed.  I hoped she’d be alright.  There were horror stories of people who’d killed themselves, or worse, after being shunned by High Society.  Uncle Malachi had had it easy.  He’d grown up in Water Shallot.  Isabella had spent her entire life in High Society.  She’d been high-ranking even in Kirkhaven. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to open the door and say something, but what could I say?  I knew my sister well.  She’d brood on the event, she’d plot revenge, she’d do something stupid and dangerous ... she was an adult now.  My blood ran cold as I realised the implications.  She’d been a child, young and naive, when she’d aided Stregheria Aguirre.  That, and that alone, had saved her from execution.  She was a grown woman now, completely accountable for herself.  The family couldn’t save her if she went too far.  Again. 
 
      
 
    A maid hurried down the corridor.  I started to speak, to ask her to look after Isabella, then changed my mind.  Isabella knew how to take care of herself.  She’d told me she made a point of pride, now, to dress without assistance.  I found it hard to believe, but ... I shook my head as I walked down the corridor towards the stairs.  She’d be fine.  Father was the only person who could enter her rooms without permission, and he wouldn’t.  Probably.  It depended on just how bad things had become. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my watch as I made my way up the stairs.  Midnight, pretty much.  It felt later.  The party would be coming to an end ... I groaned, inwardly.  Lucy was not going to be pleased.  She’d find herself caught in the middle, if she tried to come down like a ton of bricks on everyone involved.  I made a mental note to secure a memory of what had happened before it was too late.  I could crack down on the miscreants myself.  A wash of protectiveness ran through me.  I was not going to let them beat my sister down without a fight. 
 
      
 
    Some of them will be our clients, I told myself.  It was quite possible.  Or they might be Aguirre clients.  Uncle Joaquin would listen to me, if I asked him to punish them.   We can drop them like hot rocks. 
 
      
 
    I tapped on the door.  It opened, revealing a darkened room.  My father stood at the window, staring over the city.  Shallot glowed with magical light.  I walked to the window myself and looked towards the docks.  Water Shallot was the darkest part of the city and yet ... every month, the streetlights reached further and further into the darkness.  It wouldn’t be long, I’d been told, before footpads and other criminals had no place to hide.  Quality of life would improve for everyone.  I wondered, idly, if that was Louise’s doing.  The Great Houses had never really cared about Water Shallot. 
 
      
 
    “Father,” I said.  “I told Isabella to go to bed.” 
 
      
 
    Father said nothing for a long moment.  I clasped my hands behind my back and waited.  I wasn’t a child any longer.  I was his heir, trusted with power and responsibility.  I had the wit and the right to make my own judgements.  Sometimes.  I trusted this was one of them.  I wondered, sourly, just who’d alerted my father ... and what he’d said.  The whole affair might have been exaggerated or deliberately downplayed. 
 
      
 
    “Akin.”  Father didn’t take his eyes off the city.  “What happened?  Precisely?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t see the start,” I said.  I ran through a brief description of the whole episode.  “I took her out and straight back to the hall.” 
 
      
 
    Father turned to look at me, his skin pale in the half-light.  “Was it a planned provocation?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, suddenly unsure.  Alana had distracted me.  I didn’t think she’d done it intentionally - we’d certainly known we had things to discuss - but what if I was wrong?  Or ... Henrietta Maria had never really been part of my circle, even though she’d shared a dorm with both Isabella and Cat.  It was quite possible someone had put her up to it or ... or what?  It was also possible the whole affair was simply very bad luck.  High Society had shunned Isabella.  Clearly, some of them hadn’t gotten word she was welcome back. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe so,” I said, finally.  “But I could be wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Father laughed, harshly.  “Did she provoke it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, unless she provoked it just by existing,” I said.  “Father, we have to crack down on them.  Hard.” 
 
      
 
    “That may be difficult,” Father pointed out, coldly.  There was an edge to his voice I didn’t like.  “High Society cannot be made to welcome her.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my temper fray.  “And what are we supposed to do?  Let them get away with it?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Father said.  “But the politics are a mess.” 
 
      
 
    “Really,” I said.  “And what will we do if they strip her naked in public?  Or worse?” 
 
      
 
    Father’s voice hardened.  “If that happens, no one will fault us for striking back,” he snapped, coldly.  “But, like I said, the politics are a mess.” 
 
      
 
    I balled my fists.  There was no shortage of horror stories about the shunned ... and what happened to them, if they dared force their way into society’s eye.  Everything from hexes and curses to outright assault ... I hoped many of the stories were exaggerated, and I’d certainly never witnessed anyone being attacked in such a manner, but it was hard to be certain.  Lucy’s hall was neutral ground.  It was a great deal harder for responsible adults to step in and pour water on the flames before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    It was hard, so hard, to calm myself.  I wasn’t used to feeling so ... vulnerable.  No, it wasn’t me who was vulnerable.  It was my sister, the girl who’d always been so confident, so sure of herself ...  I gritted my teeth.  No one would dare treat Cat like that.  She had all the leverage she needed to ensure her attackers were severely punished.  Even if she didn’t, Alana had more than enough vindictiveness for both of them.  And everyone else I knew was the same ... 
 
      
 
    Louise might disagree, I thought, waspishly.  And so might poor Kate. 
 
      
 
    I let out a sigh.  “Father, what’s with the politics?” 
 
      
 
    “Cat will be of age shortly,” Father said.  “Callam is already of age.  The king has been putting pressure on us to ... allow ... Cat to spend her time in the capital.  I imagine it won’t be long before Callam starts being pressured himself.  The Great Houses can stand against the king’s will, but only as long as they remain united.  This ... incident ... will make that harder.” 
 
      
 
    “Even though it was Isabella who spotted Callam,” I said, curtly.  “Shouldn’t they be pleased?” 
 
      
 
    Father snorted.  “It won’t be that hard for them to realise she knew about him for years,” he pointed out.  “They’ll insist she hasn’t changed at all, that she intended to use Callam to secure her position in Kirkhaven or get into the king’s good graces or ... or something.  And it will be impossible to disprove.” 
 
      
 
    “Father ...”  I shook my head.  “She kept his secret at his request.” 
 
      
 
    “So she says,” Father said.  “How many outsiders will believe her?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “They’ll believe, or claim to believe, whatever they find convenient to believe.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Father said.  “Joaquin and I have been stalling the king, over Cat.  It was easy to claim Cat was still a child, because she was a child, and that she had to spend time with you, because that was stipulated in the betrothal contract.  We were able to buy a few years of grace through a combination of minor concessions and bribes.  The king’s special forces have a handful of Objects of Power, forged by Cat.  It was enough to ensure she was left with her family.  And us. 
 
      
 
    “But now she will become an adult in a matter of weeks,” Father added.  “And everything will change.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be married,” I said.  “And she’ll be my wife, part of the family.” 
 
      
 
    Father grimaced.  “I wish I could promise it.” 
 
      
 
    I started.  “Father ... why not?” 
 
      
 
    It felt as if I’d been punched in the chest.  Cat and I were betrothed.  We would be engaged at High Summer and married shortly afterwards.  I loved her.  She loved me.  I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her.  I knew she felt the same way.  It would have been easy for her to avoid me, or simply never been alone with me, if she hadn’t wanted to be with me.  I’d spent the last six years working towards the marriage, sharpening my skills as well as developing my relationships with Alana, Rose and even Louise.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “Why not?”  I hated the way my voice sounded.  I sounded like Penny.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Father looked me in the eye.  “You are aware, of course, that her family are our hated enemies?” 
 
      
 
    I looked back at him.  “Is there anyone, anyone at all, who remembers what started the feud in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    “We were struggling for power and precedence,” Father said, dryly.  “That’s a great deal more significant than what your Great-Great-Great-Grandmother said to her Great-Great-Great-Grandmother on some occasion that was never noted in the record books.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  It was absurd.  Cat’s family and mine had been genteel opponents, not bitter enemies.  We hadn’t fought to the death ... why should we?  We’d just wanted to be acknowledged as the leading family in the city.  And, with the marriage, we could share the position.  We didn’t have to fight until one family was gone and the other so badly weakened it would be attacked by everyone else. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not my hated enemies,” I snapped, finally.  “I love her!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad,” Father said, with no trace of irony.  “But not everyone agrees.” 
 
      
 
    He looked over the city, his voice grim.  “Akin, you were a child when the betrothal was proposed.  It cost me a great deal of political capital to convince the rest of the council to go along with it, particularly as I had to send Isabella into exile at the same time.  If things hadn’t been so delicate, I doubt I would have been able to get them to agree.” 
 
      
 
    “If Cat hadn’t been a Zero,” I corrected. 
 
      
 
    Father didn’t bother to deny it.  “The only thing that convinced them was the simple fact Cat would be joining our family, that we’d have ... access to her work.  If they’d refused to agree, we would have had to abandon the proposal and gird our loins for another House War.” 
 
      
 
    “Which we might have lost,” I said.  The family was large, with hundreds of trained magicians and armsmen, but the other side would have Objects of Power.  I’d seen what Cat had done, as a child.  The older she grew, the more dangerous she became to the status quo.  “It would certainly have ended badly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Father said nothing for a long moment.  “And now we have a Zero, too.  The balance of power is shifting.” 
 
      
 
    “Callam’s not interested in playing political games,” I said.  I hadn’t known Callam for long, but I was sure of it.  He could have talked Isabella into revealing the truth a great deal sooner if he’d wished.  “He just wants to forge.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella is,” Father said.  “She always was more politically inclined.” 
 
      
 
    He frowned.  “Right now, she isn’t the problem.  The problem is the older and more conservative family members, the ones who were horrified at the mere thought of allying themselves with House Aguirre, are arguing that we have a Zero of our own.  We don’t need to ally with House Aguirre any longer.  And that means the marriage doesn’t have to go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him.  “Are they mad?” 
 
      
 
    “The family fortunes took a downturn four centuries ago, despite our bloodline,” Father said, curtly.  “We have spent the last few centuries clawing our way back to the top.  It is simply not in our nature to accept second place, not for long.  We have used every weapon at our disposal in a quiet but deadly battle for supremacy.   The alliance was seen, rightly or wrongly, as a concession that House Aguirre would always be our superiors.  That rankled, Akin.  The family council would not have gone along with it if they’d seen any other option.” 
 
      
 
    “Cat will be joining our family,” I protested. 
 
      
 
    “She’s not someone who can be controlled for long.”  Father smiled, rather humourlessly.  “Just ask Stregheria Aguirre.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  “I was there.  I remember,” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Father looked at me.  “Marriage alliances come in two different forms.  The first is when a newcomer joins a family and essentially subsumes herself within it.  Your mother is a prime example.  The second is when the newcomer maintains a power base of their own, when their wealth and power is not dependent on remaining married.  Cat would fall into the second category, Akin.  If you had a falling out, she could leave and take everything with her and there would be nothing you could do about it.” 
 
      
 
    My cheeks flushed.  “Father, she wouldn’t ...” 
 
      
 
    “She might,” Father said.  He held up a hand before I could burst in outrage.  “What would she do if her father ordered her home?  Or if someone here is staggeringly unwelcoming?  Or ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’d kill him,” I burst out.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    Father grinned, then sobered.  “The point, Akin, is that relying on a single point failure source, putting all your eggs in one basket, is asking for trouble.  That’s why the family’s interests are so diversified.  And why so many are reluctant to rely on Cat’s goodwill.” 
 
      
 
    “So they’re going to do what?”  I shook my head.  “Push Isabella to marry Callam now?  After everything that happened tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Father said.  “But this is their last chance to stop the marriage.  They have to act now or surrender.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes met mine.  “And it’s not in our family’s nature to give up, is it?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eighteen: Isabella 
 
      
 
    I woke up, feeling terrible.  I hadn’t been able to do more than tear the dress off before collapsing into bed, torn between an urge to cry and a soul-shattering exhaustion that insisted I’d pushed myself too far.  My memories were jumbled as I stumbled out of bed and into the shower, nearly tripping over the ruined dress in the process.  My body stank of alcohol, my hair was a sodden mess ... I wondered, for a nightmarish moment, if I’d been drinking myself before everything fell back into place.  I’d been publicly humiliated and ... 
 
      
 
    Tears welled up in my eyes as I turned on the shower, allowing the water to run through my hair.  I’d never felt so humiliated in my life, not even when Sandy had come within seconds of catching Callam and I in a compromising position.  That had been bad, but this ... this was worse.  The entire city would have heard the story by now.  Everyone would be laughing at me.  I knew it.  Everyone would have been told about how the aristos had tossed their drinks at me, about how my brother had had to step in to save me ... 
 
      
 
    I nearly screamed in rage.  I was a grown woman, daughter of one of the most powerful families in the city.  And I was a skilled magician.  I should be capable of looking after myself.  Mother had taught me spells to protect my life and my virtue and ... I’d been humiliated, beaten so badly I’d needed Akin to save me.  I ... the thought was maddening.  I was an adult.  I should have been able to defend myself, yet I’d crumpled like a child.  I’d been beaten so easily it was hard to believe it had really happened. 
 
      
 
    The water poured down, but I could still taste alcohol in my nose and mouth.  I scrubbed furiously, trying to get it away from me.  My body felt sticky, despite the water.  I put the temperature up, scrubbing until my body was red and raw.  It wasn’t enough.  I could still smell alcohol as I stepped out of the shower, dried myself and ran a charmed comb through my hair.  The face in the mirror was unrecognisable.  For a terrified moment, I honestly thought someone was trying to use the mirror to communicate before the truth dawned on me.  I looked ghastly. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to dress properly, despite the little voice in my head asking why I so much as bothered thinking about it.  Someone - one of the maids, probably - had stowed a couple of dresses in my wardrobe.  I put one on, glanced at myself in the mirror and headed down to breakfast.  Callam was already there, looking disgustingly cheerful.  I felt my heart twist as he smiled at me.  He’d spent most of yesterday with Cat.  What if ... 
 
      
 
    His eyes went wide.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “... No,” I admitted.  I’d promised myself I wouldn’t lie to him, when I’d decided I was going to marry him.  Half of Morag’s collection of romantic trash featured husbands who lied to their wives and vice versa, then followed the liar as they did everything in their power to win back their lost loves.  The stories had just struck me as stupid.  “I made a mess of things last night and my father is going to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    Callam blinked.  “He’s not going to hit you, is he?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said.  I was surprised he hadn’t woken me with a summons.  “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    I poured myself a mug of coffee and drank it.  I didn’t feel like eating, but I knew I should force something into my stomach before the inevitable summons finally arrived.  Shame boiled within me, mingled with anger and resentment and bitterness.  Penny had been isolated from the rest of the family for making a fool of herself, I’d been told.  What would happen to me?  Perhaps they’d tell me to go straight back to Kirkhaven ... my heart clenched, again.  If I did that, Callam would come with me and who knew where that would end up? 
 
      
 
    Callam glanced at the door, then reached out and squeezed my hand.  I appreciated the thought, even though it would probably get us both in trouble.  We were alone, but that didn’t mean we weren’t being watched.  Mother and Father were probably keeping an eye on us, just to make sure we behaved.  And the rest of the family were probably doing the same. 
 
      
 
    I cringed, inwardly.  I’d made a total fool out of myself.  It had seemed so fair, so right, when Glenna Smarty-Pants had been shunned in the Jude’s Children series.  She’d been a know-it-all, a tattletale, a sneak ... a whole string of adjectives that were pretty much the exact opposite of everything a schoolgirl should be.  I’d laughed when she’d finally been kicked out and shunned and exiled and forced to marry a guttersnipe ... it wasn’t so funny now, was it?  And I understood, finally, what had made Glenna Smarty-Pants into someone so desperate to prove herself that she’d gone too far. 
 
      
 
    Akin entered.  “Father wants to see you, when you’ve had breakfast,” he said.  “I asked him to wait.” 
 
      
 
    Dull resentment blossomed in my gut.  “What did you say to him?” 
 
      
 
    “That you needed to rest,” Akin said.  “He agreed.” 
 
      
 
    I felt something curdle deep within me.  Of course Father had agreed.  Akin was the perfect son and heir.  There was no way Father could deny him anything and Akin was too good to realise it.  And yet ... it just wasn’t fair.  I could have done better, if I’d had the chance.  I wanted the chance.  I wanted to make everyone proud of me.  I wanted ... in truth, I wasn’t sure what I wanted. 
 
      
 
    “I can take you to the Workshop,” Akin said, to Callam.  “Or would you rather wait for Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d sooner wait,” Callam said.  His eyes were worried.  He’d grown up in a very different world.  “Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” I said, hating myself for admitting - even to myself - that I needed him.  “We can go shopping in South Shallot.” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked doubtful.  I nearly thought better of it.  It would be easy to hire a dressmaker.  Mother had an entire army of dressmakers and tailors on retainer.  They’d attend me or be blacklisted.  And yet, I didn’t want to give up so easily.  Perhaps I could make a shop in South Shallot fashionable, simply by visiting openly.  It wasn’t as if the shopkeeper could be shunned.  There was no point in threatening to withdraw aristocratic patronage if it didn’t exist in the first place. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to eat some toast and jam - it tasted like ashes - and then stood.  The boys watched me with worried eyes.  I wanted to scream at them both, even though I knew I was being unfair.  Akin had been trying to help and Callam ... Callam hadn’t even been there.  I turned away and hurried out, before I could say or do something I wouldn’t be able to take back.  The time of the month excuse was wearing thin. 
 
      
 
    It felt odd, almost wrong, to make my way up to the very top floor.  Akin and I had been banned from our father’s office and told, in no uncertain terms, that we weren’t even to think about entering them without clear permission.  Akin had only entered once, at least until he became an upperclassman, and that hadn’t ended well.  I hadn’t entered at all.  The memory didn’t comfort me as I walked down the corridor, feeling as though I was walking to my doom.  The walls were lined with paintings of family members.  I searched for Uncle Stephen and found him as a young man, standing next to a girl who couldn’t be older than nine.  She - Cassandra, Akin had said - didn’t look anything like Morag.  Oddly, the thought didn’t reassure me. 
 
      
 
    I snorted as I found a picture of me.  I’d been ten at the time, if I recalled correctly.  Mother had bribed us to stay still while the portrait was painted.  I didn’t look much like my past self, save for the hair.  Morag had probably looked very different from her childhood portrait, too.  I sighed and walked on, trying to ignore my sudden disappearance from the family portraits.  Akin and Francis and Penny were growing older, but me?  I was gone.  I wondered, morbidly, if they would have eventually scrubbed me from the records.  In hindsight, perhaps I shouldn’t have given Akin that spellbreaker.  It would have ensured Callam and I remained undisturbed for years. 
 
      
 
    My heart pounded as I reached my father’s door.  It loomed over me.  I knew it was a psychological trick to make visitors feel small and utterly insignificant, but somehow the awareness didn’t help.  It was all I could do to reach out and tap on the door, so quickly I knew I’d probably have to tap again.  It didn’t matter.  The door swung open of its own accord.  I stepped inside, torn between curiosity and a growing desire to run.  The incident hadn’t been my fault, but I knew it might not matter.  I was almost certainly the designated scapegoat. 
 
      
 
    Father stood by the window, staring over the city.  His back was turned to me, but I knew he knew I was there.  I stepped inside, the door closing behind me, and looked around with interest.  One wall was lined with books, another with wooden filing cabinets ... a third was practically all window.  A giant desk sat next to the bookshelves, a small cluster of armchairs and sofas sat the opposite corner.  Father’s office wasn’t completely his, I’d been told.  I suspected that meant he had another office somewhere within the hall, somewhere completely secure.  Akin was, perhaps, the only one who’d know where it was, let alone how to get inside.  If, of course, it existed. 
 
      
 
    I clasped my hands behind my back and waited, holding my head up high.  Father would give me time to sweat, I was sure.  Time to allow guilt to get the better of me ... I gritted my teeth and stood my ground.  There were worse things in the world than an angry father.  I’d faced a maddened warlock who’d planned to turn me into an apprentice or an experimental subject -- or both. 
 
      
 
    Father turned to look at me.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    His voice was calm.  Too calm.  I took a breath and briefly outlined everything that had happened, from when I’d been turned away from the shops to the incident at House Lamplighter.  I tried to make it clear, without sounding self-pitying, that it had all been Henrietta Maria’s fault.  Her hair had been in braids.  She was still a legal child.  She could be punished without being penalised for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me something,” Father said, when I’d finished.  “What - exactly - did you expect?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked in surprise.  I hadn’t expected a warm welcome, but ... I hadn’t expected to be shunned either.  Not like that, not so openly.  Stregheria Aguirre’s attempted coup had been six years ago.  I’d been in exile since then, away from High Society.  I’d assumed they’d have forgotten - or, at least, that the memory would have lost its sting.  I should have known otherwise when I’d been told to leave the exclusive shops.  My cheeks burned.  They’d embarrassed me in front of Callam.  I’d make them pay for that. 
 
      
 
    “You took part in a coup,” Father said, flatly.  “Your actions helped trigger a House War that killed hundreds of people, including dozens of aristocrats, and laid the groundwork for a far more wide-ranging plot.  And your side lost.  Tell me, what part of that whole story can be forgiven overnight?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been six years,” I protested, but I knew - even as I spoke - that sixty years wouldn’t be long enough.  If I still resented Cat, how could I blame others for resenting me?  “Father, I ...” 
 
      
 
    “I had to pull every last string at my disposal, in and out of the family, to get you sent into exile,” Father said.  “There were people who wanted you gone, Isabella.  They wanted to kick you out of the country completely, or sentence you to prison, or even have you executed in the manner reserved for traitors.  If you’d been a few years older, no power in the kingdom could have saved you.  No one, not even me, could have kept you from the gallows.  And many of those people were angry and resentful that you were merely exiled to the country.” 
 
      
 
    “Where Uncle Ira used me as a test subject,” I snapped.  “It wasn’t a pleasant holiday.” 
 
      
 
    “Skullbreaker Island would be worse,” Father said.  “Or do you think you would have survived there?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, wordlessly.  There was no escape from Skullbreaker Island.  Prisoners were dumped on the island and told to fend for themselves until they died.  I’d heard all sorts of stories, from monsters roaming the island to prisoners simply being left to starve or forced to work their way through toxic spell dumps if they wanted to survive.  I had no idea which of them were true.  If full-fledged warlocks had been trapped there, I certainly wouldn’t have been able to escape.  I probably wouldn’t have lasted the first month. 
 
      
 
    Father took a step forward.  “The people out there” - he waved at the window - “think you got off lightly.  They’re not wrong.  It is the height of foolishness to expect them to accept you in a hurry, if at all.  You will have to work long and hard to earn their forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Penelope earned their forgiveness,” I snapped.  She’d been Penny’s namesake, from what I’d heard.  “Why can’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Penelope didn’t betray the whole city,” Father said.  “Why does treason never prosper?” 
 
      
 
    I knew how the saying ended.  “Because if it does prosper, none dare call it treason.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Father paced over to his desk and sat.  He didn’t tell me to sit.  “We have played up the fact you were young and stupid.  And ignorant.  We have hinted that your punishment was a great deal more severe that we openly admitted” - his lips twisted - “which may have been true, as we didn’t know about Uncle Ira.  There are gruesome stories about what happened to you floating around the gossipmongers, all of which were made up.  But it isn’t enough to convince them to take you back.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  I glared.  “I don’t want them to take me back.” 
 
      
 
    Father cocked an eyebrow.  He knew I wasn’t being entirely honest.  I wanted ... I wanted to have the life I’d been promised, the life I should have had.  And yet, so few in the aristocracy had ever done anything of worth.  Lucy Lamplighter had rebuilt her family’s fortune.  Cat had rediscovered the secret of forging Objects of Power.  How many others?  Akin, as much as I loved him, hadn’t won rank and status for himself.  He’d become Heir Primus by default. 
 
      
 
    “I know I made mistakes,” I muttered, sourly.  “But they shouldn’t be allowed to hang over my entire life.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t your call to make,” Father said.  “It will take years, perhaps, for High Society to welcome you.  Starting fights won’t help, if only because everyone will blame you for it.  If you were a boy, your bottom would have felt my belt.” 
 
      
 
    Good thing I’m not a boy, I thought, sourly.  There were fathers in Kirkhaven who brutalised their children.  And the fight wasn’t my fault. 
 
      
 
    Father held up a hand.  “The family will be holding a formal garden party this weekend,” he said.  “You are specifically not invited.  You are to remain in your rooms, alone, from lunch till dinnertime.  The maids will take care of you, if you require anything ...” 
 
      
 
    I stared.  “You can’t ...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can.”  Father stood, his eyes boring into mine.  “You are my daughter.  I will do everything in my power to see you returned to your rightful place.  Your fiancé will be presented to a handful of movers and shakers, allowing me to start the hard work of laying the groundwork for your marriage.  That should make matters easier.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my heart sink.  “But it won’t be for me, will it?” 
 
      
 
    Father raised his eyebrows.  “In what way?” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be my position, will it?”  Bitterness threatened to overcome me.  Again.  “I’ll be Callam’s wife and Akin’s sister, but I’ll never be me.  I’ll never have power and position in my own right, because I was born a girl.” 
 
      
 
    My temper flared.  “Why do we care about tradition so much?” 
 
      
 
    “Because we are an ancient bloodline, the oldest in the city,” Father pointed out, curtly.  “I believe it may have been mentioned a few times.” 
 
      
 
    “A few thousand times,” I muttered.  It had been drummed into me, along with a million other pieces of useless trivia I could have looked up in an instant if I’d cared to know.  “And just because something is tradition doesn’t mean it’s good.” 
 
      
 
    Father let out a heavy sigh.  It struck me, in that moment, just how old he truly was.  Old and tired.  The years had worn on him, the pressures of his position steadily grinding him down.  And yet ... I wanted to hug him and I wanted to scream.  It just wasn’t fair.  I could have reached the top, if I were allowed. 
 
      
 
    “Without tradition binding us together,” Father said, “we would be nothing.  The family would have broken apart long ago.  It would have been the end.  It may still happen to us, but it will not happen on my watch.  Whatever the price I have to pay, it will not happen.  And I’m sorry, because you did deserve better, but there is nothing I can do about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I said, coldly.  “There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
      
 
    Father’s face darkened.  “Go,” he ordered.  “And remember, you are not to attend the garden party.” 
 
      
 
    I dropped a perfect curtsey.  “Yes, Father.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nineteen: Akin 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were meant to be with your sister,” Cat said, as she poured tea for us both.  “Or is that just what your family thinks?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I took the proffered cup.  “She was not in a good mood, after her meeting with our father,” I said.  “She insisted she and Callam would go to South Shallot alone.” 
 
      
 
    Cat grimaced.  Normally, she cared as little for the bright lights of High Society as myself, to the point she was often the last to hear about the latest scandal du jour, but there was no way she wouldn’t have heard about this one.  Alana would probably have told her the full story, in great and probably embellished detail.  Hell, I was irked Alana hadn’t alerted me sooner to the unfolding disaster.  Perhaps I could have intervened before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “Alone, but not really alone,” Cat said.  “Is that a good thing?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the half-shut door, guiltily.  Rose was somewhere in the building.  We were technically being chaperoned, but ... we could kiss without being seen.  Probably.  Isabella and Callam were in the open air.  They might not be formally chaperoned, but they’d have problems doing anything in private.  Francis had bragged of inns and cheap hotels that could be booked by the hour ... I shook my head.  Isabella wouldn’t know where to so much as find one.  And she’d certainly be recognised if she tried. 
 
      
 
    “I think she needed to blow off steam,” I said, finally.  “And I think she was mad at me.” 
 
      
 
    “You came to her aid,” Cat said.  “That probably rankles.” 
 
      
 
    I gave her a puzzled look.  “She’s mad at me for helping her?” 
 
      
 
    Cat took a sip of her tea.  “When I was a child, I got hexed a lot.  You know that.  Most of them were the sort of hexes you could dismiss with a wave of your hand, but to me ... they were unbreakable.  I had to wait for the magic to wear off or for someone to come and free me, and I resented it.  By the ancients, I resented it.  They meant well - I know they meant well - but I still resented it.  Their assistance was proof I simply couldn’t look after myself.” 
 
      
 
    Her dark eyes narrowed.  “And the fact they were right didn’t help.” 
 
      
 
    “I never thought about it like that,” I said, slowly.  “You’re the one who freed us after we were kidnapped.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew what I was,” Cat reminded me.  “And I knew what I could do.  And I knew where the weaknesses in their perceptions had to be.  If they’d kidnapped us a year earlier, we would have been trapped.  There would have been no way to escape.” 
 
      
 
    “There wouldn’t have been any reason to kidnap you, either,” I said.  “As far as anyone knew, you were just the third daughter of your house.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  It was rare for aristocrats to be kidnapped.  The Great Houses would unite to hunt down the offender and exact revenge, whatever the cost.  Cat was about the only target worth the risk ... Cat and Callam now, I supposed.  I kicked myself for not suggesting that Isabella should take a few armsmen with her.  There were quite a few people who might take a shot at Callam if they realised who and what he was. 
 
      
 
    “The powerless daughter who thought she was powerless,” Cat said.  She shook her head slowly.  “I know just how she must have felt.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I leaned back into the chair.  “Did I do the right thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Ask Isabella,” Cat advised.  “But give her some time to come to terms with everything first.” 
 
      
 
    She met my eyes.  “You remember how we got kidnapped?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t forget,” I said.  I still had nightmares about being enslaved by the kidnappers.  They’d turned me into their puppet.  They’d used me to hurt Cat.  “It wasn’t my idea of a holiday.” 
 
      
 
    Cat snorted at the weak joke.  “You remember how it happened?” 
 
      
 
    She went on before I could answer.  “I’d grown so used to being the runt of the family that suddenly finding myself at the top was intoxicating.  Girls who’d sneered at me only a few short weeks ago suddenly wanted to be my friends, boys who’d openly mocked me for my lack of power were grovelling at my feet.  My parents were proud of me, my sisters were awed ... I was on top of the world.  I was practically drunk when I walked into a very obvious trap, taking you and Rose with me.  If I’d been a little more careful, it wouldn’t have happened.  I should have left Jude’s earlier.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “I’m glad you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I.”  Cat smiled at me, then continued to speak.  “Dad offered to let me remain in the hall and study there.  He offered tutors, tutors so experienced they could teach me everything I needed to know to take the old instructions and turn them into something practical ... I could have had anything I wanted, just for the asking.  And instead, I went back to Jude’s because I wanted to prove to everyone I belonged there, even though it wasn’t actually true.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to hug her.  “You were twelve.” 
 
      
 
    Cat nodded.  “Yeah.  And, right now, Isabella is going through the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I echoed.  Isabella had changed.  She might not want to admit it, even to me, but she’d changed.  For the better.  The Isabella I remembered would have happily told everyone about Callam if it got her back where she belonged.  She’d evidently decided his friendship meant more to her than going home.  “What can I do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Give her space.”  Cat shrugged.  “She’ll need time to come to terms with everything.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at my hands for a long moment.  “Can I cast a privacy ward?” 
 
      
 
    Cat nodded, understanding what I was really asking.  The Workshop was supposed to be completely secure.  Someone on the outside couldn’t spy on us.  But Rose was on the inside ... casting a privacy ward, now, would raise eyebrows if anyone noticed.  I wasn’t blind to Cat’s trust in me.  She would be in real trouble if I turned into another monster like Uncle Malachi.  Or Uncle Ira. 
 
      
 
    I cast the spell, then leaned forward.  “Father told me something worrying, last night,” I said, carefully.  I wasn’t sure how to continue.  “Can I join your family instead?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be happy to have you,” Cat said.  Her lips thinned.  “What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    “There are some people in my family who don’t want our marriage to go ahead,” I said.  It was hard to keep my anger under control.  A betrothal was  - technically speaking - a legal fiction.  I wasn’t expected to have any real say in the whole affair.  No one would expect me to care if the betrothal was broken for political reasons.  And yet, Cat and I were close.  There was no way I could simply turn my back and walk away.  “If they do ...” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “Can I join you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be happy to have you,” Cat repeated.  “And my family would probably be delighted.” 
 
      
 
    I had my doubts.  House Aguirre probably had its own share of people who hated the idea of allying - permanently - with their detested rivals.  Cat’s parents might go along with it, for their daughter’s happiness, but her distant aunts and uncles would have other ideas.  They might even try to convince Cat not to get married or have children, for fear of what her kids would turn out to be.  I wondered, suddenly, if we could simply elope.  Or go into exile.  Perhaps Isabella would let us stay at Kirkhaven Hall. 
 
      
 
    “You might do better talking about this with Alana,” Cat mused.  She grinned as I shook my head.  Alana might be the better choice, but she would find a way to use whatever I told her to best advantage.  I knew her too well.  “If you insist on marrying me, against the will of your family, what will they do?  What can they do?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said.  I forced myself to remember tedious lectures about bloodlines and who was descended from whom.  “I’m the last of the mainline cluster qualified to be patriarch.  Francis is dead” - I wondered, again, if he’d had a kid he might not even have known he’d sired - “and Isabella is a girl.  If they kick me out, they’d have to look at one of the other clusters for a replacement and there’d just be too many candidates.  I think there’d be at least nine or ten possibilities, none of whom would enjoy complete support.  They have never seemed interested in the role.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless they’ve already agreed on a candidate,” Cat mused.  “And intend to ram him through before anyone else can get organised.” 
 
      
 
    I doubted it.  “They’d have to make a whole string of deals to get someone confirmed as the new Heir Primus,” I said.  The procedure was deliberately complicated, just to make it hard for anyone to rush the rest of the family into making a decision.  “There’d certainly be a lot of horse-trading before they came up with a final agreement.  They’d probably have to isolate my father just to get across the first hurdle.” 
 
      
 
    Cat frowned, then looked me right in the eye.  “Do they think you’ll just ... walk away?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope not,” I said.  It wouldn’t be easy to leave the family, but I could do it.  “They may just be bluffing, hoping I’d step back from the brink.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s very little time,” Cat pointed out.  “Either they have a candidate in mind already, and they’ve made all the agreements they have to make, or they have a loophole in mind.” 
 
      
 
    I considered it.  There were no other mainline candidates, apart from me.  Francis was dead.  Malachi’s children were girls.  Unless ... Davys?  Francis’s father was technically too old to succeed his brother, but it might be doable.  Perhaps.  And yet, it didn’t strike me as very likely.  Father would have to make a terrible mistake before the council could risk replacing him with his brother.  It wasn’t as if Davys was significantly younger than my father.   
 
      
 
    “I can’t think of one,” I said, finally.  I stood and started to pace.  “Is it wrong to find politics ... infuriating?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Cat said.  “I hate them, too.” 
 
      
 
    She reached out and caught my hand, pulling me to sit beside her.  I glanced at the half-open door, then sat and put my arm around her shoulder.  She leaned against me.  I took comfort in her presence, in just being with her.  I wanted to stay with her, not go back to the hall and eventually - perhaps sooner than I hoped - take my father’s place.  There was a bit of me that just wanted to leave, once and for all.  It wouldn’t be easy - Louise was right, I’d spent my entire life in the aristocracy - but I had useful skills.  There were plenty of places that could employ a trained forger. 
 
      
 
    “Does it actually matter,” I asked, “what happened hundreds of years ago?” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t escape history,” Cat said.  “We can only learn from it, then put it behind us.” 
 
      
 
    She indicated a map on the wall.  The Thousand-Year Empire had conquered two continents and might have been on the verge of reaching for a third before it had fallen.  I’d been to the Eternal City, which hadn’t been as eternal as its name promised.  No one was quite sure why the Empire had fallen in the first place, but the results had been utterly devastating.  A thousand years had passed and we were still putting the pieces back together.  I wondered, not for the first time, what my ancestors had thought as their city crumbled, flying buildings plunging to the ground below.  Had they known they were watching the end of the world, as they’d known it?  Or had they been too busy panicking to think about the future? 
 
      
 
    I pulled her closer and kissed her forehead.  Cat tilted her lips up to mine.  We kissed, our arms tightening as she shifted towards me.  I stroked her back, wondering if I dared send my hand any lower.  I still envied Francis for his conquests, even though I knew at least one of them would have come back to haunt him if he hadn’t died in the Challenge.  They’d been doing a lot more than just kissing when they’d been interrupted.  I felt myself throw caution to the winds as I pulled her closer.  Perhaps, if we were caught, we could get married on the spot.  Everyone knew a bride could produce a child quicker than a wife ... 
 
      
 
    A clumping sound echoed through the air.  Cat started, then pulled back as someone stamped down the corridor.  I darted back to my chair, hastily adjusting my suit.  Cat’s lips looked swollen, her shirt out of place ... she hastily tugged it down, brushing her braids back into position.  I hoped my lips didn’t seem so full.  It was hard, so hard, not to hate the newcomer.  I’d wanted so much more from Cat. 
 
      
 
    Rose stuck her head into the room.  “My eyes are closed,” she said.  “Can I open them?” 
 
      
 
    Cat laughed.  “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  I liked Rose - she was a client of both our houses - but her timing had been awful.  It didn’t help that I knew my parents, and Cat’s parents, would disagree.  Who knew how far things would have gone, if we hadn’t been interrupted?  I’d listened to my father’s stern lecture on how things were, between a man and a woman, and Francis’s ghastly locker room talk, but ... I decided it would be better not to think about it.  They hadn’t managed to dissuade me from wanting to do things with Cat ... 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Akin,” Rose said, as if we hadn’t seen each other only an hour ago.  “Will your sister and her beloved be dropping by later today?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “They were going shopping in South Shallot.” 
 
      
 
    Cat frowned.  “That’s going to sting.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  I’d never really cared to stay on the cutting edge of fashion.  It was lucky that, as Heir Primus, my clothing was pretty much dictated by tradition.  Francis had worn outfits so vivid that I’d thought he was trying to strike everyone blind.  I smiled, then sobered.  Francis had been an ass, but he hadn’t deserved to die.  And Isabella ... she didn’t deserve to be shunned, either.  I could go with her, next time, or arrange for Alana to accompany her.  That would be interesting.  The dressmakers would have to decide if they were willing to look the other way, or risk having Alana stamp off in a rage. 
 
      
 
    “She might find something good,” Rose said.  “I did my work experience in an alchemist’s shop.  There’s a lot of good stuff there.” 
 
      
 
    “The really fashionable dressmakers stick a charmed label on the dress and nothing more,” I said, sourly.  “And then they charge ten times the original price.  There’s no actual difference between them and the original dresses from cheaper shops, save for the label, but ... so what?  No one cares to call them out for it.” 
 
      
 
    Cat raised her eyebrows.  “And how do you know about that?” 
 
      
 
    I felt myself flush.  “Saline was moaning about it, last year,” I said.  I tried not to think about the time she’d kissed me.  She’d had a crush on me from the moment I found a way to free her of her curse.  I didn’t blame her in the slightest for killing her uncle.  The bastard had deserved worse.  A lot worse.  “Her allowance wasn’t big enough to buy the outfits she wanted.” 
 
      
 
    Rose giggled.  “And you were paying attention?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a little,” I said.  Saline had been brilliant before she’d been cursed.  Even after it had been broken, she’d veered back and forth with tremendous speed.  She would spend hours discussing the finer points of spellforms one moment, then switch to snickering over romance novels the next.  “She says a lot of useful things.” 
 
      
 
    “Alana said she was going to leave the city,” Cat mused.  “Maybe she can go to Kirkhaven, too.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “I have no idea if Saline and Isabella ever met,” I said.  “They were in different dorms in their first years and afterwards ...” 
 
      
 
    “That might be for the best,” Cat said.  “They won’t have had a chance to get to know each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I winced, inwardly.  Isabella’s friends had deserted her.  That had to hurt.  I couldn’t really see her getting along with Alana or Bella ... or Rose or Louise.  Maybe I could introduce her to Saline as well as Lucy.  They might get along.  “And I probably should get back before too many people start asking questions.” 
 
      
 
    Cat nodded.  “Rose, go blind for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Rose snorted, but looked away.  Cat and I exchanged a quick kiss before she looked back again.  I felt a sudden surge of anger and frustration, mixed with a grim awareness we had to do things properly.  The match was important to the family - to both families - even if they didn’t seem to believe it.  I turned away, reaching for my cloak.  Callam would be spending more time here than me over the rest of the week.  I was meant to be in Magus Court. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you at the Garden Party,” I said.  “And then we can sneak into the bushes.” 
 
      
 
    Cat laughed.  “Under the eye of your mother?  I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I can arrange a distraction,” I mused.  I changed my mind a moment later.  I was Heir Primus.  I couldn’t risk disrupting the party.  “At the very least, I can walk you home.” 
 
      
 
    Cat blew me a kiss.  “That would be lovely.” 
 
      
 
    Rose cleared her throat, loudly.  “Behave yourself ... blah ... blah ... behave yourself ...” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and took my leave. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty: Isabella 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to crash the party. 
 
      
 
    No, that wasn’t true.  I wanted to be downstairs, assisting my mother in her role as hostess.  I wanted to be part of the event, yet ... my father had reminded me, after lunch, that I was effectively grounded until the party was over.  Grounded, as though I were a child!  The thought would have been humiliating enough even if I hadn’t been sure everyone would know I’d been ordered not to attend.  I was staying in the hall.  There was no reasonable excuse not to attend, unless I’d been told very clearly I wasn’t welcome.  The unfairness of it all burned at me as I paced my rooms, alternatively peering out the windows and trying to pretend nothing was happening.  It didn’t work. 
 
      
 
    Callam had offered to stay with me, perhaps with a maid for supervision, but I’d told him to stick with my father.  Father would introduce him to all the movers and shakers, quietly gloating about how his house had found the second known Zero ... I wondered, sourly, if they’d draw a veil over precisely how Callam was going to join the house.  Or if they’d openly suggest the price for my return to Shallot was marrying Callam ... it wouldn’t be the first time.  Aunt Petal had been pressured into marrying Malachi and it hadn’t been a very happy marriage.  She lived so far from Shallot that she hadn’t bothered to visit for the summer.  I suspected her two younger daughters were glad to be away.  Penny’s misconduct reflected badly on them, too. 
 
      
 
    The family bought Penny a townhouse in South Shallot, I thought, bitterly.  Penny probably didn’t appreciate what she’d been given, but she was pretty lucky to have it.  She had the kind of independence most girls her age would kill to have.  I wondered, not for the first time, if she was attending the party below.  She would have been invited, as a matter of course.  She might just have the wit to realise she wouldn’t be entirely welcome.  I wonder if she’ll be even less welcome than me. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists as my wandering path led me back to the window.  Callam was down there somewhere, probably bored.  Or shy.  He seemed to get on well with Cat - they’d spent the last few days testing his skills and forging a handful of minor Objects of Power - but he hadn’t been so fond of everyone else he’d met.  Mother was probably being her usual self.  The moment Father turned his back, Mother would drag Callam around the garden to make sure he met all the Grande Dames.  I snorted at the thought.  The Grande Dames would probably say all kinds of horrid things about me.  I doubted Callam would be pleased to hear them.  I doubted anyone would be pleased to hear them. 
 
      
 
    And Mother can’t shut them up, I thought.  She married into the family. She isn’t family. 
 
      
 
    My eyes wandered over the garden, spotting people I knew.  Alana was standing next to another dark girl ... it took me a moment to realise it was Belladonna Aguirre, the last of the triplets.  She’d slimmed down a lot in the last few years.  The Bella I remembered was plump and lazy, but the girl below me was pretty ... I could see a handful of young blades eying her, probably trying to determine if they had a chance.  Bastards.  Marrying Bella would jump them right up to the top of the tree, in status if not in power.  I knew I shouldn’t be so envious, but it still burned.  I should have been down there, allowing the young men to court me while making my choice ... 
 
      
 
    I told myself not to be stupid as my eyes continued to glide over the guests.  Lucy Lamplighter had arrived ... she was sharing a joke with Akin and Cat.  They were laughing together like old friends, although I was fairly sure they hadn’t so much as known each other for more than a year.  Probably less.  Probably a lot less.  They seemed to be having a good time, too.  It was hard to be sure, but their conversation - and laughter - didn’t look forced or fake.  I knew the difference.  Six years ago, I could have cracked a terrible joke and everyone in my circle would have made themselves laugh.  Now, I was so excluded that no one would laugh at my jokes. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door.  I turned as a maid stepped into the room.  She was young, young enough to be only just entering service.  I scowled at her, torn between delight and guilt as she flinched.  The poor girl didn’t know how to treat me.  Was I to be shunned, even by the maids, or treated with the respect due to the senior daughter of the family?  I guessed someone had passed the buck down the chain until the lowliest - and newest - of the maids had been assigned to tend to me.  If she made a mistake, it wouldn’t reflect badly on her superiors. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady,” the maid said.  She remembered she was supposed to curtsey and bobbed one very quickly.  “I ... do you require anything?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  It was hard, so hard, to keep the snarl out of my voice.  I would have rung for her if I’d needed anything.  “Go join the party downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    The girl hesitated.  She would have been told to keep an eye on me - or at least on my doors - if I was any judge.  Father wouldn’t want me roaming the halls or sneaking down to the garden or - perhaps - inviting Callam back to my room.  The poor girl was caught between two different people, neither of whom she dared offend.  I told myself not to make things worse for her.  She had quite enough problems already. 
 
      
 
    I allowed my expression to soften.  “I’ll ring for you if I need anything,” I said.  “Wait in the kitchenette.” 
 
      
 
    The maid curtseyed and withdrew, closing the door behind her.  I wondered, idly, who’d trained her.  The butler and the housemother were normally very strict when it came to training newcomers.  They’d gone to some trouble to make it clear to their charges that they couldn’t afford to break the rules, not even once.  Servants had been dismissed, without references, for minor offences like singing in the corridor or not showing the proper respect to junior family.  I groaned, inwardly.  The hell of it was that showing any interest in the maid’s career would probably work against her in the long run. 
 
      
 
    I turned back to the window, just in time to see Ayesha and Zeya McDonald walk into view.  They kept their distance from Akin and Cat, although I saw them nod at Lucy, which suggested they knew each other.  They probably did.  Everyone who was anyone in Shallot knew the top movers and shakers.  And besides, from what Akin had said, Lucy really was trying to stay neutral.  I gritted my teeth.  Ayesha and Zeya had made mistakes of their own.  Their mistakes should have brought them down as surely as mine had destroyed my life.  And yet, they were hobnobbing with the great and the good while I was trapped in my room like a little girl who’d been sent to her bed without supper. 
 
      
 
    The unfairness boiled at me as I paced the room, my eyes sweeping over the row upon row of books.  They were all too young for me now, no matter how much I’d loved them when I’d been twelve.  I picked up a copy of Millicent’s Marvellous Memories and rolled my eyes at the blatant propaganda.  Millicent had once been a heroine of mine.  Now, it was easy to see just how unrealistic her life truly was.  And how much the writer had chosen to ignore when she’d put words on paper.  Millicent wasn’t a person in her own right.  She was nothing more than a china doll. 
 
      
 
    She did everything right, even when it was wrong, I thought.  The book was designed to teach little girls how to behave, a series of lessons that I couldn’t help finding - in hindsight - deeply problematic.  Millicent had been told to put her faith in adults.  She’d never met someone like Uncle Ira.  And it never quite came back to haunt her. 
 
      
 
    I put the book back on the shelf, trying not to feel an aching sense of loss.  The little girl I’d been wouldn’t have believed me, if I’d told her the truth.  I’d been too ignorant to be aware of my own ignorance.  If I’d known ... I wished, suddenly, for a spell that would dump my mind into my younger self’s body.  I hated the thought of growing up again, but ... how different would things have been if I’d befriended Cat, rather than picking a fight with her?  Or if I’d stayed well away from Stregheria Aguirre?  Or if I’d warned my father about Uncle Ira well before I’d been sent to Kirkhaven.  I could still have met Callam.  Couldn’t I? 
 
      
 
    The sound from below grew louder.  I cursed under my breath - the soundproofing spells had clearly faded in my absence - and walked back to the windows.  Lord and Lady Aguirre had arrived, resplendent in formal robes.  My parents greeted them formally, then escorted them around the hall and into the rear garden.  It looked as if they weren’t entirely welcome.  I spotted a number of older uncles and aunts casting sharp glances at their backs.  The alliance wasn’t popular.  Really, the alliance wouldn’t have been made if the family hadn’t needed their support.  And Cat. 
 
      
 
    I sagged as I watched more and more familiar faces milling around the gardens.  I’d been one of them once, but now ... now I was alone.  Girls and boys I knew from school, or simply by reputation, all dressed in their finest as they ate my family’s food and drank our wine ... I wanted to be down there, sharing in the day.  And yet, I knew what would happen if I did.  They’d turn their backs and shun me and ... I was torn between a desire to make them pay, to force them to acknowledge me, and an urge to go straight back to Kirkhaven.  The hall was mine.  It couldn’t be taken from me. 
 
      
 
    And yet ... I groaned helplessly.  The family knew about Callam now.  They wouldn’t be too keen to give him up.  Even if they did, even if they let us go back to Kirkhaven, the rest of the world wouldn’t leave us alone.  Everyone and their aunt would be after us, trying to recruit Callam ... I wondered, suddenly, if Callam himself wanted to go home.  He hadn’t liked the city, I thought - we hadn’t had a chance to talk privately - but the family could and probably would offer him whatever he wanted, as long as he worked for them.  I cursed under my breath.  It had been a mistake to allow Akin to borrow the spellbreaker.  It had been a mistake ... 
 
      
 
    ... But who in their right mind would have expected him to break it? 
 
      
 
    He’s betrothed to the one person who can fix or replace a broken Object of Power, I reminded myself.  Akin’s sword -- the family sword -- had been broken for centuries before Cat had fixed it.  The blade had been lost for so long that the owner hadn’t even known who’d originally commissioned the sword.  There is literally no one else who’d be sure the damage could be repaired. 
 
      
 
    I kicked myself mentally as I turned away from the windows.  It had been my mistake.  I hadn’t even bothered to think before I’d let Akin take proof of Callam’s existence.  I should have feared the truth coming out ... I should have thought.  And now I was trapped.  I could go back to Kirkhaven, but would Callam come with me?  What if he wanted to stay?  I wondered, suddenly, if that was what everyone wanted.  The family shame would be gone, leaving behind a priceless treasure.  I would be alone. 
 
      
 
    Tears prickled in my eyes.  I sat on the bed, feeling utterly alone.  There was no one I could call, no one who could spend time with me.  I considered, briefly, asking the maid to sit with me, something that would probably land her in real trouble with the housemother.  Maids weren’t supposed to be overfamiliar.  I could put in a good word for her ... I laughed at myself a moment later.  That wouldn’t be doing her any favours.  The housemother wouldn’t take me seriously, whatever I said.  It might be better if I demanded severe punishment instead. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  Have you really fallen so far that you’d seek comfort in a maid’s company? 
 
      
 
    I stared down at my hands, helplessly, then walked back to the window.  There was no sign of Akin.  Or Cat.  I guessed they were together, somewhere out of sight.  The rear gardens had often provided hiding places for couples, isolated enough to provide the illusion of privacy while being close enough to the hall to ensure matters couldn’t progress too far.  My blood boiled at the thought.  Cat and Akin were happy - I’d seen how my brother’s face lit up when he spoke of her - while I was trapped and alone and soon to lose my partner to the city.  I’d heard some of the country folk speak of cities as though they were living things, monsters that drew victims into their maws, chewed them and then spat them out.  I had never thought they might be right. 
 
      
 
    They might be laughing at me, right now, I thought.  Cat had never liked me - and why should she?  Stealing Callam, simply by convincing him to stay in the city, would be a cunning form of revenge.  No one could possibly call her out for it.  It wasn’t as if she’d jabbed me with a Frogmaker or a Wand of Command or something equally unpleasant.  Most people wouldn’t even realise what she’d done.  What are they doing? 
 
      
 
    I had to know.  Anger surged through me as I opened my drawers and searched for my old crystal ball.  It had been a gift from Uncle Malachi, many years ago.  Crystal balls had been outdated for years - save for a handful of Objects of Power in the king’s possession - but they were actually easier to use than mirrors if one wanted to scry for someone.  He’d never been clear about why he’d given it to me, muttering something about knowledge being power the one time I’d asked.  I tapped the ball with one finger, testing the spells to see if they still worked.  I’d spent several weeks practicing with it, when I’d been a child.  It had been quite useful for watching the seniors as they talked about us. 
 
      
 
    Not that it was that useful, in the hall, I reflected, sourly.  I’d been a blood relative and yet even I hadn’t been able to spy inside the hall.  The wards had been so strong, even then, that I’d gotten nowhere.   So many people probed our defences, with spells stronger or more subtle than a very childish crystal ball, that I doubted anyone had even noticed.  Father had certainly never mentioned anything to me.  But they’re outside right now. 
 
      
 
    The crystal ball lit up as I touched the gem, focusing my magic through the sphere.  Where were they?  Akin and I were twins.  Our magics were practically identical.  It should be easy to find him.  I wasn’t so sure I could find Cat or Callam - they lacked magical signatures - but they’d be with Akin.  The glow grew brighter, just for a second, then cleared.  Akin and Cat were standing together, in the midst of the bushes.  They were holding hands and laughing and grinning and ... 
 
      
 
    My heart curdled.  They looked so happy.  Cat wore a simple white dress, her dark hair hanging in twin braids ... she looked stunning.  She was holding both of Akin’s hands, as if she wanted to hug him but didn’t quite dare.  Akin was smiling back at her as they talked, constantly inclining himself towards her without ever quite getting closer.  It was clear, all too clear, that they were very fond of each other.  They’d been friends, practically from the moment they’d first met, and then they’d become something more. 
 
      
 
    I knew I should have cancelled the spell.  I knew I should have looked away.  But I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them as they held each other, their lips moving closer and closer together without ever quite touching.  I’d heard all sorts of horror stories about people who spied on other people, about people who heard things they didn’t want to hear and saw things they could never wipe from their minds, but ... I couldn’t look away.  They were dancing to music only they could hear ... I ground my teeth as a wave of jealously threatened to wash over me.  They were so young and innocent and untouched by everything that had happened to me.  I should be down there, with Callam.  I should be holding him and kissing him and ... 
 
      
 
    Cat and Akin kissed.  It was gentle and sweet and innocent and I hated it.  I closed my eyes for a long moment, hating them both even though I knew I was being unfair.  And horrid.  And ... the awareness I was doing the wrong thing only made it worse.  It just wasn’t fair.  Akin had won the Heir Primus position by default, just by being born!  I hadn’t stood a chance.  No one had stood a chance, after he’d been betrothed to Cat.  And it just wasn’t fair. 
 
      
 
    And then Akin looked up at me. 
 
      
 
    I cancelled the spell, but it was already too late. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-One: Akin 
 
      
 
    How dare she? 
 
      
 
    The thought boiled through my mind as I strode across the lawn, guests parting in front of me as if they were afraid to get in my way, and stormed up the stairs.  How dare she?  I’d known Isabella to push the limits before, right up until she’d being sent into exile, but ... anger raged through me as I stomped my way to her room.  She’d been spying on me!  She’d been spying on me and Cat and ... how dare she?  How dare she?  Spying on me was quite bad enough, but spying on Cat was worse.  Cat couldn’t sense a pair of watching eyes staring at her.  I was enraged beyond words.  How dare she? 
 
      
 
    It was ... it was outrageous.  The day had been going so well!  I’d had a chance to catch up with people I knew, including some who might be willing to give Isabella a chance to prove she’d changed.  Lucy had been quite keen to meet her properly, not least because they had more than a little in common.  They were both going to marry commoners, they both liked living life on the edge ... I ground my teeth in frustration.  Isabella might never be a full member of High Society, not after everything she’d done, but I’d hoped she’d have friends.  And now that was gone.  How could I recommend her to anyone after she’d spied on us? 
 
      
 
    I cursed savagely as I reached the top of the stairs.  Isabella had seen Cat and me kissing.  Rose had stepped back to give us a few moments of privacy and ... what if Isabella told my parents?  Or Cat’s parents?  We’d be in hot water.  We’d certainly never be allowed to be alone again, not until the wedding.  I wanted to take Cat’s hand and run away, leaving the family forever.  We could leave both families.  I recalled what my father had said about the king and scowled.  Cat would be in demand, wherever we went.  Perhaps we could buy a boat and sail off into the sunset.  It wouldn’t be that hard to hide. 
 
      
 
    No wonder Isabella and Francis got along so well, I thought.  I’d caught Francis making out with a betrothed girl, something that would have been bad enough even if the girl’s betrothed hadn’t been a world-renowned duellist who would have blown him into little pieces and scattered them over the entire country.  They’re both selfish ... 
 
      
 
    A maid crashed to attention as I walked past the kitchenette.  She’d been reading the society pages ... it would have been funny, under other circumstances.  The housekeeper was below stairs, keeping the servants on the hop as they carried trays of food and drink around the garden.  She probably wouldn’t notice the maid slacking off ... probably.  It was hard to tell with the housekeeper.  She was one of the more formidable women I’d ever met. 
 
      
 
    I stopped outside Isabella’s door, torn between manners and a desire to just open the door and storm into the room.  Father had given me a certain level of control over the wards, but he’d made it clear the control was not to be abused.  The family wouldn’t tolerate me spying on them ... the thought galvanised my anger as I knocked on the door, hard enough to make it clear I would be coming in whatever she thought about it.  Magic crackled around me as I waited, counting down the seconds.  It had been a long time since Isabella and I had practiced our duelling on each other.  I had more formal training, but I wasn’t certain of victory if we started shooting spells at each other.  Isabella had - somehow - beaten a full-fledged warlock. 
 
      
 
    And she was twelve when she did it, I thought.  Isabella’s explanation of what had happened that day had been more than a little vague.  Who knows how advanced she is now? 
 
      
 
    I pushed the door open.  Isabella sat on her bed, hands folded in her lap.  She looked contrite, but I knew her too well.  She’d crossed the line.  She wasn’t sorry she’d spied on us; she was sorry she’d gotten caught!  I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, tightening the wards as much as possible.  Father would be able to check on us, I thought, but it was unlikely anyone else could.  Not without his permission, at least.  I stepped forward, allowing anger to boil through me.  If she’d spied on us, she could have spied on anyone. 
 
      
 
    “You ...”  I caught myself and started again.  “What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella said nothing.  She looked, very much, like Penny ... when I’d caught Penny bullying Kate, a student four years younger than her.  I’d been horrified.  I’d made sure Penny was severely punished.  It had been my involvement that had made sure the punishment actually stuck.  No one could claim the Head Boy was biased against his own family!  I stepped forward again, feeling my temper start to snap.  How dare she? 
 
      
 
    “You spied on us.”  I’d barely sensed the spell.  I doubted I would have sensed it at all if I hadn’t been wearing the sword.  Cat wouldn’t have been any the wiser ... it was that, more than anything else, that burned at me.  “How dare you?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked up.  “You were with her ...” 
 
      
 
    “We’re betrothed,” I snapped.  “And Rose wasn’t too far away.” 
 
      
 
    “You were so happy with her.”  Isabella’s voice was completely toneless.  “And I was alone up here.” 
 
      
 
    “And you were spying on us!”  I felt her magic flare and braced myself, but nothing happened.  “What were you thinking?  How dare you spy on her?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all about her, isn’t it?”  Isabella’s voice shook.  “Everything is about her, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    She sounded as though she wanted to cry.  “She gets you.  She gets Callam.  She gets ... she gets everything.  And I’m alone up here.” 
 
      
 
    “And you spied on us,” I snapped.  I’d tried to convince Father to relent, but he’d been insistent.  Isabella was not to attend the party and that was that.  I would have felt sorrier for her if she hadn’t been spying on us.  “What were you thinking?  Do you know what would have happened if someone else had caught you?  Alana?  Or Bella?” 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered,” Isabella said, bleakly.  “High Society hates me and ...” 
 
      
 
    My temper snapped.  “You betrayed the entire city,” I told her.  “That’s not a harmless little prank like ... like whatever!  Did you expect them to be instantly welcoming, when you returned to the city?  It takes time!  And if someone else caught you spying on them, your reputation would be utterly destroyed!” 
 
      
 
    “Again?”  Isabella giggled, rather hysterically.  “Is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think it was funny.  “I wanted to help you,” I snapped.  “I was talking to people for you.  I was thinking they’d give you a chance ...” 
 
      
 
    Isabella stood.  I tensed, sensing her magic crackling around her.  “Do you think I want your charity?” 
 
      
 
    Her voice was so cold I knew she was keeping it under tight control.  “Everything has always been so easy for you, hasn’t it?  You were always the first of us, because you were a boy and the Heir Primus has to be a boy.  You were feted from the moment you could walk, while I was told to prepare myself for marriage and a place in someone else’s family.  You had people orbiting you, ready to leap to do your bidding, while I had to work to draw their attention.  And I did everything right and I still wound up in exile!” 
 
      
 
    The bitterness in her voice made me flinch.  Following Stregheria Aguirre hadn’t been right.  “You don’t know how lucky you are!” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her for a long moment.  “I didn’t make the rules ...” 
 
      
 
    “And are you going to change them?”  Isabella shook her head, blonde hair flying in all directions.  “Are you going to force the family council to change things?  Or are you just going to carry on as you’ve always done, with everything coming to you because of an accident of birth!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like that,” I protested.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is,” Isabella snapped.  “You just never paid attention.  Or didn’t you notice that the rest of your year didn’t have so many people fawning on them?  You were so well-placed that you didn’t even have to work to secure your position.  You never even bothered to learn the skills you needed to run the family, when you took over.  It never even occurred to you that you needed them.  That’s why Father insisted you took the Challenge!” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists.  “I won!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Isabella said.  “You won because you were smart enough to ally with a sworn enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “Alana and I weren’t enemies,” I said.  “It was Francis who ...” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think Francis turned on you so easily?”  Isabella leaned forward.  “He resented your supremacy, a supremacy you did nothing to earn.  Everything you have was given to you.  Everything!  Even your betrothal was someone else’s idea.  You just went along!” 
 
      
 
    Her voice rose as she crossed her arms under her breasts.  “I did everything I was supposed to do!  I made friends.  I built a network of clients.  I had a rival ... I could have taken it, if she’d beaten me fairly.  I would have accepted it.  But she cheated and I ...” 
 
      
 
    “Spied on her,” I corrected.  “And you were pretty awful to her.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I was doing the right thing,” Isabella said.  “And then I find out that the game is rigged.  But that’s always been true.  Why bother trying to do anything when you just can’t win?” 
 
      
 
    She looked me in the eye.  “That’s why I let Stregheria Aguirre convince me to join her.  The game was rigged.  Why not kick over the gameboard and spit in everyone’s eye?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “Because you came very close to getting everyone killed?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to rise to the top,” Isabella snapped.  “Why should I put up with stupid rules that prevented me from climbing the ladder?  Why?” 
 
      
 
    She looked me in the eye.  “It would have been easier to take if there had been others in the same boat,” she admitted.  “But we’re the only Great House that prohibits women from leading the family.  Why should I put up with it?” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing.  I knew it had hurt Isabella to be excluded from the uppermost spot.  I’d always known she was better with people than me, better at understanding and manipulating them ... although, perhaps, she hadn’t realised that Stregheria Aguirre would have killed her too.  Or ... it was possible she’d reasoned that she could kill the old witch first or simply bided her time.  Stregheria Aguirre had been ancient.  She would have been dead of natural causes soon enough.  And ... no one could deny that Isabella had turned Kirkhaven into a roaring success.  She could have done it without Callam, given time.  She was very far from useless. 
 
      
 
    And yet, her bitterness shocked me. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t entirely unreasonable, part of me admitted.  Lucy was the Matriarch of a Great House.  Alana and Ayesha would succeed their fathers, when they stepped down or joined the ancients.  Isabella was the sole aristocratic girl - young woman - who would have succeeded her father if it wasn’t for the inconvenient fact she’d been born female.  She’d never had a chance of convincing the family council to let her take my father’s place, even though she’d been the better student.  And even if I tried to get the rules changed, which would mean standing against a thousand years of tradition, it would be too late to help her. 
 
      
 
    And ... “That was then,” I reminded her.  “What do you deserve now?” 
 
      
 
    I saw the pain in her eyes and felt a twinge of guilt.  I’d never cared if I was excluded or not.  Parties bored me.  Father made me attend some social gatherings, and I’d attended others in hopes of snatching a few private moments with Cat, but I’d never gone of my own accord.  I’d never had to.  And yet ... if someone had told me I couldn’t spend time with Cat, I would be hurt, too.  I didn’t understand Isabella’s yen for parties, for being the centre of attention, but I could understand why she might be hurt. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t have spied on us,” I said, harshly. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t have been arranging things for me,” Isabella snapped back.  “Do you think I want your charity?” 
 
      
 
    “I could have got people to accept you,” I pointed out.  “Some of them might even ...” 
 
      
 
    Isabella raised her voice.  “It wouldn’t have been real, would it?  They wouldn’t have been making nice with me because they liked me.  They’d have been kissing my feet because you told them to kiss my feet.  And the moment you turned your back, they would have put a knife in mine.” 
 
      
 
    “They wouldn’t,” I snapped.  Lucy would have understood.  If there was anyone in the aristocracy who would have understood, it was her.  “You might make some real friends if you just ...” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want friends,” Isabella shouted.  She caught herself with a very visible effort.  “I want to be something.  I want to be a mover and a shaker and ... I want to be a person with power and influence, not someone being propped up by someone else.  I want something meaningful for myself.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my temper flare.  “You could have had it, if you’d made use of your assets,” I pointed out.  “You weren’t doing badly at Kirkhaven!” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t doing badly?”  Isabella laughed.  “The hall was a crumbling ruin when I was sent there.  Morag and Uncle Ira didn’t do anything with the grounds.  They were an overgrown mess, tainted with old magic, when I was given the hall.  And I turned it into a successful business.  Me!  What have you done, in all of your time, that even remotely comes close to what I’ve done?  I have more than proved I can handle something greater! 
 
      
 
    “And yet I can’t, because I’m a girl and girls can’t lead the family!” 
 
      
 
    “The family doesn’t trust you,” I said.  “I know you did well, but ...” 
 
      
 
    “But nothing!”  Isabella took a long breath.  When she spoke again, there was a hint of despair in her voice.  “What’s the point of struggling if you can’t win?” 
 
      
 
    Ask Louise, I thought.  Or even poor Saline. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to calm down as she sat back on the bed, suddenly tired.  If things had been different ... if things had been different, Isabella might not have gone so badly off the rails.  I understood her resentment and bitterness, both of which had to be a great deal worse now she was back in the city.  She could look down from her window and see the great and the good milling around, swapping everything from market tips to unsubstantiated rumours, yet know she would never be one of them.  Not really.  I’d seen too many Grande Dames fall into the trap of asserting themselves to police the young in their realm, in hopes of disguising their lack of real power.  I didn’t want Isabella to go the same way. 
 
      
 
    And she’d spied on me.  And Cat.  I didn’t take that lightly.  Who knew who else she might have spied on, over the years?  There were rules and customs and she’d broken them both because ... I wasn’t sure why, but it didn’t matter.  There was no excuse. 
 
      
 
    The hell of it, I knew, was that she might well have made a better House Head.  She was good with people.  She was intelligent, determined, driven ... she wanted power and she had the will to use it, mingled with enough common sense to keep the well-being of the family firmly at the front of her mind.  And yet, there was no way she could take the position even if she hadn’t betrayed the family.  I doubted I could get the rules changed.  Even if I could, there was no way she could succeed me.  It would have to be a girl from the next generation. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my mind.  “I’m sorry about how things have worked out,” I said, “but that doesn’t excuse you spying on us.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella smiled, rather wanly.  “Are you going to tell Father?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.”  I thought about it.  Father would explode.  He’d send her away or ... I wasn’t sure what he’d do.  Shout at her?  Beat her?  Imprison her?  The politics were on a knife edge.  The slightest mistake could spark a conflagration.  If Isabella left, Callam would go with her.  He loved her.  It was clear every time he spoke about her.  He’d seen her at her worst, when she’d been sent into exile, and still loved her.  I made up my mind.  “No.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t an easy decision.  Father would be furious, if he found out.  I wasn’t even sure I should tell Cat, even though I’d promised myself to be honest with her.  She probably needed to know.  Or maybe not.  Isabella couldn’t tell everyone what we’d been doing without admitting what she’d done.  She’d keep her mouth shut.  I sighed, feeling a flash of tired anger.  She’d created a dreadful mess for me to sort out.  Again. 
 
      
 
    I met her eyes, composing my next words with care.  “But I am going to tell you something.  You made a terrible mistake - yes - but you’ve rebuilt your life.  You have a successful business and a young man who loves you ... who has even helped you return to the city.  You don’t have to throw it away for ... for old resentments.  You have a life of your own now.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked back at me, evenly.  “Akin, was it the life I wanted?” 
 
      
 
    I had no answer. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Two: Isabella 
 
      
 
    By the time Akin left, I was feeling as though I’d been through the wars. 
 
      
 
    I lay on my bed, my thoughts a bitter jumble.  I’d never really told him, not even after I’d gone into exile, quite why I resented as well as loved him.  It had never been easy to put into words.  I’d met my fair share of unpleasant people - I’d known girls with horrible brothers and boys with terrible sisters - but no one could reasonably describe Akin as anything other than pleasant.  He was a nice guy, in the decent sense of the term.  He’d never been anything like Francis or Alana or Penny or any of the others I’d known.  The fact it was hard to dislike him was the thing I disliked most about him. 
 
      
 
    And yet, it galled me - it had always galled me - that the reason he was such a nice guy was that he’d never had to work for anything in his entire life.  He’d always known he would succeed our father, one day.  He’d always had people willing to do things for him for future services, yet he’d been blind to the reality that they wouldn’t be doing things for him if he hadn’t been Heir Primus.  I knew him well enough to be certain it wasn’t an act.  He was a nice person because he’d been given everything on a silver platter, up to and including Cat’s love.  What would he have become, I wondered sourly, if he’d been threatened with losing everything?  Would he have ended up like Francis?  Or me? 
 
      
 
    I waited, unsure what I was waiting for.  The party was still in full swing.  It would be hours before my parents withdrew, ensuring that the guests knew they could leave without being incredibly rude.  Callam would still be down there ... I felt a twinge of pity, mingled with grief and guilt.  I’d ruined his life as surely as I’d ruined my own, simply by giving Akin the wretched spellbreaker.  I was surprised he hadn’t been mad at me, when Akin had arrived ... it felt like years ago.  He didn’t like the city very much.  I didn’t blame him. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door.  I sat upright, wondering if Callam had come to visit.  Akin might have escorted him, providing all the chaperonage we might wish.  Or ... Father might have sensed something.  I glanced at where the crystal ball was hidden as the door started to open.  Akin had said he’d keep his mouth shut, but Father was in ultimate control of the wards.   He might have noticed what I’d done and come to confront me. 
 
      
 
    The maid peeked her head into the room.  “Lord Stephen’s compliments, My Lady.  He would like you to attend upon him in the library.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  Lord Stephen?  Uncle Stephen?  I looked at the window.  I’d spotted him amongst the friends and family on the lawn below, but I hadn’t been paying close attention.  What did he want with me?  I knew he’d been one of the loudest voices opposed to the alliance, and the planned marriage, but ... what did he want with me?  Now?  I knew he was playing games, but ... I stood, brushing down my skirt.  The suite was large, yet the walls were starting to close in on me.  I wanted - needed - to be somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    The maid said nothing as I glanced at myself in the mirror, then headed through the door and down the stairs.  The library was incredibly restricted, with large sections completely barred to anyone who wasn’t family and a handful closed to just about everyone, at least without Father’s permission.  He’d caught me sneaking into one of those sections, when I’d been eleven years old.  I hadn’t understood any of the books, but it didn’t matter.  I’d been grounded for a month.  In hindsight, I knew how he’d felt.  Bloodline magic was amongst the darkest - and most dangerous - in the world. 
 
      
 
    I shivered as the temperature dropped sharply.  The library was isolated from the rest of the hall, to the point I was unsure if I was allowed to enter.  Father hadn’t said one way or the other.  The air tasted of dust as I stepped through the wards and looked around, admiring the colossal stacks and shelves of books.  There was no sign of the family librarian, or anyone else for that matter.  He was probably out in the garden, enjoying himself.  Right now, he was a more important person than I was. 
 
      
 
    An older man stepped out of a side door.  “Isabella,” he said.  “Please.  Come in.” 
 
      
 
    I studied him thoughtfully as we entered a private sitting room.  He looked older than I expected, old enough for his blond hair to be shading to grey.  He was tall and thin, moving with a grace that belied his years.  It was hard to be sure, but I was fairly certain he took potions to rejuvenate - if not regenerate - his body, perhaps even control his aging.  They had their limits - I’d never heard of anyone making it past their second century - but there was no doubting they’d worked wonders.  His magic was so perfectly under control that he’d clearly spent years perfecting his art. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Stephen,” I said.  I dropped a curtsey, suddenly unsure if I should address him as ‘Senior’ or not.  Morag had demanded it from me, but Morag had been in exile herself.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, be seated,” Uncle Stephen said.  He sat on an armchair and signalled for a maid.  She must have been waiting, because she appeared with a tea tray within seconds.  My stomach rumbled as I saw the scones, cream and jam.  It had been years since I’d enjoyed afternoon tea with anyone.  “Tea?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” I said.  “Milk, no sugar.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen, I had to admit, was good at putting people at their ease.  He poured the tea with practiced skill, then passed me the cup before sitting back in his chair.  It would have been easy to relax, if I hadn’t been on alert.  Uncle Stephen had been the one who’d recalled me to Shallot, if Father and Akin were correct.  I studied him thoughtfully.  I was still convinced there was a connection between Uncle Stephen and Morag, but there was no trace of it on his face.  There were definitely a number of decades between them.  And yet, there was something about him I found weirdly familiar.  I just couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
      
 
    “It must be good to be back in the city,” he said, after taking a sip of his tea.  “How are you finding it?” 
 
      
 
    “It hasn’t changed much, despite everything,” I said.  It was hard to keep the bitterness out of my voice.  The House War hadn’t changed anything, any more than the Infernal Devices.  “I can still find my way around.” 
 
      
 
    “Things will change,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Like it or not, things are changing.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed?”  I took a sip of my tea.  “Is that why you called me home?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” Uncle Stephen said.  “You are an adult now, are you not?  We can speak as equals?” 
 
      
 
    I ran my hand through my blonde hair.  “Yes,” I said.  I might not have had a Season, and would probably never get one, but I was a legal adult.  “We can.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen nodded.  “We are deeply concerned about the future of the family,” he said, bluntly.  “Your father is losing his grip.  He has grown too close to Joaquin Aguirre and too far from us.  Your brother is a good person, but not - we feel - suitable to inherit his position.  His relationship with Caitlyn Aguirre ... compromises him.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my eyes narrow.  “Who are we?” 
 
      
 
    “The family council,” Uncle Stephen said.  “It is our job to confirm each successive patriarch, then advise them.  Your father has kept his own council over the last five years, rarely listening to anyone, even your brother.  We appreciated, at first, the importance of ensuring that the alliance remained intact, but successive decisions have raised the spectre of your father allowing our family to be subsumed within theirs.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “My father has always had the well-being of the family at heart.” 
 
      
 
    “We are aware of that,” Uncle Stephen said.  “But, over the last few years, his decisions have been increasingly erratic.  Your brother, in the meantime, has been besotted.  We are aware that he, and his partner, have found quite some time to be together.  Her family has quietly condoned this behaviour in order to ensure Akin remains bound to her.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt Cat would go along with it,” I said, more severely than I’d meant.  Cat could be vindictive - she’d broken my nose once - but she wasn’t a scarlet woman.  “She wouldn’t set out to manipulate him.” 
 
      
 
    “She may not realise the opportunity in front of her,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Her family, however, has not failed to notice.  They could have - they should have - taken more care to protect her reputation.  We believe they have designs on using the relationship to dominate and eventually subsume our family.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I’d never formally met Cat’s father.  And yet, no one could possibly reach the very top of society without being cunning, ruthless and forward-thinking.  It was quite possible that Cat’s family hoped she would become bound to Akin, perhaps even that she’d have a natural-born child with him.  That would put the dragon scales in the cauldron.  A child, even a natural-born child, would be a potential heir.  He’d certainly have a very good claim.  The last time anything like that had happened, it had triggered a House War.  I wasn’t sure what had happened then, but I doubted it had been anything good. 
 
      
 
    “You understand our concern,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Do you think Akin will be a good patriarch?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I hesitated, unsure what to say.  I liked Akin.  He was my brother.  He was the only person from my old life who’d reached out to me, the only person who’d written to me regularly.  And yet, I could see the awful logic behind Uncle Stephen’s words.  Akin was a nice person, but he wasn’t strong.  He lacked the force of will to dominate the family, let alone keep the alliance on even terms.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    Cat’s father might not move to dominate us, I thought sourly, but Alana certainly would. 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  Alana didn’t lack for either courage or cunning.  Akin had told me that she was the one who’d revealed Francis’s affair with Lindsey.  It was easy to imagine her manipulating Akin, playing on his feelings for Cat - and whatever respect he had for her personally - to keep him in line.  And then we might wake up one day and discover we were permanently merged.  Cat’s father knew when to stop.  Did Alana? 
 
      
 
    “It will be difficult for him,” Uncle Stephen said, conversationally.  “He really does love the girl.  They’re very sweet together.  How could he stand up to her, or to her family?  And what would happen if he does?  Cat might be ordered to leave, taking her talent with her.  What would happen then?” 
 
      
 
    “You think Callam will take her place,” I said.  It wasn’t really a surprise.  I’d had the same thought, six years ago.  “Give him a few years and he’ll be a match for Cat?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible,” Uncle Stephen agreed.  “There are wider implications.  His Most Glorious Majesty” - his voice hardened - “has been making noises about having Cat surrendered to him.  It might be better for both of the families if there are two separate Zeros ...” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  I studied him, thoughtfully.  It was hard to think clearly - too much had happened -but I thought I knew what he wanted.  Callam.  Of course he wanted Callam.  And the only reason we were having this chat was because he thought Callam wouldn’t stay unless I stayed, too.  “You want Callam.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Uncle Stephen didn’t try to hide it.  “And I want you.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You were sent into country exile six years ago, as a compromise between those who believed you couldn’t be held accountable for your crimes, because you were a child, and those who wanted your head chopped off.  Isolated, alone, you faced a challenge that would have defeated other, more powerful magicians.  You prevailed.  Since then, you have built a reasonably successful business that, if my calculations are correct, has more than earned itself out.  You have also, in your role as the local magistrate, earned a reputation as a fair judge.  I do not believe there has been a single complaint about your conduct.  The only real complaint made about you is your youth and, quite frankly, everyone was young once.” 
 
      
 
    “I did my best,” I said, oddly touched.  “I did what seemed right.” 
 
      
 
    “You appear to have won respect,” Uncle Stephen said.  “You understand the limits of the possible in a way that Akin, the poor lad, does not.  His father has taught him well, I will concede, but he does not live and breathe politics.  He is stuck in his role, with no one to advise him.  No one, at least, who can be trusted to put the family first.” 
 
      
 
    “I see your problem,” I said, conflicted.  A flash of anger shot through me.  “You appear to be short of possible candidates.  Akin is the only member of the core bloodline left.  Who else is there?” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen looked me in the eye.  “You.” 
 
      
 
    “... What?”  It was rude, astonishingly so, but I couldn’t help myself.  “Me?” 
 
      
 
    My heart pounded.  It was suddenly very hard to speak.  I tapped the space between my breasts.  The dress wasn’t that tight, but I was still very noticeably feminine.  “I’m a girl.  A young woman!” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help myself.  I broke down and laughed.  The traditionalists with their insistence on maintaining tradition, whatever the cost, had screwed themselves.  They were stuck with a choice between accepting Akin as my father’s successor or brokering a compromise that would allow a distant cousin to take the post.  That wasn’t going to be easy, particularly after everyone in the right age range decided that they deserved a shot at the golden ring.  There would be months upon months of careful haggling before a compromise candidate finally emerged, giving my father plenty of time to either mount a counterattack or simply wait for the attackers to tire themselves out.  And if they were right about the threat of being absorbed into the other family, they didn’t have the time to waste. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen waited for me to finish, then leaned forward.  “We can nominate you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a young woman,” I repeated.  “Didn’t you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Uncle Stephen said.  “You cannot serve as Patriarch.  That is true.  But you can serve as Regent for your unborn son.” 
 
      
 
    “Regent?”  I stared at him, suddenly realising he was serious.  “You think ...?” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to calm down and think.  There hadn’t been many regencies in our family’s long history.  They’d only ever been invoked when there was no suitable male heir, the post held by the former Patriarch’s brother or ... I felt my heart skip a beat as I recalled that there had been times when yes, there had been a female Regent.  She’d normally been the sister of the former Patriarch, but ... 
 
      
 
    “I thought ...”  My lips stumbled.  I started again.  “In every previous regency, there was a very definite time limit.  The Regent was meant to wait for the future Patriarch to reach his majority, then step aside.  I think” - I tried to remember lessons from my early childhood - “I think the longest-serving Regent held the post for five years.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no set time limit,” Uncle Stephen assured me.  “You would hold the post until your children grew to maturity.  There is no precedent barring you from serving for eighteen years - or longer.  As long as you and your husband were attempting to produce children ...” 
 
      
 
    I blushed, furiously.  “We ... ah ... we’ve never discussed it.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you should,” Uncle Stephen said.  “The point, Lady Isabella, is that we believe the family will not survive your father and brother.  You represent an alternative.  You have much to recommend you.  You’ve made mistakes, there’s no point in denying it, but you have learnt from them.  And you will save us from having to surrender or endure a polarising struggle over who takes your father’s chair.” 
 
      
 
    “They think I’m a traitor,” I said, sharply.  “Do you think you can convince the family, or Magus Court, or High Society, to accept me?” 
 
      
 
    “We represent the council,” Uncle Stephen said.  “The family will do as we say.  Magus Court will recognise the reality of the situation and bend the knee.  High Society will see you as the heir to the family’s wealth and power, and endless patronage networks, and fall over itself to please you.  Or do you feel otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing for a long moment.  He was right.  He was telling me what I wanted to hear and yet he was right.  There was no denying Akin’s flaws as a potential Patriarch.  And I had worked hard to master the skills to do more ... so much more.  And ... I’d have Callam with me.  I wasn’t blind to the danger of letting them use me, praise me and discard me, but I’d have an ace jammed up my sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “If I do this for you, then I will have the full powers of a regency,” I said, firmly.  “I will not be a puppet.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t want a puppet,” Uncle Stephen said.  “We need a leader.” 
 
      
 
    I met his eyes evenly.  “How did you know about Callam?” 
 
      
 
    I’d hoped the sudden switch in topic would disconcert him, but he showed no visible reaction.  Instead, he just smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t,” he said.  “I - we - just chose to keep an eye on you.” 
 
      
 
    “And your daughter?”  I leaned forward.  “The one you wanted home?” 
 
      
 
    “If you could recall her, I would be grateful beyond words,” Uncle Stephen said.  “But this is for the family.  Will you do it, for the family?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, my thoughts spinning in circles.  Akin would see it as a betrayal ... no, perhaps he’d see it as a relief.  Father wouldn’t be happy, yet ... he might be pleased too.  He might even help me, just to ensure I wasn’t listening solely to Uncle Stephen.  And Callam ... I thought he’d stay with me too.  And then I made the decision I’d known, from the moment he mentioned the loophole in the law, that I was going to make. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Three: Akin 
 
      
 
    It was unfortunately true, I had come to realise in the months I’d spent as my father’s understudy, that unexpected summonses were almost always bad news.  There was little truly spontaneous in politics, from the family council to Magus Court itself, to the point that wits joked that all surprises had to be authorised - in triplicate - and that anyone who wanted to commit treason had to make sure they filled the correct forms in ahead of time.  It would have been funnier, I’d thought, if it actually worked.  Having to spend days filling out extensive forms before launching a House War might have convinced the belligerents to quit before the fighting actually started, just out of sheer frustration. 
 
      
 
    My stomach felt uncomfortable as I followed my father into the council chambers.  The summons had come just as the garden party was drawing to an end, forcing my father and I to leave the remaining guests behind.  I hadn’t so much as had a free moment with Cat since I’d returned to the garden, although I had no idea what I would have actually said to her.  If I’d told her the truth ... what would she have said?  Or done?  I honestly didn’t know what I could say.  Isabella hadn’t exactly caught us in a compromising position, but ... I knew people who’d warp the story out of all recognition if it ever got out.  It was almost a relief we hadn’t been able to talk. 
 
      
 
    And we’re going to have to talk again tomorrow, I thought.  I had no idea what I was going to say to Isabella, either.  Spying on us was beyond the pale.  I could understand her wanting to watch the party, the party she’d been specifically ordered not to attend, but ... there were limits.  What are we going to say to each other? 
 
      
 
    My father took his seat, the wards snapping into place.  I stepped up behind him and clasped my hands behind my back, watching the councillors as they studied my father with varying degrees of hostility.  The seating arrangements were supposed to be random - there were complex spells threaded through the chamber to ensure factions were broken up, rather than allowed to sit together - but I couldn’t help noticing they appeared to have failed.  Uncle Stephen was seated next to Uncle Andrew and Auntie Jeanne, all of whom looked as if they were waiting for something to happen.  I couldn’t help feeling nervous.  Unexpected meetings were definitely bad news. 
 
      
 
    “It was not I who called the meeting,” my father said.  His voice was very cold.  “Would someone else like to take the chair?” 
 
      
 
    I waited, wondering who’d speak.  My father was the chair.  He was supposed to call council meetings, even when someone else wanted the meeting.  It was always worrying when he was summoned like a lowly councillor.  It was a very clear sign that someone else not only wanted the meeting, but had called it as well.  In theory, any or all of the councillors could call the meeting.  They certainly had the authority.  They just weren’t meant to exercise it.  Centuries of precedence insisted as much. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen leaned forward.  “It was I who called the meeting,” he said.  “If it is your wish, I will take the chair.” 
 
      
 
    My father spoke with icy politeness.  “And what was so important that you couldn’t wait so much as a day?” 
 
      
 
    “There are issues that must be debated,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Now.  Before the settlement.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my blood run cold.  Uncle Stephen wouldn’t have shown his hand so openly - a blatant challenge to my father’s authority - if he hadn’t been sure the remainder of the council would either back him or stand aside.  He’d have spent the last week getting his ducks in a row, making sure my father and I didn’t catch wind of what was happening until it was too late to block him.  The timing was unfortunate.  Either he thought he could force my father to concede some of his authority or ... or what?  Uncle Stephen was hardly as impetuous as Francis.  He had to have something up his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed?”  Father’s voice remained cold.  “I was under the impression that the council had authorised the settlement, and everything that would flow from it.” 
 
      
 
    “There are things the council did not know,” Uncle Stephen countered.  “When facts change, opinions must change, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What a refreshingly original concept,” Father said, sardonically.  “And what facts would these be?” 
 
      
 
    “Five years ago, the council agreed to the betrothal because there was no other choice,” Uncle Stephen said.  “We were in a weak position.  Worse, as long as House Aguirre retained possession of the only known Zero, they would inevitably surpass us.   The council was not happy with the concept of permanently allying ourselves to House Aguirre, an alliance that would be uneven right from the start, but it saw no choice.  We had to have access to Caitlyn Aguirre.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger.  How dare he talk about Cat as if she were a ... a thing? 
 
      
 
    “It would have been easier, perhaps, if she were betrothed to Francis or even a lesser cousin,” Uncle Stephen continued.  “The idea of allowing an Aguirre, even one so intent on using her talent rather than building a power base for herself, into the very heart of our family did not sit well with many of us.  The shortage of prospective candidates for Heir Primus didn’t make it any easier to swallow.  There was a very good chance that Caitlyn Aguirre would be married to our next Patriarch.  She would not be absorbed into our family.  Our family would be absorbed into hers.” 
 
      
 
    “Cat doesn’t care about such things,” I snapped, before I could stop myself.  “She’s ...” 
 
    
“What she wants doesn’t matter,” Uncle Stephen said, coldly.  “Her family will take care of their interests, even if she doesn’t care to do so herself.” 
 
      
 
    Father glanced back at me and shot me a sharp look, warning me to shut up, then looked back at the table.  “And what is your point?” 
 
      
 
    “There is no longer any need to maintain the alliance, let alone the betrothal,” Uncle Stephen said.  “There is a second Zero, one who can be absorbed into the family without so much trouble and strife.  We do not need the alliance to go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be years before Callam is a match for Caitlyn Aguirre,” Father pointed out.  Only someone who knew him very well could have sensed the simmering rage in his voice.  “And failing to unite the two houses will weaken us both in front of the other houses - and the king.” 
 
      
 
    “We understood and accepted, although we didn’t like it, your policy,” Uncle Stephen said.  “But we feel it is no longer required.  We must insist on stepping back from the alliance.” 
 
      
 
    Father leaned forward.  “You insist?” 
 
      
 
    “Your son is also besotted with the girl,” Uncle Stephen continued.  “We must insist that he steps back from her too.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    “Be quiet.”  Father didn’t look at me.  “And what if we decline to step back from the alliance?” 
 
      
 
    “There is no actual requirement for the Heir Primus to become Patriarch,” Uncle Stephen said.  “He is the Heir Presumptive, not the Heir Apparent.  There is precedent for the Heir Primus to be removed from the line of succession, without appeal.” 
 
      
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  They couldn’t throw me out of the family ... could they?  I forced myself to think.  Who’d take my place?  Francis was dead.  Penny and her sisters were young women.  There were a handful of distant cousins, but none of them could be put forward without really upsetting the apple cart.  I studied Uncle Stephen carefully.  What did he have in mind?  He wouldn’t have gone this far without being sure of his endgame. 
 
      
 
    Father said nothing for a long cold moment, his thoughts clearly running along the same lines.  “And who do you intend to nominate in his place?” 
 
      
 
    “Your daughter,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Isabella.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked, sure I must have misheard.  “Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella is disqualified,” Father snapped.  “Or have you forgotten ...?” 
 
      
 
    “It is true she cannot be Patriarch,” Uncle Stephen agreed mildly.  “But she can be Regent.” 
 
      
 
    Father stiffened.  “Regent for whom?” 
 
      
 
    “For her unborn child,” Uncle Stephen said.  “She and Callam will have children one day.  One of them will take her place.” 
 
      
 
    “I seem to recall that one of your objections to Akin marrying Cat was concern their children would be born without magic, or minimal magic,” Father said.  I could tell he was shocked.  His anger was starting to show.  “Would Isabella and Callam not have the same problem?” 
 
      
 
    “The odds are in our favour,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Cat and Callam both have powerful siblings.  There would also be time for Penny and her siblings to have children.  We wouldn’t be short of potential heirs.” 
 
      
 
    He went on, remorselessly.  “It is true that Isabella made a series of terrible mistakes when she was twelve.  Since then, it is also true that she has built a small but growing business, made a name for herself as the local magistrate and - most importantly of all - found a person with a very rare magical talent, a person who is loyal to her personally.  There will be bumps along the way, of course, but we believe they can be smoothed over.  The council’s unstinting support would be quite enough to smooth the way.” 
 
      
 
    “It was the council that demanded she be sent into exile in the first place,” Father pointed out, stiffly.  “Does the council now believe it can smooth out every bump in her path?” 
 
      
 
    “We can.  And we will.”  Uncle Stephen leaned forward.  “It is our decision that Isabella is to be immediately restored to her position and designated the de facto Heir Primus.  If the alliance goes ahead, we will simply remove you as Patriarch and put your daughter in your place.  The family demands it.” 
 
      
 
    “The council demands it,” I snapped.  My thoughts were reeling.  The world had suddenly turned upside down.  “The family hasn’t voted.” 
 
      
 
    “It will,” Uncle Stephen said.  “We were gathering for High Summer.  There are enough relatives within the hall, and the city itself, to make up a quorum.  We can and we will push for a vote of no confidence, if the alliance is not formally renounced.  And we believe we will win the vote.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth, trying to understand the implications.  A regency ... Isabella couldn’t be pregnant, could she?  Not, I supposed, that it mattered.  If the council backed her, the irritating question of just whose regent she actually was could be put aside for later.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not even considering the possibility.  Uncle Stephen had found a loophole.  He’d certainly thought outside the box. 
 
      
 
    “My son and I will consider the problem,” my father said.   “And we will let you know our decision.” 
 
      
 
    “Decide quickly,” Uncle Stephen said.  There was a hint of mockery in his voice.  “Your daughter is already Heir Primus.” 
 
      
 
    My stomach churned as I followed my father back to his office.  It was hard to think straight.  I’d known that some of my uncles, aunts and cousins had opposed the match, but I’d assumed they’d understand the logic and not try to stand in our way.  And yet, Callam’s mere existence had tipped the balance of power against us.  I groaned, inwardly, as I worked my way through the implications.  Isabella actually wanted power, real power.  She might be quite happy accepting the title of Regent, as long as she had power to go with it. 
 
      
 
    Father closed the door, snapped the wards into place and swore out loud.  I tried not to take a step back.  My father had always been calm and controlled, even when he’d been pulling strings like mad to save Isabella’s life.  I’d never seen him threaten to lose control before ... 
 
      
 
    “Pour tea for us both,” Father ordered, curtly.  He marched across to the armchair and sat down.  “Damn it!” 
 
      
 
    I did as I was told, then carried the cups over to the small table.  “Are they serious?” 
 
      
 
    Father laughed, harshly.  “A regency.  I never even thought of a regency.” 
 
      
 
    He took his cup and frowned.  “And to think I thought I was punishing him when I put him in charge of the archives!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said.  “I thought a Regent needed someone to be regent for.” 
 
      
 
    “Matter of opinion.”  Father took a long sip, clearly putting firm controls on his temper.  “She doesn’t have to be pregnant now, as long as she gets pregnant fairly quickly.  And ... come to think of it, there’s no requirement for the Heir Primus to be male.  It’s just a matter of custom, too.” 
 
      
 
    I stared down at my hands, unsure of what to say or do.  I loved Cat.  I didn’t want to let her go.  I wasn’t going to let her go.  And yet, where did my duty lie?  What should I do? 
 
      
 
    “The timing is awkward,” Father said.  “Or have you forgotten we’re meant to meet with the lawyers tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I shook my head.  “They can’t be serious.” 
 
      
 
    “I think they are,” Father said.  “Their logic is impeccable, as long as one doesn’t look at it too closely.  It’s astonishing what someone will overlook to avoid doing something they don’t want to do.  I knew there were people who hated the mere idea of allying with our hated enemies, but ... as long as Caitlyn was the only known Zero, they had no hope of forcing us to change course.  Now ...” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll force a vote of no confidence in you,” I said.  “Can they win?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends,” Father said.  “A lot of traditionalists will be horrified at the thought of us either being allied with our enemies or having a woman in effective command of the family.  A lot of others will hold Isabella’s past behaviour against her, even though she was a child at the time.  Still others will like the idea of having a woman in my office, on the grounds it’s a much-needed reform.  And ... Isabella hasn’t done badly over the past few years.  One could make a reasonable case she’s learnt from her mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “But they’re manipulating her,” I said.  “They’re giving her what she wants on a silver platter.  They can use that to make her do whatever they want.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe.”  Father stared into his cup.  “She’ll be in a strong position.  She’ll have Callam, and her own undoubted skills, and her backers will have to hang together or be hung separately when opposition finally starts to materialise.   And yet, as you say, she can be manipulated.  It is never easy to get control of the family, not when your opponents have been building their power bases for the last few decades.  She might easily find herself a puppet.” 
 
      
 
    He put his cup aside.  “Oh, Stephen is a clever bastard.” 
 
      
 
    “He found a loophole,” I protested.  “It doesn’t mean he’ll manage to take the entire family though it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not the point,” Father said.  “He’s created a situation where we - I, at least - have to back Isabella.  Hell ...whatever I do, he comes out ahead.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “How so?” 
 
      
 
    Father ticked off points on his fingers.  “If I back Isabella, he’ll be able to position himself as the kingmaker and as the person who weakened, if not destroyed, the alliance.  If I back you instead, it forces Isabella into his arms and binds his allies closer together.  If I do nothing and dare him to push for a vote of no confidence, I will probably lose ... which will probably take you down with me.  And if I run up the white flag and concede defeat, to the point I terminate the alliance before you get married, Uncle Stephen can claim the credit.  Again, he gets to play kingmaker without the responsibility for actually dealing with the consequences.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “He’s created a situation where I must strive to secure Isabella’s position,” Father said.  He shook his head in rueful admiration.  “And, in doing so, I must alienate my son.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “And what if Cat and I got married anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Father sighed.  “It would get complicated,” he said.  “You might wind up joining her family instead.  Or ... the council might refuse to accept the marriage agreement.  What can I settle on you, or her, if I don’t know where you’ll be?  High Summer isn’t that far off.  The marriage agreement has to be made by then.” 
 
      
 
    He snorted.  “Oh, Uncle Stephen is a cunning bastard ...” 
 
      
 
    “The whole scheme seems to rely on Isabella accepting the regency,” I pointed out, slowly.  “It won’t do wonders for her reputation ...” 
 
      
 
    Father snorted.  “Do you know anything about the sordid bedroom practices of Lord Hampton?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” Father said.  “His family is very powerful.  They have no trouble squashing rumours, the few that emerge into the light.  And ... oh yes, there will be people who’ll imply nasty things about your sister.  But as time goes on, those rumours will fade.  They’ll certainly be proven untrue.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “I don’t believe it.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Father agreed.  “I didn’t see this coming either.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me.  “I need some time to think.  Go get some sleep.  We’ll attend the legal meeting tomorrow, as planned.  It won’t be easy, unfortunately, but we’ll see what we can get.  Maybe they’ll make concessions ...” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’ll think it’s all a put-up job to make them offer concessions,” I said.  “Alana would certainly assume as much.” 
 
      
 
    “Let us hope not,” Father said.  “Oh, and don’t raise the issue with Isabella.  I need to think about how best to approach it first.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then nodded.  “Yes, Father.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Four: Isabella 
 
      
 
    I slept poorly. 
 
      
 
    It was hardly the first time, either in Shallot or Kirkhaven, but ... this time was different.  I tossed and turned, unsure if I’d done the right thing ... unsure if I even wanted what they were offering.  I wasn’t blind to Uncle Stephen’s flattery, or how it could be used to manipulate me, but he hadn’t actually lied to me.  The thought of being in effective control of the family, of using my skills on a far greater scale, was tempting.  And I knew Akin didn’t really want the job.  I’d be doing him a favour.  He could spend his days forging while I ruled the roost. 
 
      
 
    And do you really think you’re doing him a favour, my thoughts asked, or is it just how you’re trying to rationalise a betrayal? 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me as I clambered out of bed and staggered into the bathroom.  Was I doing the right thing?  It had been easy, yesterday, to allow Uncle Stephen to sweep me along.  I’d been hurting from my exclusion and smarting from the row with Akin ... it had been easy to convince myself to go along with him.  And yet ... in the cold light of morning, I wasn’t so sure.  My face looked haggard as I stared into the mirror.  I felt guilty even though part of me insisted I’d done nothing wrong. 
 
      
 
    I washed quickly, then changed into one of the new dresses.  It felt itchy and uncomfortable, for all that it flattered my curves without ever quite crossing the line into social unacceptability.  I told myself, sternly, that I was imagining it.  The dressmaker might have been based in South Shallot, and therefore automatically inferior to her North Shallot cousins, but ... I cursed myself under my breath.  It was just ... silly.  The dress was quite acceptable and yet ... everyone who saw me would know I hadn’t been shopping in North Shallot.  It was stupid and yet the thought refused to leave. 
 
      
 
    My face was still pale as I checked my appearance one final time, then headed down to breakfast.  I wasn’t sure what - if anything - I was going to say to Akin, after everything that had happened the previous day.  It was a relief to enter the dining room and discover it was empty.  The maids brought me a pot of coffee, a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon and a pile of newspapers.  I blinked in surprise.  The topmost newspaper had a large picture of me on it, looking so pretty and composed I knew it had been touched up by a skilled magician.  I poured myself a mug of coffee, then read the story with a mixture of pride and fear.  The family council had declared me the new Heir Primus.  And they’d told the entire world. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard, as I heard clattering footsteps behind me.  I hadn’t stopped to think how I should discuss the matter with my father or brother, let alone my fiancé.  I felt a twinge of guilt, mingled with the grim awareness I wanted the post.  There wasn’t that much difference between Patriarch and Regent, from what little I recalled from my childhood lessons.  It would certainly be difficult to remove me until there was a suitable replacement already lined up to take over.  That might be while.  Even if Callam and I got married immediately, it might be quite some time before we had children. 
 
      
 
    Callam entered, his eyes lingering on me.  I grinned, despite myself.  It felt ... good to be wanted.  He looked almost relieved as he took his chair, the maids flocking around him like birds.  I felt a thrill of delight, mingled with concern.  What would he say about recent developments?  Would he be pleased for me?  Or would he want to go home? 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday was ... difficult,” he said, as the maids brought him food and then retreated.  “How do you keep all the family members straight?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not easy,” I admitted.  There were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people who were related to me, many of whom I hadn’t met.  “It’s a big family.” 
 
      
 
    “Your father kept muttering names in my ear,” Callam said.  “If he hadn’t, I wouldn’t have known who to greet.” 
 
      
 
    “It takes time to remember them all,” I said.  I held out the paper.  It was hard not to squeal.  “They made me Heir Primus!” 
 
      
 
    Callam frowned.  “Is that a good thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I wasn’t sure that was true.  “It’s good and bad.  Good in some ways, bad in others.” 
 
      
 
    Callam cocked an eyebrow.  I knew I was rambling and yet ... I couldn’t help myself.  I wanted the power, I wanted the position, and yet I was all too aware it was no laughing matter.  I couldn’t step back and let someone else do the hard work.  I’d have to do it myself or risk being undermined.  And yet ... I glanced towards the open door, feeling a twinge of guilt.  Uncle Stephen’s timing was suspicious.  Akin was meant to be meeting with Cat’s lawyers today.  That wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
      
 
    He’s going to be mad at me for that, if nothing else, I thought, grimly.  And he won’t forgive me in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    I ate my breakfast as I read the remaining papers, shaking my head in disbelief.  Uncle Stephen had been busy.  The society pages were practically crammed with glowing stories about me, crediting me with everything from revising old potions and charms to reviving Kirkhaven and turning the estate into an economic success.  Thoughtful writers praised my investment skills, society writers talked about my beauty in terms so intense I wanted to blush.  It was so ridiculous, I was surprised they didn’t credit me with pulling a thorn out of a dragon’s foot!  And everything I’d done wrong was blamed on Stregheria Aguirre. 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed as I skimmed the rest of the papers.  The family newspapers could be relied upon to produce puff pieces on demand, articles that completely overlooked my past while promising a glorious future, but it wasn’t just the family newspapers.  The more independent rags were practically following the same theme, as if they were singers caterwauling off the same song sheets.  There weren’t many newspapers that even raised the slightest hint I wasn’t fit to take power.  Uncle Stephen really had been busy.  I couldn’t help wondering just how much money he’d shelled out in bribes just to make sure everyone went along. 
 
      
 
    And everyone will be reading the papers at breakfast, too, I thought.  Who knows what they’ll make of it? 
 
      
 
    I smirked at the thought, although it wasn’t funny.  High Society rarely believed anything it read in the papers.  But, reading between the lines, everyone from the Grand Dames to the Young Bucks and Blades would know I had some powerful backers.  The display of power was blatant and tasteless, but it couldn’t be denied.  The sheer blatancy was quite enough to force the world to take it seriously.  And who knew how that would end up? 
 
      
 
    Callam cleared his throat.  “I can’t go to the Workshop today.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  “Cat has to discuss her marriage settlement.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned - it wasn’t going to be easy, thanks to Uncle Stephen and his machinations - but put the thought aside.  Callam and I could spend the day together instead and ... I grinned at him.  We could go shopping.  Again.  It would be interesting to see if we were turned away from the fashionable shops now.  The mere prospect of me becoming the de facto ruler of a Great House would open all kinds of doors. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go shopping,” I said.  “And then ... where do you want to go?” 
 
      
 
    Callam considered it.  “Is there anywhere that isn’t so ... cramped?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” I said.  A thought crossed my mind.  Callam had travelled with his father, but he hadn’t gone anywhere near the coast.  Nor as far as I knew, in any case.  “We could go to the beach.  That might be fun.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.”  Callam frowned as he saw the last newspaper.  “Are you in trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  Father wasn’t going to be pleased.  Uncle Stephen had upset all his arrangements, almost effortlessly.  I told myself, firmly, that I could arrange for Akin and Cat - and Callam - to have their own workshops and forgery.  I was certainly not going to kick my brother out of the family.  I could put up with Cat, for his sake.  “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Callam collected his coat, then followed me down the stairs.  It wasn’t easy.  Every relative we passed insisted on bowing or curtseying to me, then shaking Callam’s hand.  I could practically hear some of them grinding their teeth.  I was an exile - I’d been an exile - and Callam was a commoner, but I was now the Heir Primus and he was a Zero.  They hated the thought of having to bend the knee to us.  I felt a flicker of glee as they bowed and scraped, even though I knew it could change in an instant.  I knew what they’d said about me, when I’d gone into exile.  I wasn’t inclined to forgive them in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the cloak around my dress as we walked through the outer door and down the garden path.  The servants were busy clearing up the mess from yesterday, but they stopped and bowed as we went by.  I didn’t take that too seriously.  Callam looked a little disturbed as we passed the gates and hurried down the streets.  They were nearly empty.  I couldn’t help thinking that the vast majority of High Society was still in bed. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t it bother you?”  Callam sounded doubtful.  “The way they bow to you?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, unsure how to answer.  I’d always had respect, right up until the moment I’d been sent into exile.  Akin might have been the Heir Primus, but the family and its servants had still shown me respect.  It had been my due.  No, it had been part of the background.  And yet ... I knew they’d change their minds instantly, if Uncle Stephen changed his mind.  The girl who’d crossed the street yesterday, just to avoid walking past me, would curtsey to me today and - if things changed - cross the street tomorrow.  It wasn’t quite real.  And yet, I knew how much it would hurt if I was rejected again. 
 
      
 
    “It’s life,” I said, finally.  “You get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked as if he wanted to say something more, but the streets were starting to get busy as we walked into the shopping district.  Men and women who’d shunned me only a day or two ago smiled and nodded, or bowed and curtseyed, while children looked perplexed by the sudden change in my fortunes.  They knew who I was, although they probably didn’t know why I’d been shunned yesterday and praised today.  I wondered what their parents would say when they got back home.  It wouldn’t be easy to explain. 
 
      
 
    We stopped in front of the dressmaker’s shop and knocked.  The door opened immediately, revealing a young woman who couldn’t have been more than three or four years older than me.  She curtseyed, then showed us into the shop.  I took a breath, remembering the last time I’d visited with my mother.  It hadn’t changed.  Charmed mannequins marched up and down, modelling a handful of exclusive dresses.  My lips quirked as I recalled the horror stories about girls who’d bought the same dress from an exclusive dressmaker.  There’d been a time when that would have been a scandal to remember, one that would have set tongues wagging for years afterwards.  Now ... the whole concept was just a little silly. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady,” the woman said.  She bowed, so low her lips nearly touched the floor.  “What can I get for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I require seven dresses and my fiancé requires two suits,” I said, grandly.  “They are to be completely exclusive.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady,” the woman said.  “Please, stand in the circle.” 
 
      
 
    I obeyed, waiting patiently as she checked my measurements and then configured one of the mannequins to match me.  Callam looked thoroughly bored as he waited, then annoyed as the dressmaker took his measurements as well.  I knew what he was thinking.  He already had a handful of suits, all of which were worth more than his father earned in a decade.  I understood his feelings, but it was important to put on a show.  Besides, I needed to make it clear that I was no longer excluded from High Society. 
 
      
 
    “Green would suit you, My Lady,” the dressmaker said.  “Or would you rather follow the dictates of fashion?” 
 
      
 
    “Green,” I said.  There’d been a time when I’d set fashion.  That time would come again.  A thought crossed my mind and I smiled.  I’d had an idea.  “Can you make something else for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady,” the woman said.  She was probably already savouring the idea of being my exclusive dressmaker.  “What would you like?” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “A pair of trousers,” I said.  “Not too tight fitting, but unmistakably trousers.” 
 
      
 
    The woman blinked.  “My Lady?” 
 
      
 
    “A pair of trousers, suitable for wearing outside,” I repeated.  It wouldn’t be that hard to make a piece of clothing that looked like a cross between a dress and a pair of trousers.  “I want them in black.  And a shirt to go with them.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a flurry of emotions cross the dressmaker’s face before she slowly nodded.  The customer was always right, I’d been told, but what if the customer was wrong?  Respectable women didn’t wear trousers, or pantaloons, or bloomers ... not where anyone could see, at any rate.  They certainly didn’t ask openly for such things.  High Society pretended they simply didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” the dressmaker said.  “I’ll include the trousers with the dresses.” 
 
      
 
    “Have them delivered to the hall,” I ordered.  “Along with everything else I might require.” 
 
      
 
    The dressmaker still looked a little perplexed as she bowed us out.  I smiled in droll amusement.  She didn’t know what to make of it.  I wondered if she’d tell anyone I’d ordered trousers, on the grounds that my choices were fashionable by definition, or keep her mouth shut in hopes no one would connect her with the trousers.  That wasn’t going to be easy.  They’d have her mark on them.  And if I wore them in public ... 
 
      
 
    Callam nudged me.  “What was that all about?” 
 
      
 
    “I miss wearing trousers,” I admitted.  The trousers I’d worn at Kirkhaven had been designed for men, and it had taken me some time to figure out how to charm them properly, but they’d been better than dresses.  “It should be interesting to see what she produces.” 
 
      
 
    “This place is crazy,” Callam said.  “Are we done here?” 
 
      
 
    I looked up and down the street, then nodded and led the way towards the beach.  It was a hot summer’s day, but it was still quite early as we walked through the final line of shops and houses and onto the sandy shore.  The water seemed to sparkle as we found a quiet place to sit down, watching the ships as they made their way up the river.  A handful of children were swimming, splashing around in the water, laughing and cheering as they enjoyed their freedom.  I felt a twinge of envy.  They were too young to understand what it was like to be an adult. 
 
      
 
    Callam reached for my hand and held it, gently.  I leaned against him, wishing we could do more.  There was no one in sight, but that didn’t mean we weren’t being watched.  It was just a matter of time before the remainder of the family descended on us, offering whatever I wanted in exchange for future favours.  The thought was intoxicating and yet ... I was hopelessly torn.  I wanted it and I didn’t want it and I ... 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand this place,” Callam said.  “How does it even work?” 
 
      
 
    “Badly,” I said.  It wasn’t quite true, but ... a shiver ran over me.  “You have to understand the rules.” 
 
      
 
    “I should probably ask Daisy and Poppy for advice,” Callam grumbled.  “They keep bragging about their friends ...” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, struck by a sudden thought.  I’d warned Daisy and Poppy to pretend they didn’t know me.  It was unlikely anyone in their year would make the connection between Kirkhaven Town and Kirkhaven Hall, but there were older students who might.  I didn’t think it would do them any favours if the secret got out, yet ... it might now.  I could offer them my patronage and ... I frowned.  It might not be good for them.  I just didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    “Tell them not to brag about me,” I said, firmly.  “Have you had a chance to go see them?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Callam said.  “I don’t even think they know I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    “We should probably correct that,” I said.  Daisy and Poppy would make excellent clients, if I got to them first.  “But ... it might be better to wait until things settle down first.” 
 
      
 
    Callam looked at me.  “Is that ever going to happen?” 
 
      
 
    I stared back at him, then out across the waves.  I’d known aristocrats, boys and girls alike, who’d dreamed of sailing into the unknown.  There were parts of the world we didn’t know, they’d said.  They might be the first to set eyes on some wondrous new discovery.  Or meet a watery doom ... I shook my head.  That had never been one of my ambitions.  And yet, I could see the advantages ... 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, finally.  I saw a handful of older children appear in the distance and sighed, letting go of his hand.  It wouldn’t do to have them report us to their parents, particularly not now.  “Everything is just up in the air.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Five: Akin 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t been sure, as I forced myself to go to breakfast, just what I’d say when I laid eyes on Isabella.  Uncle Stephen had tied our hands very neatly, outmanoeuvring us to the point there was nothing we could do without making things worse.  The more I thought about it, the more my stomach churned.  I wanted to shout and scream and hurl hexes and curses at my sister, I wanted to turn my back and walk away ... it was almost a relief, when I walked into the dining room, that it was empty.  Isabella and Callam were nowhere to be seen.  I ordered coffee and breakfast, then scowled at the papers.  They were full of breathy stories about Isabella’s sudden elevation to Heir Primus.  It had happened so quickly I was tempted to wonder if Uncle Stephen had asked her if she wanted it. 
 
      
 
    She’s always wanted it, I reminded myself, as I drank my coffee.  And she might even be good at it. 
 
      
 
    The thought wasn’t pleasant.  I’d always been a little unsure if I wanted it.  It was my duty, the price I paid for being the firstborn son of the oldest family in the city, but I’d never really liked the idea of wielding power.  Isabella had wanted it, Francis had wanted it ... I never had.  But then, I’d never really faced the prospect of not having it.  Not until now.  I silently credited Uncle Stephen with a remarkable talent for finding loopholes, even as my fingers itched to draw the sword and cut him down.  I was so sick of older relatives trying to manipulate us.  Uncle Stephen might just be another Malachi. 
 
      
 
    I finished my breakfast and returned to my room to change into my suit, feeling an unpleasant sensation coiling in my gut.  Cat and I - or, rather, our respective fathers - had delayed negotiations over the marriage settlement for months, on the grounds it would make it harder for hard-liners in both families to work against the final agreement.  It was starting to look as though we’d outsmarted ourselves.  A conclusive settlement might have gone a long way towards convincing Uncle Stephen and his allies to accept the inevitable.  Instead, the failure to come to terms - to even make a show of doing so - had galvanised the opposition.  I cursed under my breath as I checked my appearance in the mirror, then headed down to the hall.  I’d hoped the negotiations would be a formality.  Uncle Stephen had made sure they’d be anything but. 
 
      
 
    Father nodded to me as I arrived, then led the way down the steps and into the coach.  It wouldn’t have taken long to reach Aguirre Hall - by convention, negotiations always took place in the bride’s house - and we could have walked, but we had to make a show of following the formalities.  Uncle Stephen wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of any mistakes, perhaps even trying to claim that something as simple as walking would be enough to invalidate the agreement.  I clenched my fists, wishing I could simply draw the sword and strike him dead.  It would be so much easier. 
 
      
 
    “Remember, remain quiet unless called upon to speak,” Father said.  “And try not to get angry.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as the coach rattled to a halt.  The footman threw open the door, revealing Aguirre Hall.  Cat and her immediate family - her parents, her sisters - stood outside, wearing formal clothes.  I tried not to flush.  The old custom suggested I had come to view the girls, to make my choice ... I wondered, idly, what would happen if I picked Alana or Bella.  The thought would have made me smile, if I hadn’t been so nervous.  I’d probably be hexed or cursed by everyone, including my own father.  That would be embarrassing. 
 
      
 
    “We have come to open talks,” Father said, as if everyone involved didn’t know what was going on.  “My son wishes to marry your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “My daughter wishes to marry your son,” Uncle Joaquin said, with equal formality.  “But we, as their elders, must discuss the settlement.” 
 
      
 
    I met Cat’s eyes.  I could tell she was bored.  Beside her, Alana eyed me with a hint of concern.  The news about Isabella had been splashed across all the morning papers.  Cat would know ... I wondered, grimly, if she cared.  Alana certainly would.  Cat wouldn’t have anything like as much influence over my family, if she wasn’t married to the Heir Primus.  It might not bother her, but ... I grimaced.  Uncle Stephen had been right about that, if nothing else.  It would certainly bother our families. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Joaquin finished his soliloquy, then looked at me.  “Who do you wish to marry?” 
 
      
 
    My throat was suddenly very dry.  “Caitlyn.” 
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn,” Uncle Joaquin said.  “Is this acceptable to you?” 
 
      
 
    I tensed.  If she said no ... what if she said no?  I thought she loved me, but ... her family could have brought immense pressure to bear if they didn’t like the thought of her marrying the Heir Primus.  It wasn’t as if Caitlyn needed to marry well.  It wasn’t as if she needed to marry at all!  Alana and Bella would carry on the family name, while Cat spent her life forging Objects of Power and researching old techniques so they could be put into practice once again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cat said. 
 
      
 
    “Then we shall proceed inside,” Uncle Joaquin said.  “Come.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, noting how Bella slipped away while Alana and Cat escorted us to the meeting room.  Cat’s family had done well, creating a place that suggested we were both equals and supplicants ... I scowled, unsure which was actually true.  Uncle Stephen had knocked a great deal of very careful planning out of joint.  Alana and Cat poured mugs of tea and handed them out as we sat down, a great honour only offered to the most important guests.  The glint in Alana’s eyes told me I’d pay for it, later.  She wasn’t remotely pleased with serving me. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Joaquin cleared his throat, once his daughters had sat flanking him.  “We must speak freely,” he said.  A rustle ran around the chamber.  It was rare to break with convention on the very first step.  “The tabloids are insisting that Isabella has been crowned Heir Primus.  I make a habit of never actually believing anything I read in the papers, so I must ask ... is the story true?” 
 
      
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Father said.  I wondered why he didn’t try to duck the question, then realised it would be pointless.  Given a day or two, there would be more than enough confirmation for even the most sceptical man.  “The family council has insisted that Isabella take the role.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Uncle Joaquin said.  “And how much of this” - his hand encompassed the room - “does it change?” 
 
      
 
    “Too much and not enough,” Father said, simply.  “The precise identity of the presumptive Heir Primus is not important.  Akin remains my son, even if he doesn’t succeed me as Patriarch.  I can settle enough on him, and on his bride, to ensure a successful life.  It may come from me, instead of the family as a whole, but it will come.” 
 
      
 
    I tensed.  It wasn’t easy to determine what belonged to my father and what belonged to the family, only his because he ruled.  Uncle Stephen could cause a hell of a lot of problems just by questioning Father’s rights to put some of his property, or his personal funds, into the marriage settlement.  It wouldn’t have been a problem, if everyone knew I’d be following in my father’s footsteps, but now ... it was suddenly hard to be sure. 
 
      
 
    Father reached into his pocket and withdrew a sheet of paper.  “I will settle the Linlithgow Estate on my son, upon his marriage.  It belongs to me personally, having been brought into the family’s holdings by my grandmother and handed down through the bloodline until it finally reached me.  Akin and Cat may not wish to live on the estate, of course, but it produces enough income to permit them to live comfortably.  Furthermore, I will settle a sizable amount for them to use as they see fit.” 
 
      
 
    Alana’s lips thinned.  “That seems a little thin ...” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Joaquin shot her a sharp look.  I saw Cat cringe and guessed Alana and her father had agreed, beforehand, that she’d point it out.  An estate, particularly a profitable estate, was not to be sniffed at - Kirkhaven had been a net loss before Isabella had turned it into something more interesting - but it was hardly an entire family.  Alana didn’t look particularly repressed, even as she made sounds of apology.  My suspicions hardened into certainty.  They’d planned it from the start. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know, yet, quite who’ll run the family in the event of my death or disposition,” Father said, very evenly.  “It is quite possible that Akin will become Patriarch.  If he does, of course, he will run the family.  Until then, I can only offer estates and monies in my personal gift.” 
 
      
 
    “We quite understand,” Uncle Joaquin said.  He looked at me for a long, searching moment.  “I will settle, upon the happy couple, the Gilligan Islands and Hasid Hall.  I will also settle, upon Caitlyn personally, a sum sufficient to keep the Workshop running ... as well as serving as pin money.  There are limits, of course, to what I can offer, but we believe that will be acceptable.” 
 
      
 
    “We will have to haggle over the precise sum,” Father said.  “But the Workshop is likely to pay for itself.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Uncle Joaquin said. 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly, as they started to haggle.  It was impossible to believe they’d both consulted lawyers repeatedly, in the weeks and months before the formal negotiation, and yet I knew it had to be true.  The arguments went back and forth, discussing provision for everything from children - magical children, powerless children - to what would happen if Cat and I split up.  I gritted my teeth, silently willing them to shut up.  Cat looked as bored as I felt, her face tightening from time to time as they discussed particularly awkward or embarrassing details.  It was easy to tell, I reflected sourly, why so many matches were arranged, why the marriage and breeding of heirs was treated as little more than a bloodless business engagement.  It was just too embarrassing otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “Akin.”  Uncle Joaquin’s eyes bored into mine.  “Do you intend to keep the alliance?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I answered immediately.  Father and I hadn’t discussed the matter earlier - there’d been no time - but we were both committed to the alliance.  I supposed that might have made things worse.  Uncle Stephen had never had any doubt of it.  “I believe it is the only way forward.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Uncle Joaquin said.  “And what will you do if your sister disagrees?” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing for a long moment.  Father hadn’t been defeated.  Not yet.  And it was quite possible the fancy legal fiction Uncle Stephen had devised to allow Isabella to take power would collapse in the cold light of day.  There’d be plenty of traditionalists who’d call foul, including some who’d rather fight a civil war than accept a legal fiction intended to prevent one.  Uncle Stephen might be hoping - and praying - that Father would back down.  It wouldn’t be easy to convince everyone to go along with Regent Isabella, even if it didn’t - technically - break any rules. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  What should I say?  The truth?  What was the truth?  Uncle Joaquin was a good man - I liked him - but he was also careful, canny, not given to rash moves.  And his daughter had already been kidnapped once.  I knew Cat was far from helpless, but she didn’t have any magic.  It would be very easy for someone to trap her, to take her prisoner ... or simply to kill her.  The alliance, the promise that two Great Houses would gang up on the assassin and his backers, might have been the only thing standing between Cat and death.  If my family turned hostile, again ... 
 
      
 
    “Isabella is ambitious,” I said.  I didn’t dare look at Cat.  “But she’s not a bad person.” 
 
      
 
    “Many problems have been caused by good and decent people allowing ambition to override their common sense,” Uncle Joaquin said, evenly.  I remembered Stregheria Aguirre and shivered.  “Can you be sure your sister will not find a way to rationalise anything and everything she wants to do?” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “I do not believe that Isabella will declare war, the moment she takes power,” I said.  “If indeed she ever does.  There may be a slight cooling of relations, but ... it will not sink into war.  Cat will be my wife, she will be one of us, and simple honour would demand not pressing too hard.  Isabella is very far from stupid.  She’d understand how badly things could go wrong. 
 
      
 
    “But if they do, I will put Cat first.  I will renounce the family name and leave.  We could be here, if you wish, or we could go to one of the estates.” 
 
      
 
    “A fine sentiment,” Uncle Joaquin said.  Beside him, Cat’s eyes were shining.  “But can you be sure you would keep your word?” 
 
      
 
    Father cleared his throat.  “This line of questioning is inappropriate.” 
 
      
 
    I answered before Uncle Joaquin could say anything.  “It is impossible to say what I would do if push came to shove,” I said.  In truth, I didn’t believe things would get so bad.  It was hard to imagine Isabella pushing so hard the whole edifice started to fall into dust.  “But I would put Cat first.” 
 
      
 
    Alana smiled.  “Akin was the first person to call Penny out for her ... unpleasantness.” 
 
      
 
    “It speaks well of him,” Uncle Joaquin agreed, as if I wasn’t there.  “But the consequences would have been ... minor.” 
 
      
 
    “My son made the right call,” Father said.  “There are certain kinds of behaviour that should not be tolerated.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled inwardly, although I understood their doubts.  Penny had been a bully, as well as a disgrace to the family, but if her father hadn’t been drummed out of the family himself it might have ended very badly.  Smacking Penny around, or hexing her, would have been seen as less damaging in the long run.  Uncle Malachi would have been quite within his rights to demand I find a way to undo the damage, something that might have proven impossible.  I certainly didn’t have the slightest idea how it might be handled.  Perhaps if Penny were to be sent to Kirkhaven and placed in Isabella’s care ... 
 
      
 
    I’m sure they would have gotten along like a house on fire, I thought, sardonically.  And the entire hall would have been burned down in the conflagration. 
 
      
 
    “The fact remains,” Uncle Joaquin said, “that you were indisputably Penny’s superior.  Would you have done the same if she’d been in your place?” 
 
      
 
    “I like to think so,” I said, coolly.  It would certainly have been easier to turn a blind eye and walk away.  “But I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Uncle Joaquin agreed.  He glanced at my father.  “My people will be in touch with your people about the settlements, as we agreed.  Cat will come of age on High Summer” - beside him, Alana took a sharp intake of breath - “and the marriage itself can be held shortly afterwards.  Let us hope your ancestors and mine shine their light on this union.” 
 
      
 
    “Let us hope,” my father intoned.   
 
      
 
    Uncle Joaquin stood.  “Alana, Cat, you two and I have much to discuss over lunch,” he said.  “It will be the last chance to make any real changes to the marriage settlement.” 
 
      
 
    Alana stood, her face oddly expressionless.  I hadn’t heard any suggestions, not even vague whispers, that she was to be married.  It was unlikely she’d be allowed to remain single for long.  She was clever, charming, beautiful and due to inherit an entire Great House.  I was surprised I hadn’t heard something.  Her parents wouldn’t have anything like so much influence after High Summer, when she and her sisters became formal adults.  It was odd for aristocratic parents not to make suggestions, even if they couldn’t be easily enforced.  It made me wonder if something else was going on. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you later,” Cat promised.  She looked as though she wanted to say more, although - with both fathers in earshot - it would be a good way to get into trouble.  “And I’ll hopefully see Callam later, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe he was going to spend the morning with Isabella,” I said.  There wasn’t much else for him to do, unless ... I was tempted to suggest he went down to my private workroom.  He could practice his art, even if there was too much magic around for him to forge safely.  “When will Rose be visiting again?” 
 
      
 
    Cat made a show of considering it.  “Tomorrow, after lunch,” she said.  I knew what she was really saying.  It would be safe for me to visit too.  “I’m sure she’ll be happy to supervise.” 
 
      
 
    “Just remember, you may have to see him as a rival,” Alana said.  “Don’t teach him too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Twit.”  There was a hint of anger in Cat’s voice.  “There’s nothing special about my knowledge.  The instructions have been written down for years.  They’re just useless without a proper Zero.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed as the two sisters escorted us down the stairs.  Uncle Stephen had a lot - one hell of a lot - to answer for.  And that meant ... what? 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” Father advised, once we were back in the carriage.  “You really do not want to be caught with her.  Not now.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “Can’t we just elope and get married somewhere else?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Father said, with suspicious affability.  “And if you did, Uncle Stephen would have all the grounds he needs to disinherit you.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Six: Isabella 
 
      
 
    “Isabella!”  A blonde girl ran up to me as we stepped into the hall.  “It’s so lovely to see you again!” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  The girl was tall, almost as tall as me, but ... other than that she was a complete stranger.  She was smiling so widely my hackles rose, her whole attitude so cheerful that warning bells began to sound within my mind ... who the hell was she?  I honestly didn’t know her.  I wanted to ask, yet I didn’t quite dare.  Not remembering someone’s name was an insult and ... 
 
      
 
    It hit me.  “Penny?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Penny said.  “Welcome home!” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her.  Penny had been ten, the last time I’d laid eyes on her.  It shouldn’t have surprised me that she’d grown up, but ... somehow, it did.  She was tall and willowy, with a severe face that was striking rather than pretty ... she wore a long green dress that was pushing the limits of good taste without ever quite crossing them.  I wondered, as I hugged her formally, just what she was doing in the hall.  She might not have quite been banished, from what Akin had said, but she wasn’t precisely welcome either.  But then, as long as she wasn’t sent into exile, she couldn’t be denied access to the hall. 
 
      
 
    Father might say otherwise, I thought.  But Father isn’t here. 
 
      
 
    Penny let go of me and stepped back, then dropped Callam a perfect curtsey.  “It’s lovely to meet you, too,” she said.  I thought she was overdoing it a little.  “I hope that you and Isabella will have many happy years together.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Callam said, gravely.  I could tell he was wary.  His sisters were known for being overenthusiastic.  “Isabella, I need to change into something more comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    Penny giggled.  “Really?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my cheeks flush.  Callam wasn’t used to formal suits and robes.  He’d be happier in his normal shirts and trousers, not ... I nodded instead and led the way up the stairs, unsure if Penny would follow us.  She’d clearly been lying in wait ... I sighed, inwardly, as she brought up the rear.  The girl I remembered was gone, replaced by someone who’d picked on her charges and had been busted down to lowerclassman for it.  Akin had burnt up a hell of a lot of political capital just to bring Penny down.  It was lucky for him that her father had been disgraced shortly afterwards.  Who knew how that would have ended up? 
 
      
 
    Badly, I thought.  It would have been held against him. 
 
      
 
    A maid greeted us as we reached the top of the stairs.  “Your father’s compliments, My Lady, and he requests the pleasure of your company once you’ve showered and changed.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my stomach flip.  I hadn’t so much as seen my father since Uncle Stephen had promised me the regency.  He’d been at Cat’s house, attending to the marriage settlement.  I winced at the thought.  I wasn’t looking forward to seeing him again, let alone discussing my own marriage settlement with Callam.  Perhaps Father could be convinced to skip the formalities.  Kirkhaven Hall was mine and mine alone.  It wasn’t as though I needed anything more than a very basic settlement myself. 
 
      
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” I lied, curtly.  “Please inform him that I will be up as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Penny followed me to my room and stopped at the door, clearly angling for an invitation.  I was tempted to tell her to come back later, but ... I remembered the sweet little girl who’d once looked up to me and decided I might as well give her a chance.  She stepped into the room and muttered a pair of privacy charms, as if she didn’t trust the house wards to maintain her privacy.  I didn’t blame her.  It had been her father who’d given me the crystal ball.  Who knew what he’d given her? 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long time,” Penny said.  She settled on the loveseat, as if she were preparing for a long stay.  “We have a lot to talk about ...” 
 
      
 
    “Father wants to see me,” I reminded her.  I started to undress.  “We don’t have time, not right now, for a long chat.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a flash of anger cross her face, ruthlessly suppressed.  She looked, just for a moment, very much like her father.  It wasn’t her features - she was very much kin to Akin and I - but her general demeanour.  I wondered, not for the first time, what her father had really been doing.  He’d given me the crystal ball, he’d helped me to obtain a forbidden tome ... and he’d switched his attentions to Francis when I’d been sent into exile.  And Francis had died in a desperate bid to unseat my brother.  Just what had really been going on? 
 
      
 
    “You are now the Heir Primus,” Penny said.  She turned so she was looking out the window, as if she were granting me a little consideration.  I was fairly sure she didn’t want me studying her expression.  “You already have a pile of invitations waiting for you downstairs, even though you’ve been away from the city for years.  You’ll need a social secretary to help you keep everything straight.” 
 
      
 
    “I do?”  I supposed she had a point, although it was rare for anyone to openly admit they weren’t on the cutting edge of fashion, gossip and whatever.  I was pretty sure I knew what she was suggesting.  “And who do you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be my honour to serve you,” Penny said.  I heard a hint of irritation in her voice.  “I know everything worth knowing about High Society.  I know who you should greet as a friend and who you should cut dead in the street and ...” 
 
      
 
    I rested my hands on my hips as I looked at her.  Her offer sounded reasonable, on the surface.  It had been a long time since I’d been a proper part of the social scene.  I probably could do with some good advice, from someone who didn’t want to put a knife in my back as hard as she could.  Penny would be unwise to try, not when her mother had practically disowned the girl.  She already had Akin’s enmity.  She didn’t need mine as well. 
 
      
 
    “Cut to the chase,” I said, with a sudden flicker of impatience.  “What do you want in return?” 
 
      
 
    Penny stood.  “I want to be part of your inner circle,” she said.  “And I want to be an upperclassman again.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, considering it.  I hadn’t really spent long enough at school to obsess over the difference between lowerclassmen and upperclassmen.  And yet, I could see Penny’s problem.  She’d been busted down to lowerclassman, which meant that all of her former allies and enemies could punish her on a whim and she’d have absolutely no recourse.  Akin had told me Penny had been maximally mean to just about everyone, including her dormmates.  No wonder they wanted a little revenge. 
 
      
 
    And she has two more years of hell waiting for her, I thought.  It might have been kinder to send her into exile.  No wonder she’s willing to come crawling to me. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  I was Heir Primus.  I had little formal authority, but ... I could put a word or two in the right ear.  Or I could lean on my older relatives to put pressure on the school.  The family donated a considerable sum, every year, to keep the school up and running.  The Castellan wouldn’t be happy if I asked him to let Penny go, but ... he’d do it.  I was tempted.  The act would be small, but it would show I was back on the scene. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said, vaguely.  “Now, if you don’t mind ...” 
 
      
 
    Penny’s mask slipped, just slightly.  “You’ll think about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I turned to the bathroom.  “You may go.” 
 
      
 
    I saw her hands harden into a casting pose and braced myself.  Penny would have to be insane to try to hex me in my own room, but good judgement had never been her forte.  My brother was famously good-natured, to the point he had a developing friendship and romance with the child of our rival house ... he’d even forgiven me.  I couldn’t think of anyone else, except perhaps Uncle Malachi, who’d really managed to get under Akin’s skin.  Penny had been lucky.  No one would have quibbled if Akin had taken a page out of Morag’s book and slapped her senseless. 
 
      
 
    Penny stood and stalked out of the room, walking like a queen going to her execution.  I checked the wards as soon as she’d left, then stepped into the bathroom and showered quickly before changing into a new dress.  Father probably wouldn’t care what I wore in the hall, as long as it was reasonably decent, but ... my heart twisted, again.  He wasn’t going to be very pleased.  I was tempted to head downstairs and run instead.  But where could I go? 
 
      
 
    I stopped outside Callam’s door, my hand raised to knock, before forcing myself to turn away and keep walking.  I didn’t want him anywhere near, not when Father was sure to be in a bad mood.  I wasn’t scared of my father, but ... I knew he wasn’t going to be happy.  Uncle Stephen had pushed me forward, disrupting all of father’s plans.  I felt a twinge of guilt.  The marriage settlement negotiations wouldn’t have been easy in any case - it was never simple to determine what would be settled on whom - but they’d have been a great deal harder if no one was quite sure what the other side had to offer. 
 
      
 
    It’s lucky Cat isn’t the Heir Primus, I thought, morbidly.  That would have really put the dragon scales in the cauldron. 
 
      
 
    Father’s door was shut and locked.  Boswell, sitting at his desk, looked as if he wasn’t quite sure what to make of me.  He’d probably spent a lot of time endearing himself to Akin, in hopes of ensuring he kept his post when Akin succeeded his father.  He had to be wondering what would happen when - if - I became Regent.  I wanted to reassure him, but ... I wasn’t sure I could.  It might be better to hire someone new when I took the role for myself. 
 
      
 
    I tapped the door.  It opened, revealing Father’s office.  I stepped inside, clasping my hands behind my back to keep them from shaking.  Father definitely wouldn’t be pleased.  I wondered, again, if he’d had any inkling of Uncle Stephen’s coup.  I’d never considered a possible regency, not when I’d looked at the rules.  It had caught me by surprise and I’d spent years looking for possible loopholes.  I had to give the old man credit.  He’d thought right outside the box. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella.”  Father’s voice was cool.  The door slammed shut behind me.  “Take a seat.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said.  I sat, resting my hands in my lap.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    Father met my eyes.  “Uncle Stephen has created an ... interesting ... situation,” he said.  “I trust you’ve had a chance to consider the implications?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  My throat was dry.  “Yes, Father.” 
 
      
 
    “On the face of it, the whole concept of a regency for an unborn child is absurd,” Father said, curtly.  “Are you pregnant?” 
 
      
 
    My cheeks flamed.  “No, Father.” 
 
      
 
    He studied me for a long moment.  “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    I stared back at him, embarrassment and humiliation warring with rage and bitterness.  “Yes, Father,” I said.  Anger drove me onwards.  “I am still virgin.” 
 
      
 
    “And then the concept is even more absurd,” Father said.  “There is no guarantee you will have children.  And yet, it has won him some time.  He can spend years laying the groundwork for one of your younger cousins to displace you, or simply arrange matters so your son - when you have one - takes your place.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been arranging matters for your son to take your place,” I snapped.  The old bitterness welled up, again.  “If you’d given me a fair chance ...” 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Stephen argues that you did well, at Kirkhaven,” Father said, ignoring my interruption.  “He feels your skills would work well on a wider scale.” 
 
      
 
    “Kirkhaven was a broken-down estate when you exiled me,” I said.  I knew it wasn’t his fault, I knew I’d been lucky not to be sent away permanently, but it was hard not to be angry.  “I turned it into a success.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true.”  Father looked at the ledger on his desk.  “I have been attempting to teach Akin the skills he’ll need to run the family.  Given recent events” - his lips twisted - “I need to teach you, too.  It is quite possible you’ll find yourself assuming the regency sooner than you might expect.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  “Father ...” 
 
      
 
    Father held up his hand.  “You may not care to recognise it, but you are in a very dangerous position.  Uncle Stephen is trying to organise a vote of no confidence in me.  If he succeeds in convincing a majority of the family that I can no longer be trusted, you’ll become regent on the spot ... without the knowledge you’ll need to run the family or build up a power base of your own.  Uncle Stephen can therefore try to turn you into a puppet, which would be bad enough, or simply threaten to remove you if you don’t have a counterbalance in place.  It is a great deal easier to remove a regent.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  “I won’t let him.” 
 
      
 
    Father smiled, humourlessly.  “I said the same thing.  And I have been quite comprehensively outflanked.  Uncle Stephen will use you to tear down my policies, the policies that preserved the family after the House War.  An open split between us and House Aguirre, even a growing distance between us, will create gaps in our defences that can, that will, be exploited by those who wish us harm.  Or do you disagree?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Father,” I said. 
 
      
 
    My heart sank.  I’d never seen my father look so ... defeated, not even when he’d been forced to send me into exile.  A month ago, he’d been looking forward to handing his position to his son and retiring into obscurity.  He would have stuck around long enough for Akin and Cat to get married, perhaps, then retired.  Instead, everything he’d worked so hard to achieve was threatening to crumble to dust.  Guilt gnawed at my soul.  It might have been better if I’d never sent Akin the spellbreaker.  Callam and I could have married quietly, then lived together on the estate.  It was all my fault. 
 
      
 
    Father stood.  “I’ll arrange for Akin to escort Callam to the Workshop,” he said, casting a vapour message.  “You and I have papers to study.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to keep my face expressionless as he started to show me around the office.  I’d dreamed of working with him, once upon time; I’d dreamed of learning the ropes at my father’s knee.  Now ... the dream had turned sour.  Father showed me the innermost ledgers, the account books that tracked every last crown that came in and out of the family coffers, and the books detailing just who owed us what.  There were thousands of clients working, directly or indirectly, for us.  I knew some of them, but others were a surprise.  It had never occurred to me that the harbourmaster might owe his position to my family. 
 
      
 
    “You have to handle these matters yourself,” Father said, as he showed me a spider-web of influence that reached all the way into Magus Court.  “You cannot rely on someone - anyone - else to handle it or you might find yourself rendered powerless.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  I’d grown used to handling the accounts and paperwork at Kirkhaven, but the files in front of me were an order of magnitude more complicated.  They veered from simple accounts - they owed us this, we owed them that - to facts and figures that were astonishingly detailed.  I’d known my father was powerful, but this ...?  He’d collected an astonishing amount of information on his fellow aristocrats, including some secrets I suspected shouldn’t be allowed to see the light of day.  Others just seemed pointless. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted.  “Why does it matter if Lady Bolingbroke is vegetarian?” 
 
      
 
    Father grinned.  For a moment, I saw a hint of his old self return.  “Suppose you decide to invite Lord and Lady Bolingbroke to dinner,” he said.  “And you serve them roast beef, with all the trimmings.  They’re going to be mortally offended.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slowly.  It was rude not to eat, if someone invited you to dinner.  But it was equally rude to serve something someone couldn’t eat.  There might be no malice in it - I hadn’t known Lady Bolingbroke was vegetarian - but it would be a social faux pas.  House Bolingbroke wouldn’t hold us in high regard, which might lead to them voting against us at the worst possible time.  I sighed, inwardly.  I’d never even met the new Lord and Lady Bolingbroke. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not going to be easy, is it?”  I scowled as I read the next file.  Duke Ellington was more interested in his fellow men than women.  Hardly a problem under normal circumstances, but the file suggested he’d married his wife under false pretences.  That would be a major scandal if it came out.  “How do you keep all this straight in your head?” 
 
      
 
    “Long practice,” Father said.  “I need you to spend the next few days studying everything - and I mean everything.  If Uncle Stephen doesn’t make his move before High Summer, I’ll be very surprised.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my heart sink.  “Yes, Father.” 
 
      
 
    Father clapped me on the shoulder.  “Power always comes with a price,” he said.  “Just remember that, whatever else you do.  Power always comes with a price.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Seven: Akin 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to escort me,” Callam said.  “I do know the way.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him, wondering if he truly understood the danger.  Uncle Stephen and his cronies had gone to some trouble to tell the world Callam was a Zero, despite the risk of drawing unwanted attention.  They hadn’t really had a choice - they’d needed to make it clear Isabella had good reasons to marry him - but it was still worrying.  Cat had been able to outsmart her captors and escape, taking us with her.  Callam was far from stupid, and he had a few talents of his own, but he lacked her spark of genius.  And whoever took him captive would probably have a good idea precisely how Cat had escaped. 
 
      
 
    “It’s no trouble,” I said.  It was an excuse to see Cat, if nothing else.  “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
      
 
    Callam didn’t look convinced, but kept his thoughts to himself.  I wasn’t sure what he was feeling.  I had no doubt he loved my sister - he loved her so much I’d stopped worrying about leaving him and Cat together - but I didn’t think he found the city very welcoming.  I wondered if some of the other family members had been giving him a hard time.  They might respect him for his talent, but not for his association with Isabella.  My lips quirked.  Anyone who’d been rude to Callam was likely to regret it, now that Isabella was Heir Primus.  She was known for being vindictive.  I suspected a lot of younger relatives were quietly having panic attacks as the truth started to sink in. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him.  “Do you like the city?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s ... different,” Callam said.  “How do you all live so ... so close together?” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  The mansions weren’t packed that close together.  There was plenty of space between them ... I wondered, suddenly, if he’d visited Water Shallot.  The apartment blocks were packed so closely together that I’d often had the feeling that the only things keeping some of the blocks upright were the neighbouring blocks.  Families were crammed into tiny spaces, often knocking holes in the walls just to widen their quarters.  And the poverty ... I gritted my teeth.  It was easy enough to see why Louise campaigned against gentrification, even if - on the surface - it seemed to make things better.  As affordable housing shrank, it became harder and harder for the locals to remain housed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the only thing most of us have ever known,” I said.  I’d taken holidays to country estates, as had much of High Society, but the majority of the city’s population would never have stepped outside the walls.  “Do you like the city?” 
 
      
 
    Callam hesitated.  “Your uncle gave me a collection of books he said I had to read,” he said, slowly.  “Do I really have to know everything?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends,” I said.  “Do you want to take part in High Society?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a stab of pity.  Rose and her fellows had spent years studying social etiquette.  They might never be accepted as full members of High Society, but they’d be tolerated ... and their children, if they married well, would rise even higher.  But Callam ... he’d spent his entire life in the countryside.  He didn’t have the slightest idea how to comport himself in High Society.  And why should he even care? 
 
      
 
    “Read the books, if you have time,” I said.  “But you don’t have to worry about it.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a wealth of feeling cross his face as we turned and walked into the Workshop.  Rose greeted us with a smile, her thoughts clearly elsewhere.  I suspected she was concerned about her position too, if House Aguirre and House Rubén fell out.  Isabella hadn’t been very nice to her too, when we’d all been children.  I made a mental note to discuss the matter with her, when - if - she became regent.  It would set a terrible precedent if she disowned Rose without a very good excuse. 
 
      
 
    “She’s waiting in the sitting room,” Rose said, to me.  “Callam, do you want to go into the workroom?” 
 
      
 
    Callam hesitated, glancing at me.  “Aren’t I supposed to stay with you if you’re with Cat?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll remember that, the next time you want to be alone with Isabella,” I said, mock-threateningly.  A thought crossed my mind.  How long had it been since Callam and Isabella had been alone together, with or without a chaperone?  She’d spent the last two days studying with our father.  I made a mental note to arrange something.  “You let us talk alone, with the door open, and I’ll make sure you and Isabella are both summoned to my rooms tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Callam flushed.  I hid my amusement as Rose led him down the corridor.  I’d call them both into my rooms, then let them sit in my forgery while I sat in the sitting room and sang very loudly.  Or perhaps not ... the last time I’d sung in public, Francis had burst into my room and demanded to know why the hell I was torturing kittens.  The thought made me smile, a smile that vanished when I remembered Francis’s death.  There were too many unanswered questions about his death for me to be sure the matter had been laid to rest, even after Uncle Malachi had died.  There were too many unanswered questions about that, too. 
 
      
 
    I turned and walked to Cat’s sitting room.  She was already pouring tea for us.  I wondered if she was comfortable leaving Callam alone with Rose, then dismissed the thought.  Rose would have said something, if she hadn’t been comfortable.  Cat certainly wouldn’t have forced her to do anything she hadn’t wanted to do. 
 
      
 
    “Akin.”  Cat smiled at me, then held out a mug.  “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s only been a couple of days,” I said.  I’d wanted to come sooner, but Father had had me checking old case files for him.  I felt oddly as though I was in limbo.  I was no longer the Heir Primus ... what was I?  No one in the hall seemed to know quite how to react to me, either.  “What have you been doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Enduring endless lectures from Alana,” Cat said.  “She thinks we should revisit the marriage settlement.  Again.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my forehead in frustration.  “Why?  I mean ... why now?” 
 
      
 
    “Alana hoped I’d be able to ... influence you,” Cat said, bluntly.  I’d always liked her willingness to be brutally honest.  “But if you’re not Heir Primus, what good is my influence?” 
 
      
 
    She snorted.  “I told her you’d be helping me in the Workshop and she was not impressed.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose not.”  I sat on the sofa, holding my mug in one hand.  “She did spend years building up a working relationship with me.” 
 
      
 
    “And now Isabella will take your place,” Cat finished.  Her lips twisted.  “It would be unfortunate if she chose to draw away from our family.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Father and I had discussed the implications.  The entire family had discussed the implications.  Isabella might not want to separate the two families, but she might not have a choice.  Too many people in my family - and Cat’s - didn’t like the idea of us becoming closer and closer together until we were practically one.  Isabella would find herself under immense pressure to draw a line.  I suspected I’d find myself on the wrong side of it. 
 
      
 
    It was hard, so hard, to remain calm.  We’d thoroughly outsmarted ourselves.  I hated to admit it, but it was true.  There was no way to avoid the simple fact we’d brought most of our troubles on ourselves.  If Isabella hadn’t given me the spellbreaker, if I hadn’t broken it, if Cat hadn’t tried to fix it, if ... if we’d realised just how desperate the opposition had become, we might not be in this mess.  Instead, we’d created a situation that had allowed Uncle Stephen to try to shatter the alliance.  And he might just have succeeded. 
 
      
 
    I let out a breath.  “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I never even considered the possibility.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor did anyone else,” Cat said.  She looked me in the eye.  “Do you want to be Heir Primus?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  I’d been my father’s heir for so long that I couldn’t help feeling unmoored, now the title was gone.  It had always been a theoretical possibility - there’d been other possible candidates, over the years - but never quite real.  Isabella had charged I’d been given everything on a silver platter and it was hard not to feel she’d been right.  Alana had had to work to promote herself.  No wonder she was so determined to build up a solid power base - and a web of friendships and alliances - of her own.  I had to admit she’d done a good job.  She was, technically, my rival, yet I found it hard to think ill of her. 
 
      
 
    I stared at my hands.  The family probably expected me to fight for the title.  They were probably already placing bets.  Would I drive Isabella back into exile?  Or would she drive me into Cat’s arms?  Or ... or what?  I wasn’t blind to my options.  I could retake my position, if I repudiated the marriage settlement ... if I repudiated Cat.  My heart clenched at the thought.  I was damned if I was letting her go.  We’d been through too much together for me to just say goodbye.  Even considering it felt like a kind of betrayal.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t want the job,” I said.  “I really don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Some would say that would make you the best candidate for the job,” Cat pointed out. 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  I’d never enjoyed my father’s lessons.  I didn’t want to spend my entire life tending my family’s garden.  My father enjoyed it, but I couldn’t help thinking that his role was also a prison.  He wasn’t allowed to have much, if any, time to himself.  I dreaded the day I took his place, for it would mean giving up much of my life.  And ... if I had a son, would he be expected to take my place?  Probably. 
 
      
 
    Isabella actually wants the post, I thought, slowly.  It felt wrong to even consider it, but it was true.  Francis hadn’t acted as though he wanted it, not until we’d started our final year at school.  Isabella, on the other hand, had started to work towards it before she’d been told it would never be hers.  She might even be good at it. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to consider it dispassionately.  I’d seen the facts and figures.  Isabella had built a small business and turned it into a great success.  If she’d kept going, with or without Callam, she would have made a name for herself that had nothing to do with the family.  And she’d done all that with a rundown estate that was riven with ghosts and the legacy of a mad warlock.  What could she do with the family’s resources?  What could she not do? 
 
      
 
    “There’s a bit of me that says ... sure, let her have it,” I said.  It wasn’t as if I was wedded to the concept of the Patriarch being male.  Perhaps we could arrange for the family council to declare Isabella a man and leave it at that.  It would hardly be the first legal fiction the family had embraced in its long history.  “She wants the post.  She might even do a good job.” 
 
      
 
    Cat made a face.  “Has she grown up?” 
 
      
 
    I looked back at her.  “Has she?” 
 
      
 
    “The Isabella I remember would never have befriended a commoner,” Cat said, slowly. I could hear a hint of disquiet in her voice.  “And they became friends well before his talent became obvious.  And she could have won her return to the city at any moment, simply by betraying his secret to her family.  That she didn’t ... speaks well of her.” 
 
      
 
    “It was me who betrayed the secret,” I said.  In hindsight, perhaps I should have quietly ignored the evidence.  Or made covert contact, rather than going straight to my father.  “If I’d kept my mouth shut ...” 
 
      
 
    “They might have recalled her anyway, if they’d already come up with the idea of declaring a regency,” Cat said.  “It isn’t as if there isn’t a shortage of eligible young men.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  My betrothal was a matter of public record - and it was extremely rude to suggest I’d break it ahead of time - but that hadn’t stopped a handful of Grande Dames recommending their daughters and granddaughters to me.  Some of them had been terrifyingly blunt, to the point of openly encouraging me to take them as mistresses rather than wives.  There was no reason Uncle Stephen couldn’t have tried to arrange a match for Isabella, perhaps looking for someone who could be easily manipulated.  He certainly hadn’t known about Callam.  He’d probably been so astonished at his stroke of luck he’d spent some time trying to determine it wasn’t a trick, before moving his plan into high gear. 
 
      
 
    Cat met my eyes.  “Do you remember Great Aunt Stregheria?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I remembered Stregheria Aguirre all too well.  She’d plotted the kidnap of her great-niece, she’d lured my sister into temptation and triggered off a House War as part of a desperate bid to take power for herself.  Cat had killed her, somehow.  She’d been very tight-lipped about what her Object of Power had actually done to Stregheria Aguirre.  “Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “She was family,” Cat said.  Her dark fingers clenched.  I wanted to reach out and hold her gently.  “She was family, and yet she turned against us.  She was willing to burn down the whole city, to kill or enslave each and every one of our relatives as long as she got to rule the ashes.  I never liked her, but ... I never realised just how far she’d go until it was too late.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes met mine.  “Your Uncle Stephen could be just the same.” 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted.  I didn’t want to hear it.  Stregheria Aguirre had been a horrible witch with a capital ‘B’.  Uncle Stephen ... I’d never heard any suggestion he didn’t have the best interests at the family at heart, even if we disagreed about what those best interests might be.  He certainly hadn’t broken the laws handed down from the days of the Thousand-Year Empire.  He’d just found a new way to interpret them. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella wouldn’t let him manipulate her,” I said, slowly.  “She’s been manipulated before.  She knows the risks.” 
 
      
 
    Cat looked at her hands.  “If I told you something embarrassing, could I rely on you to keep it a secret?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  We’d shared so much together, from our hopes and dreams to adventures that had only been thrilling in hindsight.  She’d always been open with me and I’d done my best to be open with her.  What hadn’t she told me?  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, yet ... I did want to know. 
 
      
 
    “You have my word,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I was eleven.”  Cat’s voice was very quiet.  If her skin hadn’t been so dark, I thought she would have been flushing.  “I’d just spent another bunch of hours trying to develop a hint of magic ... it didn’t work, of course.  I was getting desperate.  Alana and Bella were so far ahead of me I thought I’d never catch up.  I didn’t know, back then, what I really was. 
 
      
 
    “Cousin Sigmund - he was a few years older than me - told me of a ritual he claimed would spark power in anyone, even me.  I knew enough to suspect he was pulling my leg, but I was so desperate I allowed myself to believe him.  I wanted to believe him.  The ritual ... involved a great deal of activities I’d rather not discuss.  I made a complete fool of myself, for nothing.  Dad was not amused.  I don’t know what he said to Uncle Roper, but Cousin Sigmund hasn’t been allowed to return to the hall for seven years.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  It was hard to imagine being powerless, but Cat - and Callam - had lived that reality every day.  Her cousin had played a cruel joke on her.  “And you think ...?” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella wants to believe what she’s being told,” Cat said, murmured.  “She’ll allow her desire to believe it to override her common sense.  And that’s something you have to bear in mind.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like I need to warn her,” I said.  My mind raced.  “She might listen to me.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll think you’re trying to unsettle her,” Cat said.  “I don’t think she’d listen to you, or me, or Alana.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in reluctant agreement.  Isabella didn’t like Cat.  Or Alana.  And she didn’t have many other acquaintances who could talk to her.  Father would have already warned her, for what little good it had done.  Callam?  I wasn’t sure I wanted to push him forward, not for this.  He didn’t need to be caught in the middle ... 
 
      
 
    “A shame no one stayed in touch with her, apart from me,” I said.  Isabella’s old cronies had dropped her like a hot rock.  It was to be expected - an exile had no friends or family, for fear it might be contagious - but nonetheless hurtful.  She’d been more than a little isolated before the hammer really came down.  “She needs to hear it from someone she’d respect, if not like ...” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  “Lucy.  She’d listen to Lucy.” 
 
      
 
    “They do have something in common,” Cat agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  Lucy was the sort of person Isabella would respect.  If nothing else, Lucy hadn’t even been in the city when all hell broke loose.  She certainly had no personal grudge against my sister.  “I just hope it’ll be enough.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Eight: Isabella 
 
      
 
    “You be sure to remember what I told you,” Mother said, as the carriage turned and headed up the driveway.  “Lady Austin’s Ball is the social event of the year.” 
 
      
 
    More like the week, I thought, sardonically.  High Society was normally careful to organise the social calendar to make sure that major events didn’t conflict.  It would be rude, to say the least, to hold a party or a ball on a date that would force one’s guests to decide which one they were going to attend, all too aware that attending one over the other would be considered a mortal insult.  It isn’t as if there’s anything else going on. 
 
      
 
    Mother patted my knee.  “You’ll be fine, dear,” she said.  “Now that you’re restored to your proper position ...” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly.  Callam, sitting beside my mother, looked as if he wanted to be somewhere - anywhere - else.  His new clothes had arrived and he looked dashing - the maids had cut his hair to match the latest fashion - but it was clear he wasn’t enjoying himself.  I didn’t blame him.  Mother had lectured both of us, in the sort of tones one normally reserved for small children, on precisely how she expected us to behave.  She’d gone on and on about just how important Lady Austin was, although very little was known for sure.  It was vitally important we didn’t do anything to disgrace her, or else. 
 
      
 
    The thought annoyed me as the coach swayed to a halt.  Lady Austin had been on the social scene since time out of mind.  She wasn’t closely connected to any of the Great Houses, as far as I knew, but it hardly mattered.  She was rich and powerful enough for people to overlook a small collection of irregularities in her life.  Everyone wanted to attend her gatherings, from semi-intellectual forums to formal balls and dances.  I wasn’t blind to the importance of this gathering.  It was the first time my mother had ventured out in public since I’d returned to Shallot. 
 
      
 
    A footman opened the door.  Mother stood, motioning for Callam to take the lead.  I mentally apologised to him as he stepped down the ladder and walked forward.  The horde of society reporters, on the far side of the driveway, shouted all kinds of questions at him as he helped my mother and I to the ground.  It wouldn’t do to have someone else help us, not when he was going to be my husband and her son-in-law.  I met his eyes and tried to shoot him a sympathetic look.  It wasn’t going to get any easier. 
 
      
 
    We walked up the stairs and reached the rear of the line.  The footmen stared at us, shot silent glances at their superiors, then beckoned us forward.  The herald took the card Mother offered him, as if he didn’t already know who we are, and raised his voice.  I tensed, despite myself, as his words echoed over the room.  The crowds below turned to look at us. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Isabella, Heir Primus of House Rubén,” the herald said.  “Lady Jeannine Rubén.  Lord Callam of Kirkhaven.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled inwardly, although I knew it was likely to cause some confusion in the morning papers.  Callam wasn’t a lord, not yet, although he had the right to be addressed as one.  He was a Zero, to all intents and purposes the social equal of a formally-trained magician.  It was definitely going to confuse people ... I fixed a smile on my face as I took Callam’s hand and walked down the steps.  Everyone was watching us ... it occurred to me, just for a second, that this was the closest I’d ever get to having a real Season.  There was no point in me having a proper one now. 
 
      
 
    The sea of people, the great and the good and the pretty, enveloped us.  Callam’s grip tightened as their words washed over us, everything from artless compliments to suggestions we should meet and talk later.  I tried not to flinch - I’d forgotten how little High Society cared for personal space - as they crowded us.  Mother walked alongside me, her eyes flickering everywhere.  I knew she’d be making careful note of who showed the proper respect - and who didn’t.  The crowd knew it, too. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wearing a fantastic dress,” a girl I didn’t recognise said.  She looked about a year or two younger than me, her hair still in braids.   “Where did you get it?” 
 
      
 
    She was swept aside by the crowd before I could formulate an answer.  A young man - he couldn’t be more than a couple of years older than me - appeared, asking a complicated question about potions from Kirkhaven.  I took his card, then stepped back as my mother pulled me through the crowd.  They pressed against us, their bodies so close that I almost turned and ran.  It hadn’t been that bad, when I’d been a child.  I’d spent most of my time in the children’s lounge. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella, Callam,” Mother said.  “Please allow me to introduce Lady Austin.” 
 
      
 
    I dropped a curtsey automatically.  Lady Austin had a timeless presence that seemed to dominate the room.  The crowd drew back, just enough to let her take a look at us.  I stared back, wondering if I’d ever have the same presence ... she was middle-aged, yet she seemed younger.  There were rumours she was practically immortal, that she’d been at the heart of High Society long enough to be High Society ... looking at her, I was suddenly sure there was some actual truth to the stories.  She’d certainly been around for a very long time, longer than most of the Grande Dames.  It made me wonder just how old she actually was. 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome,” Lady Austin said.  “My hall is yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I thank you.”  I curtseyed again.  “And I look forward to welcoming you when I come into my own.” 
 
      
 
    A rustle ran through the crowd.  I sensed, rather than saw, my mother’s pleasure at the acknowledgement I was Heir Primus.  She’d never really been able to convince Akin to go to parties, to show his face in High Society.  Akin had attended as few as possible, with the sole intention of spending as much time as possible with Cat.  I didn’t blame him, not even slightly as the crowds pressed around us.  The chatter didn’t get any quieter.  Everyone wanted to be my friend. 
 
      
 
    Mother worked the crowd with practiced ease, introducing me to a whole series of movers and shakers.  I forced myself to memorise names and faces, from complete strangers to people who’d grown up - or older - in the last six years.  None of them showed their doubts to me openly, but ... I felt a twinge of discomfort, mingled with a droll sense it didn’t really matter.  If - when - I took command of the family, they’d have no choice but to respect me.  I could ruin them.  I hadn’t realised just how powerful my father truly was until I’d seen his files.  The family was an iceberg.  A sizable chunk of our power was hidden beneath the surface. 
 
      
 
    And yet, the sudden acceptance was just a little jarring ... 
 
      
 
    I smiled as the music started to play.  I’d always liked dancing, but I hadn’t had much chance to do it at Kirkhaven.  I started to lead Callam onto the dance floor, then caught myself as I realised he didn’t know how to dance!  There were no instructions, not here.  Lady Austin expected her guests to know what steps went with the music ... I felt a flicker of frustration as we stayed near the Grande Dames.  I’d have preferred to dance. 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned closer until his lips were touching my ear.  “How long do we have to stay here?” 
 
      
 
    “At least a couple of hours,” I said.  Mother was technically chaperoning us.  People would talk if we left without her, at least if we left alone.  We might be able to find a second chaperone, but ... I wished, suddenly, that Akin had come too.  The three of us could have gone home together.  “Let’s go look at the balcony.” 
 
      
 
    I led him up the stairs, careful to keep my hand in his.  I hadn’t missed the glances aimed at him too.  He did cut a dashing figure in his suit.  I smiled at him, feeling a rush of affection, then leaned over the balcony and looked down.  There were a handful of familiar faces, on and off the dance floor, but most of the guests were strangers.  I felt an odd sense of discontent.  This was my world.  I’d finally returned to where I belonged.  And yet, even up on the balcony, it didn’t feel quite right. 
 
      
 
    Callam looked a little unsure of himself as well.  “This place is so ... strange.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “This is also the place where deals are made,” I said.  “What do you think ...? 
 
      
 
    My eyes wandered across the hall until I picked out two familiar faces standing next to a stranger.  Lord Bolingbroke and Lady Castle were both familiar - I’d seen their faces in my father’s files and the society pages - but the Hangchowese half-caste was a stranger.  She looked out of place too, although she hid it better.  I wondered at her connection to the two aristocrats.  Lady Griffin and her children were the only half-castes accepted in High Society and the woman below me didn’t look like a born aristocrat.  It was unlikely she’d married into the aristocracy. 
 
      
 
    “The three over there,” I said, nodding to them.  “What do you think they’re discussing?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s pretty,” Callam said, mischievously.  “Perhaps they’re discussing a potential marriage.” 
 
      
 
    I elbowed him.  It had honestly never occurred to me, until it was too late, that Callam wouldn’t have encountered anyone with dark skin - or simply different skin - until he’d accompanied me to Shallot.  He certainly didn’t understand, let alone share, High Society’s obsession with bloodlines.  My father had told me he’d dispatched agents to seek out Callam’s bloodline, to trace his family lineage as far back as they could.  I was pretty sure they wouldn’t get very far.  Callam and his family had moved around for years before finally coming to rest in Kirkhaven. 
 
      
 
    “Be serious,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Callam shook his head.  “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Castle’s family is famous for growing all kinds of potion ingredients,” I said, “while Lord Bolingbroke has been buying every last ingredient they can get their hands on, driving prices up all the while.  They even bought some stuff from us.  I’d lay good odds they’re trying to come to terms here, before they make their agreement public.  The half-caste girl” - I eyed her, paying careful attention to her hands - “I’d bet she’s a specialist in potions.” 
 
      
 
    “Clever,” Callam said.  “How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Look at her hands,” I said.  “They’re stained, not scarred.  Someone who spent a lot of time brewing potions would almost certainly have stained hands.  Getting rid of the stain would be pretty much impossible, unless she cut off her hands and regenerated them.  I’d bet she’s a potions mistress, probably there to add expert advice.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” a new voice said.  “That’s Rebecca.” 
 
      
 
    I jumped and spun around, cursing myself for not paying close attention to my surroundings.  The music was deafeningly loud, but I should still have sensed someone walking up behind me.  I reached for my magic, then stopped myself.  If the newcomer was a threat, she would have put a knife in me by now. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe we’ve met,” the newcomer said.  She wore a simple dress, adorned with a chain of office.  “I am Louise of Magus Court.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella, Heir Primus,” I said.  “I’ve heard a great deal about you.” 
 
      
 
    Louise smiled.  “All good, I trust?” 
 
      
 
    I studied her, thoughtfully.  She was not classically pretty, and never would be, but she had a certain presence.  Her blonde hair, a shade or two darker than mine, surrounded an oval face, blue eyes and a stocky body.  She wore a pair of spectacles that made her look oddly calculating, although I wasn’t sure why.  Akin had been impressed with her, to the point I wondered if he’d found her attractive and wasn’t prepared to admit it.  I barely remembered Louise as a young girl.  She’d been a know-it-all, if I recalled correctly.  I had to remind myself I might not recall correctly.  It had been a very long time.  And we hadn’t even been dormmates. 
 
      
 
    “My brother was quite impressed with your entry into local politics,” I said, slowly.  It was impressive.  I had the feeling the aristocracy hadn’t taken Louise seriously until it had been far too late.  She could have been stopped in her tracks, if our clients had worked together against the common foe.  “How are you finding Magus Court?” 
 
      
 
    “It is hard to get anything done,” Louise said.  Her eyes slipped to Callam.  “And how are you finding the city?” 
 
      
 
    I tensed, suddenly understanding Louise’s appeal.  She was ... she was real.  She was no sheltered flower of the aristocracy, no person who had earned her place through an accident of birth ... she hadn’t even overcome great hurdles like Cat!  She hadn’t been given anything on a silver platter.  She’d worked hard to make a name for herself, to turn a moribund movement into a cause that threatened to shake the city.  I felt a flicker of concern.  What if she convinced Callam to support her? 
 
      
 
    “It’s different,” Callam said.  I wished I knew what he was thinking.  “I don’t understand it.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t want you to understand it,” Louise said.  There was a hint of bitterness in her voice.  “The rules are subjective, changed overnight at the whim of those who consider themselves the masters of the universe.  If you think you can match them, you’ll be proven wrong.  The rules are designed to make sure you don’t win and, if they think there’s a chance you might win anyway, they’ll change the rules just to make sure you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not true,” I objected. 
 
      
 
    Louise cocked an eyebrow.  “And why did they change the rules just to make you their Heir Primus?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  The morning papers had been full of scholars of aristocrat law, offering their - largely worthless - opinions on my elevation and Akin’s displacement.  I wasn’t sure which books half of them had read, as their thoughts didn’t seem to have much in common with the world as I understood it.  The other half seemed to think it was a loophole that would come back to haunt the family, or me, if it were given enough time.  I supposed they might be right.  An eternal regency might be a little more practical than the former practice, but it would also be a great deal more unstable. 
 
      
 
    “They found a loophole,” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.”  Louise winked at me.  “And, right now, they’re looking for a loophole to strip me of my position.” 
 
      
 
    “If there was one, they would have used it by now,” I said, although I wasn’t sure that was true.  Endless ligation over who won - and who lost - was hardly helpful, not when it was a weapon anyone could use.  Any hiccups could be smoothed out behind the scenes, leaving the general public unaware they’d ever existed.  “You’ll have your four years in power.” 
 
      
 
    “Four years of trying to get everyone to listen to me,” Louise said.  She looked me in the eye.  “Can I count on your support?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the Heir Primus, for the moment,” Louise said.  “You could do a great deal of good.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but ...”  I hadn’t expected anything like that.  “I don’t know what I could do.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not asking for much,” Louise said.  “Just rights.  Just ... a say in how things work.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger.  “You’re asking me to turn against my own family?” 
 
      
 
    “The system is broken,” Louise told me.  “It puts forward people who don’t understand the world, like your brother, or people who just want power for themselves, like your cousin, or people who don’t consider commoners to be people, like your other cousin, or people who are just sick at heart, like your uncle.  And those of us commoners who have real talents are either absorbed into your edifice or shoved aside.” 
 
      
 
    She glanced at Callam.  “What would have happened to him if he hadn’t agreed to marry you?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  Beside me, Callam seemed tongue-tied.  “He would have been welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome on your terms,” Louise said.  “He’d have become part of the system.” 
 
      
 
    “The system was devised to allow the city to survive the fall,” I said.  “The Great Houses saved the city.  Why shouldn’t they run the city?” 
 
      
 
    “That was then,” Louise said.  “Why should you run the city now?” 
 
      
 
    I found myself unable to speak.  I’d been raised to know we had the right to rule the city - or at least our part of it.  And we’d done good.  We’d saved the city from total destruction, then preserved a degree of independence once kingdoms started forming from the wreckage of the empire.  Why should we step back and surrender power to people who hadn’t done a thing to deserve it?  Why? 
 
      
 
    My thought spun in circles.  What had Akin done to deserve his position? 
 
      
 
    Something struck me.  Something she’d said.  “You knew Uncle Ira?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Louise said.  “Your Uncle Malachi.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “I last saw him when I was ... when I left the city,” I said.  “That was six years ago.  He died before I returned.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should ask around,” Louise said.  “Not your family.  People outside your family.  And quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella!” 
 
      
 
    I turned.  Mother was approaching, leading a small group of Grande Dames.  They didn’t seem pleased to see Louise.  I winched, inwardly, as Louise bobbled a curtsey and hurried off.  If she’d known Malachi ... how had she known Malachi?  It wasn’t as if she’d been one of Penny’s friends.  The very thought was absurd.  If Akin was to be believed, Penny would sooner cut off her hair than give a commoner the time of day. 
 
      
 
    Callam nudged me.  “What was all that about?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  Callam didn’t look pleased.  “But I think I’d better find out.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Nine: Akin 
 
      
 
    I liked Lucy Lamplighter. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that she was attractive, although she was.  She had tanned skin, deep almond eyes and long dark hair that framed a heart-shaped face, before spilling over a dress that hinted at her figure without revealing anything below the neckline.  It was that she had an energy and a zest for life that reminded me, in some ways, of Isabella.  She’d taken a Great House on the verge of complete collapse and turned it into a going concern through a combination of cunning, boldness and a certain amount of luck.  If things had been different, she might have made a more than suitable addition to our family.  Father might have made a play for her to marry one of my relatives. 
 
      
 
    I sipped my tea in her visiting room, listening as she outlined her plans for the next friendly party.  High Society still wasn’t quite sure what to make of them, although neither the Great Houses nor the Grande Dames had tried to crack down.  It wouldn’t have been easy.  They might be held at Lamplighter Hall, but they were legally hosted by whoever had commissioned the party rather than Lucy Lamplighter herself.  She did do most of the heavy-lifting, from what I’d seen, but she somehow absolved herself of legal responsibility.  I supposed it must have been a great deal easier if one didn’t have to worry about the opinions of one’s seniors.  Lucy ruled her house with a rod of iron. 
 
      
 
    And she’s marrying a commoner, I thought.  It was something else she had in common with Isabella.  I wonder how that’ll play out. 
 
      
 
    I felt a twinge of wistfulness as she crossed her legs and leaned forward.  It might have been nice to grow up without the pressures of aristocracy, without the obligations as well as the privileges of being part of High Society.  I wouldn’t have had to worry about pleasing my family, although ... I probably wouldn’t have met Cat either.  I certainly wouldn’t have been considered a potential husband for her.  The thought made me grimace.  Who knew?  I might have lived and died without ever being given a chance to develop my talent, to build the skills that had brought Cat and me together.  There was just no way to know. 
 
      
 
    “It’s lovely to see you again,” Lucy said.  “But I have the feeling you didn’t come to make a social call.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  There was no such thing as a spontaneous social call, even amongst friends.  One just didn’t pop into a Great House, not without sending word ahead of time.  Even children were meant to announce their intentions if they wanted a playdate - or, more accurately, their parents would announce it for them.  Lucy was, perhaps, the only aristocrat who would agree to meet someone on a whim.  And even she thought visitors should send their cards in advance. 
 
      
 
    “I need to ask a favour,” I said, carefully.  “And I may need to ask your advice.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy raised her eyebrows.  “And you can’t ask for advice from your family?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  There was no way I could trust my relatives, save for my father and - perhaps - my sister.  Uncle Stephen’s careful politicking had united a large chunk of the family against us.  Asking the wrong person could be utterly disastrous.  Lucy was lucky, I reflected.  She only had a handful of relatives.  I had so many I couldn’t hope to remain on speaking terms with them all.  And practically all of them had descended on the hall for High Summer. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “And I need your word you won’t discuss it with anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy studied me for a long moment.  She looked slight, almost vulnerable, but I knew there was a razor-sharp mind hidden behind her smile.  She’d keep her word - she wasn’t strong enough to risk breaking it - yet she might be able to turn matters to her advantage.  I wasn’t sure how, but the smart money - two months ago - had been on House Lamplighter hitting the rocks and sinking.  Somehow, she’d turned the family’s steady decline around. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t discuss it with anyone else, without your prior permission,” Lucy said.  “And I hope you’re not about to confess to something terrible.” 
 
      
 
    My lips quirked.  “It’s about Isabella,” I said.  “I take it you’ve heard the news?” 
 
      
 
    “High Society has been buzzing for the last four days,” Lucy said.  “No one’s quite sure what to make of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose not,” I said.  Isabella had been sent into exile, then shunned.  Now ... everyone wanted to be her friend.  There was a very real danger of whiplash - or worse.  “She’s also being manipulated.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, then outlined the situation.  “Uncle Stephen’s arguments aren’t wrong, on the face of it,” I concluded.  “But she’s in a very dangerous position.” 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time someone has been little more than a puppet,” Lucy mused.  “Is she going to be content to be a puppet?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I had to admit Isabella really had done well for herself.  “She’ll want real power.” 
 
      
 
    “I can understand the impulse,” Lucy said.  “And why was she disqualified in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    I reddened.  “The family carries on traditions from the old days,” I said.  “One of them is that the Patriarch has to be a man.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy snorted.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  There was no reason to think women couldn’t handle the job.  High Society had seen a string of Matriarchs who’d done as well as their male counterparts.  Some had done brilliantly, some had failed spectacularly ... hell, the woman in front of me had done very well.  “Right now, it’s just tradition.” 
 
      
 
    “And it bit Isabella somewhere delicate,” Lucy said.  “You want my advice?  Change that tradition.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it could be done, not without getting four-fifths of the family to go along with it,” I said.  “And it would be hard to build a convincing case ...” 
 
      
 
    Lucy grinned.  “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” she said.  “You draw your first candidates from the primary bloodline.  You started with” - she made a show of counting on her fingers - “six possible candidates in the right generation, four of whom are automatically disqualified because they’re female and a fifth disqualified because he’s dead.  That leaves your family a choice between accepting the final candidate, who will therefore win by default, or bringing in candidates from outside the primary bloodline.  I’d say you have a convincing case right there.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that,” I said, waspishly.  “But it won’t be easy to convince the traditionalists.” 
 
      
 
    I let out a breath.  “And she’s in more trouble,” I added.  “She loves Callam, but ... I don’t think he likes what’s happening.  I don’t know what he’s thinking ... I don’t know what he wants to do.  He loves her, but ...” 
 
      
 
    Lucy cocked her head.  “Is it a love match?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” I said.  “But ... it’s a lot for him to handle.” 
 
      
 
    “Gary has the same problem,” Lucy said.  “It’s never easy to jump all the way up the ladder in a single bound.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I’d be surprised if you did,” Lucy said.  “There’s a difference between knowing about the problem and truly understanding it.” 
 
      
 
    She stared into her cup of tea, her eyes distant.  “I was sent to Grayling’s, not Jude’s.  It was a very different school in so many ways.  The lessons I learnt there didn’t really prepare me for life here.  I’m not one of the girls here and believe me, they know it.  Cat and Isabella have far more in common with each other than I have with either of them.  And I was born an aristocrat.  For Gary, and Callam, it must be like moving to a foreign country.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “It isn’t that bad.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy chuckled.  “How would you know?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been outside the city,” I protested. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed?”  Lucy met my eyes.  “Have you ever been outside the country?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I shook my head.  “What difference does it make?” 
 
      
 
    Lucy gave me a look that suggested she thought I was an idiot.  “You go to a foreign country, Akin, and you’ll discover the rules are different.  Galashiels is right next to us and yet, the rules are different there.  You go to Sind or Larrikin or even distant Hangchow and you’ll discover the rules are different there, too.  And yet, if you go there, you’ll know the rules are different even if you don’t know what they are.  The locals will expect you to follow rules you don’t even know.” 
 
      
 
    I made the connection.  “And Callam and Gary have the same problem?” 
 
      
 
    “With the added disadvantage of their companions not realising the problem,” Lucy pointed out.  “I’d bet good money Isabella hadn’t tried to arrange etiquette lessons for Callam.  It might not have crossed her mind he needs them.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not stupid,” I protested. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Lucy agreed.  “But her experience is very limited, to the point she’s ignorant of her own ignorance.” 
 
      
 
    She put her cup to one side.  “What do you want me to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to her,” I said.  “You run a Great House.  You’re only a year or so older than her.  I think she actually admires you, on some level.  You can tell her about the risks of trusting family ...” 
 
      
 
    Lucy’s expression darkened, just for a second.  “Isabella has been away for years, hasn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “She hasn’t been anywhere near the city for six years.” 
 
      
 
    “Until now,” Lucy said.  I had the impression I’d touched a nerve.  It bothered me.  Lucy and Isabella hadn’t met, not until Isabella had been recalled.  Or had they?  It was vaguely possible Isabella and Lucy had had a playdate, although it struck me as unlikely.  Lucy’s family had been in decline even when she’d been a toddler.  “I can give her some good advice, if you want.  But ... what do you expect to happen?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I stood and started to pace.  “Isabella ... she does have the skills to run the family.  There’s no reason she can’t.  And yet, if she does, it’ll weaken the alliance even if it doesn’t shatter it.  It would be harder for Cat and I to get married without one of us leaving our family for good.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s another problem,” Lucy said.  “What if Callam decides to leave?” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  Uncle Stephen’s entire argument was based on us having a Zero of our very own.  There was no need to rely on Cat if we had Callam.  Callam might lack Cat’s genius, but he was competent enough to churn out a supply of basic Objects of Power.  And yet, what if he wanted to leave?  It would be a nightmare.  The family would have to keep him prisoner, all too aware that hadn’t worked out too well last time, or let him go.  Either way, the results would be disastrous. 
 
      
 
    And if Isabella gets hooked on power, she might keep him prisoner herself, I thought.  I’d seen what the prospect of getting power, real power, had done to Francis.  I’d seen Penny corrupted by power.  There’s no way this is going to end well. 
 
      
 
    Lucy sat upright.  “I’ll invite her to the friendly party,” she said.  “She won’t be surprised to get the invitation.  No, I’ll invite Cat and Callam as well as you and her.  I did say I wanted to discuss business with her, so ... I can come up with an excuse to talk to her alone.  How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said.  I had no idea if Lucy would get through to Isabella , but ... I couldn’t think of anything else.  After what we’d said to each other, after I’d caught her spying on Cat and me, I doubted she’d listen to me.  “I’ll owe you a favour.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy smirked.  “Believe me, I won’t forget.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I bowed, then headed for the door.  Lucy would call in the favour when it suited her and ... I’d have to hope she didn’t want anything too difficult.  There was an entire code of unwritten rules surrounding favours and obligations, particularly amongst social equals, but Lucy might not adhere to it.  She’d gone to Grayling’s, not Jude’s.  It struck me, as a young maid escorted me down the stairs, that going to a different school might make a convenient excuse if one pushed the limits a little too far.  If I pushed back on whatever she wanted, she might just make an excuse and step back. 
 
      
 
    The thought taunted me as I walked back to the hall.  I’d never considered the problem of someone stepping from one society into another.  Rose and her fellows had studied at Jude’s.  They knew the rules even if they rarely had a chance to apply them.  Callam ... Callam must feel as if he’d been dumped into a foreign country, with everyone just waiting for him to put his foot in his mouth.  My lips tightened.  I’d scolded people for making fun of Rose and Rose had the patronage of the two most powerful families in the city.  Of course they’d be just waiting for Callam to slip.  Anger boiled through me.  I’d have to do something about that before it blew up in my face. 
 
      
 
    A maid curtseyed to me as I stepped inside.  “Lord Stephen’s compliments, My Lord, and he’d like you to call on him in the library.” 
 
      
 
    I made a face.  It was tempting, very tempting, to pretend I’d never received the message.  Or deliberately misunderstand it.  Uncle Stephen’s words were polite, but there was no mistaking the simple fact he’d given me an order.  It would have been easy to simply decline the invitation, but ... I shook my head.  We didn’t need more trouble.  And the poor maid would probably wind up in trouble as well. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said, crossly.  I saw her flinch and felt a stab of guilt.  “I’ll attend upon him in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    She curtseyed again and hurried off.  I kicked myself, mentally, and turned to head in the other direction.  If Uncle Stephen wanted to see me ... I shaped a vapour message and dispatched it to my father, just to make sure he knew what was happening.  I didn’t like the implications.  Uncle Stephen was definitely up to something.  I pasted a calm expression on my face as I walked past a gathering of distant relatives, talking amongst themselves in low voices.  They didn’t know what to make of me. 
 
      
 
    The library had always felt welcoming, but now ... I made my way through the stacks and stepped into the private meeting room, trying to disguise my unease.  Uncle Stephen had spent longer than I’d been alive in the library and record chambers, digging through family archives that dated all the way back to the Thousand-Year Empire.  Who knew what he’d dug up, over the years?  I’d once heard a story about the family council blocking publication of a complete family history.  It was only a rumour, but I believed it.  There were things lost in the files that should remain lost. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Akin,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Take a seat.” 
 
      
 
    I sat, keeping my face impassive.  I was in no mood for small talk.  It was difficult not to snap at him, to demand he got right to the point.  There was just something about him, and everything he’d done, that got on my nerves. 
 
      
 
    “We in the council have our concerns,” Uncle Stephen said.  I silently gave him points for brevity.  “You and young Caitlyn appear to be very close.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re betrothed,” I snapped.  “We have spent the last six years getting to know each other, under strict chaperonage.  My parents and hers have collaborated to ensure we spent time together without ever crossing the line.  They made their feelings on that very clear.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they did,” Uncle Stephen said.  “And how much attention did you pay to it?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my magic boil.  Cat and I had kissed, but we hadn’t gone much further.  It had been frustrating at times, when I’d had to put up with Francis’s endless bragging about all the things he’d done with girls, but I’d endured.  There was no choice.  It wouldn’t have done either of us any good if we’d been caught, betrothed or not. 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” I growled. 
 
      
 
    “You are too close to her,” Uncle Stephen said.  “For the good of the family, you must take a step back.” 
 
      
 
    I wished, with a sudden flare of homicidal rage, that I was carrying the sword.  It would be easy, so easy, to bisect him.  I forced myself to focus, somehow.  “What is your point?” 
 
      
 
    “We do not want to subsume ourselves within another family,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Your marriage settlement will have to be renegotiated, at the very least.  Until then, you should step back from her and ...” 
 
      
 
    I stood.  “Let me make this plain,” I said.  “I love her.  I will not allow you to break us up.  If you try, I will walk away from the family without a backwards glance.  Is that clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Your sister may have other ideas,” Uncle Stephen said.  His face was impassive, but I thought I’d surprised him.  “What do you think she’ll make of your ... romantic foolishness?” 
 
      
 
    “I think her opinion only matters as long as I stay within the family,” I bit out.  “And she will not be your puppet.” 
 
      
 
    “I am concerned about the good of the family,” Uncle Stephen said, primly.  “The long-term good of our family is not served by ...” 
 
      
 
    I turned and stalked out.  It was rude, very much so, and my father would probably give me an earful when he heard about it, but I didn’t care.  I’d had enough.  I wanted to leave, to go to the Workshop and spend the rest of my life with Cat.  Isabella could have the family, if she wanted it ... 
 
      
 
    Let Lucy talk to her, I thought.  And if that doesn’t work ... I’m gone.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty: Isabella 
 
      
 
    “Lady Isabella, Heir Primus of House Rubén,” the announcer said.  “Lord Callam of Kirkhaven.” 
 
      
 
    I smirked inwardly as I heard gasps, swiftly suppressed, echoing through the air.  The invitation - and the private note in Lucy Lamplighter’s handwriting - would have been quite enough to convince me to attend the friendly party, but I’d had other reasons for going.  The dressmaker had finally sent the trousers and shirt combination, giving me a chance to set a whole new fashion.  So far, the only person who hadn’t stared in disbelief was Callam and he’d seen me in trousers before. 
 
      
 
    His hand tightened as we descended the stairs.  It wasn’t a real pair of trousers.  The dressmaker had managed to be a little conservative, fiddling with the material until it was possible to pretend the trousers weren’t real.  Someone who didn’t care to look too closely could easily mistake the trousers for a dress.  And yet, I knew everyone would look closely.  I was Heir Primus.  By tomorrow, the dressmakers were likely to be swamped with orders for new trousers. 
 
      
 
    I grinned, enjoying their shock as I led Callam onto the dance floor.  Lucy Lamplighter didn’t seem to care about formal dances.  The band played simple tunes, allowing us to sway to the music rather than follow complicated instructions.  I allowed my smile to grow wider as I felt Callam’s hands on me, even though I knew we were being watched.  We hadn’t had anything like enough time together over the last few days.  We’d spent the mornings apart and the evenings attending various balls and parties, where we’d been closely watched.  Behind me, I heard the announcer informing the hall that Akin and Cat had arrived.  I glanced back, in time to see them descending the stairs.  Cat looked striking, in a long blue gown.  Akin had been insistent that we attend the party.  I had a feeling I knew why. 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned closer, until his lips were brushing my ear.  “They’re all staring at you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I’d either set a new fashion trend or fallen flat on my face.  And, given that I was Heir Primus, everyone would politely pretend to ignore the latter.   I could be rude and crude - I could even attend wearing my birthday suit - and people would find themselves forced to find ways to praise me.  I revelled in the confusion I’d caused, even though the trousers were nothing like as tight as the one’s I’d worn in Kirkhaven.  This was true power.  I’d set a new fashion trend and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it. 
 
      
 
    Akin moved past us on the dance floor, his arms around Cat.  They looked very much in love.  I felt ... I wasn’t sure what I felt.  Akin hadn’t been particularly bothered, as far as I could tell, when he’d been demoted.  He’d never really wanted to be Heir Primus.  I had and I’d been denied it through no fault of my own.  And yet ... I forced myself to look at Callam as we swayed around the floor.  The days were no longer ours.  We had to treasure what little time we had together. 
 
      
 
    “She’s so daring,” someone whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll order a pair myself tomorrow,” someone else agreed. 
 
      
 
    I allowed myself to relax, slightly, as we kept moving.  The Grande Dames would have fits, of course, but so what?  I was Heir Primus.  I’d set a new fashion and disrupted society ... it struck me, suddenly, that I was being silly.  That High Society itself was silly.  What did it matter what they wore?  I’d been shocked, long ago, to see girls in trousers ... now, it no longer mattered.  My heart twisted.  I’d set a new fashion.  Everyone would be copying me.  So what? 
 
      
 
    We left the dance floor and headed over to the buffet.  Lucy Lamplighter had laid a fine table, groaning under the weight of everything from simple snacks to elaborate cakes and fine treats that were reserved for the aristocracy.  I felt my teeth ache just looking at them.  They were my due and yet ... what did it matter?  A small crowd of people surrounded me as we filled our plates, asking my opinion on matters I knew little about and cared less.  What did it matter, to me, who succeeded Akin and Alana as Head Boy and Girl?  What did it matter to them? 
 
      
 
    They probably want a say in selecting the next two, I thought.  Akin had told me, in his letters, that our father had practically given him the post.   Alana’s father would have done the same.  Not, I supposed, that there’d been many other candidates.  The next Head Boy and Head Girl will be well-positioned for their future careers. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to pay attention, as the chatter roared around me.  The little titbits of information, gossip and outright lies weren’t that important, but my inclusion was a good sign.  I was one of them, again.  I might not care about the rumours about a young woman with a chocolate chastity belt - I was fairly sure the story was nonsense - but it was important to listen.  I felt my heart begin to lift as they fawned over me and Callam, praising us in glowing terms.  I knew they didn’t mean it, but I didn’t care.  Their flattery was proof I’d returned to my rightful place. 
 
      
 
    A maid walked up to me.  “My Lady, Lady Lamplighter would like to see you in her studio.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a thrill of excitement.  “Certainly,” I said.  I glanced at Callam.  “Do you want to come?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go find Akin,” Callam said, quickly.  “He’s someone I know.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, then nodded and pointed him towards Cat and Akin.  They were standing on the far side of the room, talking in low voices.  Cat’s sisters stood nearby, pretending to keep an eye on them.  I wondered, idly, just how seriously they took their duties.  They weren’t exactly alone in the middle of a crowded room.  I was surprised Alana and Bella weren’t surrounded by young men.  They were pretty young girls, one of whom was going to become a Matriarch ... they’d attract male attention even if they were monstrously ugly.  I guessed their father was probably planning their marriages even as they counted down the days to High Summer.  If he wanted to arrange matters to his own satisfaction, before his daughters became adults in their own right, he was running out of time. 
 
      
 
    The maid led me through a set of twisting wards, past a handful of tiny meeting rooms and up a flight of stairs.  I looked around with interest.  The hall had recently been renovated.  The signs were clear to me, if only because I’d renovated parts of Kirkhaven Hall myself.  I doubted many other aristocrats had noticed.  Lucy had invested a great deal of money - as well as care and attention - in making her hall look grand.  I spotted a handful of places where portraits had been removed, replaced by neutral paintings that revealed nothing about House Lamplighter.  It surprised me.  It was rare for anyone to be ashamed of their long-dead ancestors.  Even my portraits hadn’t been taken down. 
 
      
 
    Lucy Lamplighter stood as I entered the study.  “Isabella.  Welcome.” 
 
      
 
    I held out a hand, silently insisting we were social equals.  It would be difficult to determine which of us was really superior - she was the unquestioned ruler of her family, but I was heir to a far more powerful family - and I didn’t really want to find out.  She must have had the same thought, as she shook my hand without hesitation.  I felt a twinge of admiration, mingled with envy.  Lucy had rebuilt her house, saving her family from bankruptcy and social death; she hadn’t had anyone tell her that being female disqualified her from the role.  I wished it had been that easy for me.  I knew I’d done well, at Kirkhaven, but it wasn’t on the same scale. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the invite,” I said, as the maid poured us both tea before slipping out the door and closing it behind her.  It was hard not to grin like a complete idiot.  “I’m very impressed by how you saved your family.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy smiled, as if I’d said something unintentionally amusing.  “I’m impressed by your work at Kirkhaven,” she said.  “You built a thriving small business for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I had time and money,” I said.  It was true enough.  I’d been an exile, not a remittance man, but Father had given me an allowance.  It had been enough to kick-start my business.  “And I had help.” 
 
      
 
    “You found a Zero,” Lucy said.  “I must say, that surprised me more than anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not,” I said.  “Here, in Shallot, we use magic as naturally as breathing.  We use it for everything.  We gather common-born magicians into our arms, inviting them to add their wild bloodlines to ours.  Cat stood out a mile because she couldn’t cast the simplest spell, no matter how hard she tried.  Outside the city, magic is just one of many tools.  A low-power magician, perhaps even a Zero, might simply go unnoticed.  It would be easy to dismiss their early failures as a simple inability to cast the spell, rather than a complete lack of magic.” 
 
      
 
    And we don’t really question our magic, I thought.  Uncle Ira had had some theories, ranging from the plausible to the downright insane.  I’d seen things that suggested some of his madder theories might be disturbingly accurate.  We’re afraid to look too closely at the roots of magic itself. 
 
      
 
    “That’s an interesting thought,” Lucy said.  “What does it mean for us if we found a dozen more commoners with the same talent?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I said.  “And I don’t have an answer.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy sipped her tea.  “You remind me of myself,” she said.  “We’re both young and female, we both were born into the aristocracy ... we both wanted to take the reins of our families before we grew too old to make a difference.  And we both did some really stupid things along the way.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, caught by surprise at the sudden change in subject.  “You wanted to rule your family?” 
 
      
 
    “I always thought I’d assist my father, then take the reins myself.”  Lucy ran her hand through her long hair.  “It never crossed my mind that he’d die and I’d find myself suddenly in command of a failing house.  I did some very stupid things in my first few months ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve done stupid things myself,” I said.  “You can’t have been worse than me.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy shrugged.  “I was an adult,” she said.  “The consequences could have been a great deal worse.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose,” I said.  “As long as you didn’t commit treason ...” 
 
      
 
    “There were some people in my family who felt I had,” Lucy said.  She waved a hand at the nearest wall.  “Turning the hall into a party house?  Shock!  Horror!  Oh, whatever shall we do?” 
 
      
 
    I giggled.  “It worked, didn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Lucy looked, for a moment, as though she wasn’t sure how to proceed.  “I heard, through the grapevine, that your family’s council voted to recall you, cleanse your record and appoint you to the post of Heir Primus.  The newspapers insist you’ll succeed your father even though women aren’t allowed to take the role.  How is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    “A regency,” I said.  It struck me, suddenly, that Lucy probably didn’t have a proper council.  Her family was so small she didn’t need one.  “They want me to be regent for my unborn son.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy raised her eyebrows.  “Are you pregnant?” 
 
      
 
    “No!”  I was getting sick of that question.  It was probably inevitable, but ... I felt a surge of bitter rage.  I’d mastered contraceptive spells a long time ago, well before the time I’d ever considered using them.  If I got pregnant, it would be through choice.  And it would be a major scandal, if it happened before I got married.  “How long will it take for people to stop thinking I’m pregnant?” 
 
      
 
    “Nine months,” Lucy said, mischievously. 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “I’m not pregnant, not yet.  I’m not even married.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy looked me in the eye. “Are you sure they have your best interests at heart?” 
 
      
 
    “What ...?”  I stared at her.  “The family?” 
 
      
 
    “I am very familiar with people trying to manipulate me,” Lucy said.  “Those who did ... tried to push me into untenable positions, then force me to do their bidding.  You appear to be on the verge of having the same problem.  What’ll happen when you and they disagree about something?” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes met mine.  “Will you have the same authority, when you take power, as your father wields now?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.”  I wasn’t sure it was even a question.  “I’d have the same power, at least until my son reached adulthood ...” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?”  Lucy’s eyes never left mine.  “You might have the formal power, but who has the real power?  What’ll you do if the family council votes to remove you?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  I was missing something, something that nagged at me without ever quite coming into the open.  “I can keep them under control.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Lucy didn’t sound as though she believed me.  “The push to recall you, and discredit your father and brother, wouldn’t have been possible without a solid block of votes.  They’re not going to split up simply because you’ve taken your father’s place.  They’ll seek to keep you under control, just to ensure you don’t keep them under control.  And if that happens, who’s really in charge?” 
 
      
 
    She frowned.  “What will you do when they come to you and start making demands?  What will you do when they insist you do something you literally can’t do?  Or don’t want to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Stephen isn’t stupid,” I protested.  “He wouldn’t push me too far.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s very easy for people to carp and criticise when they’re not the person in charge,” Lucy said.  “They come up with ideas that are simply impractical, in the real world, and insist on their ideas being implemented without regard to the practicalities.  And, when the idea doesn’t work, they blame the person charged with implementing it.  It never occurs to them that their idea was fundamentally flawed in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    She grinned, then sobered.  “I’m sure your uncle is a cunning political mastermind,” she said, wryly.  “He’s pushed himself into a position that allows him to dictate policy.  But that doesn’t mean he knows how to handle himself on a larger scale.” 
 
      
 
    “I can reason with him,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Lucy shrugged.  “You’ve lived outside the family.  Has he?  You renovated a hall on a budget.  Has he?  You carefully built up a genuinely successful business.  Has he?  You understood the limits of your position as Lady of Kirkhaven.  Does he understand the limits of his?” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes narrowed, just for a second.  “What will you do, Isabella, if he tells you to order Akin not to marry Cat?  If he gives you the choice between forcing your brother to remain unmarried or being kicked out of the family?  What will you do?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, lost for words.  Uncle Stephen wouldn’t do that ... would he?  He wouldn’t be that cruel.  And yet ... Morag had been sent into exile for loving and marrying the wrong man.  It was possible she’d been lying, I supposed, but I’d believed her at the time and I still did.  I felt my heart twist, brutally.  Akin and Cat really loved each other.  I’d seen them together too many times to doubt it.  They wouldn’t have spent so much time together if the marriage had been nothing more than a political bargaining chip ... 
 
      
 
    Something clicked in my mind.  “Akin spoke to you, didn’t he?  He put you up to this.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a flicker cross her face and knew I was right.  I should have seen it earlier.  Lucy simply knew too much.  She’d discussed details I knew hadn’t been in the papers, details that really shouldn’t have been public knowledge.  It was hard to believe she had spies in the hall.  She simply didn’t have the money to pay them, not when they’d be taking an immense risk.  No, Akin was the only person who could have told her.  I’d thought he was suspiciously eager to attend the party.  It had been so much out of character that alarm bells should have been ringing in my head. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Lucy didn’t bother to deny it.  “But it doesn’t make anything I said untrue.” 
 
      
 
    I stood.  “I can handle myself,” I snapped.  I’d killed a warlock.  I could deal with Uncle Stephen.  “He thinks he can use me.  He’s playing with fire.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy smiled, as if I’d said something funny.  Again.  “I’ve known too many people who got themselves into real trouble, because they thought they could handle it,” she said.  “I could tell you ...” 
 
      
 
    “Stay out of my business,” I ground out.  “And I’ll stay out of yours.” 
 
      
 
    It was hard to keep my face under control as I stalked towards the door.  I’d liked her.  I’d respected her.  I’d thought we could be friends, perhaps even allies.  I ... I wanted to demand to know what she’d been thinking, when she’d agreed to do a favour for my brother.  Akin ... what was he doing?  A passive-aggressive sally wasn’t really his style.  Had Cat put him up to it?  It wasn’t really her style, either.  She was more likely to break my nose.  Again. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me,” Lucy said.  There was a low urgency in her voice that nearly stopped me in my tracks.  I gritted my teeth and ignored it.  “Sometimes, you don’t see the trap until it’s far too late.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  I opened the door.  “And sometimes, one just burns through the trap before it can snap closed.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-One: Akin 
 
      
 
    “Isabella has nerve, doesn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    Cat looked torn between amusement and envy.  Girls simply didn’t wear trousers, not in public.  It wasn’t done.  And yet, Isabella had casually turned social convention upside down.  The girls were already discussing what they were going to order, when the shops opened the following morning, now they could claim an Heir Primus had led the way.  I wondered what Mother and Father - and Uncle Stephen - would make of it, when word finally reached them.  I had no doubt someone would tell them.  There were plenty of people in the chamber who’d delight in currying favour with my family.  I’d probably get some pretty searching questions about why I hadn’t stopped or reported her myself. 
 
      
 
    I smiled at the thought, although it wasn’t funny.  It had never been easy to dissuade Isabella from anything.  The more one tried, the harder she clung to whatever she wanted to do.  It was why I’d asked Lucy to talk to her, rather than risk trying myself.  She might listen to Lucy.  They really did have a lot in common. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she does,” I said, recalling myself to the conversation.  I couldn’t help wondering how Cat would look in a pair of loose-fitting trousers.  I wasn’t fool enough to say that out loud.  Alana and Bella were too close for my peace of mind.  Relations between our families were too rocky, thanks to Uncle Stephen, for me to take the risk.  “And everyone will be copying her tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I studied my sister.  She was holding court by the buffet, surrounded by an assortment of aristocrats, cronies and hangers-on.  Lucy’s parties weren’t solely for the aristocracy - she could hardly have barred her fiancé from her gatherings - but most of the middle-class guests knew their place.  They were there to support their patrons, to endorse their suggestions and laugh at their jokes and sneer at their enemies ... nothing else.  Callam looked thoroughly out of place, so thoroughly that I felt a wave of pity.  I was on the verge of beckoning him over when a maid spoke briefly to Isabella.  She pointed Callam towards us, then followed the maid to the rear door.  I felt my heart begin to pound.  It had begun. 
 
      
 
    Callam looked relieved to see me and Cat, although he clearly wasn’t sure what to make of Cat’s sisters.  Rose had been invited, from what I’d heard, but she’d declined to attend.  I wished she’d come, if only because she’d been born somewhere not too far from Kirkhaven.  She might have a better idea of what Callam was going through than anyone else, even Isabella.  I was surprised at her.  She’d spent the last six years in exile. 
 
      
 
    She was still an aristocrat, I reminded myself.  And when Uncle Ira died, she inherited his position. 
 
      
 
    “These parties are better than the formal dos,” Cat said, to Callam.  “What do you make of them?” 
 
      
 
    Callam shook his head.  He had a glass in his hand, but he hadn’t touched a drop.  I guessed he didn’t like the idea of drinking alcohol, not here.  I waved to one of the maids and asked for a couple of fruit juices.  I’d never really been fond of alcohol either.  Francis’s bouts of alcohol-induced idiocy had been quite enough to put me off the idea of getting drunk well before I’d even tried.  Callam looked almost pathetically relieved as we swapped glasses.  I made a mental note to raise the issue with Isabella, before it blew a permanent hole in their relationship.  She knew better.  She’d grown up here, but Callam hadn’t.  He hadn’t even gone to Jude’s. 
 
      
 
    “This place is so confusing,” Callam said.  “How do you keep everyone straight?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  Lamplighter Hall was smaller than Rubén Hall, but it wasn’t easy to tell.  Lucy and her staff had hung drapes and mirrors everywhere, creating the impression that the dance hall was far larger than it was.  There were all sorts of private nooks and crannies, places where happy couples could go … and be left undisturbed, as long as they didn’t go too far.  It would be a fool who believed them to be truly private, although I doubted Lucy spied on her guests.  She couldn’t afford the scandal. 
 
      
 
    “You learn,” I said, finally.  “We were switched around a lot, when we went to school.  By the time we left, I knew everyone in my generation and most of the people immediately above and below.  I didn’t know all of the seniors, but I could figure out their family names just from looking at how they related to others.  And ... I’d know about the people I should know about.” 
 
      
 
    Callam frowned.  “That makes no sense.” 
 
      
 
    “It does,” Cat assured him.  “Anyone important, anyone with power, we’d know about him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” Callam said.  “None of this makes any sense to me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go back to the Workshop tomorrow,” Cat said.  “You’re doing fine, but there is a lot more ground to cover.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Callam didn’t sound very pleased.  “I should go visit my sisters.” 
 
      
 
    “Invite them to visit the hall,” I said, seriously.  Father had suggested taking Daisy and Poppy as clients.  It wasn’t as if they weren’t qualified.  “You’re part of the family.  You’d be welcome to invite whoever you liked.” 
 
      
 
    Callam gave me a look that suggested he didn’t understand a word I’d said.  I reminded myself, once again, that he’d come from a very different world.  Kirkhaven hadn’t struck me as very big, when I’d ridden through it.  I didn’t think there could be any more than a hundred people at most living there.  If that was true, there were more people on the dance floor than lived in the entire town.  Callam had to feel a little claustrophobic.  I wanted to suggest he went outside, perhaps with us, but people would talk.  And ... 
 
      
 
    I glanced up, just in time to see Isabella striding down the rear stairs.  Our eyes met, just for a second.  I saw a deep burning fury within her gaze.  I knew, without having to ask, that something had gone badly.  Lucy ... what had Lucy said?  I peered past Isabella and saw nothing.  There was no sign of Lucy.  I didn’t think that was a good thing. 
 
      
 
    Callam hadn’t seen her.  I hesitated, then decided not to point him in her direction.  She was already surrounded by bootlickers, all of whom seemed to be competing to see who could keep their tongue on her feet the longest.  It wasn’t quite a metaphor either.  I knew some of the people crowding her.  They were either on the way down or right at the bottom of the aristocratic hierarchy.  A word from Isabella could see them starting the long climb back to the top.  They weren’t proud.  They’d do whatever it took to get into her good graces.   
 
      
 
    I tried to keep my face under tight control.  I knew my sister.  Isabella had always been more willing to let her emotions run free than me and ... I knew she was angry.  Whatever had happened, between Lucy and her, had to have been bad.  I was surprised she wasn’t stomping over to pick a fight, right in front of the entire hall.  She knew I’d spoken to Lucy.  In hindsight, I might have made a mistake. 
 
      
 
    Cat nudged me.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked Lucy to speak to her,” I said.  I was vague.  I really didn’t want Callam to go anywhere near her, not when she was in that sort of mood.  “It might have been a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe so,” Cat said.  “You think we should go outside?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Callam.  “Do you want to see the grounds?” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    My heart sank as we made our way towards the gardens.  The hall was packed, with more and more aristocrats entering with every passing moment.  I felt cramped, even though I was used to it.  I dreaded to think how Callam must be feeling.  Cat followed me, her sisters keeping their distance.  I frowned as I spotted Henrietta Maria.  She looked alone - and scared. 
 
      
 
    Everyone’s already dumped her, I thought.  I’d intended to do something, after what she’d done to Isabella, but it looked as though I didn’t need to bother.  They don’t want to be anywhere near when Isabella spots her. 
 
      
 
    Cat took my arm as we stepped through the window and onto the lawn.  Lamplighter Hall had an eerily unkempt garden, a deliberate choice in a city of perfectly tendered lawns, flower beds and climbing trees.  I had to admit it looked striking.  Lucy - or her gardeners - had positioned lanterns to mark pathways through tiny clusters of trees and half-ruined duck ponds.  One could walk thirty metres from the hall and believe it was thirty miles.  It was hard to believe, really, that we were still within the city. 
 
      
 
    “This feels better,” Callam said.  It was hard to make out his face within the gloom.  “Are there more parks within the city?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but they’re all perfectly manicured,” I said.  I’d never really considered just carving out a plot of land and letting it lay fallow, just to see what might happen.  “You’d have to go out of the city to see more open landscape.” 
 
      
 
    I remembered Kirkhaven and smiled in bitter understanding.  Callam could walk for miles, if he wished, and never see another person.   The land was dangerous - Isabella had told me there were bogs and abandoned mines everywhere - but it was beautiful.  I could see the appeal, even though I was a city boy.  Isabella had come to love it, too.  But ... she hadn’t even looked back since she’d been recalled to the city.   
 
      
 
    Cat cleared her throat.  “Are you happy?” 
 
      
 
    Callam started.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not enjoying the party,” Cat said.  “I understand.  I never used to enjoy them either.  I only came because Akin was going.” 
 
      
 
    “I only went because you were going,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  Callam turned away.  “It isn’t my place.” 
 
      
 
    I winced in sudden understanding.  Isabella and Callam had had a considerable amount of privacy in Kirkhaven.  They weren’t entirely alone, but the staff worked for them.  They could hold hands and hug and kiss, without fearing prying eyes and censorious voices.  It wasn’t so much that they’d fallen into bad habits as ... they’d grown used to being together.  And now they were being pulled apart.  Isabella wanted to be Heir Primus, then Regent.  Callam just wanted to go home. 
 
      
 
    “I know how you feel,” I said, although it wasn’t entirely true.  I disliked parties, but at least I knew how to handle myself.  “I think ... I think you two need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    Callam snorted.  I was pretty sure I knew what he was feeling.  He loved her and he wanted to be with her and yet ... he didn’t want to stay with her here.  Callam wasn’t Cat.  He didn’t want to spend his entire life in the forgery.  How could he say that to her?  Isabella couldn’t tend to the family and tend to him.  She might not even be able to leave the city for more than a day or two.  My father hadn’t spent more than a week away from the city as far back as I could remember. Even when he’d gone to the estates, he’d spent much of his time handling business.  He hadn’t spent anything like enough time with us. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know what to say,” Callam said.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    He walked into the darkness.  I started to go after him, but Cat put her hand on my arm.  I glanced around, just to be sure we weren’t being watched, then leaned against her for a long moment.  I didn’t feel like kissing.  I wanted ... I cursed myself, again, for telling father about the spellbreaker.  Isabella could have stayed in exile until Cat and I were safely married.   
 
      
 
    Or perhaps it wasn’t my fault, I thought.  Uncle Stephen had recalled Isabella well before he’d known about Callam.  Or had he?  He’d either gotten incredibly lucky or we’d missed something.  Isabella had assumed Morag had gone to him, but ... why wait so long?  Why not reach out to Isabella sooner, or simply kidnap Callam, or ... why wait?  Did he think the alliance would fall apart on its own? 
 
      
 
    I squeezed Cat’s hand gently.  We’d been through too much together for us to simply go our separate ways.  We might not have become so close, we might have ended the betrothal when we came of age, but we wouldn’t have had a falling out.  We’d have stayed friends.  Hell, a betrothal was pretty much a legal fiction.  There hadn’t been any obligation for us to marry.  No one would have said anything if we’d politely declined. 
 
      
 
    Yes, they would, I contradicted myself.  We’d just have said no. 
 
      
 
    “We should go after him,” I said, letting go of her.  “If he runs into trouble ...” 
 
      
 
    “I gave him a couple of protective amulets,” Cat said, as we started to make our way back to the hall.  “He should be fine, even if he goes outside the walls.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t so sure.  Cat’s Objects of Power gave her an edge, particularly when someone had no reason to expect a purpose-built Object of Power, but they didn’t make her invincible.  I’d snapped hexes at her for hours, when we’d been testing the latest designs, and she hadn’t been touched by a single one ... and yet, I’d still been able to attack her directly.  She was tough - forging called for physical strength and endurance, instead of magic alone - but she wasn’t the strongest person I’d met.  Magister Tallyman had been practically made of muscle. 
 
      
 
    The thought made me smile.  “Did you introduce Callam to Magister Tallyman?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Cat said.  “I’m hoping Magister Tallyman and Magister Niven will have a chance to examine Callam, when they have a moment, but right now ...” 
 
      
 
    Her voice trailed off as we reached the edge of the hall and stepped through the open doors.  The crowds seemed to have gotten worse, somehow.  Lucy’s staff - there was no sign of Lucy herself - were urging people onto the lawns, in hopes of keeping the party going a little longer.  I glanced at my watch.  It was just past midnight.  Lucy’s parties didn’t have set finishing times, unlike the more formal affairs, but people would soon be leaving anyway.  I wondered if Cat and I could sneak off, leaving Isabella to get home on her own.  It wasn’t as if we weren’t going to have a flaming row tomorrow anyway. 
 
      
 
    The crowds surged around us as they headed for the lawns.  I glanced back and saw Callam making his way towards us.  He looked tired, and drained.  I looked around for Isabella, intending to signal her to say her goodbyes and come home with us.  She could shout at me in the carriage, if she wanted.  Callam needed his sleep.  I caught myself yawning and groaned inwardly.  I’d been up for far too long. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll head home soon,” I said, as Callam joined us.  “Where’s Isabella ...?” 
 
      
 
    “There.”  Cat sounded worried.  “Look.” 
 
      
 
    I followed her gaze.  Isabella was still surrounded by a small army of sycophants, but ... Henrietta Maria was heading towards her.  She looked nervous, yet determined ... I swallowed hard.  There was no way this was going to end well.  I forced myself to think, to come up with something that would avert the looming catastrophe.  Perhaps if I kissed Cat in public ... the thought was absurd.  She’d kill me.  Her family - and mine - would be outraged.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    Henrietta Maria caught Isabella’s eye.  I doubted Isabella had really been unaware of her approach.  She’d always been better in crowds than I.  And yet, she completely ignored the newcomer in a manner that told everyone watching that she was deliberately ignoring her.  I winced, inwardly, as nasty grins were directed towards Henrietta Maria.  If she was Isabella’s enemy, she was the enemy of everyone who wanted to be Isabella’s friend.  I had to admire her nerve, even as I feared disaster.  It was never easy to defy the scorn and disbelief of the crowd.  It would be a great deal easier to turn and walk away. 
 
      
 
    She said something.  I didn’t catch it.  But Isabella’s face darkened with rage.  She lifted her glass and threw the contents at Henrietta Maria.  The girl stumbled back, fruit juice dripping from her face and hair.  The rest of the crowd followed suit, drenching Henrietta Maria in liquid.  Her dress clung to her skin, her hands lifting to cover herself as the crowd brayed with savage laughter ... 
 
      
 
    I heard an incoherent sound behind me and glanced back.  Callam was staring at Isabella, naked horror on his face.  He swallowed hard, then turned and stalked away.  I stared after him, unsure where he thought he was going.  It wouldn’t be that hard to find his way back to the hall.  The roads were easy to follow.  I swallowed, then looked at Isabella.  Her face was pale.  She knew what she’d done.  She knew she’d pushed him too far. 
 
      
 
    And that it might be too late to put things to rights. 
 
      
 
    I shouldered my way through the crowd, heedless of the people in my way.  Henrietta Maria was crying, unable to move ... someone had hexed her feet to the floor.  I freed her as I passed, hoping Lucy’s staff would take care of her.  I didn’t have time. 
 
      
 
    Isabella’s cronies scattered as I approached.    “Akin, I ...” 
 
      
 
    “Get after him,” I growled.  I didn’t care who overheard.  The rumours were probably halfway across the city by now.  Drenching Henrietta Maria had been quite bad enough.  Losing Callam was worse.  “Now!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Two: Isabella 
 
      
 
    I stumbled out into the darkness, cursing myself as I ran. 
 
      
 
    I’d made a complete fool of myself.  I wanted to scream and shout and deny it, but there was no point.  I could have cut Henrietta Maria dead, sentenced her to social death without saying a word, instead of throwing my drink at her.  I could have ... I cursed myself again and again.  I’d been so angry at everyone that I’d allowed her to drive me over the edge, that I’d driven Callam away ... 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as I kept moving.  Callam was ... Callam was gone and I didn't know how to bring him back and ... my thoughts ran in circles.  He’d been part of my life for so long I didn't know what I’d do without him, without ... I cursed myself under my breath.  He was a decent person and I’d used him as a prop.  Or worse.  I was no better than Uncle Ira and Uncle Stephen and everyone else who used people like tools and threw them away when they were no longer useful.  Shame washed through me.  I’d allowed myself to fall back into old habits.  No, it was worse.  I’d let myself be tricked into believing that everything would be fine and ... it wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    My heart clenched.  The darkness had swallowed Callam ... where was he?  He could run far faster than me.  He could be anywhere ... where would he go?  Where could he go?  He didn’t know the city, not really.  He didn’t know the dangers.  He didn’t know ... I cursed myself, again and again, as I reached the bottom of the drive and peered into the street beyond.  It was dark.  There was no one in sight, save for a pair of carriages.  I forced myself to take a breath and calm down.  Where would he go?  The Workshop?  There was no one there, not now.  Cat was behind me and no one else would be there, not without her.  And ... 
 
      
 
    I swallowed as I ran.  Callam would have gone back to the hall, back to his room, back to collect his luggage before ... before what?  I’d read a dozen romance novels in which the hero - or the heroine - ran to the stagecoach to catch their lover before they went into exile, or go into exile with them, but did Callam even know where to find a stagecoach?  We hadn’t taken a regular coach when we’d travelled south ... I shook my head.  Callam was ingenious.  He’d probably find a way to ask someone, perhaps one of the maids.  He’d always gotten on well with the servants back home.  And here, they might be quite happy to help him leave me.  I hadn’t treated them very well when I’d been a little girl. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy to run to the mansion.  I blessed my decision to wear trousers, even though I knew they’d cause comment.  I’d been careful not to let any of my older relatives see me as I’d slunk downstairs ... it felt like years had passed since we’d made our way to Lamplighter Hall.  I’d been angry at Lucy, and Henrietta Maria, but that was no excuse.  I’d acted terribly and ... no one would say anything, not in public, but ... they’d remember.  I’d bet everything I had that they’d remember. 
 
      
 
    The wards crackled around me as I ran up the driveway and paused to catch my breath, then headed through the private entrance and up the stairs.  A pair of maids on night duties caught sight of me and gaped.  I had to look absolutely dreadful.  Rumours would be flying around like crazy before the night was out.  I cursed under my breath, all too aware it probably wouldn’t matter.  Spreading insane rumours was an old trick, in hopes of burying embarrassing truths beneath a mountain of complete bovine faecal matter, but in this case it was pointless.  There’d been too many witnesses.  No one would say anything in public, but ... it wouldn’t matter.  I pushed my way past the maids and kept moving.  I’d worry about what they might say later. 
 
      
 
    I hesitated as I reached the top of the stairs.  If I was wrong ... Callam could have gone anywhere.  He didn’t know the city, not like a native.  He could sleep beneath the stars back home, but not here.  And he didn’t have magic to protect himself.  He might not even be recognised.  Or, worse, he would be recognised.  He wasn’t invincible.  It wouldn’t be that hard for someone to bang him on the head, knock him out and transport him to a secure prison.  There were chambers below the hall we used for storing uninvited guests.  I was sure there were similar arrangements everywhere else. 
 
      
 
    Callam’s door was closed.  I hesitated, again.  Callam was good-natured, almost to a fault ... it wasn’t easy to get under his skin.  His sisters had certainly never managed to push him past the rage-breaking point.  If I’d succeeded ... I swallowed, raised my hand and tapped on the door.  There was no answer.  I waited, wondering - again - if I’d been wrong.  If he’d stayed on the streets ... I sagged, despite myself.  It had been a long day and it wasn’t over yet. 
 
      
 
    The door clicked.  I twisted the knob and stepped inside.  Callam was sitting on his bed, staring at me.  His face was grim.  I closed the door behind me and slammed a pair of privacy wards into place.  People would talk ... right now, I didn’t give a damn.  I’d worry about that later, if there was a later.  Callam had every right to be angry with me and ... I shook my head.  I just didn’t know what to say. 
 
      
 
    Callam’s voice was bleak.  “Is that what you want to be?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak.  Morag’s books had warned men wore different faces for different people.  It had never occurred to me that women might have the same problem.  But then, until I’d met Callam everyone I’d known had been from the same social class.  None of them would have expected me to play nice with Henrietta Maria.  None of them ... 
 
      
 
    “Being here has brought out the worst in you,” Callam said, flatly.  He stared at his hands, as if he didn’t dare look at me.  “You’ve turned into a monster.” 
 
      
 
    “She did it to me!”  I spoke without thinking.  “She drenched me first ...” 
 
      
 
    “I could put on a defensive ring and slap Daisy and Poppy senseless, for daring to cast spells on me when I was younger,” Callam said.  His tone didn’t change.  “I could do it.  Would it be right?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, numbly.  Akin and I had practiced spells on each other, when we’d been younger, but we’d fought on even terms.  Callam ... Callam hadn’t been able to defend himself, at least until I’d taught him how to forge protections.  I wouldn’t have blamed him for teaching his sisters a lesson, but ... it spoke well of him, I supposed, that he hadn’t.  He’d chosen to put the past behind him.  I wished I’d had the sense to do the same. 
 
      
 
    “This is fake,” Callam said.  He waved a hand at the walls.  “All of this is fake.” 
 
      
 
    I sat on the bed, next to him.  Normally, he would have put an arm around me.  This time, he didn’t.  I felt my heart twist in pain.  He’d seen me at my worst and he didn’t like it.  Nothing I’d done at Kirkhaven, even when I’d tried to grapple with the endless difficulties of renovating the estate, came close.  I’d done worse than simply make a fool of myself.  I’d blown my reborn career right out of the water. 
 
      
 
    “They shunned you,” Callam said.  “They shunned you until your elders started to favour you over your brother, whereupon they kissed your rear instead.  They don’t like you.  They don’t care about you.  It’s all meaningless, because it can be taken away at the drop of a hat.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to argue that he was wrong, but I couldn’t.  He was right.  High Society hadn’t welcomed me, after everything I’d done, until the Grande Dames had had no choice.  They could hardly shun the girl who might wind up controlling a Great House, one with tendrils that stretched right across the kingdom.  I’d be in a perfect position to take revenge on my enemies, as long as I held the crown.  And yet, I could lose it just as easily.  Uncle Stephen wouldn’t have to jump through dozens of hoops to remove a mere regent. 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t real,” Callam said.  “What happened to the girl who risked her life to stop a mad warlock?  What happened to the girl who dedicated herself to rebuilding an estate and forging her own business?  What happened to the girl who proved herself a fair and dedicated judge?” 
 
      
 
    His voice rose.  “What happened to my friend?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at my hands, unsure how to answer.  I’d been seduced.  Not like the heroines of Morag’s books, the ones who’d embarked on mad quests to retrieve their honour or force their partner to make honest women of them.  I’d been offered something I’d always wanted, something I’d been unfairly denied, and ... I’d let myself fall.  I should have seen the trap, the promise of power combined with the threat of its loss, and stepped well clear of the edge.  Instead, I’d jumped right into the pit.  The older men in Kirkhaven talked about pitfalls waiting for eager youngsters who travelled to the big cities.  Who’d have thought they’d been actually right? 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you do here, it won’t matter,” Callam said.  He waved a hand at my trousers.  “You set a new fashion trend ... so what?  What does it matter if your ... if your people wear trousers or dresses or walk around in the buff?  What does it matter?  All the real decisions will be made elsewhere, while you’re distracted by fancy trinkets and everyone’s pretending to love you.  What does it matter?” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to tell him he was wrong, but I couldn’t.  He was right.  I’d seen something of how my father ran the family, but I was far from ready to take power.  And if I kept going to parties, if I kept allowing myself to be dragged down, I would never be ready to take power.  I would be nothing more than a figurehead, playing at being queen while others called the shots.   
 
      
 
    “Is this really what you want?”  Callam stood, as if he could no longer bear to sit next to me.  “Is this what you want to be?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  Callam was right, righter than he knew.  The family was huge.  It was rare for anyone to make a real impact.  My father had succeeded, when he’d brokered the alliance, but even that was threatened.  I’d helped Uncle Stephen threaten it.  I stared down at my hands, damning myself for a fool.  I’d been so eager to claim my birthright, the position that should have been mine, that I hadn’t realised the price.  I hadn’t realised it might cost me Callam. 
 
      
 
    Tears prickled in my eyes.  He didn’t belong here.  And neither did I. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Callam stared back at me.  “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes hardened.  “What am I to you?  What am I to them?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re my” - friend, lover; I wasn’t sure what to say - “you’re my ...” 
 
      
 
    “What do you expect?”  Callam met my eyes, silently daring me to look away.  “Me to slip into the forgery and forge for you, for your family, while you swan around the dance floor pretending that everything’s fine?  What do you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    “I want you to be with me,” I said.  It was true.  “I need you.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you need me,” Callam asked bluntly, “or do you need my talent?” 
 
      
 
    I felt as if I’d been slapped.  No, worse than slapped.  Morag had slapped me, more than once, but ... it had never hurt as bad as the knife twisting in my gut.  I’d kept Callam’s secret, yet ... the moment it had burst into the light I’d tried to use it.  What did that make me?  A fool?  A knave?  Or a monster little better than Uncle Ira? 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” Callam said.  “But I won’t stay and watch you tear yourself apart.” 
 
      
 
    He stepped back towards me.  “Back home, what you did mattered.  You did well for yourself.  You would have done well without me.  Here ... you’ll destroy yourself if you stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Or become a puppet,” I growled.  Oh, I could see the trap now.  Sooner or later, Uncle Stephen would push me to do something horrible ... and either force me to compromise myself or remove me from power.  I could guess what, too.  Akin loved Cat.  If he was told he had to choose between her and the family, he’d choose her.  And Uncle Stephen would not approve.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to look at myself.  Callam was right.  The family hadn’t welcomed me back because it wanted me.  It had recalled me because installing me as Heir Primus was the only way to unseat my father without triggering a major dispute that might tear the entire family apart.  Callam had been an unexpected bonus ... probably.  I suspected Uncle Stephen might have been a little surprised by his existence, perhaps even a little worried.  If I had a power base of my own, I might be harder to remove than he’d hoped.  And while I’d been tempted by power, it had also forced me to realise that it wasn’t real.  High Society had been forced to hail me as a social queen.  It would go back to shunning me in an instant if it thought there was no threat of punishment. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  I wasn’t sure who I was apologising to.  Callam?  Akin?  Or the little girl I’d once been.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I made up my mind.  I could go to Akin and Father and tell them that I intended to step down as Heir Primus.  Akin would have the position by default ... unless Uncle Stephen dragged in another candidate.  Penny?  It was possible, using the same logic he’d used to promote me.  But Penny was still a child ... not, I supposed, that it would matter.  There’d be definite advantages in using a child as a figurehead.  She might not even notice she’d been put in a box. 
 
      
 
    Sure, my thoughts mocked.  Just like you didn’t notice. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go back home,” I said.  It wasn’t going to be easy to secure the estate.  We were too close to the border for comfort.  And ... I had no idea how Uncle Stephen would react, when the second Zero was taken away.  I smirked at the thought.  He’d practically have to step back and let Akin become Patriarch, or face losing everything.  The family would need the alliance.  “And we can ...” 
 
      
 
    It hit me, suddenly.  Uncle Stephen reminded me of Uncle Ira.  It wasn’t something I could put my finger on, but it was there.  And it sent shivers down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?”  Callam broke into my thoughts.  “Because if you leave now, they won’t let you return.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly not under the same conditions,” I agreed. Akin might welcome us, but no one else would ... not, I supposed, that it mattered.  I felt better, now my mind was made up.  “But we can’t stay here either.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly, as he sat next to me.  I owed Akin an apology.  Hell, I owed Lucy Lamplighter and Henrietta Maria formal apologies too.  The thought of writing one to Henrietta stung - she had started it - but I owed it to my conscience to try.  Maybe I should go in person to Lamplighter Hall and ask for forgiveness.  Lucy would understand, if anyone would.  She’d faced challenges that would daunt a lesser person. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  I had to make it clear, even if there was a risk he’d leave.  “I’ve been a fool.  I shouldn’t have treated you like that.  And if you want to go, I’ll understand.” 
 
      
 
    Callam leaned forward and kissed me.  I kissed him back.  It crossed my mind that we didn’t have real privacy, no matter how many wards surrounded the room.  The maids would have seen me go in, alone.  And yet ... it didn’t matter as the kisses grew more intense.  Callam shifted, his body pressing against mine as his arms wrapped around me.  I shivered, in anticipation and fear, as he straddled me.  I’d worry about the maids later.  I hadn’t realised what I’d had until I’d come far too close to losing it.  Callam was a good man.  He deserved better ... 
 
      
 
    It was morning when I woke, early morning.  I flushed.  Callam was lying next to me ... it wasn’t the first time we’d talked long into the night and fallen asleep together, but it was different.  My lips felt puffy and swollen and ... I shook my head as memory returned.  I’d made a fool of myself and it was time to make things better.  I kissed Callam’s forehead, then slipped out of bed.  My trousers were in rags.  I’d have to be careful, very careful, when I left the room.  If the maids saw me, they might report to their superiors and I’d have some explaining to do.  I didn’t think there was a good answer, certainly not one I could give.   
 
      
 
    We’ll be home soon, I told myself, dismissing the thought.  I couldn’t wait.  Shallot wasn’t home any longer, not really.  And then it will all be over.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Three: Akin 
 
      
 
    I awoke slowly, with a banging headache. 
 
      
 
    No, I realised as I stumbled out of bed.  It wasn’t my head that was banging.  Someone was banging on the door, time and time again without regard for common decency.  I stood and stumbled over to the door, unable to muster the magic to open the door.  I’d got back very late and had to fend off a bunch of questions from relatives who really - really - wanted to know what had happened.  I opened the door and blinked.  Isabella stood outside, waiting for me.  She’d showered and changed into a simple dress, but her lips were incredibly puffy. 
 
      
 
    I hastily beckoned her to enter.  “You need to deal with your lips,” I said, as I closed the door.  I didn’t need to ask what she’d been doing last night.  “They look ... noticeable.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella flushed.  “I ... I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her.  “Isabella ...” 
 
      
 
    She cut me off.  “I made an absolute fool of myself and I have no excuse, not this time.  Callam and I have discussed the matter and decided we will go back to Kirkhaven after High Summer.  Perhaps earlier, if you don’t want us to stick around.  You’ll be Heir Primus again and I wish you well of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been a fool,” Isabella said.  “And I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I watched as she turned to look in the mirror, muttering a pair of charms to repair or hide the damage.  I guessed she and Callam had been very busy last night.  I hoped and prayed to all the ancients that no one had noticed.  I didn’t care, and it would have been hypocritical of me to complain, but no one else would agree.  I hoped they’d patched up their relationship, although I knew it wouldn’t be easy.  Cat and I had grown up in similar surroundings.  Isabella and Callam had been born and raised in very different worlds. 
 
      
 
    “I was terrible to Lucy too,” Isabella said.  “I need to apologise to her.” 
 
      
 
    She shot a look at me.  “You could have spoken to me yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I feared you wouldn’t listen,” I said.  I’d never wanted to be Heir Primus, but Isabella had always assumed I had.  I’d feared she’d think I was trying to reclaim my birthright ... a birthright I didn’t even want.  “And I thought you might listen to her.” 
 
      
 
    “It was probably the wrong time,” Isabella said, wryly.  “She’d hoped to discuss business with me.  No one would have thought anything of it if she’d asked me to visit her privately.” 
 
      
 
    She grinned, then sobered.  “I’ve called a meeting of the family council,” she said.  “I have to give them the news.” 
 
      
 
    “You move quick,” I said, surprised.  “It’s only”- I glanced at the clock - “nine o’clock.” 
 
      
 
    “By now, the entire population of Kirkhaven will have been up for hours,” Isabella said, mischievously.   “We’ll have breakfast, then speak to them at eleven.  And then ...” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head.  “I made a fool of myself.  Again.  I should have known better.” 
 
      
 
    I remembered what Cat had said and shook my head.  “You were offered something you couldn’t resist,” I told her.  “I don’t blame you for being tempted.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella glanced at me.  “Would you have been tempted?” 
 
      
 
    “Not by that,” I said.  There’d been a rumour, two years ago, of a secret cache of previously unknown books from the long-dead empire.  Cat and I had followed up on the rumour as thoroughly as we could, offering rewards for the books if they were placed into our hands, but it had come to nothing.  I still wondered, sometimes, if there had ever been anything to the story.  And if someone had offered me the books, I might not look too closely before accepting them.  “I ...if someone had found something that actually appealed to me, I might have made the same choice.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed.  Father had told me, time and time again, that giving into one’s desires was asking for trouble.  Even admitting they existed was acknowledging a weakness.  It was harsh, but true.  I didn’t want to admit, even to myself, just how much I’d liked it when Saline had kissed me, how much I’d wanted more.  And yet, it was true.  Under the right circumstances, I could be tempted. 
 
      
 
    I hopped into the bathroom, showered and changed into a simple suit.  Uncle Stephen was not going to be pleased, both by the summons and Isabella’s decision.  It was ironic indeed that the first time she’d really used the authority of Heir Primus was to renounce it, but ... he’d just have to put up with it.  There were no other candidates, certainly none who could be put forward without upsetting the balance of power.  Uncle Stephen would have to give up, at least for the moment.  And when Cat and I were married ... 
 
      
 
    The thought warmed me as I donned the sword, then led the way down to breakfast.  Callam was already there.  Penny sat next to him, trying to engage him in conversation.  My eyes narrowed, before I remembered she’d been asked to attend a family function as part of the lead up to High Summer.  Callam was ignoring her, for which I was glad.  The last thing anyone needed was an immature brat causing trouble.  There was quite enough of that going around already. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone is talking about your trousers,” Penny said, to Isabella.  “And they’ll all be wearing them ...” 
 
      
 
    Isabella made a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob.  I glowered at Penny until she got the message and shut up.  I didn’t really understand why Isabella had set out to change fashion, to bend it to her will, but it didn’t matter.  Too much else had happened last night for me to care what she’d worn.  Mother was either going to be over the moon or utterly horrified.  I mentally placed bets with myself as the maids brought us breakfast.  I couldn’t help noticing they seemed oddly amused by something.  I didn’t have to guess what. 
 
      
 
    “I need to spend some time in the records, after the council,” Isabella said.  “And then I thought we might go to the zoo.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded.  I glanced at him, trying to guess what he was thinking.  Just how far had they gone last night?  I told myself, sharply, I shouldn’t even think about it.  And yet ... I shook my head, firmly.  They could have a day or two to themselves, preferably outside the mansion.  Uncle Stephen would be raging, in his cold way, when he heard the news.  I’d have to find a way to neutralise him before he did something we couldn’t fix. 
 
      
 
    Father and I will think of something, I thought.  Perhaps we can use this failure to take a swing at his neck. 
 
      
 
    I ate my breakfast slowly, feeling a growing unease as the clock moved mercilessly towards eleven.  It wasn’t going to be a pleasant meeting.  Isabella was likely to be attacked on all sides, from accusations of selfishness to treason.  And there was no way I could defend her, not without making matters worse.  I wondered if she’d warned our father of what she intended to say.  She might have feared he’d try to talk her out of it.  It wasn’t as if she was a bad candidate, on paper. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” Isabella said.  “Are you coming?” 
 
      
 
    Callam accompanied us as we made our way down the stairs and through a series of increasingly powerful wards.  The corridors were crammed with relatives, chatting endlessly about last night.  I felt eyes resting on my back as we moved onwards.  They’d thought they’d come to witness my engagement, then Isabella’s rise to power, then ... I had to smile.  They’d spent a lot of time sucking up to Isabella, all of which had been thoroughly wasted.  I didn’t really blame them.  The more distant they were on the family tree, the less likely they’d ever have any real power in their own right. 
 
      
 
    Isabella stopped at the edge of the chamber, staring inside.  It dawned on me she’d never seen the council chamber before.  We’d been forbidden to enter as children.  We’d tried to sneak inside - of course - but we’d never succeeded.  And even now ... it might be the one and only time Isabella ever saw the chamber.  She looked up and down, then walked inside.  I was mildly surprised no one tried to stop Callam from following.  He certainly shouldn’t have been able to walk through the wards.  He wasn’t family.   Even after they married, he still wouldn’t be one of the blood.  There were secrets that he’d never be allowed to share.   
 
      
 
    None of which he could really use, I reflected.  The family magics required a magician to work.  Keeping them from him is pointless. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen looked impassive as he took his seat.  Uncle Andrew and Auntie Jeanne seemed more annoyed.  Uncle Andrew had never liked me, although I wasn’t sure why.  It wasn’t as if we’d had any contact beyond family gatherings.  Perhaps he’d been in bed when the summons arrived.  Beside him, Uncle Davys looked irked.  Father’s brother had started stepping back from family business after his son’s death.  I wondered, grimly, just what he was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “The meeting is hereby called to order,” Father said, tapping the table.  “My daughter, the Heir Primus, has claimed urgency.” 
 
      
 
    A rustle ran around the table.  I hid my amusement with an effort.  It had to gall them that they’d given Isabella the power to roust them out of bed.  The rules were clear.  If you were a councillor and you were summoned to council, you had to attend or risk losing your place.  If you were on your deathbed, you had to bring your deathbed with you.  It would have been interesting to see how they’d reacted, if she hadn’t intended to tell them she was stepping down.  They’d have had problems censuring her for using the authority they’d given her. 
 
      
 
    Isabella stepped forward.  “I won’t waste your time,” she said.  Her voice was very clear.  “It has become clear to me, after the events of last night, that I am ill-suited for the role of Heir Primus and de facto Matriarch.  It is not easy to admit that I should not have something I have wanted since I was old enough to know I wanted it, but it is true.  Accordingly, I will be stepping down, effective immediately. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate that many of you will consider this a disappointment, if not an outright betrayal.  I am honoured by the trust you placed in me when you decided I was qualified for the role.  I realise that yes, I do have many valid qualifications, but I am incapable of handling the position for the greater good of the family.  I can handle something small, where I can see all the variables and react to them. I cannot handle the entire family. 
 
      
 
    “Furthermore, many of my relatives - and society at large - consider me a traitor.  It is true, as you argued, that my crimes took place when I was a legal child, that my adult self can no longer be held accountable for them.  However, this will not change the opinions of many who feel I pushed myself beyond the point of redemption.  They may have fawned over me when they thought I would inherit the family, but they didn’t want to do it.  They certainly will not fawn over me now.” 
 
      
 
    She took a breath.  I forced myself to gauge their reaction.  Uncle Stephen’s face was impassive.  Uncle Andrews looked furious.  Uncle Davys ... I wasn’t sure what I saw within his blue eyes.  I couldn’t see my father’s face - he had his back to me - but I saw him tense.  It couldn’t have been easy to have the ground move under his feet - again - even though I thought he would be pleased.  The family needed an unquestioned leader.   
 
      
 
    I’ll have to look into changing the rules, I told myself.  There’s no reason beyond tradition we can’t be led by a woman. 
 
      
 
    “Callam and I have discussed the matter at some length,” Isabella said.  “We’ll remain in Kirkhaven.  He’ll continue developing his skills, while I will focus on my business.  My brother will resume his position as Heir Primus, at least until you find another candidate, and he will be assured of my - our - full support.  I hope you’ll respect our decision.” 
 
      
 
    She dropped a perfect curtsey, then stepped back.  Uncle Stephen was still impassive.  I didn’t know what he was thinking.  His grand plan had just crashed into a pile of rubble and ... I met his eyes, just for a second.  He didn't think he’d lost.  And that meant ... what?  Did he have something else up his sleeve?  Another heir?  Penny?  Her sisters?  Or maybe Francis had sired a child after all. 
 
      
 
    “To err is human,” Aunt Jeanne said, finally.  “You made mistakes.  As much as we would like to deny it, we all make mistakes.  Your conduct last night was disgraceful, but you are far from the only person to get drunk and act like a complete idiot.  I am sure that, given time, you would learn from your mistakes.  You already have learnt from some of them.” 
 
      
 
    “You should reconsider,” Uncle Andrew said.  “The council splashed out a hell of a lot of money and favours, calling in obligations from all over the city, just to have you acclaimed as Heir Primus.  You’re acting like an ungrateful brat ...” 
 
      
 
    “That will do,” Father snapped. 
 
      
 
    “The point remains, we did expend a considerable amount of our resources on laying the groundwork for you,” Uncle Davys said.  He sounded almost oily.  “How do you intend to repay us?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella straightened.  “I don’t recall asking you to expend anything,” she said.  “I certainly didn’t ask you to plant stories in the papers well before I returned to Shallot, let alone decided to take up the role.  And the concept of me owing you anything is absurd.” 
 
      
 
    “You do have your weaknesses,” Aunt Jeanne said.  She shot a look at Uncle Andrews that made him snap his mouth shut before he could say a word.  “But you also have your strengths.  Our logic was impeccable.  You will make a good Regent.  You shouldn’t step back because of one minor misstep.  It isn’t as if it was enough to doom you.  Your position is not untenable.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Isabella agreed.  “But my mind is made up.” 
 
      
 
    Aunt Jeanne scowled.  I thought I knew what she was thinking.  She and Isabella had a great deal in common, starting with the simple fact they’d been barred from the highest position of all.  Aunt Jeanne had to like the idea of a female regent, on the grounds it paved the way towards changing tradition ... or simply rendering it irrelevant.  I made a mental note to discuss the topic with her later, after High Summer.  It would be a good way to start isolating Uncle Stephen from his allies. 
 
      
 
    “We are disappointed, but we accept your decision,” Uncle Stephen said.  “We will, of course, need to discuss other matters before you return to Kirkhaven.  I do trust you’ll make yourself available for those decisions.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella curtsied.  “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you are dismissed from the chamber,” Uncle Stephen said.  “The council will be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella turned and strode out of the chamber, Callam following her.  I watched them go, feeling a confusing mixture of emotions.  Isabella might come to regret her decision or ... I shook my head.  My sister wasn’t known for reflection.  I would endlessly consider the pros and cons of every decision, even something as minor as ordering food, while she would jump in headfirst and to hell with the consequences.  I hoped she’d be happy, when she returned home.  She didn’t belong in the city any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Akin, I’ll see you in my office,” Father said.  “Wait there.  I’ll be up in ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, realising I’d been dismissed.  I wasn’t Heir Primus again yet, not technically.  Part of me hoped they’d find another candidate, someone who might actually want the job.  I bowed, then walked outside.  Isabella was waiting, leaning on Callam.  It was clear she’d pushed herself right to the limit.  I doubted I could have done so well.  But then, she’d faced a warlock.  Uncle Ira would have done a damn sight worse to her than booted her out of the family and she knew it. 
 
      
 
    “You’re braver than me,” I said once I was outside in the hall.  “Well done.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella nodded.  “Callam and I will check the records while they’re occupied,” she said.  “And then ... we’ll go to the zoo.” 
 
      
 
    I cocked my head.  “Do you want a chaperone?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Isabella said.  She squeezed Callam’s hand.  “I’m past caring what people think.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said.  “But if you think I’m forgiving you for dumping the job on me, again ...” 
 
      
 
    Isabella made a rude gesture, then dragged Callam out of sight.  I laughed and headed up the stairs, wondering what the councillors were saying.  They wouldn’t be happy.  They really wouldn’t.  But what could they do?  March Isabella into Father’s office and tie her to the chair?  The very thought was laughable.  And yet, what would they do? 
 
      
 
    I walked past a handful of relatives.  They glanced at me, then looked away.  They didn’t know yet.  The council hadn’t had time to send out a formal notification.  They’d try to see what sort of concessions they could extort from my father, before they did.  I wondered how long it would be before they came crawling to me, just as they’d been crawling to her.  Not long, if I was any judge.  I sighed, inwardly.  It had been nice to think about handing my birthright to someone who actually wanted it ... 
 
      
 
    The sword tingled against my shoulder blades.  The council had been right about one thing.  It had gone to a lot of trouble to boost Isabella’s profile, to undo the damage she’d done to herself.  The fact they’d even argued with her, when she’d told them she wanted to step down, was a very bad sign.  They were desperate ... 
 
      
 
    ... And desperate people, as I knew from grim experience, tended to do desperate things. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Four: Isabella 
 
      
 
    “You’re shaking,” Callam said. 
 
      
 
    I motioned for him to be quiet as we walked into the records section, at the back of the library.  The relatives we’d passed along the way had bowed or curtseyed or even tried to speak to me, although the forbidding expression on my face had kept them from really getting in my way.  They wouldn’t want to talk to me any longer, or have anything to do with me, when they realised I was no longer the Heir Primus.  It hurt, more than it should.  I no longer wanted the post and yet it hurt to think I’d go back to being a non-person ... 
 
      
 
    “I stood up to the family council,” I said.  It was hard to believe what I’d done.  I couldn’t recall anyone ever staring their family council in the eye and informing the council that they were leaving.  “I said I was leaving ...” 
 
      
 
    My hands shook.  There was no one around, so I risked leaning against him.  Hardly anyone bothered to spend any time in the archives, not if they could avoid it.  My governess had once punished me by ordering me to dig through the archives to research the family tree, but I’d cheated and looked at the official rolls instead.  If she’d noticed, she hadn’t said anything to me.  The endless rows of boxes, scrolls, parchments and books that were supposed to be over two thousand years old depressed me every time I looked at it.  And yet, it was the only place to find answers. 
 
      
 
    “They can’t force you to take the job,” Callam pointed out.  “Can they?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  There was no way they could make me do a job that required intelligence, cunning and forethought.  I’d read Uncle Ira’s books.  There were compulsion spells that could make the victim think black was white, left was right and walking around in the nude was a good idea, but they tended to have a nasty effect on the victim’s intelligence.  They could try to cast them on me, perhaps using me as a puppet, yet ... there was no way they could keep the pretence going for long.  The entire family would rise up in revolt if they realised what they’d done.  It was just ... unthinkable. 
 
      
 
    And even if they fooled everyone, it wouldn’t work out in their favour, I thought.  I’d be too dumb to so much as follow basic instructions. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry too,” Callam said.  “I never meant to put you through that ...” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” I said.  If I’d left him behind ... I would have left him behind.  I was glad he’d been with me, even though it felt like I’d been put through the wringer.  “Have you ever visited an archive before?” 
 
      
 
    Callam shook his head.  “Never.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s never fun,” I said.  “But it has to be done.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly, as I started to dig through the files.  The family was famous for never throwing anything out.  We had copies of broadsheets dating back hundreds of years, talking about people who’d died centuries ago; we had copies of papers and articles written or obtained by family members and filed away with little to no regard for proper cataloguing.  It was often said that, whenever we wanted to hide something, we buried it in the files.  A handful of more obsessive family members tried to catalogue the archives, including Uncle Stephen, but they were snowed under by the constant influx.  I’d often thought we should hire a dedicated team of archivists, yet I knew the family would never go for it.  The archives were ours. 
 
      
 
    “The family is obsessed with tracing bloodlines,” I said, as I started to search through a cluster of folders put together by someone old enough to be my grandfather.  “It’s part of our charm.” 
 
      
 
    Callam snorted.  “What does it matter?” 
 
      
 
    “We have to know who’s amongst our ancestors,” I said, although it wasn’t as if I cared that much.  I didn’t know if my ancestors were waiting for me in the next world or ... I had the feeling they’d turn their backs on me, when I finally arrived.  “We have to know who we’re calling on, when we pray.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Callam said. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  The country folk didn’t really believe in their ancestors.  They thought their bodies returned to the soil, perpetuating the circle of life.  There’d been so many ghosts around Kirkhaven that I wondered if they’d had a point, although the poor creatures had largely vanished after Uncle Ira’s death.  Ghosts were normally harmless, but the ones I’d seen near the ancient city had come very close to killing me.  Callam had saved my life. 
 
      
 
    My lips twisted as I looked at him.  I was lucky to have him and yet ... I’d come very close to losing him.  I reached out and took his hand, squeezing it gently.  He smiled back at me, then sat on the table and watched as I worked my way through the files.  I hoped they’d been filed properly.  A handful of mistakes could throw a bloodline record into complete confusion.  And if someone had been meddling ... 
 
      
 
    “The family often covers up its mistakes,” I said.  I hadn’t been removed from the family tree, not yet, but it was possible I’d be stricken from the record after everyone who’d known me was safely dead.  “The people who write the history books could have rewritten things to suit themselves.” 
 
      
 
    Callam frowned.  “What are you looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said.  My instincts were telling me I had to look and yet ... I wasn’t sure why.  I couldn’t put my feelings into words.  “Akin checked the records, you see, and he found no link between Uncle Stephen and Morag.  Except ... he checked the books, not the records.  He never looked at the source material.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I kept flicking through the records.  No one had paid close attention to Uncle Ira and Morag.  They’d exiled the pair of them to Kirkhaven and promptly forgotten about them.  Or so I’d been told.  Uncle Ira had maintained links to friends and allies back in Shallot ... more than I’d ever managed, I conceded sourly.  He’d been an adult, with friends outside the family, but still ... 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t know what he was really doing, or he would never have been allowed to go into exile,” I said.  I hoped that was true.  “They’d have executed him themselves or handed him over to Magus Court.  And yet, no one bothered to check up on him.  They didn’t even bother to check on Morag.  Or me.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought exiles weren’t allowed to have much contact with their families,” Callam said, dryly.  “Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but there had to have been a reason he was sent into exile,” I countered.  “And they should have kept an eye on him if it was really bad.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly.  There was a certain inclination to shy away from exiles.  They had no friends or family, for fear it might rub off.  And yet ... being sent into exile had actually helped Uncle Ira.  He could never have conducted his experiments in Shallot.  A thought crossed my mind as I flicked onwards.  What if he hadn’t been sent into exile?  What if that was the cover story for something else?  What if ... my thoughts ran in circles.  Uncle Ira had been old.  He’d been sent into exile before my father was born.  The entire story could have been rewritten and rewritten until it dropped out of the family’s collective memory.  Out of sight, out of mind. 
 
      
 
    It hit me like a thunderbolt.  “Shit!” 
 
      
 
    Callam jerked upright.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    I showed him the tangled family tree.  “They’re brothers!  Stephen and Ira were brothers!” 
 
      
 
    Callam stared.  I kicked myself, hard.  I’d been so obsessed with Morag - the person I knew had survived, had escaped - that I hadn’t really thought about Uncle Ira’s relatives.  I couldn’t hold being related to him against them, but ... I sucked in a breath.  If Ira and Stephen had been in close contact, Ira might have told Stephen about Callam.  If Stephen had known all along ... 
 
      
 
    My head spun.  “We have to get this to my father,” I said.  I wasn’t sure why Stephen had waited so long to act, unless he’d thought my father had been watching Kirkhaven from a distance too, but ... it didn’t matter.  “He’ll know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    I stood, picking up the file and stuffing it under my arm.  Being related to a warlock wasn’t cause for suspicion - technically, Akin was related to a traitor - but there were too many unanswered questions for my peace of mind.  Why had Uncle Ira been sent into exile in the first place?  And why had someone worked hard to obscure the truth, to the point it had practically been forgotten?  And how many of Uncle Ira’s secrets had found their way back to Shallot? 
 
      
 
    Uncle Andrew stepped into the archives.  I blinked.  I’d never thought he’d have an interest in the achieves, then ... I saw the device in his hand, too late.  He jabbed it at me.  A strange lassitude washed over me, my hands falling to my sides and the folder dropping on the floor.  He had a compeller.  A powerful compeller.  It was all I could do to keep myself from falling asleep. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move,” Uncle Andrew said.  The note of self-satisfaction in his voice chilled me to the bone.  “Do not move or speak, until I give you leave.” 
 
      
 
    Callam won’t be affected, I thought, numbly.  He’d been wearing his protective rings.  If he had the sense to pretend to be under the compeller’s power ... I didn’t want Uncle Andrew doing something more permanent to him.  Callam might be protected against direct attack, but there were ways to get around his protections.  The family had spent the last six years thinking of ways to fight Cat.  If we play along ... 
 
      
 
    “Good, very good,” Uncle Andrew said.  He pointed the compeller at my forehead.  I tried not to tense as he spoke.  “When I give you leave to speak, you will speak quietly and with the proper respect.  You will answer my questions fully and completely.  You will make no attempt to attract attention.  Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    My mouth moved of its own accord.  “Yes, Senior.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Uncle Andrew said.  “The family is under new management now.  You are our prisoners.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a flicker of panic.  I’d wondered why Uncle Stephen had taken the news so calmly.  I knew now.  He’d had a contingency plan already in place!  If Uncle Andrew was going after me, Father and Akin had probably been targeted too.  And Mother and everyone else who might be loyal to us ... my blood ran cold as I considered the implications.  The hall was crammed with relatives, visitors from all over the country.  If even a small fraction of them were part of the plot, the hall might have already fallen. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Andrew looked at me.  “What have you discovered?” 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Stephen and Uncle Ira are brothers,” I said.  “And you’re plotting a coup.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  Uncle Andrew cut me off.  “The coup is already completed.  The family is in our hands.  We have your father, we have your brother and we have you.  And your friend.” 
 
      
 
    His expression changed, slightly.  “Or do you feel otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    I felt compelled to speak.  “You can’t compel a Zero to work for you,” I said.  I couldn’t help myself.  If he thought through the implications, he might realise the truth.  “Cat managed to escape ...” 
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn was not kept under close supervision, allowing her to forge a private arsenal of her own,” Uncle Andrew pointed out.  His lips curved into a smile as he looked at Callam.  “You will work for us.  You will be closely watched at all times.  You will not have the chance to put together a weapon, let alone a means of escape.  You will not be harmed, naturally, but Isabella will be severally punished for any misconduct on your part.  I’m sure that will ...” 
 
      
 
    Callam drove his fist into Uncle Andrew’s abdomen.  He doubled over, the compeller falling from his hands and landing on the floor.  I snapped out of my daze and scooped it up, pointing it at him.  He opened his mouth, too late, as I triggered the device.  His face went blank.  I suspected it was something of a mercy.  Magicians rarely resorted to physical combat.  It had honestly never occurred to him, I guessed, that Callam could simply hit him.  Callam was bigger and stronger than Cat had ever been and she’d broken my nose ... 
 
      
 
    “Answer my questions,” I snapped.  My skin crawled as I clutched the compeller, but I forced myself to keep it pointed at his forehead.  “Was what you said true?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    My heart sank.  If the plotters had my father and brother, there would be no one left who could organise resistance.  I didn’t want to believe it, but the compeller’s power was all too real.  Uncle Andrew could no more keep himself from speaking than I.  And that meant ... I forced myself to think.  There could be hundreds of enemies between us and my father’s office.  I didn’t dare go back to my rooms.  We needed help and ... 
 
      
 
    I jabbed the compeller at him.  “What are you doing?  What’s the point of all this?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re saving the family,” Uncle Andrew said.  “We hoped you’d save us from having to do this, but ...” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” I snapped.  His mouth slapped closed so sharply I heard his teeth clack.  “Go tell Uncle Stephen you killed the pair of us.  And then forget you did nothing of the sort.” 
 
      
 
    I watched him go, then beckoned to Callam.  “We have to get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Callam followed me as I hurried through the door, grasping the compeller in one hand.  It wasn’t much of a weapon, not against someone who might be wearing protections of their own, but it was all I had.  Uncle Stephen couldn’t have subverted the servants, could he?  It was hard to believe.  Half of them were family and the other half guarded their reputations like unmarried women of quality.  They’d ... 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  Half of them were family.  I’d probably have to be careful not to turn my back on them. 
 
      
 
    The wards vibrated.   I cursed under my breath as we found the concealed entrance and stepped into the servant passageways.  They were darker and tighter than the regular corridors, but - if we were lucky - the searchers wouldn’t think to look for us here.  I led him down the stairs, wondering what we’d do if Uncle Stephen gained complete control of the wards.  Callam might be able to escape, given his nature, but me ...?  Probably not. 
 
      
 
    If he kills my father and brother, I asked myself, who’s next in line? 
 
      
 
    It struck me, suddenly, that it might be me.  They’d made me Heir Primus.  They hadn’t carried out the ritual to link me to the wards, but ... it might not have been needed.  Akin and I shared the same genetic code.  Or they might not have bothered at all.  They’d certainly never intended me to be anything more than a puppet.  The compeller felt uncomfortably warm in my hand.  Its mere presence was a very clear warning of what they intended to do to me.  And Callam. 
 
      
 
    We reached the bottom of the stairs and scrambled out, nearly knocking over a pair of maids.  They gaped at us.  I waved the compeller at them, freezing them in place, and kept running.  I’d apologise later, if there was a later.  I ruthlessly forced down the flash of guilt.  I didn’t know which side they were on, or even if they knew there was a side to be on.  Callam ran past me as we burst onto the lawn, heading away from the gates.  Uncle Stephen would have had them sealed, if I was any judge, but there was a way to get over the walls without being caught.  My lips quirked as I remembered my childhood.  Francis hadn’t realised that getting in was a whole other story. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!”  I turned to see a trio of armsmen running towards us.   “Stop!” 
 
      
 
    There was no time to hesitate.  I waved the compeller at them and ramped up the power as much as I could, channelling my own magic through the device.  They tripped over themselves and landed in the mud.  The device started to overheat a moment later, so I threw it at them and ran through the thicket to the gap in the wall.  I cursed myself for wearing a dress as I scrambled over, dropping to the ground on the far side.  Callam dropped down next to me, looking pleased.  He didn’t realise how serious things had become. 
 
      
 
    We ran down the lane and onto the street, hurrying towards the workshop as fast as we could.  The streets seemed normal, as if no one had noticed there was a coup underway.  They probably hadn’t.  Uncle Stephen wouldn’t want to alert our allies and clients, not until he was firmly in control.  I wasn’t sure how he intended to do it, but ... I was sure he knew.  He’d committed himself the moment he’d launched the coup.  There was no backing out now. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath as we reached the Workshop.  I didn’t know how things stood with our clients.  I didn’t know how many of them would help me.  There was only one person who might and she ... I swallowed, hard, as I knocked on the door.  She had no reason to love me.  And her family might have other ideas. 
 
      
 
    She loves Akin, I thought.  She’ll do it for him. 
 
      
 
    Cat opened the door and stared at us.  “Isabella?  What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed my pride.  “Akin needs your help,” I said.  “I need your help.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Five: Akin 
 
      
 
    “They’re still arguing,” Father said, as he stepped into his office.  “It may be some time before they come to a consensus.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “What’ll they decide?” 
 
      
 
    Father snorted.  “They’ll have to confirm you as Heir Primus - again - or start looking for another option.  It won’t be easy.  Penny and her sisters are too young and it’ll be difficult to decide on anyone outside the main bloodline.  I suspect Stephen is currently battling to put together some kind of agreement, perhaps to offer the post back to you on conditions.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to marry Cat,” I said.  “That’s not up for debate.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Father smiled, rather humourlessly.  “They’ll have to find some kind of compromise or put up with it.” 
 
      
 
    He walked to the window and stared over the city.  I stood next to him, clasping my hands behind my back.  I wanted to ask if Isabella had done the right thing, but I was frightened of the answer.  She would have made a good Heir Primus, better than me, if she’d grown up in a more understanding family.  I grimaced, then smiled.  If we had to redo the marriage settlement, I could probably insert an agreement that Cat’s children would all be considered potential heirs.  If I worded it properly, with assistance from friendly lawyers, the council might not even notice the gator in the swamp until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “I’m proud of her,” Father said, abruptly.  “I wish things had been different.” 
 
      
 
    I shot him a sharp look.  “You could have tried to change tradition.” 
 
      
 
    “I should have,” Father agreed.  He let out a long breath.  “I was always told tradition was what kept us together, that kept us united against a hostile world.  It was true, too.  The city might not have survived, let alone maintained its independence, if the family hadn’t clung to the old traditions.  And yet, they came with a price.” 
 
      
 
    “The Eternal City is nothing more than tainted ruins,” I said.  I’d been there, six years ago.  I doubted anyone, even rebels and renegades, could survive there for long.  “The Thousand-Year Empire died nearly a thousand years ago.  Perhaps it’s time we started looking to the future.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure your friend Louise would agree,” Father said.  “But she might be alone.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Tradition had its uses - I couldn’t dispute that - but it also had its limits.  The days when everyone had had to work together to save the city were long gone.  So too were the days when the Great Houses had unquestioned authority.  Louise might be the loudest - and most noticeable - of the voices calling for change, but she wasn’t the only one.  The world was changing.  We had to find a way to change with it. 
 
      
 
    Father looked up.  “It’s very quiet.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him, sharply.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “The wards.”  Father tilted his head from side to side.  “They’re ... unchanging.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  I could feel the wards at the back of my mind, an ever-present reminder that nothing in the hall was ever truly private.  Father had spent months teaching me to manipulate the wards, taking me down to the wardstone and showing me how to channel power through my blood to awaken levels denied to my relatives.  He’d cautioned me to be careful, if he died without a proper handover.  Mother - and everyone else who wasn’t a member of the family bloodline - might find themselves imprisoned, or worse, until I managed to take control. 
 
      
 
    And yet ... I reached out with my mind.  The wards didn’t respond.  They were there - I could feel they were there - but they should have answered my call at once.  They should have ... I started to reach for the sword at my back, hoping to use it to boost my magic.  The blade had always had an unusual relationship with the wards.  I’d often wondered if the person who’d forged it, over a thousand years ago, had been the same person who’d crafted the wardstone itself.  It was possible.  No one had dared take the wardstone apart to see if there was an Object of Power at the core. 
 
      
 
    The door exploded.  I spun around, too late.  An object flew into the room and exploded in a flash of multicoloured light.  The magic struck me.  My entire body went floppy, crashing to the floor hard enough to hurt.  Father hit the ground right next to me.  I couldn’t move a muscle, no matter how hard I struggled.  My head hurt, lights flickering in front of my eyes.  It was impossible to reach out mentally and touch the sword ... 
 
      
 
    I heard footsteps coming up behind me and knew, with grim certainty, what was happening.  Uncle Stephen had launched a coup!  I’d heard stories about family successions being decided by bloodshed, by someone taking control of the hall and purging his enemies before formally declaring himself the leader and packing the council with his supporters, but it had never happened to us.  It wasn’t traditional.  I cursed mentally as strong hands rolled me over and I found myself looking up at a middle-aged woman.  She had blonde hair and a thoroughly unpleasant expression.  I didn’t recognise her. 
 
      
 
    “He’s stunned,” the woman said.  Her accent was odd, almost countrified.  I’d heard something like it before.  I puzzled over the mystery as her hands groped my back.  “I can’t find the sword.” 
 
      
 
    “Unsurprising, Morag.”  Uncle Stephen’s voice was as cold as ever.  “The scabbard sees to that.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  Morag?  The Morag?  The one who’d served Uncle Ira and tormented Isabella?  It wasn’t a common name, but ... I wondered, grimly, what I’d missed as she levitated me and steered me into the antechamber.  Boswell lay on the floor, bleeding from a nasty head wound.  I shuddered.  They wouldn’t have set out to kill my father’s secretary, but they’d have done everything in their power to make damn sure he didn’t sound the alert before it was too late.  My head ached as I was floated into the corridor.  We’d never really considered a coup.  It just wasn’t done. 
 
      
 
    You knew Uncle Stephen thought outside the box, I reminded myself.  Why didn’t you consider he’d break all the rules? 
 
      
 
    A pair of armsmen stood outside, spellcasters at the ready.  I felt a flicker of hope that died before it even came into focus.  Uncle Stephen had either subverted the armsmen or brought his own men into the hall.  There’d been hundreds of relatives flowing into the hall and thousands more in the city itself, so many people going in and out of the building that it had been impossible to keep track of them all.  My heart sank as I realised the implications.  The plotters could have the entire family in their clutches by now.  They could keep everyone under control until it was far too late. 
 
      
 
    Morag glided me down the corridor.  It was empty, save for ... I thought I spotted a flash of blonde hair in the distance, rapidly jumping out of sight.  Isabella?  I hoped it was her, although I doubted it.  Uncle Stephen would make sure to secure both Isabella and Callam before they could escape, just to ensure they couldn’t stand against him.  I would have smiled, if I’d been able to move a muscle.  Isabella was still, technically, the Heir Primus.  No one outside the council knew she’d resigned.  If she knew it, she could rally resistance ... 
 
      
 
    My heart sank.  That wasn’t going to happen.  Too many people knew her as the little brat - and traitor - she’d been, then the prima donna she’d become when they’d given her a sniff of power.  Hell, Isabella might even become the official scapegoat for the crisis.  I could imagine Uncle Stephen and his comrades tearfully explaining they’d saved the family from her, after purging everyone who knew the truth.  Too many people would believe it.  Or pretend to believe it.  It wouldn’t be the first time people had declined to ask too many questions for fear of what the answers might be. 
 
      
 
    I looked around as Morag floated me into an office, then unceremoniously dumped me on the floor.  She bent over me, snapping a pair of silver bracelets around my wrists.  My limp hands snapped behind my back.  I groaned, inwardly.  The cuffs were designed to make it impossible to use magic.  Anyone could remove them, save for the person actually wearing them.  Morag grunted in satisfaction as she rolled me over again.  I shuddered, feeling my body slowly coming back to life.  Judging from the look in her eyes, Isabella had been lucky to survive her first few months at Kirkhaven. 
 
      
 
    “Give me the sword,” she ordered. 
 
      
 
    I did my best to play dumb.  My body was recovering from ... from whatever they’d done to me.  If she could be induced to take off the cuffs ... I might just be able to blast her before she realised her mistake.  The sword was one hell of a temptation.  If I gave it to her willingly, it would be hers.  She might just hope ... 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen stepped into the room.  “Leave us.” 
 
      
 
    Morag nodded curtly and left, closing the door behind her.  Uncle Stephen looked down at me.  My face prickled as more and more sensation returned.  I tried to remain as limp as possible.  Let him think I was still helpless ... it wasn’t a good plan, I conceded, but it was all I had.  This time, there was no convenient spellbreaker within reach.  This time ... 
 
      
 
    “You should be able to talk now,” Uncle Stephen said.  He sounded like a kindly old man.  I would have laughed if it hadn’t been so horrific.  “Would you like a glass of water?” 
 
      
 
    I glowered at him.  He let out a sigh. 
 
      
 
    “You youngsters are always so overdramatic,” he said.  “There’s no shame in admitting you’ve lost.” 
 
      
 
    “Traitor,” I managed.  My mouth felt thick, swollen.  “You traitor ...” 
 
      
 
    I saw a flash of anger in his eyes.  “I am no traitor.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are,” I said.  I knew it was unwise to provoke him - I was bound and helpless - but I was too angry to care.  “In all of family history, there has never been a coup.  Never.” 
 
      
 
    “Desperate times breed desperate measures,” Uncle Stephen said.  “The family’s future is at stake.  We had to take steps to ensure our continued existence.” 
 
      
 
    “Steps like treason,” I mocked.  “Do you think you’ll be sent into exile when your house of cards collapses into rubble?” 
 
      
 
    I saw his face darken and pressed my advantage.  “Do you really think you’ll get away with this?  Why are you even doing it?” 
 
      
 
    “A Rubén, marrying an Aguirre?”  Uncle Stephen shook his head.  “Unthinkable.” 
 
      
 
    I stared.  It was suddenly very hard not to giggle.  “You did all this to ensure Cat and I would never be married?  Really?” 
 
      
 
    “The match would bind the two families together,” Uncle Stephen said.  “The children, powered or powerless, would ensure the binding was permanent.  And because of her importance, the binding would be inherently unequal.  We would find ourselves becoming absorbed by House Aguirre.  A bloodline that dates all the way back to the early years of a world-spanning empire would become secondary to a bloodline that ... that barely has any history at all!” 
 
      
 
    “Cat’s family isn’t exactly nouveau riche,” I pointed out.  “They were firmly established well before the Fall.” 
 
      
 
    “But they don’t have a bloodline that dates right back to the dawn,” Uncle Stephen insisted, coldly.  “The balance of power must be tilted in our favour or we risk becoming permanently irrelevant.  Something had to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “And so you called Isabella back in hopes of putting her forward as a regent,” I said.  I glanced at the door.  “That Morag ... she’s the one from Kirkhaven, isn’t she?  That’s how you knew about Callam.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen nodded.  “It was unfortunate indeed that your father was keeping such a close eye on his wayward daughter,” he said.  “By the time I heard the truth, it was too late to quietly snatch Callam and put him to work.  Isabella ... she has a mind of her own.  It was most unfortunate that she chose to keep his existence a secret. “ 
 
      
 
    “My sister isn’t stupid,” I said.  A thought struck me.  “Morag ... she’s your daughter, isn’t she?  I checked the records and they said otherwise, but ... you were in charge of the records.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen kicked me, hard.  “Cassandra is dead!” 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  The records had insisted that Uncle Stephen’s daughter had left the family and been disowned.  There’d been no suggestion she was actually dead, although it was obviously possible.  She was old enough to be my mother, if not my grandmother.  She could easily have perished sometime in the last few decades, her passion unnoticed and unmourned by anyone in Shallot.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “She had to die,” Uncle Stephen hissed.  “She betrayed the family!  She wanted to marry someone from outside the bloodline, a most unsuitable man ... it could not be allowed.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him.  “You killed her.” 
 
      
 
    “She had to die,” Uncle Stephen repeated.  He kicked me, again.  “She had to die!” 
 
      
 
    My mind churned.  Uncle Stephen had insisted, repeatedly, that he was recalling Isabella to create a precedent for recalling Cassandra.  But Cassandra was dead ... somehow, I didn’t doubt she’d been murdered by her own father.  My gorge rose.  There’d been relatives who’d suggested Isabella should be hung, drawn and quartered ... and those were the suggestions that had been written down.  Father had banished someone from the hall for daring to suggest something terrible, like Isabella lingering in boiling oil.  How had Uncle Stephen planned to reintegrate a dead girl into the family ... 
 
      
 
    I saw it, suddenly.  “You were going to present Morag to the family as Cassandra.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously,” Uncle Stephen sneered.  “She wanted to come home too.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a bit more than that, wasn’t it?”  I’d spent months studying the rules covering exiles, looking for loopholes I could use to bring my sister home.  Morag couldn’t have contacted Uncle Stephen, not when she had no idea what sort of reception she’d get.  Sure, she knew a secret beyond price, but Uncle Stephen was known for being a traditionalist ... I snorted in disgust.  “She was working for you all along.” 
 
      
 
    Understanding clicked.  “You were working with Ira all along!” 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” Uncle Stephen said.  “He had some ... interesting ideas.  Ideas we could use to put the family back on top, permanently.  Ideas that ... small and limited minds would regard with horror.  Some of them” - his lips twisted - “do you know it’s possible to rewrite a person’s bloodline?  Ira thought it could be done.  He never completed the project, but ... imagine my surprise when one of his correspondents actually did.  It took me months to determine there was some truth to the story.  I honestly assumed the whole story was a bid to draw me out of hiding.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting ideas,” I repeated.  “He was cutting up young men and using their remains for forbidden experiments.” 
 
      
 
    “Commoners.”  Uncle Stephen shrugged, dismissively.  “One cannot make an omelette without breaking a few eggs.” 
 
      
 
    “You were prepared to sign off on Isabella marrying a commoner, a commoner you desperately needed,” I pointed out, snidely.  “Without Callam, you have to let me marry Cat or face your worst nightmare coming true.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen drew back his foot, then stopped himself.  “Callam will be put to work.  It will be a far more convenient arrangement for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  “And Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    “Officially, she will be blamed for the whole affair,” Uncle Stephen said.  “The entire family will believe it.  She will be held prisoner at a secret location.  As long as Callam behaves himself, she will be kept unharmed.  If she escapes ... she is likely to be killed by someone seeking to avenge the coup.  It is a great shame she was unable to put the family first, just like her brother, but ... we gave her the chance.  She declined it.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled.  “Give me the sword.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, bracing myself.  The sword was untouchable, unless I gave it to him.   It wasn’t even visible.  “Go to hell.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen smiled.  “I will leave you here to starve.  When you die, and you will, I will return to take the sword.  It will bond with anyone, of the right bloodline, but just to be sure ...” 
 
      
 
    His smile grew wider.  “We were unable to secure the formula for the modified potion.  The person who completed the formula died shortly afterwards, unfortunately, and the only other person took an oath of secrecy.  But we were to fill in the blanks by using the Objects of Power Caitlyn gave us.  The sword will not be able to tell the difference between us.” 
 
      
 
    And nor will the wardstone, I thought.  The implications scared me to death.  Shit. 
 
      
 
    “Help the family now and you get to live,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Or stay here and die, leaving your sister to be blamed for your death.” 
 
      
 
    “Go to hell,” I repeated. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen shrugged, gave a mocking bow and stepped out of the room.  The door closed and locked.  I swallowed, hard.  If he could fool the family wardstone ... he could fool any wardstone.  He could work his way through the city, taking Great House after Great House until he held everything in his clutches.  Uncle Stephen was so far outside the box that ... I cursed under my breath as I struggled to free myself.  Was there anything that could stop him once the scheme got rolling? 
 
      
 
    I heard a scuffling sound behind me and turned, just in time to see a painting fall off the wall and crash to the ground.  Behind it, there was an opening hatch.  I caught a glimpse of blonde hair and ... 
 
      
 
    “Penny?” 
 
      
 
    She scrambled out of the duct.  “Come on,” she said.  “We have to get you out of here.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Six: Isabella 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Alana said. 
 
      
 
    I glowered at her.  She’d joined us, the moment we’d walked into Cat’s sitting room.  I wasn’t sure if she felt Cat needed a chaperone to protect her from us or if she just wanted to gloat at my misfortune, but ... it was irritating.  Cat might help us, if only for Akin.  Alana had other concerns, starting with protecting her own family.  It would have been admirable, I thought, if I couldn’t feel time ticking away.  We had to stop the plotters before they went too far. 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling the truth,” I snapped.  My life might have been a great deal more bearable if Alana, not Cat, had been my rival.  We would have competed on even terms.  “Right now, Akin is a prisoner.  The entire house is in their hands.” 
 
      
 
    Cat said nothing for a long moment.  That bothered me.  Even when she’d been powerless, she’d stood up to her sisters and me.  It had often ended badly - she hadn’t been able to protect herself - but she’d kept fighting.  Now ... I wondered what she was thinking.  Her dark face showed nothing of her innermost thoughts.  Akin had told the council he’d put Cat ahead of his family.  Would Cat - could Cat - say the same? 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know who’ll come out on top,” Alana said.  “Picking the wrong side could be disastrous.” 
 
      
 
    “Choosing not to take a side could also be disastrous,” I said, although I had to admit she had a point.  There was no possible outcome where not choosing a side wouldn’t have its advantages.  Unless ...  “Uncle Stephen wants to unite the family.  How better to do it than by waging war on your family?” 
 
      
 
    “We have Cat,” Alana pointed out.  “And you brought Callam here.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, conceding the point.  “Yes, but Uncle Stephen has access to the poisoned fruit of Uncle Ira’s experiments,” I said.  “He came up with all sorts of ideas.  Who knows what he might have ready, to use in a full-blown House War?” 
 
      
 
    Alana’s dark eyes met mine.  “Do you?” 
 
      
 
    “He experimented on me,” I said, bluntly.  I didn’t want to go into details.  “Some of the experiments bore fruit.  Others ... came very close to killing me.  I recovered some of his notes, but most of them were destroyed.  He could have found ways to produce some of the ancient potions and weapons without a Zero under his thumb.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible,” Cat agreed.  She toyed with a silver cylinder, no longer than my finger, in her hands.  “There are certainly ways to rewrite the old recipes to allow magicians to brew them.” 
 
      
 
    I wished, again, that I knew what she was thinking.  I knew she loved Akin.  And yet, could she interfere without risking her own family?  The politics were a mess.  Cat could go anywhere and then ... and then what?  She was powerful, but her power rested in her tools rather than herself.  She’d already been kidnapped once.  There was no reason it couldn’t happen again, if she left the city.  And ... I glanced at Callam.  There was no way we could go back to Kirkhaven, not now.  We had to save the family or go into hiding.  I wondered, idly, if we should ask the king for protection.  But it would come at a steep price. 
 
      
 
    “If you help us now, no one will be able to oppose the match,” I said.  “And it will make the alliance permanent.” 
 
      
 
    “Assuming you and your brother come out on top,” Alana countered.  “What if you don’t?  We’ll have picked a fight with your uncle for nothing.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at Cat.  “At the very least, we should discuss this with Dad.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time,” I said.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to meet Cat’s eyes.  “Akin is in danger.  They’ll force him to give up the sword, or simply wait for him to die and take it from his corpse.  There’s no way they’ll ever let him go, not without enchanting his mind or wiping it completely.  The longer we wait, the greater the chance we won’t be able to save him, let alone anyone else.  There’s no one else who can help.  Please, if you love him, don’t let him die.” 
 
      
 
    “Emotional blackmail is pathetic,” Alana snapped.  “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
      
 
    She stood.  “I’ll discuss the matter with our father.  He’ll make the decision.  If he says yes, we can ...” 
 
      
 
    Cat pointed the cylinder at her.  Alana threw up her hands, an instant before she melted into a small brown frog.  I stared, feeling sick.  Cat had had a spellcaster in her hand and I hadn’t even noticed.  She could have blasted me just as easily, burning through my protections as though they weren’t even there.  Cat stood and scooped up the croaking frog, carrying her over to the corner and dumping her into a cage.  I wasn’t sure if I should applaud or be deeply worried, for her as well as myself.  Cat had plenty of reasons to hate my guts. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be able to tell Dad she tried to talk us out of this,” Cat said.  The croaking grew louder.  I wondered, suddenly, if Alana had become a frog in all senses.  It was easy to turn a person’s body into a frog, but a great deal harder to give them a frog’s mentality as well.  No one quite understood why.  “He’ll be mad at me, not her.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “You’re going to help us?” 
 
      
 
    “A little,” Cat said.  She let out a breath.  “I can’t come with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said.  “But any help you give us will be very useful.” 
 
      
 
    Cat opened a drawer and produced a handful of rings.  “The green rings make you invisible to searching magics,” she said.  “You should be able to return to the hall without being detected by the wards.  I wove a bunch of obscurification charms into the spellform, so you’ll have a certain degree of invisibility from watching eyes too ... as long as you do nothing to attract attention.  Don’t rely on that.  Armsmen are trained to watch for hints someone is using invisibility and obscurification charms near them.  Once they know you’re there, you won’t be able to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Cat grinned.  “The red rings should let you step through wards without being detected, as long as you move slowly.  The yellow rings protect you against direct attack.  They won’t be able to cast spells on you directly.  Again, be careful.  Some spells will still hurt you and there’s nothing stopping them from throwing objects at you.  But then, you know that already.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my nose.  “I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s two sets of spellcasters,” Cat added.  “The first casts long-term freeze spells.  Someone who gets hit will be frozen for several days.  If you want to free them early, just tap them with the spellcaster.   The second” - she frowned as she held it out - “turns victims into small statues of themselves.  The spell won’t wear off until you remove it - same method - unless you cast it on a Zero.  Be very careful.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I swallowed, hard.  “You made a Frogmaker.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the same basic principle,” Cat said.  I had the feeling there was something she wasn’t saying.  “If you hit someone with it, the spell will be more or less permanent.  You’ll be condemning them to a living death, if the spell isn’t removed with the spellcaster.  I may be able to get around that limit, but ...” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said.  “These will be very helpful.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a few other things,” Cat said.  She showed me a handful of Objects of Power, ending with a weird-looking pair of metal discs.  My fingers went numb the moment I touched them.  “If you have no other choice, and I mean you’re on the verge of complete disaster, put the discs together and spin them.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her.  “What does it do?” 
 
      
 
    Cat hesitated, as if she was unsure if she should answer.  “It’ll disrupt every piece of magic within range,” she said.  “And I mean every piece of magic.  Trigger it inside a Great House and you’ll tear down the wards, along with everything else.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said.  “It’s a wardcracker?” 
 
      
 
    “In a manner of speaking.”  Cat looked oddly relieved.  “But, like I said, do not use it unless you have no other choice.  And don’t, if you value your life, try to take it apart.” 
 
      
 
    I felt sweat prickling down my back.  “I won’t,” I promised.  “And ... can I ask one more favour?” 
 
      
 
    Cat raised her eyebrows.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to change,” I said.  “Can I borrow a pair of trousers?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.”  Cat glanced at Callam.  “Wait here.” 
 
      
 
    She led me to a smaller room and opened a wardrobe.  “You’re a little taller than I am, but it shouldn’t matter,” she said.  “If you use a tunic, it might give you some additional protection.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Just get him out of there,” Cat said.  “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” I said.  “Cat ...” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “I’m sorry.  For everything.” 
 
      
 
    Cat looked at me for a long moment.  “You’ve grown up a lot,” she said.  “I’m glad to see it.” 
 
      
 
    I changed into a tunic, then borrowed a cloak to hide my outfit.  People would think I was an intruder, perhaps a rag and bone man looking for junk to sell ... I snorted at the thought as I tied my hair back into braids.  If I looked like a child, it might just make them hesitate before they threw lethal spells at me.  Not, I supposed, that it was likely to work.  Uncle Stephen had committed himself.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to come with me,” I said, to Callam.  The croaking grew louder as I walked back into the sitting room.  Alana had a lot to say.  “If you stay here ...” 
 
      
 
    Callam poked me.  “I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the frog, then at Cat.  “Blame everything on me,” I told her.  “Please.” 
 
      
 
    Cat shook her head, wordlessly.  I nodded in return.  There was no way I could have forced Cat to do anything and everyone knew it.  I was sure she wouldn’t get into real trouble - she was her family’s greatest asset and they knew that too - but her sister would want a little revenge.  Perhaps she could blame me anyway ... I sighed as we made our way through the corridors and back onto the streets.  Uncle Stephen was probably putting the blame on me too.  The family would believe it because the alternative was worse.  If Uncle Stephen held all the cards, they’d accept his version of the story.  Some of them might even believe it. 
 
      
 
    “Put your rings on,” I whispered, as we started our walk.  “We don’t want to be seen.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Callam muttered back.  “Do you have a plan?” 
 
      
 
    “Find and free Akin,” I said.  “He’s got the sword.” 
 
      
 
    Unless they’ve already killed him, I thought.  The sword was an Object of Power from a bygone age.  In theory, it couldn’t be taken by force.  In practice, who knew?  Uncle Stephen certainly had good reason to experiment with the rules.  If they’ve killed him and our father, who’s next in line? 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  Uncle Davys was technically next in line.  Probably.  His son was dead and there didn’t seem to be any prospect of him remarrying and siring more children.  Uncle Stephen wouldn’t like that, but there weren’t many other choices.  Penny was too young, even if Uncle Stephen wanted to put her in charge.  Could he?  Father had made no move to bind me to the wardstone.  For all I knew, it couldn’t be bound to a woman.  It would be just like the old traditionalists to make sure of it. 
 
      
 
    “The gates are closed,” Callam muttered.  “And there are armsmen on guard.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I’d expected as much.  The gates being closed would tell the rest of the city that something was going on, but it wouldn’t alarm them.  Not as much as it should.  Uncle Stephen could put out a simple cover story, perhaps a tale of a family-only event, to keep them unaware of the truth.  By the time the gates were opened, he’d have his story firmly in place ... 
 
      
 
    No, he won’t, I thought, as we slipped down the alleyway.  We’re going to stop him. 
 
      
 
    I smiled grimly as we came to a halt beside a tree.  It looked impossible to climb, certainly compared to the trees in the family gardens, but I knew how to do it.  I winked at Callam, his features obscured by the rings, and started to scramble up.  I silently blessed Cat as I reached the top of the walls and peered into the garden.  If I’d kept my dress, it would have been pretty much impossible to get anywhere.  I wondered, as I looked for the guards I knew had to be lurking somewhere, if trousers would really catch on.  They definitely had their uses. 
 
      
 
    Callam joined me as I sat on the wall and carefully lowered myself, minimising the distance I had to fall.  I landed as quietly as I could, gritting my teeth to keep from yelping in pain.  The wards ... I hadn’t even sensed the wards.  I glanced at the ring as Callam dropped down beside me, feeling an odd little chill.  The wards should have made it impossible for us to so much as perch on top of the wall, not without attracting attention.  Instead ... the wards might as well not have been there at all. 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  I’d known Cat was dangerous.  But that dangerous? 
 
      
 
    We stayed low, not daring to speak, as we inched towards the hall.  The garden was deserted, save for a pair of guards the servants’ entrance.  They didn’t look very alert ... I supposed that, normally, their confidence would be entirely justified.  Anyone so much as brushing against the wards should have triggered the alarms, a long time before they reached the guardpost.  If, of course, they managed to get through the wards in the first place.  I clutched the spellcaster in one sweaty hand, silently thanking the ancients Callam and I had spent months playing with magic.  I just hoped the spells wouldn’t trigger alarms. 
 
      
 
    I jabbed the spellcaster at the nearest guard.  He froze.  His companion spun around, casting a spell as he moved.  Callam froze him, but the damage was done.  The wards had been placed on alert.  Someone - anyone - casting a defensive spell would have triggered an alarm.  I swore and pushed the door open, silently relieved there was no one on the far side.  The servants seemed to be missing.  I guessed they’d been ordered to stay in their rooms.  That wouldn’t go down well.  The family might accept whatever nonsense Uncle Stephen told them, but they’d be on the verge of revolt if they missed lunch.  Or dinner. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming,” Callam snapped, as he pushed the door closed.  The sound of running footsteps echoed on the air.  “Where do we go?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  Where would they have put Akin?  Not in his room, I was sure, and probably not anywhere near the top floor.   Uncle Stephen’s rooms?  No, he might have raised eyebrows if he’d modified his wards to keep someone prisoner ... at least until it was too late.  Where would I put him?  There were some secure rooms below the hall, prison cells in all but name.  I’d spent time in them myself while waiting for judgement ... 
 
      
 
    And the wardstone is just below them, I thought.  If we found Akin, we could get him to the wardstone and hope he could turn the wards against the plotters.  If not ... the weird discs in my pocket hinted I could take down the wards for good.  By now, everyone who wasn’t involved in the plot had to know that something was badly wrong.  The wards going down might give them a chance to get involved.  There’s no other option. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” I said.  The armsmen were coming closer, but as long as they didn’t lay eyes on us directly we should be safe.  “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    I pulled him into a side corridor as the armsmen came into view.  They were wearing black uniforms, but ... a shiver ran down my spine as I saw their faces.  They looked flushed, their eyes flickering from side to side as if they expected to be attacked at any moment.  Sweat glistened in the light as they quartered the room, a handful heading into the gardens while the remainder started to peer in all directions.  Magic crackled around them as they moved.  It struck me, suddenly, that they might have drank a very special potion. 
 
      
 
    “Freeze!”  A spell shot at us.  It flashed over our bodies and vanished.  The rings had dissipated it.  “Freeze!” 
 
      
 
    There was no time to panic.  I turned to run, casting a light spell behind me.  The flash of light was so bright it had to hurt, even if they weren’t on an enhancing potion.  Uncle Ira had fed me one, once upon a time.  I wished, sometimes, I’d recovered the formula.  The side effects had been unpleasant, but the potion had helped save my life.  Uncle Stephen - or someone working for him - had clearly obtained the formula from his brother. 
 
      
 
    We ran onwards, casting a handful of spells to hide our positions and send them scattering in the wrong directions.  The corridors were eerily empty, save for the armsmen.  The hundreds of relatives I’d seen over the last few weeks were gone.  I guessed they’d been ordered to stay in their rooms and wait.  Uncle Stephen might have slipped his allies into the hall, using the crowds for cover, but he wouldn’t want them getting in his way.  The air grew colder as we ran down a flight of stairs, into the forbidden zone.  Father had made it very clear that no children were allowed through the wards.  I’d been grounded for a month just for trying.  Now, we passed through the wards as if they weren’t there ... 
 
      
 
    I reached the cells and stopped, dead.  The doors were open.  The rooms were empty.  Akin wasn’t there.  No one was there, save for a single figure in the final chamber.  She was bent over a worktable, examining a simmering cauldron, but I knew who she was before she even turned to look at me.  I was sure of it. 
 
      
 
    A rush of anger threatened to overwhelm me.  “Morag.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Seven: Akin 
 
      
 
    Penny tapped her lips.  “Don’t say a word,” she said, as she knelt beside me and started to fiddle with the cuffs.  “There might be someone outside.” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as my hands came free.  Penny?  Penny had saved me?  It was hard to wrap my head around the concept.  Penny loathed me.  I wasn’t blind to her approaches to Isabella when she’d been - briefly - Heir Primus.  The only thing that convinced me it wasn’t some kind of trick was the simple fact Uncle Stephen had nothing to gain and a great deal to lose by freeing me.  There was no way he could risk me drawing the sword.  I could bring his entire plan crashing down. 
 
      
 
    Penny turned away as I stood on wobbly legs.  “What are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    I caught her arm.  “Why are you helping me?” 
 
      
 
    She turned to look at me.  “Do you remember when I was in the stocks?  You helped me.” 
 
      
 
    I eyed her, thoughtfully.  Penny had only been in the stocks because I’d helped put her there.  She’d deserved punishment, and I wasn’t sure she truly understood why she was in trouble, but there were limits.  And while I’d helped her, I hadn’t thought she’d ever try to repay me.  The cynical side of my mind noted that Penny didn’t have much future ahead of her, not if Uncle Stephen won.  She was descended from the core bloodline.  Her sons, if she had them, would be potential heirs.  Uncle Stephen might decide to exile - or simply kill - her just for existing.  Or arrange a match so her heirs remained firmly under his control. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said, finally.  If she was sincere, I’d put in a good word for her.  If not ... I’d deal with it.  “We have to move.” 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  The sword was an Object of Power.  The moment I drew the blade, Uncle Stephen would know.  Yet, without the blade, there was no way I could cut through the guards outside and free my father.  Where was my father?  I forced myself to think like a coup plotter.  They wouldn’t kill my father, at least not until they knew they no longer needed him, but they wouldn’t keep him anywhere near his chambers.  He could have hidden anything within the rooms, tuning the wards to keep a handful of weapons concealed until he needed them.  The plotters would have to keep him somewhere secure.  But where? 
 
      
 
    The cells, I thought.  There weren’t any other options, at least until they reprogrammed the wardstone.  They’ll keep him there until they can discard him. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Penny.  “If you want to back out, now’s your chance.” 
 
      
 
    Penny bit her lip, but shook her head.  I winced, feeling a pang of guilt.  Penny was barely sixteen.  Isabella had been younger, when she’d committed treason, but still ... I told that part of me to shut up.  There was no one else in a position to help.  Isabella was probably locked up too, along with Callam.  They might even be on their way to their new home.  There were plenty of family properties that were never visited, certainly not by anyone senior.  They could be stashed there, out of sight and out of mind. 
 
      
 
    Just like Kirkhaven, I thought.  If we came out ahead, if my father was restored to his position, that policy was going to have to be changed.  We need to know what else might have been happening out there. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to have you,” I told her.  “How did you get into the vents?” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to plead with your father,” Penny said.  She climbed up and scrambled into the open hatch.  “I wanted ... well, it doesn’t matter.  I saw what happened and hid.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth as I followed her, closing the hatch behind me.  The wards weren’t responding to me.  There was no way to know what would happen if I used magic to cover our retreat.  We didn’t dare be caught within the vents themselves.  Uncle Stephen would have no trouble dragging us out, or simply trapping us, once he’d finished laughing.  The passageways were so slight that I felt claustrophobic.  I was impressed Penny had had the wit to think to use them.  Neither I nor Francis had ever considered it. 
 
      
 
    Francis might have wound up stuck, I thought, as I crawled after her.  She might have wound up stuck too. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat.  “Why did you start exploring the vents?” 
 
      
 
    “Father insisted it was good to know how to get around without being seen,” Penny said, quietly.  “And he was right.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose,” I said.  The idea of Uncle Malachi crawling through the vents was absurd.  He couldn’t have fitted through the hatch, not without getting stuck.  “And you just kept it to yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Penny said nothing as the passageway suddenly widened, the metal walls slowly merging into cold stone.  A yawning gap below me plunged into darkness.  Penny hesitated, then lowered herself into the gap.  I braced myself and followed, realising we were inside an old chimney.  The hall was so large, and had been renovated countless times, that there were hundreds of little crawlspaces that had been sealed off and forgotten, only to be reopened by children looking for a hiding place or adults, searching for buried treasure.  I’d read a story, once, about someone finding the crown jewels in an abandoned house.  All of a sudden, it seemed easy to believe. 
 
      
 
    My feet touched stone.  A light flickered ahead of me.  Penny had cast a spell ... I braced myself, expecting all hell to break loose.  We might be shielded by the walls, but ... I looked around, feeling a thrill as Penny led the way towards what looked like an old fireplace.  The wall had been broken down, years ago.  I covered my mouth as I followed her.  There was so much dust lying everywhere that I knew it had been a long time since anyone had cleaned the room.  It was hard to pick out the remnants of Penny’s earlier visits. 
 
      
 
    “We’re approaching the servant quarters,” Penny said.  She spoke so quietly I could barely hear her.  “Don’t say a word.  Just follow me.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, knowing I was trusting someone who might turn on me at any moment.  If Penny sensed my doubts, she showed no sign.  Instead, she led me down a thin corridor past dusty plaster walls that looked as though they might collapse at any moment.  Faint spots of light appeared on the walls, suggesting ... my heart skipped a beat as I realised whoever had built the tunnel network had been spying on the maids.  Bastard.  I wanted to believe it had been Uncle Stephen, although it was unlikely.  He’d never have left me alone if he’d known there was a secret way out of the chamber.  Judging by the dust, whoever had done it originally had probably lived and died while Uncle Stephen had been a child.  My lips quirked, although it wasn’t funny.  It wasn’t right to take someone’s privacy. 
 
      
 
    Penny stopped outside a sheet of plaster, peered through a peephole, then pushed the plaster aside.  It opened smoothly, revealing a long-abandoned bedroom.  It had probably been carefully isolated from the rest of the servant quarters, I decided.  It wasn’t entirely uncommon to leave a room empty, if someone had died there.  The chamber wasn’t even regularly dusted.  I glanced at Penny and tried not to snicker.  Her once-fine dress was torn and stained, while her hair and skin was coated in soot.  She was lucky her mother was a long way away. 
 
      
 
    “You look a mess,” I said.  It was hard not to notice that I was a mess too.  My fine suit would revolt a rag and bone man.  Mother would have taken one look and fainted.  “Why didn’t anyone notice?” 
 
      
 
    Penny shrugged.  “I used to get into the network from my rooms, where I could get undressed and have a shower before anyone laid eyes on me,” she said.  “It wasn’t that hard.” 
 
      
 
    I eyed her thoughtfully as we made our way into the empty corridor.  The wards were still unresponsive, although they were very definitely there.  I could feel them pulsing as we slipped towards the stairwell.  I’d hoped we could use the servant passageways to get down into the forbidden zone, but the wards there were solid.  We’d have to go down the main staircase and hope for the best.  The sword felt uncomfortable on my back.  It was hard to resist the urge to draw it, despite the certain knowledge it would bring the bad guys crashing down on us.  They’d gone too far to back down now. 
 
      
 
    We walked past a dozen doors, all closed and warded shut, before we reached the top of the stairs and headed down.  The servants were definitely locked away, unless some of them were loyal to Uncle Stephen personally.  It wasn’t impossible.  He did have a certain sense of noblesse oblige.  He might be a traditionalist with no recorded sense of humour, but he was kind to his servants.  I certainly hadn’t heard any complaints.  Francis, by contrast, had been given several tongue-lashings ... 
 
      
 
    I shoved the thought out of my mind as I entered the secure zone.  The cells were open and empty, save for one.  I could hear voices ... I crept forward, listening intently.  Morag was talking to ... to Isabella?  Had she managed to escape?  I saw Penny frown and shook my head at her.  Isabella had more than proven herself.  She could have given Uncle Stephen the family simply by smiling politely, accepting the regency and doing whatever he told her to do.  But she’d wanted to be more than a puppet. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you were mixed up in this somehow,” Isabella growled.  “Why did it take so long?” 
 
      
 
    “You always were an ungrateful brat,” Morag said.  She sounded tense.  “You could have had the family, if you’d just done as you were told.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella let out a breath.  I couldn’t see her, but I didn’t need to see her face to know she was angry.  Isabella bore grudges.  Morag might have taught her a few useful things - she’d conceded as much, in her letters - but she’d also been unpleasant, violent and negligent.  I could understand Morag not being pleased when she’d discovered a young girl had been placed in her care, yet ... I shook my head.  Morag had been working for a warlock.  Who knew?  Perhaps she’d been hoping to induce Isabella to run away before Uncle Ira started having ideas ... 
 
      
 
    I felt sick.  Uncle Stephen had killed his daughter for betraying the family.  He’d ... how had he gotten away with it?  I supposed it might have been all too easy.  The poor girl had already been disowned.  No one would have realised she’d died, not unless someone tried to find her ... no one would.  It was rare for anyone to so much as write to an exile.  Uncle Stephen had probably turned the body into ash, dumped it in a cesspit and returned home, with no one else any the wiser.  And he’d had the wit to realise he could present Morag as his daughter.  Why not?  No one had so much as laid eyes on his real daughter for decades. 
 
      
 
    Or Morag, I thought, numbly.  How many people, apart from Isabella and Callam, remember her? 
 
      
 
    “He was using me,” Isabella said.  Her voice hardened.  “Whatever he’s promised you, you won’t get it.  He’ll use you, praise you and discard you.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to go home,” Morag said.  “Just like you.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella’s voice softened, just slightly.  “I know.  But I don’t fit in here any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Morag agreed. 
 
      
 
    “You can stand down,” Isabella pleaded.  “Whatever he’s doing, it isn’t going to work.  My father isn’t going to surrender the family to him.  You’ll be forced to flee again, if you’re lucky.  Join us instead.” 
 
      
 
    Morag laughed.  “You’re asking me to join you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Isabella cleared her throat.  “You were terrible to me.  Yes, you were.  And I was pretty terrible too.  But you don’t have to let him drag you down ...” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Morag sounded more amused than angry, but there was a darkness in her voice I didn’t like at all.  “You could have had everything, if you’d taken what he offered you and did as you were told.  He meant it.  He would have been quite happy to let you remain as regent ...” 
 
      
 
    “As long as I did what I was told,” Isabella snapped.  “And you told him how to get to me.” 
 
      
 
    I winced as I inched closer.  Morag had had months to get to know Isabella.  She’d probably been a good judge of character.  She’d certainly given Uncle Stephen some very good advice on how to appeal to Isabella, on how to manipulate her into taking whatever he offered without asking some very searching questions.  I groaned, inwardly.  It had been Stephen, I guessed, who’d sent Isabella the letter, just to make sure she was in the right frame of mind to grasp his offer.  And Morag had probably been watching the estate from a distance to confirm that Callam and Isabella were very close indeed ... 
 
      
 
    Magic flared. Isabella snorted.  There was a crash as something big and heavy flew across the room.  I ran forward, into the light.  Morag was wielding magic like a club, yanking up chairs and tables and throwing them at Isabella and Callam.  I blinked - I hadn’t sensed he was there - as another chair flew towards Isabella.  Her hand was hanging at an odd angle.  It took me a moment to realise she’d broken her wrist. 
 
      
 
    Morag let out a scream when she saw me, then jabbed a finger in my direction.  I drew the sword from my back, deflecting the curse into the ceiling.  Uncle Stephen would know we were there now ... I gritted my teeth as I deflected two more spells, each one nasty enough to make my hair stand on end.  Morag backed against the table, blood trickling down her chin as she cast a spell I’d been warned never to use.  The world seemed to hold its breath.  I slashed out once, the blade going through her like a knife through butter.  Morag’s body fell to the ground, blood splashing everywhere ... 
 
      
 
    My gorge rose.  I turned away, swallowing hard.  Behind me, Penny threw up.  I looked away, giving her what privacy I could.  It wasn’t the first time I’d seen death - I’d killed the Crown Prince and I’d watched Francis die - but it was different, somehow.  Morag had been sent into exile, from what Isabella had said, for loving the wrong man.  I wondered if the similarity between Morag and Cassandra had appealed to Uncle Stephen or if he’d planned to dispose of Morag too, when she outlived her usefulness.  I wouldn’t have cared to bet against it.  He’d certainly want to cover his tracks as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Akin.”  Isabella held up a hand.  “She sends her love.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at the rings, then smiled in sudden understanding.  Isabella had asked Cat for help.  I couldn’t help grinning like an idiot.  I’d never even considered the possibility.  I gritted my teeth as I took her other hand, casting a healing spell.  It wouldn’t last forever - she needed a proper healer - but it would last long enough, I hoped, for us to rescue our father.  And save the family. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said, quietly. 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked at Penny.  “Why are ...?” 
 
      
 
    “She saved my life,” I said.  It was probably true.  Uncle Stephen had left me to die.  I imagined he thought that allowing me to die of starvation wasn’t quite the same as strangling me with his bare hands.  I had no idea if the sword would agree with him.  There were other possible wielders if it refused to bond with whoever picked it up first.  “We don’t have much time.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s given his armsmen enhancement potions,” Isabella said.  She peered past me, at the bubbling cauldron.  “And Morag was brewing something else.” 
 
      
 
    “He was talking about a potion that rewrote bloodlines,” I said.  “Is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but you’d need a Zero to brew it,” Isabella said.  I stared at her.  “The recipe was listed in one of Uncle Ira’s old books.  It was massively unstable, according to his notes.  I think it couldn’t have been produced without a Zero, as ....” 
 
      
 
    Her voice trailed off.  “Crap ...” 
 
      
 
    I stared.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Cat made you a handful of Objects of Power, didn’t she?”  Isabella went on before I could answer.  “Were any of them designed to help brew potions?” 
 
      
 
    My heart sank.  Cat had given me - the family, rather - a number of Objects of Power as part of the betrothal agreement, an unsubtle reminder of what the family stood to gain from the match … and what would be lost if they refused to go along with it.  Most of them were little more than trinkets, but some were designed to assist brewers ... 
 
      
 
    “Morag used my gifts to brew her potion,” I snarled.  I didn’t know why that angered me more than anything else she’d done, but ... it did.  “Was she a Potions Mistress?” 
 
      
 
    “Not formally, as far as I know,” Isabella said.  “I don’t think she had many, if any, formal qualifications.  But she certainly knew her stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” I echoed.  I stared at the cauldron for a long cold moment.  I wanted to pour the mixture onto the floor, but I didn’t quite dare.  Who knew how it would react?  I settled for scooping up the cauldron and carrying it into the corner, half-burying it under the remains of the worktable.  “We have to move.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella nodded.  “If we get you to the wardstone, you can bond with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” I said.  I wasn’t so sure.  Stephen knew I’d escaped.  And my father was still alive.  “But if I can’t, I have another idea.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Eight: Isabella 
 
      
 
    The world had turned upside down. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, despite the sheer absurdity of the situation, as we left the cell and made our way towards the stairs.  Going to Cat had been hard enough - and Morag had managed to break one of Cat’s spellcasters as well as my wrist - but I would never have expected Penny to free Akin.  She had good reason to hate Akin.  I eyed her, wondering just why her dress was practically in ruins.  Her skin was covered in black dust.  Had she been playing in the fireplace? 
 
      
 
    Callam caught my eye.  “How’s your hand?” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my pale skin.  Akin had done a good job.  There was no visible damage.  And yet, it ached.  I wasn’t sure why.  I put the thought out of my head as we slipped down the stairs and into the wardstone chamber.  It was locked and warded, but unguarded.  I frowned, suspecting a trap.  Uncle Stephen was mounting a coup.  He should have moved to secure the wardstone at once, if only to prevent my father from drawing on the stone’s power himself. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” I muttered, raising the spellcaster.  “They could be waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    Akin glanced at me.  “They shouldn’t be able to get inside, not as long as father and I remain alive,” he said.  “We’re both linked to the stone and its chamber by blood.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered, feeling a twinge of the old resentment mingled with fear for my father.  He could be dead.  Uncle Stephen was probably already composing his obituary, a long soliloquy about my father’s ungrateful daughter and his last stand against the forces of evil she raised to overwhelm the family.  Everyone would believe it - or pretend to believe it.  The evidence would be pretty compelling.  I didn’t think anyone outside the plotters - and us - knew the truth. 
 
      
 
    They’ll try not to kill me, I thought.  They needed me alive, if they wanted to force Callam to work for them.  There was no choice.  Cat was hardly going to marry into the family if Akin died.  There wasn’t anyone we could offer her in his place.  But they’ll probably tell everyone I’m dead, just to cement his rule. 
 
      
 
    Akin pressed his fingers against the doorway.  I sensed magics - old family magics - brushing against us as the wards started to part.  The chamber was old, easily older than Kirkhaven Hall although perhaps not the even older ruins in the ground.  I felt a chill as the wards peered down at me, ghostly fingers sweeping over my magic before moving on to examine Callam and Penny.  Penny looked discomforted.  Callam didn’t seem to notice anything at all. 
 
      
 
    The sense of being somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be got stronger as the door opened, revealing a giant chamber.  The wardstone, positioned in the exact centre of the room, was hard to see clearly.  Light itself seemed to bend around it.  I stared, resisting the urge to cover my eyes.  The wardstone was surrounded by complex runes carved into the floor, so far beyond me I couldn’t make head or tails of them.  I thought they had something to do with channelling power into the hall itself, but it was impossible to be sure.  Power pulsated on the air as we walked closer.  I held Callam’s hand, fighting the urge to turn and run.  It felt as if I was caught in the middle of a thunderstorm. 
 
      
 
    Akin stopped on the edge of the containment circle and held out his hand.  “Crap!” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed a curse of my own.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t make contact with the wards,” Akin said.  “They’re there ... but they’re not there.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to think.  I’d studied ancient wards in my quest to repair Kirkhaven Hall, but I was no expert.  It took decades of study and practical work to become a first-rank wardcrafter.  And yet ... I leaned forward, trying to sense the wards as they pulsated through the air.  Uncle Stephen couldn’t have taken complete control, could he?  If he had, he would have won effortlessly by now.  We’d have been swatted the moment we stepped into the hall. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps not, I thought, looking at the rings on our fingers.  Cat does very good work. 
 
      
 
    “He can’t have locked you out,” I said, slowly.  If he’d had that sort of access, it would definitely be over by now.  “Did father lock you out?” 
 
      
 
    Akin shook his head.  “No, but ... he might have keyed you into the wards.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “He never brought me down here.” 
 
      
 
    “He wouldn’t have had to bring you down here,” Akin pointed out.  “We share the same genetic code.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  Father had never so much as hinted that he might have given me authority over the wards.  He hadn’t even given Akin such authority and ... and yet, it was possible he might have done something.  If he’d assumed Uncle Stephen would try to lock him and his son out, he might have given access to his daughter.  He’d certainly tried to make sure I would have the chance to be something more than a puppet.  I ... I reached forward, my fingers crossing the circle ... 
 
      
 
    ... And found myself sitting against the wall, with no clear memory of how I’d gotten there.  My ears were ringing ... no, that was an alarm.  I could feel it echoing through the wards.  I’d touched the protective spells and set off the alarms and ... my vision blurred again.  Someone was kneeling beside me, holding my hand.  It took me far too long to recognise Callam.  His eyes were worried.  Deeply worried. 
 
      
 
    It hurt to speak.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The wardstone rejected you,” Akin said.  He was standing by the edge of the circle, studying the wards.  “It threw you right out.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.”  My head pounded as I forced myself to stand.  The wardstone pulsed in front of me, magic flickering around the chamber ... I felt a sudden surge of naked hatred.  How dare it reject me?  “Can you ...?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming!”  Penny’s voice cut through the air.  “I can hear them!” 
 
      
 
    “Take my spellcaster,” I ordered.  My body felt limp and useless.  It was all I could do to lean against the stone wall.  “Hold them off.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way out,” Akin said.  “I could try to walk into the magic itself ...” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, despite the pain.  It might work, but ... it might also end with Akin being thrown out as well.  Or ... I cursed under my breath.  Uncle Stephen might not have tried to take control of the wardstone.  He might have simply locked everyone out, ensuring the wardstone couldn’t be used by either side.  It would be one hell of a risk - we’d spent nearly a thousand years improving the wards to ensure the hall remained secure - but I knew he was good at thinking outside the box.  If he got his hands on Callam, and forced him to forge for the family, he could install a new wardstone. 
 
      
 
    “They can’t throw spells into the chamber,” Akin said.  “They might hit the wardstone.” 
 
      
 
    My head spun.  If they did ... there was a very good chance nothing would happen.  The wardstone was designed to absorb magic and channel it into the wards.  A killing spell would be nothing to it.  Uncle Stephen might take the risk of hurling nastier spells into the chamber, counting on their ability to overwhelm or kill us before they damaged the wardstone itself.  Or ... I glanced around the chamber.  There was one entrance.  They might not be able to get in, but we probably couldn’t get out either.  I could hear running footsteps from outsider the chamber. 
 
      
 
    Penny clearly had the same thought.  “Is there another way out?” 
 
      
 
    Akin shook his head.  I wasn’t surprised.  The more entrances to a chamber, the harder it was to seal it off from the rest of the hall.  I cursed under my breath as Akin lifted his hand, reaching out with his magic.  There was no response from the wardstone.  Uncle Stephen had to be laughing his head off, damn the man.  We hadn’t so much walked into a trap as we’d trapped ourselves. 
 
      
 
    “Akin,” a voice called.  It sounded like Auntie Jeanne.  “Come out now and you won’t be harmed.” 
 
      
 
    “You traitor,” Akin snarled.  I’d never heard him so angry before, not even at Francis.  “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Come out at once and you won’t be harmed,” Auntie Jeanne said.  I wondered, suddenly, if she’d realised Callam and I were there.  The rings should have kept us hidden.  She might not even know Penny was there.  “Or we’ll turn the air to poison.” 
 
      
 
    I sucked in my breath.  It might work.  No, it would work.  There was too much raw magic in the chamber for us to protect ourselves.  Callam would be particularly vulnerable.  The rings on our fingers would work against us, if we needed to clear the air.  I’d have to take them off and ... I hesitated, unsure if I dared use Cat’s final gift.  Penny looked as if she was on the verge of panic.  Akin was eying the wardstone as if he wanted to walk straight into the magic and take direct control.  I looked at him, wondering if he knew what Cat’s Object of Power actually did.  It looked so simple and yet ...  
 
      
 
    She was reluctant to give it to me, I thought.  And she was very insistent I only used it if there was no other choice. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll count to ten,” Auntie Jeanne said.  “If you don’t come out when I reach ten, we’ll turn the air to poison and drag your bodies out.” 
 
      
 
    I took the discs out of my pocket.  Akin glanced at them, his eyes puzzled.  I felt a frisson of alarm run down my spine as I slotted them together.  My fingers jerked oddly, as if there was a ward protecting the discs.  I couldn’t sense anything, yet ... it was there.  And ... if Akin didn't know what the discs did ... 
 
      
 
    She didn’t tell him, I told myself.  It was odd.  Very odd.  What was so dangerous she kept it even from her friend and lover? 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what is about to happen,” I said, as Auntie Jeanne reached seven.  “But brace yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I spun the discs.  The world dimmed, as if the entire universe was about to sneeze.  A wave of ... nothingness washed over me, leaving me feeling oddly diminished in its wake.  The wardstone flickered, the ever-present glow blinking on and off.  I felt something ... no, an absence of something, as the discs spun faster and faster.  The wards were collapsing.  All the wards were collapsing.  I had a sudden realisation, too late, that we might have made a terrible mistake.  The hall was so old that the wards were the only thing keeping parts of the building upright.  I shuddered to think how many sections were about to come crumbling down.  Something crashed in the distance and ... 
 
      
 
    My hands started to jitter.  My entire body started to shake.  I couldn’t move.  Penny, standing by the entrance, lost control and fell to the ground, landing in a heap.  The lights were fading rapidly, threatening to trap us in absolute darkness.  I heard something - someone - falling to the ground behind me.  Akin?  I wanted to turn, but I couldn’t move.  My body wasn’t listening to me.  It was suddenly very hard to think.  And the discs were spinning faster and faster. 
 
      
 
    By the Ancients, I thought.  Somehow.  What have I done? 
 
      
 
    Callam appeared in front of me, sweeping his hand through the air.  It struck my palm, sending the discs flying across the room.  I felt a stab of pain, so intense I thought he’d broken my hand even though it had just been a mild slap.  The discs hit the wall and shattered, pieces of metal flying in all directions.  I collapsed into Callam’s arms, so limp I nearly bowled him over.  Whatever I’d done, it had left Callam untouched.  I wasn’t sure about the implications of that. 
 
      
 
    I shuddered, helplessly.  Callam held me gently, but firmly.  I felt ... strange.  I was numb and yet I wasn’t.  I’d been hexed and cursed and poisoned and ... nothing had ever felt like the sensation pervading me now.  I wanted to lie down, curl up and die.  I told that part of me to shut up before it won the argument.  Someone was moaning, loudly.  I had the awful feeling it might be me. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got you,” Callam said.  “It’s alright.” 
 
      
 
    I wished that were true, as I forced myself to stand.  My body felt weird.  I couldn’t put it into words.  I found myself looking down, just to make sure I hadn’t been transfigured or mutilated or something.  My ears hurt, but ... I glanced around.  Akin was picking himself off the floor, blood seeping from his nose.  Behind him, the wardstone looked like a burning ember, permanently on the verge of going out.  Alarm washed through me.  I couldn’t feel the wards!  And that meant ...? 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen locked everyone in their rooms, I thought.  If all the wards have gone down, they’re free. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella ...”  Akin coughed, spitting up blood.  “Isabella, what was that?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  I’d have to ask Cat.  And I’d have to make sure she actually answered.  If she’d kept it a secret from Akin ... it had to be bad.  I looked at the wardstone and shivered.  She could have done that at any time, to anyone.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    Penny didn’t look any better as she peered through the entrance.  “They’re in a bad way,” she said.  “Down and moaning.” 
 
      
 
    “Use the spellcasters to keep them that way,” I ordered.  My magic felt drained.  It struck me, too late, that we’d been very lucky.  If no one could use magic, we could simply be overwhelmed by a small army of plotters.  Uncle Stephen would think of it.  Uncle Andrew had probably told Stephen just what Callam had done to him.  “We need to move.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Akin.  “Can you cast spells?” 
 
      
 
    “Barely.”  Akin looked as if he was having some very worrying thoughts.  “How far did the effect spread?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “But I think we have to move.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned against Callam as we stumbled out of the chamber and walked past the remnants of Auntie Jeanne’s force.  They really were in a bad way, twitching and groaning as if they’d been hit with a forbidden spell.  Auntie Jeanne looked particularly broken, her face almost unrecognisable.  She’d worn glamours, I realised slowly.  Glamours and probably some basic cosmetic spells.  They’d snapped now, leaving her looking her age ... I winced.  That might be me, sixty years down the line.  I wasn’t sure how old she was, but she was definitely old enough to be my grandmother at the very least. 
 
      
 
    Akin muttered a spell as we made our way up the stairs and into the servant quarters.  The corridors looked odd, as if we were walking through a nightmarish dreamscape rather than the real world.  The crystals embedded in the ceilings were dim or completely dark, the wards were battered and broken ... here and there, a painting had fallen from the walls or a statue had tumbled into dust.  A handful of doors were opening slowly.  The servants probably didn’t know what to make of it.  I wondered, suddenly, just how far the effects of the discs - whatever they were - had spread.  Had it reached the edge of the wards?  Or beyond? 
 
      
 
    “I think you need to speak to everyone,” I said, forcing myself to put my qualms aside.  “Can you send a vapour message?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Akin said.  The spells were complex, but they required surprisingly little power.  “To everyone?” 
 
      
 
    “If you can muster the power, then yes,” I said.  “Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    Akin stopped and gathered himself.  It bothered me to see him looking so weak.  I didn’t feel any better myself.  Penny, bringing up the rear, looked as if she wanted to sleep for a week.  Callam was the only one unaffected ... I puzzled over that for a long moment, remembering what Uncle Ira had said.  Zeros didn’t have an organ that allowed them to absorb, store and channel magic.  It was what set them apart from the rest of the world. 
 
      
 
    “This is Akin, Heir Primus,” Akin said.  A wisp of magic drifted in front of him.  “Stephen has launched a coup.  He has imprisoned, perhaps killed, my father.  He tried to imprison me.  He even tried to blame the whole affair on my sister.  In the name of the family, I call on you all to stand against him.  We cannot let this attempt to seize power go unchallenged.  If he succeeds, he will destroy us all.” 
 
      
 
    The vapour message flashed away.  I let out a breath as we resumed our walk.  Uncle Stephen had brought his army into the building, but hundreds of other relatives had also descended on the hall.  I wondered how many of them would automatically side with us.  Uncle Stephen’s bid to take power was a breach of tradition.  I could name a dozen relatives who’d fight against him for that reason alone.  And yet, too many others wouldn’t have the slightest idea of what was really going on.  They might sit on their hands, waiting for a winner to emerge so they could pledge their allegiance.  It might have been wiser to tie Uncle Stephen to Uncle Ira.  The family had been deeply shocked when they’d heard about him. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go up the servant staircase,” Akin said.  He sounded stronger now, more focused.  “If we can find Father, we can put an end to this.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I hoped he was right. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Nine: Akin 
 
      
 
    It was hard, so hard, to force myself to walk up the narrow staircase. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  What had Isabella done?  No, what had Cat done?  I knew she’d designed a few wardcrackers, Objects of Power capable of knocking down any ward, but this was different.  I hadn’t felt anything like it since Cat had done something, in the heart of Jude’s, to kill Stregheria Aguirre.  The magic had gone weird there, I recalled.  It was still weird.  I promised myself I’d ask her, once I saved my father and things returned to normal once again.  If they ever did ... 
 
      
 
    The sword felt oddly heavy in my hand, even though it had - somehow - survived whatever Cat had done.  I gritted my teeth as we kept moving, constantly reaching out with my senses.  The wards were crumbling ... no, they were shifting into other forms.  I didn’t like the look of it.  Magic itself was behaving oddly, as if the laws of nature themselves had just changed.  I wondered, again, just how far the change had actually spread before Callam destroyed the Object of Power.  Losing the hall’s wards was bad enough.  If we’d lost the wards on the walls as well, we might be vulnerable to a whole army of our enemies.  They might declare a new House War before we managed to put the wards back together to protect ourselves. 
 
      
 
    I glanced back at Isabella and Penny once we reached the top of the stairs.  They looked as if they’d been through the wars.  Isabella was leaning on Callam, while Penny seemed constantly on the verge of zoning out.  Her hair hung loose, something that - under other circumstances - would have landed her in hot water.  I looked forward to the day I could worry about that again, although it probably didn’t matter.  Penny had either saved her reputation today or sentenced herself to death.  Not, I supposed, that Uncle Stephen would have let her live anyway.  Her children would be candidates for the next patriarch. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to stay behind, say so now,” I said.  It felt odd to be leading them into danger, even though there was no choice.  “Penny, you could rally the family.” 
 
      
 
    Penny shook her head, wordlessly.  I understood, better than I cared to admit.  Penny had been disgraced.  She couldn’t convince anyone to follow her and Isabella, of course, had the same problem.  Callam was a complete stranger, as far as most of the family was concerned.  I groaned under my breath as I pressed against the door, trying to sense if there was someone on the far side.  Uncle Stephen probably knew where to find the servant entrances.  Even if he didn’t, a quick search would have revealed them.  And I doubted he’d be foolish enough to leave them unguarded.  He had to know I’d escaped by now. 
 
      
 
    A flash of anger shot through me.  I was sick, so sick, of elderly relatives trying to manipulate me.  I kicked the door open, bursting out into the corridor beyond. A young man I didn’t recognise was leaning against the wall, rubbing his forehead.  I lunged forward and swung the sword, twisting the blade so I smacked him on the head rather than bisecting him.  He stumbled and fell, landing in a crumpled heap.  He was going to have one hell of a headache, when he woke, but at least he’d be alive.  I stepped over his body and motioned for the other three to follow me.  We didn’t have much time. 
 
      
 
    He can’t have killed my father, I told myself, as I looked up and down the corridor.  It was empty, as far as I could tell.  It was hard to be sure.  There was so much uncontrolled magic hanging in the air that my senses were useless.  He couldn’t have killed him until he surrendered the wards. 
 
      
 
    I inched down the corridor, sword in hand.   The air felt empty.  How many armsmen did Uncle Stephen have?  Were they all dead, or moaning in agony, or searching the lower levels for Isabella and Callam?  It was possible.  He couldn’t have assembled an overwhelmingly powerful army or he wouldn’t have needed to come up with the regency loophole in the first place, not when he could have challenged my father openly and won.  No, the fact he’d needed the loophole in the first place suggested he wasn’t that strong.  He’d certainly waited until the very last moment to make his bid for power. 
 
      
 
    And if things had been different, I might have been happy to stand aside and let him win, I thought.  I’d never wanted the post.  Cat and I could have lived our lives apart from it all. 
 
      
 
    The thought was tempting, but ..,. I put it aside.  I was Akin, Heir Primus of House Rubén, and it was my duty to lead the family if my father was incapacitated.  I didn’t want the job, but ... perhaps that was a good thing.  The quest for power had killed Francis and come very close to ruining Isabella ... as well, I supposed, as Uncle Stephen and Uncle Malachi.  I could do better.  My lips quirked at the thought.  I could hardly do worse. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Callam, pretending not to notice that Isabella and Callam were holding hands.  I wished I’d had more time to get to know him.  He’d proven himself a good man, someone who’d risked his life for my sister and her family ... and someone willing to call my sister out on her nonsense.  I hoped Isabella understood how lucky she was to have him, but ... I put the thought aside as we reached the office door.  My father might not be inside - my senses refused to clear, no matter how hard I tried - but Uncle Stephen would be.  He needed to be in the office, at least until the family accepted him.  I raised the sword and pushed open the door.  The antechamber was empty.  A bloodstain lay on the floor, where Boswell had been knocked to the ground.  There was no sign of his body.  I hoped they’d healed him, when they’d taken him prisoner.  He didn’t deserve to bleed to death. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be in the next room,” Isabella whispered.  “Callam, you stay back.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Callam might not have any magic of his own, but he had a certain immunity to some spells.  Uncle Stephen might not think to prepare for that ... probably.  I guessed he’d read the reports I’d written, when I’d returned from the Eternal City.  He might be prepared for Callam, perhaps even for Cat.  She could have accompanied Isabella, if she’d wished.  I put the thought out of my head as I pushed the door open.  Warm sunlight streamed into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Come inside,” Uncle Stephen said.  “Please.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes swept the room.  Uncle Stephen was seated at the desk ... my father’s desk.  He seemed unharmed by the wave of ... something ... that had swept through the hall.  My father sat in an armchair, his face blank.  Enchanted.  I saw Uncle Davys sitting next to him and glared.  My father’s brother had betrayed him.  Francis’s father stared at me with undisguised hostility.   I understood, suddenly, how they’d managed to tamper with the wardstone.  My father and Uncle Davys shared the same genetic code.  They might not have been able to take control, not without setting off alarms, but they’d been able to lock us out long enough to mount their coup. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen regarded us with calm detachment.  “What have you done?” 
 
      
 
    “Damaged the wardstone,” I said, curtly.  It wasn’t entirely true, but it would suffice.  “Your coup has failed.” 
 
      
 
    “Your troops are already being rounded up,” Isabella added.  “It’s over.” 
 
      
 
    “You can still take the helm,” Uncle Stephen said, pleasantly.  “You want it, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Isabella took a breath.  “I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen switched his gaze to me.  “And you really believe you can protect the family from House Aguirre?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my grip tighten on the sword.  “Cat and I will be married,” I said, “and both houses will prosper.  We don’t have to fight.” 
 
      
 
    “We could take the city instead,” Uncle Stephen said.  He waved a hand at the window.  “Just imagine, the entire city united under our rule.  No family, but ours.  Everyone sharing in the same bounty ...” 
 
      
 
    “It would be a nightmare,” Isabella snapped.  “Ira was your brother, wasn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen smiled.  “Correct me if I’m wrong,” he said wryly, “but isn’t your brother related to a traitor?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella stepped forward, spellcaster raised.  “Do you know what Ira did to me?  Do you know what Morag did to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Her report was quite comprehensive,” Uncle Stephen said.  “It was clear you wanted to go home.” 
 
      
 
    “You killed your daughter,” I charged.  “Didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen’s smile didn’t change.  “Disloyalty cannot be allowed to go unpunished.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose not,” I said.  I pointed the sword at him.  “Surrender.  Order the rest of your men to surrender.  You can go into exile and ...” 
 
      
 
    “I think not.”  Uncle Stephen made a gesture.  “This room is a place of power.” 
 
      
 
    I lunged, too late.  A wave of magic ripped through the air and slammed into me, picking me up and throwing me across the room.  The sword went flying.  I crashed into the window, hard enough to hurt.  It was sheer lucky I wasn’t thrown right through the window.  The sword hit the ground, close to Uncle Davys.  He grabbed it by the handle and raised it high, then screamed in pain as his hand caught fire.  The sword didn’t like being taken by force.  He toppled to one side, the blade smacking my father on the shoulder.  I had no time to help him as he fell too.  Isabella was casting spells at Uncle Stephen, blood pouring from her nose as she pushed her power to the limit, but he was wrapped in a shield of magic.  I cursed under my breath.  The office’s protections weren’t powered by the wardstone.  Whatever Cat’s device had done, it hadn’t damaged my father’s defences.  And now they were turned against us. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen lifted a potions vial to his mouth and drank, then smiled as power beat on the air.  I remembered what Isabella had told me, too late, as he cast a spell at her.  She was yanked into the air, dangling from his power like a puppet on a string.  Uncle Stephen regarded her curiously, studying her as if she was a particularly interesting specimen.  I rolled over and staggered to my feet.  He snapped a finger in my direction and I dived for cover, just in time.  The spell would have killed me.  Instead, it blew a hole in the window.  I hoped no one was standing below as glass fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Let go of her!”  Callam was pointing a spellcaster at Uncle Stephen.  I wanted to scream at him to use it, quickly.  I wanted ...  “Let go!” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen looked past Callam, too late.  The statue of some long-dead ancestor came to life and struck Callam in the back.  He crumpled, dropping the spellcaster.  Uncle Stephen sneered at him, then resumed his study of Isabella.  I had the feeling he was trying to figure out how best to warp her mind, how best to turn her into a puppet ... or worse.  It was absurd to think everyone would accept her now, except ... they might.  Uncle Stephen might have held off blaming Isabella for everything until she was safely locked up - or dead. 
 
      
 
    “A commoner,” Uncle Stephen said.  He waved his hand.  Callam was picked up and thrown towards me.  I ducked behind an armchair, just in time.  “Who would have thought that such a rare talent would be found amongst the common herd?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a better man than you are,” Isabella said.  She was in pain, her breath coming in fits and starts.  “You’re a monster, just like your brother.” 
 
      
 
    I reached for the sword.  It inched away.  I blinked, then looked up.  Uncle Stephen was toying with me.  The magic-enhancing potion he’d drunk had to be having an effect on him.  I guessed he’d managed to improve the potion at some point.  The sword inched away again, then flew into the air and glided towards the desk.  I hoped Uncle Stephen would catch hold, but he wasn’t that foolish.  Instead, he let it land on the desk.  I cursed under my breath.  If I died now, he could take the sword.  All he’d have to do was throw me out the window. 
 
      
 
    It isn’t the fall that kills you, I thought, trying not to remember the moment Francis had plunged to his death.  It’s the landing. 
 
      
 
    Callam moaned.  I glanced at him, cursing under my breath.  Callam’s rings might have protected him from magic, but not from naked force.  I reached for his hand and took the rings, hoping and praying they’d work as I slipped two of them onto my fingers.  I put the third on my father’s hand, hoping it would clear his head.  The enchantment was strong.  He should have been freed when the sword hit his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Isabella caught my eye, then started to struggle against the invisible force holding her in the air, shouting and screaming and using words that would have utterly shocked our mother if she’d known her sweet little girl knew them.  I was morbidly impressed by the sheer torrent of profanity.  She knew words I’d never heard ... she knew words I was sure Francis had never heard.  I hoped Callam hadn’t taught her ... Mother wasn’t going to be pleased if she thought he had.   It would certainly be awkward.  And it was one hell of a diversion. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the rings as I inched myself forward, trying to remain unnoticed.  Cat and I had designed the rings.  They should make it hard for him to notice me, as long as I was very careful.  And yet, he knew I was there.  If he thought to look, he might just realise I was gone and ... 
 
      
 
    “You won’t get away with this, you ...”  Isabella somehow managed to hurl even more invective at him.  “Your scheme will fall apart and take the family with you!” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!”  Uncle Stephen gestured.  Isabella’s arms and legs snapped together, then froze.  “You think I’m not ready for anything?  You think I can’t mould you in my image?  You think I can’t put you on the throne as my mouthpiece?  You think I can’t?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella couldn’t answer, obviously.  Uncle Stephen didn’t seem to care. 
 
      
 
    “You were all so keen to throw away the traditions that made us great,” he thundered.  “Marry an Aguirre!  Marry a commoner!  Listen to small-minded men and let them put limits on us!  On us!  We’re a Great House!  And you wanted to let them tie us down?  Who do you think you are?” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure who he was raging at, not now.  Us?  Or people long-dead?  I didn’t know and I didn’t care.  As long as he was focused on Isabella, he wouldn’t be looking at me.  I hoped ... 
 
      
 
    “You can take her place,” Uncle Stephen said.  He was looking straight at Penny.  “I can make you Regent, if you agree.” 
 
      
 
    Penny stared at him, her eyes wide.  “You ... you ...” 
 
      
 
    She swallowed.  “No.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked, genuinely impressed.  Penny had to be tempted, just like Isabella.  Perhaps, if she hadn’t seen what had become of Isabella, she might have agreed.  But ... 
 
      
 
    “Watch,” Uncle Stephen said.  Magic flickered around his hands, a lethal curse.  “You’ll see ...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t!”  I glanced back.  My father was on his feet.  “Don’t!” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Stephen hurled the curse at Isabella.  Father darted forward, the wards spinning around him ... I felt time itself seem to slow down, just for a second, as Father placed himself between his daughter and the curse.  The world seemed to blink as the curse struck home, throwing his lifeless body against Isabella and knocking her out of the air.  For a moment, I couldn’t believe what I’d seen.  My father was dead and ... 
 
      
 
    I gasped.  Uncle Stephen swung around.  I felt my father’s protections start to wither once he was gone, leaving him vulnerable ... I cast a spell at him, only to see him swat it away.  He still had his magic.  Isabella stumbled to her feet - Father’s death had freed her, somehow - but she looked battered and broken.  Penny was on her knees, staring at the dead body.  She looked to be completely out of it.  Uncle Stephen would kill us both, then take her ... I glanced back, hoping Callam could run or fight or ... something.  Cat would take care of him, if he got to her ... 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to die too, after I take your blood,” Uncle Stephen snarled.  His face was almost unrecognisable.  Dark magic crackled over his fingertips as he pointed them at me.  I couldn’t muster the strength to hurl myself at him or jump aside.  “You’re going to die.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella stumbled forward, hand reaching for the sword.  I nearly shouted a warning, then closed my eyes and concentrated on a single thought.  Take the sword.  Take the sword.  If I passed it to her, willingly ... she grasped the handle and hefted it, then rammed it into Uncle Stephen’s back.  He stopped dead, staring down at the glowing blade as it emerged from his chest.  His eyes went wide, in pain or shock or both, then he just fell to the ground.  Isabella dropped the sword a moment later, as if she could no longer bear to touch it.  I knew how she felt.  I’d felt the same when I’d killed the Crown Prince. 
 
      
 
    “Father,” Isabella said.  “He’s ... he’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    I watched her stumble over to the corpse and kneel beside it, tears dripping from her eyes.  I wanted to cry too, despite everything.  The blade called to me ... I picked it up, wondering if it belonged to Isabella now.  Uncle Davys moaned and I walked over to him.  Father’s brother looked up at me, eyes resigned.  His son was dead and now ... 
 
      
 
    “Go in peace,” I said.  The blade cut through his neck, quickly and cleanly.  “Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked at me.  “The Patriarch is dead.  Long live the Patriarch.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned.  I’d hoped for longer.  I’d hoped there’d be more time to learn before I took the helm, more time to spend with Cat before duty claimed its due.  But it seemed it was not to be.  I knew my duty. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll deal with the rest of the plotters, then summon the family,” I said.  “And they can make the final choice.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Forty: Isabella/Akin 
 
      
 
    The family filed into the Great Hall, looking as if they didn’t know quite what to expect.  It had been a couple of hours since the wards had fallen and Uncle Stephen had died, barely long enough for them to come to terms with my father’s death.  They’d done their bit in rounding up the remaining plotters, all of whom were being held in the cells until we could decide what to do about them, but now ... they had to be wondering what was going to happen next.  Traditionally, the Heir Primus would steadily take over more and more of the Patriarch's duties until he took control of the wards themselves.  Practically, right now, our wards were a mess.  I hoped our enemies hadn’t realised just how bad things had become. 
 
      
 
    I sat on the stage, holding hands with Callam.  A handful of Grande Dames scowled at us, but kept whatever they were thinking to themselves.  I was, technically, still Heir Primus.  I didn’t think Uncle Stephen had bothered to adjust the paperwork before launching his coup.   Who knew where I might be, at the end of the day?  I sighed inwardly, wishing we could be on the way back home already.  The hall wasn’t mine any longer.  There were just too many bad memories wrapped up in this ancient mansion. 
 
      
 
    Callam squeezed my hand.  “Is this everyone?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head no.  There were hundreds of relatives who’d stayed outside the hall and hadn’t known anything was wrong until it was over and hundreds more who hadn’t bothered to make the trip to Shallot.  I wondered, idly, how many of them were going to take advantage of the chaos to cut ties with the rest of us.  It was quite possible.  I understood the desire for independence and, right now, the family was in no state to force them back into the fold.  I squeezed his hand in return, then pasted a neutral expression on my face as I saw Penny at the door.  I wasn’t sure what to make of her, not any longer.  I supposed she’d earned herself some credit by saving Akin’s life. 
 
      
 
    Either that, or she calculated Uncle Stephen was unlikely to reward her, I thought.  She might have been next in line for the slaughter, if he’d decided to wipe father’s bloodline out completely. 
 
      
 
    Akin stepped onto the stage, sword in hand.  The room quietened. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t mince words,” he said.  “My father is dead.  The entire family was betrayed by a conspiracy led by Stephen Ruben, who apparently convinced nearly forty members of the family to go along with him.  These members included three other councillors, all of whom put their short-sighted interests ahead of the family as a whole.  They have been defeated.  Their leader has been killed.  The survivors have been imprisoned.  Anyone who might have escaped will be formally banished from the family, once we have interrogated the prisoners, and prices will be put on their heads.  They will be found. 
 
      
 
    “My sister” - he nodded to me - “chose to decline the title of Heir Primus.  It has therefore defaulted upon me.  It is my intention, if you choose to confirm me as Patriarch, to continue with my father’s policy of allying with House Aguirre and combining our resources to dominate the city and withstand the king’s quiet pressure.  This is your chance to formally reject me and my policy.  If you do so, I will leave quietly and you can elect a new Patriarch.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at their confusion.  An election?  Unthinkable.  Normally, the council would decide on the candidates, without regard to what the rest of the family wanted.  Not, of course, that they’d put it that way.  If Akin was confirmed, and I couldn’t imagine anyone opposing him now, there was no way the reformed council could block his marriage.  The family knew what they’d get, if they confirmed him.  There would be no room to suggest otherwise later. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to confirm me, raise your hands,” Akin said.  “If not, keep your hands down.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my hand.  Beside me, Callam raised his.  I smirked as I silently counted the rest of the hands, noting that Akin had over two-thirds of the family behind him.  The Grande Dames would be insisting we’d gotten married in secret, perhaps in hopes of avoiding suspicion I’d been pregnant when we’d married.  Technically, he wasn’t part of the family.  Not yet.  But it didn’t matter.  Akin had an overwhelming majority and that was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Akin said.  Only someone who knew him very well could have heard the faint dismay in his voice.  He hadn’t really wanted the job.  I figured that was what would make him good at it.  “I’ll address the family again, once the time comes to put together a new council.  I believe the time has come for the councillors to be elected, too.” 
 
      
 
    A rustle ran around the chamber.  It would be tricky, to say the least.  Democracies didn’t work, I’d been told, because people could simply keep voting themselves whatever they wanted until they found something they literally couldn’t get.  Louise would probably disagree, from what little I’d heard of her ... I shrugged.  It wasn’t my problem.  I was going to head back home as soon as possible, perhaps immediately after High Summer.  I owed it to Akin to be there when he and Cat were formally engaged. 
 
      
 
    Akin dismissed the crowd, then walked through a rear door.  I stood and followed him, towing Callam after me.  I knew he was looking forward to going home as well.  I didn’t blame him.  The sooner we were gone, the better.  Akin looked tired as we walked up the stairs to his new office.  Someone had removed the bodies, but the wards and protections were still a mess.  I wondered, idly, if Akin would break with tradition and set up an office somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your support,” he said, as he sagged into an armchair.  Father’s death hadn’t really hit him yet.  “I ... how did I do?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you did fine,” I said.  Offering to allow the family to elect me - and the council - wasn’t something I would have done, but it had worked out in his favour.  “Louise would be proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    Akin snorted.  “Auntie Jeanne was the highest-ranking survivor,” he said.  “We’ll be interrogating her, just to make sure we have a complete list of plotters.  And then we’ll take them down.” 
 
      
 
    “Some of them might not have known what they were getting into,” I said.  I’d been down that route myself.  “Or they might have thought they had no choice.” 
 
      
 
    Akin looked irked.  “Yeah.  But I won’t forgive them.  I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Father had been a good man, and he’d done his best as a parent.  I’d seen too many bad fathers in Kirkhaven - the drunkards, the abusers - to feel otherwise.  He’d done what he could for me, and ...tears formed in my eyes.  He was dead and ... I’d never even had a chance to say goodbye.  I hoped our ancestors would accept him as a man who’d done his best.  And that they’d shine their light on me too. 
 
      
 
    “We recovered Morag’s body too,” Akin said.  “What do you want done with it?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  “Give her a proper cremation,” I said, finally.  “Let the ancestors judge her.” 
 
      
 
    Akin blinked.  “You’re sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I wasn’t sure just what had really happened to Morag.  She’d been bitter and curdled and she’d aided and abetted a warlock ... but she’d - also - taken grudging care of me.  I wouldn’t have survived, the first few days, if she hadn’t shown me how to take care of myself.  “The ancestors can have her, and be welcome to her.” 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat.  “Do you want me to swear formal allegiance to you?” 
 
      
 
    Akin coloured.  “I don’t think that will be necessary.” 
 
      
 
    “I probably should, in public.”  I hated the idea of kneeling before my brother, but there was no escaping the simple fact I’d been Heir Primus.  A public oath, witnessed by the family, would go a long way towards calming their fears.  “It won’t bother me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will.”  Akin had always been able to tell when I was lying.  “But you can do one thing for me.” 
 
      
 
    I cocked an eyebrow.  “And that is?” 
 
      
 
    “Go apologise to Lucy,” Akin said.  “I did ask her to talk to you and ... perhaps it wasn’t the best idea in the world.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “But who am I to judge?” 
 
      
 
    I stood.  “Callam and I will go back home, after High Summer,” I said.  “That should give us long enough to prepare our defences and finagle the politics, so we won’t be disturbed there.  We wish you the very best of luck.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you could stay,” Akin said.  “But I understand.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  “There’s one other thing you need to do,” I said.  “You have to ask Cat what ... what that Object of Power actually did.” 
 
      
 
    Akin grimaced.  The wardcrafters had reported that the wardstone was effectively kaput.  It hadn’t been destroyed, not precisely, but the spellforms were so badly warped there was no way it could be repaired.  They’d been completely mystified by the strange forces still burning within the remains.  Some of them, I’d been told, hadn’t been able to stay in the chamber for longer than thirty minutes.  It would be quicker and easier to craft a whole new wardstone from scratch, with or without Cat’s help.  And we needed to know what the discs had actually done. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll discuss it with her,” Akin said, finally.  “But, for the moment, don’t discuss it with anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Akin sighed.  “You don’t have to call by my title.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish that were true,” I said.  “But if I don’t show you respect, too many people are going to start having ideas.  Again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Akin said, sourly.  “I’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite my words to Isabella, it was nearly a week before I was able to find time in my schedule to visit Cat.  Father had shown me the ropes, but there was a very real difference between knowing how they worked and actually working them.  There were just too many things to do, from confirming trade deals and agreements with our clients to reading the interrogation reports and passing sentence on the guilty.  It was starting to look as though I was going to have to have Auntie Jeanne executed, even though she was old enough to be my grandmother.  She hadn’t just known about the plot.  She’d convinced a dozen others to stand beside the plotters, when they’d made their move.  Uncle Stephen had clearly had a good eye for discontent ... 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I left the hall and made my way to the Workshop.  Mother had barely left her rooms, in the wake of Father’s death.  I’d known they hadn’t been that close, when he’d died, but ... I wished I could talk to her and, at the same time, I was glad she was keeping herself to herself.  It was hard enough dealing with Penny.  I wasn’t sure what I was going to do about her.  Convince Jude’s to end her punishment?  Or find her a post within the family?  Sooner or later, we were going to have to sit down and have a proper talk. 
 
      
 
    Rose greeted me as I arrived.  “She’s in the sitting room.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my heart leap.  “Thanks,” I said.  “Can you leave us alone for a little bit?” 
 
      
 
    “Behave.”  Rose pointed a finger at my heart.  “Or else.” 
 
      
 
    Cat grinned as I walked into her room, then sobered.  “I was sorry to hear about your father.” 
 
      
 
    “I miss him.”  I sank into a comfortable chair and accepted a mug of tea.  “I ... I hope your sister wasn’t too mad.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella told you about that?”  Cat made a face.  “She was hopping mad” - she smiled - “but it did save her from getting any of the blame.  Dad was not pleased and pointed out, in great detail, just how badly things could have gone.  Technically, I’m grounded.” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch.”  I tried not to smile.  “Will you be free to attend your own Season?” 
 
      
 
    Cat grinned.  “It would be very embarrassing if I couldn’t,” she said.  “You know, I never thought to ask.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned back.  “I need to ask you something,” I said, although I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.  “Those discs ... what were they?” 
 
      
 
    “Something ...”  Cat stared into her mug.   “Akin, do you trust my judgement?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Yes.  Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Cat lifted her eyes to meet mine.  “Then don’t ask that question, please,” she said.  “It’s a secret I hope I’ll take to my grave.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I stared into her eyes, her deeply worried eyes.  “Whatever it did, something odd happened inside the wardstone.  It’s useless.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll forge you a new one,” Cat said.  “But ... I need you to trust me on this.  Don’t ask any more questions about it.” 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  I wanted to know.  And yet, I didn’t.  I’d been down to see the ruined wardstone and I had absolutely no idea what could do that to it, despite spending most of my life reading books on forgery and ancient workings.  The spellforms had been so badly altered that it might have become a danger to everyone, although it was hard to be sure.  The specialists were still trying to determine what was actually happening inside the wardstone.  The energies in the wardstone were doing something, but what? 
 
      
 
    “I may need you to take a look at the wardstone,” I said.  “It’s not dead, but not quite alive either.” 
 
      
 
    “I can try,” Cat said, doubtfully.  “But ... don’t ask any more questions.  Please.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, once.  “I’ll do my best,” I said.  It made me uneasy.  Cat wasn’t given to exaggeration, unlike her sisters.  If she thought it was best left alone, she was probably right.  “I do need to ask you another question, though.” 
 
      
 
    Cat nodded.  “Anything.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, feeling my heart start to pound.  “We planned to get engaged at High Summer, then get married later in the year,” I said.  “And then go on a long honeymoon before I took my father’s place.  I was ... I was looking forward to it.  I ...” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy to continue, but I had no choice.  “Right now, I can’t leave the hall for long.  I don’t think I could leave for a night, let alone a week.  I’m ... I am the Patriarch now.  I ... I love you.  Will you marry me, knowing that it will be a long time before we can go on our honeymoon?” 
 
      
 
    Cat pretended to think about it.  I braced myself, unsure what to say or do if she said no.  Our marriage could easily be cancelled, as we’d never become formally engaged.  Cat’s parents might have other ideas, now that my father was dead and Cat was no longer the only known Zero.  It would be difficult if she wanted to get married without their support, given her nature.  She’d have to walk away from her own family and that would be tricky.  They’d be fools to let her go. 
 
      
 
    “I was always taught to keep a man waiting,” Cat said.  She grinned, suddenly.  “But the answer is yes.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned myself, then leaned in for a kiss.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  Uncle Stephen’s coup might have absorbed most of the troublemakers, and those who survived were already distancing themselves from him as much as possible, but they’d start to rear their heads again sooner or later.  By then, I had to have a solid grip on power.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  We were going to run into all kinds of problems as we married, then started our life together ... 
 
      
 
    ... But I knew, as we kissed again, that we’d face them together. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    The Zero Universe Will Return In: 
 
      
 
    The Zero Secret 
 
      
 
    Coming Soon. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Afterword 
 
      
 
    Morden: If restoring the Centauri Republic means nothing to you, what does? What do you want? 
 
    Vir Cotto: I’d like to live just long enough to be there when they cut off your head and stick it on a pike as a warning to the next ten generations that some favours come with too high a price. I would look up at your lifeless eyes and wave like this.  Can you and your associates arrange this for me, Mr. Morden? 
 
    -Babylon 5, “In the Shadow of Z’ha’dum” 
 
      
 
    In Babylon 5, the enigmatic Mr. Morden visits a number of characters throughout the series and asks them, bluntly, “what do you want?”  The question is a disconcerting one, particularly as - with two of the three times we see it - Morden bores through the early flippant answers and homes in on the truth.  What makes this so brilliant as that all three of the people get what they want, only to discover - for two of them - that they no longer want it.  By then, of course, it’s too late.  The third wish - the one above - is the only one the wisher still wants, by the time it is granted.  And Morden’s displeasure at the answer - there’s a clip on YouTube - may stem from the simple fact his masters always see to it that the wish is granted, which is bad news for him. 
 
      
 
    It is part of human nature to want things, something that - by definition - you don’t already have.  There is nothing wrong with wanting something, nor in working one’s way towards it.  The journey often has bumps along the way - I wanted a writing career, yet I had to spend years honing my craft - but it is often worthwhile.  By the time you get what you want, you know its value very well.  You also understand the limits of the possible, what you can and cannot do with whatever you wanted.  Those who get what they want without effort rarely value it. 
 
      
 
    But it is also part of human nature to resent it when we are denied whatever we want, even if we have no right to demand it.  This is doubly true when we are denied it for arbitrary and unjust reasons.  It would be silly of me to complain that the Romance Writers of America didn’t give me their annual award, for the very simple reason I am neither American nor a romance writer.  Nor could I complain if I was nominated for a fantasy writer’s award, only to be beaten by a better writer.  But if someone told me that I’d been denied an award because I was a straight white male - either directly or because the award committee wished to highlight their commitment to diversity - it would rankle.  I would consider it blatantly unfair and my willingness to take the committee seriously would nosedive.   
 
      
 
    This is Isabella’s tragedy.  She wanted to be Heir Primus and, eventually, succeed her father as the unquestioned (or so she thought, at the time) leader of the family.  She was denied this role because she was born female, a problem that was made a great deal worse by the simple fact her family was the only family that had kept such an archaic rule.  She grew up knowing she would be denied a position she knew - rightly or wrongly - she deserved, all the while watching girls like Alana prepare themselves to take their father’s place.  And her brother got the title without so much as lifting a finger to obtain it.  Isabella had valid reasons to be angry. 
 
      
 
    This left her open to manipulation by people who recognised her feelings and sought to make use of them.  Stregheria Aguirre understood Isabella because, in many ways, they’d had similar experiences.  It was easy enough for Stregheria to portray herself as a fellow victim, even though it was untrue.  Stregheria was not denied the post through an arbitrary and pointless rule, but because of her own poor conduct.  Isabella got her fingers burnt, and she was sent into exile, yet part of her still wanted the post.  She wanted to return to claim what she felt was her birthright.  And yet, she’d matured to the point she could - eventually - recognise that someone was trying to manipulate her again.  She realised, in a way, that she was being offered nothing more than smoke and mirrors, that what she’d been given could be just as easily taken away.  And she came to realise she didn’t really want it at all. 
 
      
 
    The lesson Morden taught his contacts was that the price of getting what you wanted was getting what you once wanted.  Isabella would probably agree. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There is another aspect of human nature, however, that has come into sharp focus in recent years.  Humans are somewhat self-centred, to say the least.  It is a very rare person who will put their self-interest right out of their mind and dedicate themselves to serving others.  Indeed, most people have a somewhat self-centred morality, an understanding of their own thoughts and feelings that is so overwhelming that it is difficult to comprehend, on both an intellectual and emotional level, that other can - and will - feel differently. 
 
      
 
    This manifests in many different ways.  If Bob uses a slur and gets called out for it, Bob may feel - and he’ll be right, from his point of view - that he genuinely wasn’t trying to be offensive.  He’ll feel that he is being unjustly punished.  Worse, if he comes to realize he was actually in the wrong, if someone takes the time to explain that the slur is genuinely a slur however its used, he may feel that he is being punished out of all proportion to the crime, something that will eventually convince him that the people calling him out are monsters even if they have a valid point.  This tends to get worse if there is a significant gap between the crime and punishment.  If someone tells Bob that he is a terrible person because of a word he used ten years ago, when he was an immature little brat, Bob is going to think he is being unfairly victimised.  And he would have a point.   
 
      
 
    There is a moment when someone will decide, in the privacy of their own head if nowhere else, that they have been punished enough, that their punishers have moved from reasonable retribution to outright sadism.  It is a very short step from there to bitterness seeping in, to the decision to lash out despite the consequences ... if, indeed, there are any possible consequences that have not already been handed out.  The belief that there is no hope of recovery from one’s offense, which one might have committed by accident, fuels a desperate desire for indiscriminate revenge.  They’ll say - or think - something that boils down to ‘then let me be evil!”  As Shylock put it: “thou call'dst me dog before thou hadst a cause.  But, since I am a dog, beware my fangs.” 
 
      
 
    From an objective point of view, this is often absurd, when it isn’t self-justifying.  Shylock was very definitely victimised by Antonio and there is no point in denying it.  At the same time, his quest for bloody revenge - “I’ll have my bond” - devolves into a cold-blooded murder attempt that cannot possibly be justified, all the more so as Antonio has nothing to do with Shylock’s daughter choosing to leave her father.  And yet, most people are not objective when it comes to their own feelings.  The more one comes under attack, deserved or not, the more one’s attitudes harden.   
 
      
 
    We live in a world where this problem is reflected on both a personal and national - even international - scale.  On the personal level, we have lives being ruined and careers being destroyed for offences committed years ago, punishments handed out by the mob that are so vastly in excess of the crime that it is easy to think there was no crime.  On the national scale, we have people being blamed for the crimes of their ancestors - or someone else’s ancestors - and a growing swell of bitter resentment that undermines all the social progress we’ve made in the last hundred years.  This is even true on an international scale.  A German friend of mine asked, years ago, “when can we Germans stop apologising for Hitler?”  I couldn’t think of any way he could be blamed for atrocities committed before his father was born.  Can you? 
 
      
 
    People make mistakes all the time.  And yes, some of those mistakes are offensive and/or come across as criminal.  I’ve spent most of my life in a multicultural environment.  I am all too aware that it is very easy to say something offensive, quite by accident.  (I had an editor who insisted I change a word, because it means something different in America.)  It is sensible to call out mistakes, in private.  If you humiliate someone in public, they will see themselves as the victim - rightly or wrongly - and close their minds to whatever you have to say.  And if you make it impossible for someone to recover from a mistake, you’ll destroy their lives and embitter them and, perhaps worst of all for your cause, you’ll convince outsiders that you’re the bad guy.  Is Shylock victim, victimiser, or both?  Are you? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Now, to change the subject slightly ... 
 
      
 
    I’m currently planning a trilogy that will be probably centred on Cat and Akin.  Please, could you let me know if the two-POV format worked?  If not, I may have to swap back to a sole focus on one character (Cat, probably).  Please let me know.  I’m also planning a Louise-focused book, but I haven’t decided if I’ll write that before I do the trilogy itself. 
 
      
 
    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 helps (particularly reviews). 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Christopher G. Nuttall 
 
    Edinburgh, 2021 
 
    

  

 
  
   If You Liked The Family Name, You Might Like: 
 
      
 
    Bloodsworn, by Tej Turner 
 
      
 
    Everyone from Jalard knew what a bloodoath was. Legendary characters in the tales people told to their children often made such pacts with the gods. By drawing one’s own blood whilst speaking a vow, people became ‘Bloodsworn’. And in every tale where the oath was broken, the ending was always the same. The Bloodsworn died. 
 
      
 
    It has been twelve years since The War of Ashes, but animosity still lingers between the nations of Sharma and Gavendara, and only a few souls have dared to cross the border between them. 
 
      
 
    The villagers of Jalard live a bucolic existence, nestled within the hills of western Sharma, and far away from the boundary which was once a warzone. To them, tales of bloodshed seem no more than distant fables. They have little contact with the outside world, apart from once a year when they are visited by representatives from the Academy who choose two of them to be taken away to their institute in the capital. To be Chosen is considered a great honour… of which most of Jalard’s children dream. 
 
      
 
    But this year the Academy representatives make an announcement which is so shocking it causes friction between the villagers, and some of them begin to suspect that all is not what it seems. Just where are they taking the Chosen, and why? Some of them intend to find out, but what they discover will change their lives forever and set them on a long and bloody path to seek vengeance… 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 - Yearly Visitors 
 
      
 
    Kyra was running late. 
 
      
 
    This was not something unusual for her. Kyra would be the first one to admit that punctuality was not her forte, but this day was an important one and she was determined to be on time on this occasion. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t even her fault. Kyra had been on schedule until her mother sent her on a fool’s errand to track down a missing goose. It had escaped from the enclosure again, and it took her half of the morning to track down the ruddy thing.  
 
      
 
    Kyra cursed as she ran. She looked up at the sky, checking the position of the sun to determine the time of day. There was still some time, but she wasn’t sure it was enough.  
 
      
 
    She took a shortcut, abandoning the walkway and sprinting through the middle of a field. Kernels of wheat whipped her legs, sending grains showering in her wake. She warily looked around to make sure no one was witnessing her trespass. Not that she cared all that much. A tongue-lashing from a ruffled farmer was not a great matter of concern compared to the wrath she would face if she didn’t arrive on time. 
 
      
 
    She reached the end of the field and entered the woodland, feeling some relief as she wound her way between the trees towards the central grove. She began to hear voices, meaning she was near, and quickened her pace, mustering one last burst of speed. 
 
      
 
    She found them; they were huddled in the middle of the clearing. She squeezed through one of the gaps to assert some room for herself. The two boys on either side scowled at her, but she paid them no heed; instead, she focussed her attention on Baird, her mentor, as he delivered a speech. 
 
      
 
    “The representatives from the Academy will be here soon,” he bellowed, casting his steely gaze across the circle of youths gathered around him. If he noticed Kyra arriving a little later than the others, he didn’t say anything. “And you all know what that means… some of you will be Chosen. And to be Chosen, you need to prove yourselves worthy. I am writing your reports tonight, so this is your last chance to impress me. Make it count! Now back up and make some room!” he yelled, gesturing with his hands for them to spread out. “I will call you up to duel each other in pairs! First up are Fergus and Mavi!” 
 
      
 
    Kyra watched as the boys that Baird had just selected walked over to the rack of wooden weapons to pick a sword each. They were two of his youngest students and both novices.  
 
      
 
    Once they were both armed, they nervously assumed positions and everyone else gathered in a circle around them to watch.  Baird counted down. 
 
      
 
    Kyra didn’t pay much attention to their brawl. It didn’t last very long. 
 
      
 
    And the next two combatants Baird called up were only a marginal improvement. Kyra realised that Baird was pairing them off in order of their skill level. 
 
      
 
    Which meant she was going to have to wait a while till her turn came. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes went to Rivan, who stood on the opposite side of the ring to her. He was, as usual, surrounded by his cronies. He was Baird’s favourite, and would no doubt be sent up last. He had seen eighteen summers – only a year older than Kyra – yet with his massive frame and bushy, russet-hued beard, he had the appearance of someone much older than his peers.  
 
      
 
    Kyra was the only woman present that day, but she was used to that. A few of the other girls from the village had tried to follow in her footsteps, but none lasted for more than a few days. In one case, mere hours. Kyra knew why. The males of Jalard were possessed by a proclivity to make life difficult for any woman who showed an interest in arts they considered belonging solely to them. Kyra’s existence was one they found particularly vexing because she had persevered and proved them wrong. 
 
      
 
    She could now beat most of the men of Jalard hands-down when it came to fencing. 
 
      
 
    All except for Rivan. He was the only one who still bested her. 
 
      
 
    He caught her looking at him, and their eyes met. The two of them had been rivals for so long they could now provoke each other with merely a glance. It was a challenge. 
 
      
 
    Bring. It. On, Kyra thought as she stared him out. 
 
      
 
    “Jonan, good!” Baird roared, once the third duel had ended. “Benin, you need to stop leaping around so much! This is fencing, not dancing!” 
 
      
 
    He summoned the next pair, and it became more interesting. Kyra watched the confrontation with a critical eye, noting where each of them went wrong. He lets people in his range too easily, she thought before their swords had even met. No! You shouldn’t crouch! It leaves you vulnerable! she almost yelled a few moments later, but restrained herself. Baird had already, on several occasions, told her off for doing that. Let your sword do the work for you! 
 
      
 
    The duels generally got better as time progressed, and Kyra found herself having less to criticise internally. Baird observed them all with a stony expression on his face; one hand on his hip, the other on his chin. When each bout was over, he usually yelled some form of criticism. Most often to the one defeated. That was his way. He was a former soldier – a veteran of the War of Ashes – and he had been sent to their village ten years ago to turn its boys into warriors. His method was to make them all feel like they were treading upon eggshells. Berated outbursts were courtesy for any cracks. The ones he favoured were pushed even harder. 
 
      
 
    When there were only four students left to be called up, there was a brief silence as Baird ran his eyes across Kyra and the other three who were yet to be paired. Her body tensed as she wondered who she would end up sparring with. She knew that Rivan was the only one who was any real rival to her, but still, she doubted Baird would actually acknowledge that by picking her to fight him. For some reason, Kyra always fell short of earning her mentor’s favour. 
 
      
 
    “Dareth. Sidry. You’re up,” Baird decided. 
 
      
 
    Kyra drew a breath. A part of her was glad, but another apprehensive. If Baird was writing their final reports that night, this was the fight which could earn her a scholarship at the Academy. Only yesterday she had proven, once again, that she was Jalard’s finest archer, but she knew that it was your skill with a sword which Baird held in the highest esteem. 
 
      
 
    If she had been paired off against Sidry or Dareth, she would have almost certainly won, but Rivan was going to be a much tougher challenge. 
 
      
 
    Her hand went to the necklace about her neck. It was in the shape of a large rose thorn. The symbol of Briggan, the patron goddess of warriors and maidens. Kyra held onto it, barely watching Dareth and Sidry’s bout, and only dimly aware of the loud thwacks which occurred each time their swords met. She didn’t register who the victor was. Her mind was rehearsing. Praying. Mentally preparing herself for her own duel. 
 
      
 
    “Good!” Baird declared, clapping his massive hands together. “See!” he turned to the others. “That’s how it’s done! Dareth, you let your guard down at the end, but until that point it was great! Next! Rivan and Kyra!” 
 
      
 
    She felt eyes glaring at her as she walked over to the rack and tested some of the wooden swords to find one whose weight she liked. Some of them muttered to each other too. She didn’t hear any of the words, but she could make a fairly educated guess as to the sentiment. Most of them despised her, and Baird selecting her to fight Rivan was an admission that she was more accomplished than the rest of them. 
 
      
 
    After choosing a weapon, she strolled over to one side of the ring while Rivan claimed the other. They both assumed stances. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” Baird called. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. As did Rivan. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” 
 
      
 
    Rivan charged, and Kyra braced herself, holding her sword steady as he rushed her. His sword came swinging. It was not a particularly technical move, but it had the full brunt of his strength behind it.  
 
      
 
    He was, as usual, trying to win with brute force.  
 
      
 
    She parried the strike, twisting the downswing of his weapon towards the ground and then making a thrust at his mid-section. He drew back. 
 
      
 
    They circled, measuring each other up. She switched stance and, when she had her back to the sun, stepped into his range and attacked, hoping to trap him in melee while he was facing its glare. But he was no fool; he blocked and sidestepped, shirking that advantage. He went on the offensive, flashing his weapon at her in a sequence of swings and drives. She blocked and countered them all, and the space between them became a blur as they dodged and skirted around each other, searching for an opening. 
 
      
 
    They had fought each other so many times that they knew each other’s moves all too well. Their bouts had recently begun to resemble a dance, and it frustrated her. 
 
      
 
    Their swords locked and Kyra almost lost her balance from the pressure of Rivan’s weapon pushing down upon hers. She dug the back of her heels into the dirt to help hold her ground. 
 
      
 
    All around her, the boys were cheering for Rivan. It was distracting. She blotted it out. 
 
      
 
    Focus! 
 
      
 
    She turned her attention back to Rivan, and they stared at each other, face to face. He usually won. It was because he was bigger. And stronger. But she was faster, more agile, and it was usually when she played that to her advantage and caught him off guard that she earned her victory. 
 
      
 
    She let him bear down upon her a little, feigning weakness, and then, when he leant towards her, she ducked to the side and rolled, leaving him almost toppling over from the sudden missing weight. 
 
      
 
    The cheering – the chanting of Rivan’s name coming from all around her – swiftly turned into a cacophony of boos and jeers. She ignored them and strode towards Rivan as he righted himself.  
 
      
 
    She was tired of this place. Tired of the constant battle to validate herself. Tired of working twice as hard as the men yet only receiving half of the credit. Most of all, she was tired of Rivan, and the way the other boys all idolised him. 
 
      
 
    He blocked, but she came at him again. She was tired of them always repeating the same strikes, counters and parries on each other. 
 
      
 
    Kyra remembered a new ploy she had been practising in her spare time. She hadn’t had a chance to test it yet but now was as good a time as any. Rivan’s motions had become all too mediocre recently; it was time to surprise him with something fresh. 
 
      
 
    She sent her sword in an arc towards his shoulder. He blocked in the usual fashion. She then circled her sword behind her to distract his eye and gain some momentum, and brought it swinging towards Rivan again – it was a common feint they had both learnt years ago – and he, of course, parried it, flicking her blade to the side and leaving one of her legs exposed. He always did that, and Kyra was all too familiar with it, so she easily countered. 
 
      
 
    Righting her weapon, she thrust at his belly, and he blocked again, twisting his sword around her own in an attempt to get within her range, but she knew that manoeuvre all too well. 
 
      
 
    He was falling right into her trap.  
 
      
 
    The next move Kyra made was a common one. Exactly the sort he would have expected, and she already knew how he was going to respond. She aimed for his neck. He raised his sword. She feigned a low swing, but instead, twisted around him, whirling her sword in a crescent motion. 
 
      
 
    And, just as she predicted, his back lay exposed. She grinned. She had a free opening! He might react just fast enough to face her, but he had no way of knowing which direction her sword was heading. She aimed for his legs. 
 
      
 
    But then, between all the clamour of boys cheering and heckling, a singular voice raised itself, becoming distinct.  
 
      
 
    “Rivan!” someone yelled. “Low blow!” 
 
      
 
    Kyra was struck. Pain rang down her shoulder. She toppled over, her sword falling from her hand as she landed face down on the grass. 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of pause – it seemed everyone was aware that mal-play had occurred – and they turned to their mentor for judgement.  
 
      
 
    “Rivan wins!” Baird decided.  
 
      
 
    And then his voice was drowned out by everyone cheering. 
 
      
 
    Kyra lifted herself from the ground, ignoring the pain throbbing down her arm, and looked at her mentor.  
 
      
 
    Are you scitting me!? she thought.  
 
      
 
    Rivan’s friend cheated. Why was Baird letting them get away with that? 
 
      
 
    Rivan turned to the other boys and raised his sword to the air. They applauded. Kyra glared at the back of his head, seething. The sounds of their adulation only furthered her fury. She clenched her fists. 
 
      
 
    She charged at Rivan, twisting her foot between his own and thrusting her knee into the back of his thigh, toppling him over. It wasn’t a conscious decision. It was an act of pure impulse. The only way she could deal with how enraged she was. 
 
      
 
    And she instantly regretted it. When Rivan’s huge mass fell to the ground with a thud, everyone went silent and stared at her. 
 
      
 
    “Kyra!” Baird bellowed, and the ferociousness of his voice made several people flinch. “Come with me. Now!” 
 
      
 
    Kyra knew she was in trouble. Deep trouble. She followed Baird to a cluster of trees nearby and resigned herself to take the coming reprimand humbly or risk only stoking her mentor’s ire. 
 
      
 
    “What the blazes were you thinking?” he demanded, once they were out of earshot. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t fair!” she screamed, all her sensibilities forgotten the moment Baird raised his voice. “They–” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare take that tone with me!” Baird roared. 
 
      
 
    She lowered her eyes to the ground, and the rest of what he said was lost to her ears. 
 
      
 
    They cheated! she thought, biting her lip to stop herself arguing. She knew from long and bitter experience there was nothing to be gained by quarrelling with Baird. 
 
      
 
    “Do you realise how much grief I get for training you?” Baird said. She unwillingly became aware of his voice again. “I’m constantly sticking up for you, telling the villagers you shouldn’t be spinning yarn with the other lasses – that you’re worth all the time I put in – and then you pull stunts like that!” 
 
      
 
    “I have just as much right to be here as they do!” Kyra said, pointing to the grove. 
 
      
 
    “Well act like it then!” Baird scolded. “None of them–” 
 
      
 
    “None of them have to put up with the crap I do!” Kyra exclaimed. “They’re always ganging up on me!” 
 
      
 
    “No one forces you to come here, Kyra,” Baird said. She turned away and went back to not listening to him again. She hated Baird sometimes. She hated Rivan even more. He was always receiving all the adoration, but she was a better archer than him by far. And a better tracker.  
 
      
 
    “You’re not listening to me, are you?!” Baird screamed, pulling her out of her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “I am!” she lied, turning her attention back to him.  
 
      
 
    “No you’re not!” Baird retorted, his face turning red again. “If you’re not even going to listen to me then just go!” 
 
      
 
    “But–” 
 
      
 
    “Go!” he roared, pointing in the direction of the village. “Go home and cool your head!” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s not even midday yet!” Kyra said. “I want to–” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already done enough fighting today,” Baird said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry!” Kyra pleaded. “Look, I will apologise to Rivan if you want me to. Just let me–” 
 
      
 
    “Go home, Kyra…” Baird repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Baird!” Kyra said. “I want to be Chosen for the Academy. It’s not fair!” 
 
      
 
    Baird hesitated and looked at her, crossing his arms over his chest. “I tell you what… go find Jaedin for me…” 
 
      
 
    “Jaedin?” Kyra repeated. “What do you want with Jaedin?” 
 
      
 
    “He was supposed to be here today, but he didn’t show up. Again!” Baird said. “Go find him and tell him that I want him here. Now! Drag him here if you have to. Whatever it takes. If you manage to get him to come, I might let you join us again this afternoon…” 
 
      
 
    “Fine!” Kyra exclaimed, turning away and marching down the hill. 
 
      
 
    She knew she needed to compose herself before she saw anyone else, so she took a longer route back to the village, passing through woodland. It was often not a bad spot for hunting wild hares, or even deer if you were lucky, but Kyra didn’t have her bow that day. She did, however, notice some edible mushrooms at the base of one of the trees, so she crouched down, opened up her burlap sack and gathered them, huffing as she did so. Kyra had recently become conscious of how dependent upon her parents she was – many of the young women her age had already started working as weavers or farmers, or had even found themselves a mate – so she was making an effort to earn her keep. She spent most of her free time looking after her little sister Luisa now and brought as much food to the table as she could. 
 
      
 
    She was hoping she would be Chosen for the Academy and no longer be a burden on them, but her chances of that happening had just been thwarted. 
 
      
 
    After collecting all the mushrooms she could find, Kyra rose and continued making her way down the hill, emerging from the trees and entering the fields. She saw the rooftops of Jalard below her. 
 
      
 
    It was summer. Everything was turning green, and the sun bathed the village with a charming incandescence. Jalard was a quaint place; Kyra could admit that. Most of the homes were single-storey huts made from cob, and they were connected by a network of dirt trackways. There was a gently rolling brook which snaked its way through the centre and the bank was lined with willow trees.  
 
      
 
    After seventeen years, Kyra had come to feel restless. She was bored of Jalard. She was one of the few women lucky enough to have ventured outside their village and seen other places – she had even visited a town once, albeit briefly – and she understood that there was much more to the world. She wanted to see the ocean. Mountains. Cities.  
 
      
 
    Most of the people born in Jalard were destined to spend their entire lives there. They worked, mated, had children and died without ever leaving. Kyra was determined to not be one of those people. 
 
      
 
    When Kyra reached the bottom of the valley, she passed the mill. Mabonna opened the shutters and tried to coax Kyra to come inside for a hot drink, but Kyra, as usual, made an excuse. She didn’t find any of the older woman’s gossip particularly enthralling, and Kyra had an errand to run. She needed to find Jaedin so that Baird would let her back into training this afternoon and she could prove she was worthy of the Academy. 
 
      
 
    Kyra spotted someone crouched over a flowerbed and recognised them; it was one of her friends. Bryna. She quickened her pace to reach her.  
 
      
 
    “Hello Kyra,” Bryna said, without so much as turning her head. She had a gathering basket cradled beneath her arm and was foraging for leaves. 
 
      
 
    Kyra could never quite remember how she became friends with Bryna. It was an odd pairing, for Bryna was everything Kyra wasn’t – serene, reserved, mysterious – but somehow it worked. The one thing they had in common was that they were both outsiders; many of the villagers feared Bryna because she was Blessed. 
 
      
 
    “Gaddythistles,” Bryna said, as she rose to her feet. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Kyra blurted. Her friend was confusing her, but this was nothing new. It was as if she lived in her own little world sometimes. Probably because she spent more time in the company of flowerbeds and trees than people. She was the daughter of the medicine woman and on a path to becoming one herself. Bryna could often be found on the outskirts of the village, foraging for the fruits of their craft. 
 
      
 
    She had leaves caught in her hair that day, again. Most of the other women had begun to tie their hair up and abandon wintery garments in favour of light, airy frocks because of the warmer weather, but Bryna was still clad in a dark blue cloak and letting her long black locks run freely down her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Gaddythistles,” Bryna repeated, holding up a green stem with blue petals to Kyra’s nose. They smelled lovely – like mildly-spiced honey – but it would take more than pleasant aromas to placate Kyra. “They are calming and help with nerves. Why are you upset, Kyra?” 
 
      
 
    “Who said I was upset?” Kyra asked, stepping back and putting a hand on her hip. Bryna just looked at her with her purple eyes. No matter how long they had known each other, Kyra could never quite get used to those eyes. It always felt like they were looking through you. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’m pissed off,” Kyra admitted. “Baird told me off, and I probably deserved it, but the boys were cheating!” she exclaimed. “And now I have to go and find Jaedin like I’m some bloody messenger! Oh, wait…” Kyra remembered. “Do you know where Jaedin is?” 
 
      
 
    Bryna nodded. “He’s at Miles’ place. I’ll come with you.” 
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    Scorpions of the Deep, by Amie Gibbons (Elemental Demons I) 
 
    There are more things in Hell and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy... 
 
    Sarah Blakely is in survival mode after her breakup pulls her life out from under her and sends her scrambling back home, depressed and broken after college. 
 
    She is determined to build a new life and find a new direction. But it's hard after losing her love, the man she’d planned on marrying. And the refuge of her childhood home, where she should be able to heal in peace, is being disturbed by one weird occurrence after another. 
 
    Sarah is not religious, but she is about to find out there are more things in Hell and Earth than are dreamt of in her philosophy. 
 
    Backed by her brave, loyal, and god-fearing friend Beau, and a pack of preteens she babysits, she must face her fears and find her strength again, before one of those dark things she does not believe in uses her broken soul against her. 
 
    Demonstrating, once again, her gift for making magic real in our modern world, Amie Gibbons brings to us the chilling horror of demons walking the earth in this pulse-pounding, paranormal psychological thriller. 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    “Ahhhh,” Sarah Blakely screamed, scrambling back from the kitchen sink, barely avoiding slamming into the dark granite countertop island her parents had put in during the kitchen remodel when she’d been away at college. 
 
    She whirled a full circle, light blue suit skirt twirling around her knees, and dashed back towards the sink, heart pounding so hard it could’ve burst her sternum.  
 
    “Sarah!” came from outside, barely audible through the thick windows. 
 
    “Hey Beau!” she yelled, keeping her eyes glued to the sink, only taking them off the monster for a moment to bend and grab the spray cleaner. “Door’s unlocked!” 
 
    “Are you okay!” Beau Caldwell yelled, voice fainter. 
 
    “Spider in my kitchen!” 
 
    She faced it down, the giant brown thing so big it could’ve been a horse for some spider friends, and held up the spray. 
 
    The door opened and clicked closed. “Don’t kill the spider,” Beau said, Georgian accent making his words slow and smooth. “They eat bugs.” 
 
    “It’s a monster. You’re not going to help me kill this thing?” She didn’t take her eyes off it. 
 
    Beau snorted behind her. “Nope.” 
 
    Sarah narrowed her eyes, saying in her most dramatic voice, “I shall never accept your kind, you vile, unholy proof that evil and aliens have touched the earth. I will fight you with my last breath. Though fear courses through me, it is through that I know I am brave. With the cleansing fire of chemicals, and the power of the water spirits on my side, from the jaws of Hell, I strike at thee!” 
 
    She sprayed it dead on and the thing scrambled, trying to get away. 
 
    Sarah followed it with the spray of cleaner, skin crawling as the spider struggled and ran, finally shriveling up as it tried get up the side of the slick steel sink. 
 
    Sarah put the bottle down and turned on the water, using the water sprayer to inch the bug down the drain, and hit the garbage disposal. 
 
    She breathed a sigh after a moment and turned it off, skin still trying to crawl off. 
 
    “Poor spider,” Beau said. 
 
    “Did you see him?” she finally turned to look at her friend. “He could’ve been a brown recluse. He kind of looked like one.” She shivered. “I feel like they’re crawling all over me. We have exterminators spray this place quarterly. How do they get in?” 
 
    Beau just smiled at her, thick lips drawn up at just one corner, lighting up his wide, friendly face as he stroked his short beard. 
 
    “Don’t smirk at me, that’s the third spider I’ve found since Mom left for New York yesterday.” 
 
    “Your mama going on a business trip has something to do with spiders getting in?’ Beau drawled. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him and put her hand out. “Yeah! It’s like they were waiting for me to be alone.” 
 
    Beau snorted. 
 
    “I know we’re going to the happy hour, but I need a drink,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Drama queen.” 
 
    “I had a bad day.” Sarah rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    She flinched. She hadn’t meant to open this conversation. “Dream. Kind of set me off for the day.” She and grabbed one of the stools at the island, dragging it around into the kitchen and to the far cabinet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Beau asked. 
 
    “I need the good stuff after that.” 
 
    Beau covered his mouth as she looked back at him and climbed up. 
 
    “Smirk away,” she said. “I’m terrified of spiders, like all bugs, and oh my god, ants! We had an ant problem when we first moved in. Ugh. I need a drink.” 
 
    “Spiders aren’t bugs.” 
 
    “I know and I don’t care. To me, they’re bugs.” 
 
    She grabbed one of her dad’s nice Scotch glasses and the sixteen year old non-chill filtered Glenlivet, pouring herself a healthy glass. 
 
    Probably too healthy. 
 
    She looked at it and held it out to Beau. 
 
    Beau shook his head, putting up his hands and backing away. 
 
    She shrugged and took a sip of the good stuff. 
 
    The Scotch burned down her throat and she coughed. She was more of a sweet bourbon cocktails and margaritas kind of girl. 
 
    “You want to tell me about the nightmare?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Dream. Good dream.” 
 
    “Then why-?” 
 
    “It was about Phil,” she cut him off, blinking and shoving down whatever was trying to rise up with another deep drink of scotch. 
 
    It didn’t burn as much the second time. 
 
    “It was an ordinary day. We were studying for finals and I got upset and frustrated studying for Constitutional Law, so he took my book away, lay on top of it, holding his arms and legs up, and meowed at me.” 
 
    She let out a little laugh, tears filling her eyes. “We used to joke he was a cat.” 
 
    Sarah took another drink and it stopped at the lump in her throat, burning her throat where it stuck. 
 
    She swallowed hard. 
 
    “The dream didn’t get dirty or anything,” she said, voice hollow. “He pulled me down, spooning me while we napped, making me take a break. Then he made dinner, and we went back to studying. It was one of a thousand days together where he was this sweet, thoughtful, goofy man-cat.” 
 
    She took another sip. The Scotch still burned, but it had a thickness to it, a weight and smokiness in the aftertaste, a strength she could appreciate. And it helped squash the emotions she wasn’t feeling. Her eyes met Beau’s as she lowered the glass. 
 
    Sarah bent putting the glass down on the counter, a little closer to Beau, and closed the high cupboard. Beau held a hand up. 
 
    “What a gentleman,” she said with a smirk, taking his hand and hopping down. 
 
    “Well, thank you kindly, ma’am,” he said, laying the accent on thick. 
 
    “Of course, that’s only now. When I was slaying the bus dragon of spiders, you just stood by.” 
 
    He grinned, wide and bright, true green eyes dancing as he obviously tried not to laugh. 
 
    Her smirk faltered as warmth creeped through her stomach. 
 
    Beau had been her friend for months since she they’d met in May. She’d just moved back to Chattanooga after college and met him at the monthly happy hour of the city’s chapter of the Young Federalists. 
 
    She held the glass out. “I know we’re going to the happy hour, but this is the good stuff.” 
 
    He grinned in his aw-shucks way that’d grown on her and bowed his head, shaking it. “Why do I feel like you’re offering me an apple?” 
 
    Sarah burst out laughing. 
 
    “You are so Catholic,” she said. “Come on, you were saying how much you like good Scotch, and this is.” 
 
    “Nahhhhh,” he said after a moment. “I got to drive, and besides, I’m carrying.” 
 
    He patted the side of his light seersucker blazer and she nodded. 
 
    “You’re going to melt in that jacket,” Sarah said, taking another slow sip. “You know, you could leave the gun in the car. Then you wouldn’t need the jacket, and you could drink. If you’re worried about driving home, we have a guest room here. Hell, we have a few spare rooms without my parents and brother here.” 
 
    He smiled slowly, making his eyes crinkle. He was only twenty-six, but he had lines from smiling, and the slow, careful smiles and speech of a thoughtful, much older man. 
 
    An old soul. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to get me drunk,” he said. 
 
    Sarah looked away before his green eyes could make her blush. 
 
    Friends didn’t blush at each other. 
 
    “If this can get you drunk, you’re a bigger lightweight than me,” she said, finishing the glass with a last sip and putting it next to the sink. She knew better than to put Dad’s good glasses in the dishwasher. “Guess we should get going.” 
 
    She pinched the inside of her arm as Beau cut in front of her to open the back door. 
 
    He’s your friend. He’s your ex’s friend. He’s your other friend’s ex. And you are not ready for someone new.  
 
    Yep, she just had to remember all that. 
 
    ### 
 
    September in Chattanooga Tennessee. 
 
    It was a bitch. 
 
    Sarah had lived all around the country as an Army brat, but went to high school in Chattanooga because that’s where her parents settled after Dad retired from the military, so it felt like home, but damn was it hotter than Hell. 
 
    And the South had bugs. 
 
    She lived two blocks away from the Raven’s Claw, the restaurant with an upstairs bar and patio where they always held the YF meetings, and Beau had gotten into the habit of parking his truck at her place and walking over. 
 
    Probably because the second time she’d gone, she’d ran into her ex from high school, and Beau had ended up making sure she got home safe after the reunion didn’t go the way she’d thought and she’d dealt by getting drunk. 
 
    Sarah hadn’t known at the time that Bucky — William Merle Buchanan Buckford the Third — was back in town. 
 
    Last she’d heard, he’d married the girl he’d left her for and moved to Dallas. 
 
    He was back and divorced after making it work a full three years. 
 
    And he’d spent the past four months thoroughly ignoring her. 
 
    Apparently someone had told him some of the horrible things she’d said after he broke her heart back then, and he’d never forgotten it. 
 
    It wasn’t like she’d forgotten the pain he’d caused her either. 
 
    It did make for some awkward meetings, though. 
 
    Sarah and Beau walked in silence most of the way, the thick, barely Fall heat pouring over them.  Oppressive.  The silent evening made her skin prickle and she looked around at the beautiful, bright suburban street two blocks away from a few local restaurants and mom and pop shops that’d managed to survive in the modern era’s age of chains. 
 
    The air was still, not even the hint of a breeze to help quell the hard heat. Not exactly unheard of in the South. And the Scotch had gone a long way to calming her nerves from the stupid spider. 
 
    So why did her skin want to crawl off and hide under the nearest house? 
 
    Where there’d be even more bugs? She shivered at the image. 
 
    She felt tight and coiled, like a wire was running through her brain and she was waiting for it to spark and electrocute her at any moment. 
 
    “What?” Beau asked, looking around too. 
 
    A car drove by, too fast for the neighborhood, and she jumped with the noise. Too fast, but she wasn’t one to comment. 
 
    She had a lead foot, too. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “Just… a feeling? Does it feel too quiet to you?” 
 
    He stopped and she followed suit. 
 
    Beau’s face crinkled in concentration, then his head flew up with a suddenness she hadn’t thought him capable of as his eyes flew wide. 
 
    “No cicadas,” he said. “They should be making a racket right now.” 
 
    “Huh,” she said. “We didn’t have those that far north, so I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. That’s weird, right?” 
 
    He nodded and they walked on. 
 
    “You know it’s hot when it’s too much for the bugs,” Beau said. 
 
    But he didn’t lose his frown all the way to the bar. 
 
    ### 
 
    They were the first ones there. Beau was the president of the local chapter. He pulled the signup sheet and nametags out of his leather laptop bag and set up stuff on the long bar. 
 
    “Love the new man purse,” Sarah said, perching on the edge of one of the barstools. 
 
    Beau paused in fishing out the ‘You Can’t Beat a Woman Who Shoots’ buttons he’d gotten a ton of at the last NRA convention, and looked up to grin at her. 
 
    “Keep teasing,” he said slowly. “Get one beer in me and I’ll start in on you.” 
 
    “Promise?” caught itself on the tip of her tongue, and she swallowed it down, smiling sweetly and shrugging one shoulder instead before hopping off the stool. 
 
    The upstairs back room of the Raven’s Claw was basically an enclosed porch with walls that rolled up in nicer weather. 
 
    With the heat index hovering around a hundred, they had the windows rolled down for the day and the AC blasting. 
 
    The room was very modern South, with its hardwood floors and wood paneled walls, and a long bar that took up the wall separating the party room from the rest of the upstairs bar. 
 
    For a bar, they had surprisingly good food, and Sarah’s mouth watered as she looked around for the server, who was sure to pop up any second. 
 
    Their pulled pork meat and three with mashed potatoes, fried green tomatoes, and green beans was sounding real good right about now. 
 
    “Server’s probably not going to come in until six,” Beau said, making her jump. 
 
    How did he do that? 
 
    “You read my mind,” she said. 
 
    “I know you,” he said, still pulling swag out of the man purse. “You said you had lunch before noon, and I’ve seen you hungry. Don’t know where you put it all in that body though.” 
 
    She blushed up to her barely-starting-to-grow-out dark roots and shook her head. “I’ve got an extra five pounds, trust me, the food sticks. And I thought gentlemen weren’t supposed to comment on a woman’s figure.” 
 
    He flicked his eyes up without straightening and paused. “Never said I was a gentleman.” 
 
    And he went right back to pulling stuff out. 
 
    Sarah shook her head, grinding her teeth together. 
 
    Sometimes she swore he was flirting. 
 
    But he’d never asked her out, had gone out with their friend Ray – short for Bokerah – and dated her for a few weeks.  
 
    So obviously he wasn’t interested. 
 
    And I shouldn’t be, she reminded herself. 
 
    “I’m going to hit the main bar then,” she said out loud. “See if I can get some food before people show up.” 
 
    She ordered her food and a Mint Julep, and got another meat and three for Beau on his tab with mac and cheese, collard greens, and his own fried green tomatoes so he wouldn’t eat half of hers this time, dammit. 
 
    “What is it with you and Mint Juleps?” Beau asked when she walked back into the back room and sat next to him at the bar, sipping her drink. 
 
    “I like them,” she said. “And you can’t get a decent Mint Julep in the entire state of Michigan, trust me.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you,” he said. “Still doesn’t say what it is with you and them though.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What’s with you and Scotch? Or you and Glocks? You just like them. Now, I don’t understand for the life of me why you like Glocks, but hey.” 
 
    Beau’s eyes focused down, like he was staring at her arm. “What’s that?” 
 
    “What?” Sarah looked down. 
 
    A greenish grey oval mark like a bruise showed faintly on her pale skin. 
 
    “Huh,” she said. “No clue where that came from. I must’ve hit it against something the last few days.” 
 
    “Some guy grab you?” His voice made it clear it wasn’t a joke. 
 
    A lump formed in her throat, the pain threatening to climb up. “No. No guy.” 
 
    She couldn’t look at him. If she did, she’d cry. 
 
    “I don’t… Ohhhh.” Beau’s hand rested on her arm. “Anyone else, I’d think they were lying to cover up for someone being abusive. You’re trying not to cry because you were thinking of your ex, but in a good way?” 
 
    Sarah nodded, eyes burning as water filled the bottoms and her nose stung. “No one has touched me like that, rough or gently, in months.” 
 
    She sniffed, that same feeling of sinking in her brain she’d had for months trying to tug her down, sapping all her energy. 
 
    There’d been days where it would take her, make her head too heavy to hold up, and she’d lie around watching TV, wasting away the day, and not even want to eat. 
 
    She couldn’t let herself feel like that now. Not in public. She was supposed to be having fun, dammit! 
 
    “I’m okay,” Sarah said, wiping under her eyes. “The sadness comes in waves.” 
 
    Beau opened his mouth and paused, looking over her shoulder, green eyes going dark. 
 
    She didn’t have to turn around to know who it was. 
 
    “Hey!” Ray said. 
 
    Too chipper. 
 
    Too forced. 
 
    Trying too hard to be okay. 
 
    Sarah nodded at Beau to let him know it was okay to go, he dropped his hand and walked away. Sarah hopped off her stool with a turn, and hugged her friend, holding her tight. 
 
    Ray was good people. 
 
    So was Beau. 
 
    And they’d been good together, for as long as it’d lasted. 
 
    But Beau knew what he was looking for, and when he’d figured out Ray wasn’t it, he’d ended things. 
 
    He’d said he hadn’t wanted to use her or lead her on. Which in Sarah’s book made him one of the best guys she knew. But losing a good guy was always harder than losing a bad one. 
 
    Sarah would know. 
 
    She shook the thought away. Not tonight. Not in public. Fall apart at home. 
 
    The way Ray talked about Beau reminded Sarah of the way she’d talked about her first love. 
 
    Speak of the devil and he does appear. 
 
    Bucky sauntered in, arms swinging and body moving like he was oh so relaxed and fun-loving. 
 
    He smiled and nodded at her, bobbing his head in his stupid silent ‘what up’ move as he looked around, the bags under his eyes big enough to carry the weight of his fledgling business and then some. 
 
    Sarah’s heart went out to Bucky. 
 
    She wished he was talking to her so she could give him a hug and see if she could help. 
 
    That’s stupid. He’s treated you like shit a few people removed since you got back. 
 
    But he’d been her first love. 
 
    After her second love had left her after nearly four years together, when they’d graduated from college and he’d decided he didn’t want her to go with him to D.C. where he was going to law school, he’d rather just break up. 
 
    When she saw Bucky again, she’d been hoping after all this time they could be friends… or maybe more. 
 
    Apparently that had been wishful thinking. 
 
    He’d been treating her like the fucking plague. 
 
    Ray left to get a drink. Sarah took a long sip of hers, and pulled out her phone, making herself look busy while the guys chatted so she would have a reason not to go over there. 
 
    Bang shot across the bar, and she yelped, leaping up with a half turn, dropping her drink before she realized her grip’d gone slack. 
 
    The solid silver cup crashed to the ground, spilling the drink all over the floor. 
 
    The thick fluid spread across the floor in random lines, drawing a picture like an alcoholic Rorschach test. 
 
    What does this picture look like? echoed in her head. 
 
    Loneliness. 
 
    The liquid moved of its own accord, swirling into a pattern she almost recognized. 
 
    “Sarah!” 
 
    Beau’s shoes cut through her thoughts and she shook her head. The pattern was gone. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked as she looked up from the puddle. “Did a wasp fly in again?” 
 
    “What?” She couldn’t focus. 
 
    Her eyes went blurry, like her contacts slid up her eyeballs or something, shaking so hard she couldn’t breathe. 
 
    She blinked and it was gone. 
 
    Beau’s face was close to hers and he had his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I… the sound startled me,” she said. “Guess someone dropped a tray or something.” 
 
    Beau’s forehead sunk down into lines. “What sound?” 
 
    “That loud bang,” she said. “Not like a gun, like, well, a dropped tray.” 
 
    Beau blinked but let her go. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll get the server and get you another drink.” 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary.” She waved a hand like his offer was a fly buzzing around her head. “I can buy my own drinks, and besides, I’m the klutz who knocked it over.” 
 
    Dropped it, technically, but knocked it over sounded more natural. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and walked out. 
 
    Sarah stared at the puddle surrounding the dropped cup. It didn’t do anything. 
 
    So I’m just going insane and seeing things. 
 
    What else was new? 
 
    Good thing they served Mint Juleps the proper way here, in the metal cups instead of glasses, otherwise they’d have a real mess on their hands. 
 
    She looked up and Bucky was standing a few feet away, thumbs tucked into the pockets of his nice slacks, rocking on his heels and vaguely tilted back, like he was trying not to run. 
 
    She blinked at him. 
 
    Yeah, forcing a smile wasn’t happening. Not after the way he’d been treating her. 
 
    “No jokes about my butterfingers?” she asked softly. 
 
    He pressed his lips together and bowed his head, back slouching, but not saying anything. 
 
    There’d been a lot of jokes about her butterfingers when they’d been dating. 
 
    “Seriously, Bucky, what is your problem?” Sarah said. “You’ve been ignoring me or talking shit about me since I got back. Whatever happened to us being friends?” 
 
    His head snapped up and his brown eyes went dark as his entire face locked down so hard, she was pretty sure the hairs in his stubble froze solid in anger, too. 
 
    “You know what you did,” he snapped before turning on a heel and walking out. 
 
    “I don’t have the energy for this,” she said to herself, folding her arms and putting her head down on them. 
 
    The flash of adrenaline from the dropped tray had fried her nervous system. 
 
    Or maybe it was the relationship dynamics playing out here. 
 
    Or life in general. 
 
    Whatever it was, she didn’t have it in her to handle any kind of drama. 
 
    Didn’t have it in her to handle any kind of struggle. 
 
    Which is why after her ex left her, she’d done what everyone does when their life falls apart. 
 
    She’d abandoned her plans to move to D.C., gave up the low paying internship she’d had lined up, and had gone home. 
 
    Without living with her guy, she wouldn’t have been able to afford it anyway. 
 
    While it was great to be home, and to have her parents there — when her dad wasn’t on assignment working as a military consultant and her mom wasn’t on a business trip as her company’s VP of marketing — she needed purpose in her life. 
 
    A new direction now that her path was wiped out. 
 
    And just trying to live and figure that out, while keeping a smile on her face at her job as a nanny, and at events like this where she tried desperately to break into the political world and get a real job, it was exhausting. 
 
    “You look like I feel,” a gentle voice she knew and loved said. 
 
    She lifted her head, and her friend Kevin White took the seat next to her, his considerable girth probably making it far less comfortable for him. 
 
    “Hey Kevin,” she said, leaning over and giving the older man a one-armed hug. 
 
    He was technically crashing the Young Federalists event, since he was in his sixties, but no one minded. He was usually the guy setting up political events for all ages, and had his fingers in most of the political pies, so he was a good connection for the young people trying to break into politics to have. 
 
    And since his wife of nearly thirty years had left him at the beginning of the year, he’d been severely depressed, and the whole community of them wanted to help in whatever ways they could. 
 
    “How are you?” they both asked at the same time. 
 
    “Ha,” Kevin said. “Jinx.” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Yeah, that pretty much covers it. You too, still?” 
 
    “What?” he asked, actually smiling. 
 
    “Jinxed, is how I am,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, ha ha,” he said in his quiet gravelly voice. “Yeah, I feel ya there.” 
 
    “But seriously,” she said, “you doing any better?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Nobody likes a sad sack.” 
 
    Sarah scowled. “I hate it when people say that. You’re going through a divorce! You get to be sad. Do people like the hero who picks himself back up every time with a big smile on his face because he’s just so optimistic? Yes! 
 
    “But in real life, it doesn’t matter if you’re all perky and optimistic while you pull yourself up. All that matters is you pull yourself up.” 
 
    He almost smiled. 
 
    “So, how are you? Really?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s gotten worse lately.” He shrugged. “I keep expecting to get better, but I don’t, or I do for a bit and crash again, worse than before. But I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Beautiful young woman like yourself,” he said, patting her hand, “you’re going to be fine.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. 
 
    He was going through a lot too. 
 
    “What about you?” she asked. “Are you going to be fine?” 
 
    He looked down. 
 
    David, the server they normally had, who was around her age, with a goatee and a manbun showed up with a mop, saving the poor guy from answering. 
 
    “Excuse me, dear,” Kevin said, sliding out of the chair and walking to the doorway. 
 
    “Wow, I’m chasing away everyone today,” she said with fake chipperness. 
 
    She exchanged banter with David while he mopped. 
 
    “Here you are, ma’am,” Beau said from behind her shoulder, putting a new iced metal cup in front of her. 
 
    “I’m paying for this,” she said with a finger pointed at David. “Do not let him put it on his tab.” 
 
    Beau did something with his arms moving halfway behind her back and she turned more fully to see what it was. 
 
    He dropped his hands and she glared. 
 
    He’d been signaling David to ignore her; she just knew it. 
 
    David and Beau bumped fists and David rolled the mop and bucket away. 
 
    Ray and Bucky walked back in and something clenched in her stomach. 
 
    With her long brown hair, tortoiseshell glasses, and hourglass figure, Ray was very much Bucky’s type, and he’d made a beeline for her the moment she showed up at her first meeting in July. 
 
    Sarah never quite understood why he’d gone for a bleached blonde stick figure girl like her, considering everyone else he’d dated that she knew of had been that one type. 
 
    Not that it mattered now. 
 
    But still, seeing them together, even just talking… It made her stomach sink and daggers shoot through her heart. 
 
    She took another long drag of her drink and shook her head a little, turning her attention back to Beau. 
 
    He was staring at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked, putting her drink down. 
 
    He leaned in. “Bothers you, huh?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, it does. And? I’m human.” 
 
    “Envy’s a sin,” he said slowly, a half smile tugging up the corner of his lip. “I’m just saying.” 
 
    “You are so Catholic,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Truly grateful for the distraction. 
 
    ### 
 
    It took a while for the place to fill up, and Beau was worried for a bit that they’d have another low turnout. There’d only been ten of them in August. 
 
    But it always seemed to go down in the summer with everyone traveling, and the college students in Chattanooga going home for the summer. 
 
    It’d gone up tonight, though; they’d had a few great speakers talking about the primary races already amping up for next year, and now they were down to six of them. Beau and Sarah chatted on one side, and Ray was hanging all over Bucky while they talked to the brother-sister election management team who’d been two of the speakers. 
 
    Ray’s phone must have rung; she dropped Bucky’s arm and pulled her phone out of her purse, flipped it on, and said hello as she waved at Bucky and walked out right past Beau and Sarah. 
 
    Ray hadn’t talked to him all night. 
 
    Hadn’t even looked at him. 
 
    He hated himself for hurting her. 
 
    “Where did Kevin go?” Sarah asked, looking around, face as strained as a Southern mama’s peas. 
 
    Ray and Bucky flirting bothered her. 
 
    And she hid it about as well as a fifteen-year-old with a crush. 
 
    “What?” Beau said. 
 
    “Kevin. He came in while you guys were out at the bar at the beginning of the night. He went to the bathroom, I thought, and I just realized he never came back. That was like three hours ago.” 
 
    “Must’ve left. He’s been going through a lot.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I’m worried. I was hoping hanging out with people tonight and talking politics would get his mind off things.” 
 
    Beau stroked his short beard, tugging at the bottom. 
 
    That was one of the things he liked about Sarah. She genuinely cared about people. 
 
    Wasn’t hard to look at either. 
 
    Her sharp chin and nose were tiny and feminine, and she had iced blue eyes that seemed to cut right through him. Her sprinkling of freckles softened her features, making her adorable. 
 
    And she had a great giggly, loud laugh when you really made her laugh. 
 
    When you chased back her depression and made her beautiful soul glow. 
 
    He liked that. 
 
    But she wasn’t Catholic. 
 
    And she was his friend. 
 
    And he wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. 
 
    “Oh, hey, speak of the devil,” she said with a snort, gesturing at the doorway leading into the rest of the bar. 
 
    Kevin walked in, face blank and pale, like the poor fellow had been throwing up or something. 
 
    He’d taken his wife leaving him really hard, like anyone would. 
 
    “Hey, Kevin,” Sarah said, her voice soft, like she was talking to a frightened animal, “we were wondering where you went. We were worried. Ummmm, what’s with the coat?” 
 
    Kevin was wearing a brown trench coat. Anyone would be dying in it in this heat, but especially a rotund man like him. 
 
    “Not feeling well,” Kevin said slowly, the words a lower pitch and gravellier than his usual perfectly average Southern gentleman voice. 
 
    Sarah’s body went tight, like she was coiled for an attack. 
 
    What did she know that he didn’t? 
 
    Sarah slid off her chair, and Beau shook his head. She was just worried about their friend, that was all. 
 
    Her daddy may’ve been a soldier, but that didn’t mean she was. Didn’t mean she could read a situation and sense a threat. 
 
    But… why did he think she had been? 
 
    Beau stared at Kevin, the man too busy locking his eyes on Sarah as she approached him. 
 
    “Kevin!” Bucky said, way too loud and jovial, making Beau and Sarah both jump. 
 
    Beau kept the scowl off his face. 
 
    Ever since he’d found out what that fucker did to Sarah, he wasn’t sure he wanted to be friends with him. 
 
    In fact, he wasn’t real sure he didn’t want to shoot him. 
 
    Bucky butted in front of Kevin, cutting Sarah off and shaking Kevin’s hand. 
 
    Sarah rolled her eyes and tossed a look over her shoulder at Beau. 
 
    Whatever apprehension he’d thought he’d seen in her was gone, and now she just looked like any other pissed off Southern girl. 
 
    Feisty, freckled, and a little bit evil. 
 
    Beau let himself smile for a moment before wiping it off his face and stroking his beard. 
 
    “You,” Kevin said slowly, making Beau’s hackles rise again, “I like you. Know what you want and go for it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bucky said, a little too brightly. “I mean, starting my own business was scary, but eventually you have to put yourself out there, take the risk, ya know? Don’t take no for an answer and just keep selling.” 
 
    “I meant with the ladies. Never took no for an answer there, either, did you?” 
 
    The room would’ve been so quiet you could hear a bullet casing hit the ground if not for the music in the main area of the bar spilling in. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Bucky said, voice getting squeaky. 
 
    Beau slid out of his chair and walked around to see the two men squaring off. 
 
    And now he could see Sarah’s face too. 
 
    Her eyes were wide, and her mouth was locked into a little o of shock. 
 
    She didn’t like where this conversation was going, obviously. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    “You should be,” Kevin said, voice a monotone that didn’t fit the conversation, “all those long nights hiding in the closet took a toll on you, boy, scarred your soul but good, and you take it out on every woman who’s stupid enough to have you. 
 
    “Reel them in until it’s too late, use them up, then hate yourself for what you do to them. So self-centered in the moment. So focused on your own pleasure, you don’t care where the girls are until it’s too late. And you’ve spread the damage around. Left more than a few of them crying, wanting you to stop.” 
 
    “Kevin,” Sarah said slowly, “I don’t think you know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, he doesn’t?” Bucky snapped at her. “He doesn’t know about any of this? Because it fucking sounds like he does, you lying bitch!” 
 
    Her hand flew to her mouth with an injured sound that made Beau want to break Bucky’s nose, and she took a step back. 
 
    Beau found himself next to her side before he decided to move. 
 
    “Tie them up, get a little rough with them, and if they’re gagged or too drunk for the safe word, oh well, right?” Kevin said. “Not like you’d notice if you were hurting one until you were done with her anyway. There’s a reason everybody who gets to know you hates you. There’s a reason you hate yourself. You should. Your mother was right. You’re worthless.” 
 
    Bucky turned flaming brown eyes on Sarah and Beau stepped between them, blocking her from his view. 
 
    “I never told him any of that!” Sarah half yelled, pushing on Beau’s side. 
 
    He stood firm, and she made a frustrated sound as she went around him on the other side, practically squeezing between him and Kevin. 
 
    “I never told anyone that,” Sarah said, practically pleading. 
 
    “Like hell you didn’t!” Bucky snapped, stomping up to get in her face. “After you, everyone was whispering about me, talking about me, wouldn’t work with me. Everyone! You’re telling me that had nothing to do with you? People knew!” 
 
    “Not from me!” 
 
    “You were the only other person there!” 
 
    “And I’m the only girl you got rough with?” Sarah snarled. “Please, you’re a fucking sadist and everyone knows it, because, guess what, girls talk! You don’t want girls sharing the kinky things you do, don’t do them! But I never told anyone about that night. I knew you didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “You were the only one who could have!” 
 
    “And I didn’t!” 
 
    “Then how does he know?” Bucky stabbed a finger in Kevin’s direction. 
 
    “He doesn’t,” Sarah said. “At least, not from me.” 
 
    “Then what the fuck could he be talking about, you lying l-” 
 
    “Watch it!” Beau snapped, stepping up and pushing Bucky back with one hand. Bucky had about two inches on his six foot, but the older man was all kinds of lank and bones, and Beau was built like the solid farm boys his family had been since they’d settled here in the seventeen hundreds. 
 
    “Don’t push me, Beau.” Bucky pushed him with both hands, and he stumbled back a step. 
 
    Or two. 
 
    “Yeah?” Beau slammed both palms into Bucky’s chest with enough force to tip a cow, if such a thing was actually possible, and knocked him on his perverted Yankee ass. 
 
    “Guys!” Sarah yelped. 
 
    Beau glared at the other man. “You want to tell me what you did to her? Why you’re hollering and carrying on at her for telling people, when it’s starting to sound a lot like she should’ve been pressing charges against you?” 
 
    “That’s a fucking lie!” Bucky jumped up, hands up and in fists. “She’s a liar. I never…” 
 
    His face went red, and Beau ground his teeth, waiting to see what the poor excuse for a man would say. 
 
    “Oh?” Sarah said from somewhere behind Bucky. “Never what? Finish that sentence, William. I dare you. I fucking dare you to finish saying what you think I lied about.” 
 
    “I never raped you,” Bucky said, voice breaking and suddenly sounding defeated. 
 
    “I… I…” Sarah stuttered. 
 
    Beau shook his head, the devil in his heart. 
 
    He knew better than to give into wrath, he knew he’d have one hell of a confession for his priest later, but… 
 
    He launched himself at Bucky, tackling him to the ground, rearing back, and punching him right in his stupid, pointy face. 
 
    “Beau!” Sarah screamed. “Beau, stop!” 
 
    He had the sense of her behind him, but he didn’t care. 
 
    Someone else screamed, probably the other girl there, wanting them to stop. 
 
    He punched Bucky again, fist exploding with pain. 
 
    Sarah screamed again, but it sounded different. 
 
    It sounded scared. 
 
    A thump he was pretty sure wasn’t from the music followed, and he turned to look. 
 
    Bucky, the bastard, slammed a fist into his chin from below, knocking him on his ass, but not much worse as he shook it off. 
 
    The pansy obviously didn’t know how to fight. 
 
    He scrambled to his feet as Bucky did and Bucky’s giant girly eyes widened as his face went rigid with shock. 
 
    “Sarah!” Bucky ran around Beau, and Beau barely had time to get his bearings as he turned around before the world completely stopped making sense. 
 
    Sarah lay limp in the corner. Kevin grabbed her and hoisted her up over his shoulder, fireman style. 
 
    What in the devil…? 
 
    “Put her down!” Beau and Bucky commanded as one. 
 
    Kevin stared past them with blank eyes, like he was staring into the abyss a million miles away. 
 
    And he smiled. 
 
    The sister who’d been speaking tonight, Carol something, was crying. 
 
    Beau spared a glance over at her. 
 
    She was curled up on the ground with her hand pressed to her face, her brother lying unconscious next to her. 
 
    What’d happened when he’d been distracted with Bucky? 
 
    Kevin didn’t say a word, just pulled a giant forty-five from under his coat and pointed it right at Bucky. 
 
    Kevin pulled the trigger almost too fast for anyone to react, but Bucky dove just in time to avoid being shot as the deafening blast of the gun shattered Beau’s ears. 
 
    The bells, they were a-ringing, but he didn’t have time to let them as the gun turned on him. 
 
    He dove behind the bar too. 
 
    How sturdy was this thing? 
 
    How much hard cover could it provide? 
 
    They were gonna find out. 
 
    He pulled his gun and glanced over at Bucky, who was only half a beat behind. 
 
    Beau pointed to his side and angled his hand to indicate he’d go around that way, and Bucky nodded, mimicking the gesture on his side. 
 
    They nodded as one, and each inched out, taking aim. 
 
    Kevin had Sarah in front of him, hanging loose like a rag doll in one arm, acting as much like a body shield as she could, being half his size. 
 
    How was he holding her like that? She wasn’t a sturdy girl by no which way you counted, weighed a buck twenty soaking wet, but that much dead weight hanging off one arm? That’d take muscle he knew Kevin didn’t have. 
 
    And it wasn’t just muscle, it was leverage. The way she was positioned? It would’ve been hard to carry a forty-pound dog that way, let alone a full grown girl. 
 
    What was Kevin on? 
 
    “Put her down,” Bucky commanded. 
 
    Kevin’s eyes didn’t focus on Bucky so much as slide over the room, a blind person following a scent more than a man looking with his eyes. 
 
    He pointed the gun at Bucky’s hiding place, and Beau shot, aiming for his foot. 
 
    The shot hit the floor right up against the wall leading to the outside, and Beau flinched at the kick. 
 
    And the noise. 
 
    His ears couldn’t take much more of this. 
 
    Every Southern man knew how to shoot safely, and that the noise from gunshots left you discombobulated if you weren’t used to it. 
 
    And he’d just shot at the floor when there were people downstairs. 
 
    Hopefully all the racket had made them run, but he had no way of knowing who was where. 
 
    Kevin started talking in a low growl. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Beau asked, keeping his gun trained on the man, his ringing ears making his voice foreign and far away. “That ain’t no language I ever heard. Bucky?” 
 
    He didn’t take his eyes off their target as Kevin stood stock still, saying something in gibberish. 
 
    “I don’t recognize it,” Bucky said. “It almost sounds like a derivative of Farsi, but it isn’t following any logical word patterns.” 
 
    Kevin pulled the trigger, jerking the gun so it pointed straight at Beau, and he screamed as the bullet zoomed past his head, missing him by maybe two inches. 
 
    “Fuck!” Beau screamed, hands shaking as he aimed his gun again. 
 
    Adrenaline made some men run or freeze.  
 
    It made others attack in a frenzy of blind, stupid violence.  
 
    He wasn’t a soldier by no means, but he had training. He’d been around guns all his life, and he’d had to draw twice; once on a few teenage gangbangers trying to act tough and force their way into a bar, and once on a crazy man harassing a woman around the college with a knife. 
 
    He’d never actually had to shoot at someone before, and he’d never been shot at. 
 
    He’d always wondered what kind of man he’d be when shit hit the fan. 
 
    Whether he’d jump into action and fight like a man, or if he was a coward at heart. 
 
    Turns out he was the first. 
 
    But he was doing a piss poor job of it. 
 
    He took a deep breath, steading his hands. 
 
    Just another day in the field, shooting cans off the fencepost with his dad. Just another round of target practice at the range. 
 
    Kevin moved again, swinging the gun closer and switching Sarah to his side, holding her under his arm like a stuffed animal. 
 
    Beau aimed, blocking out the rest of the world even as the muzzle of the giant gun came at him again. 
 
    And he pulled the trigger. 
 
    The blast made him twitch, but he was damn near deaf now anyway, and he was so used to the kick of his gun that he had no problem bringing it back on target as Kevin dropped to one knee, the other bleeding where Beau had shot right through the cap. 
 
    Kevin dropped Sarah in a heap on the floor and stood back up, like the bullet hadn’t touched him, even though Beau could see the hole in his pants and the blood leaking out. 
 
    What had their friend taken? 
 
    What had he done to himself? 
 
    Shots rang out, one after the other, slamming into Kevin’s chest, and Beau followed suit almost on instinct, emptying his entire mag into his friend’s chest. 
 
    Kevin jerked back with every impact, falling to the ground. 
 
    Beau sighed as his gun hit empty, his practically useless ears not hearing the click he normally would. 
 
    That was okay, as long as Kevin was down. 
 
    As long as Kevin was down? 
 
    This man was his friend, and he’d just killed him. 
 
    Him and Bucky. 
 
    He’d just killed a man. 
 
    No matter how necessary, self-defense, or whatever, he’d killed a friend who had to have taken something that’d turned him into a monster. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he was going to be able to live with that. 
 
    Kevin lurched to his feet, and Bucky screamed loud enough for Beau to hear it past the hearing damage. 
 
    He was right there with him. 
 
    They’d put at least a dozen rounds into the man. His chest looked like hamburger and a cotton button-down just had a round of sex so depraved they’d have to ask for forgiveness for it later. 
 
    Kevin raised his gun, arms dancing and shaking, like he didn’t quite have control of them with all the blood running out of his body and whatever nerve damage had to have been going on in there. 
 
    But he leveled the gun at Bucky and fired. 
 
    It bucked in his hand, and the shot went high as Bucky dove to the ground. 
 
    Kevin dropped the gun. 
 
    Too much for his damaged body to keep the heavy gun up? 
 
    The unmistakable sound of a shotgun cocking made Beau look over his shoulder. It had to be mighty loud for him to hear it past the hearing damage. 
 
    The bartender took aim, and the muzzle blast made Beau flinch, hands going to his ears too slowly to keep the shotgun blast from taking out the rest of his hearing for now. 
 
    He looked up in time to see Kevin’s body flop backwards like a puppet whose strings had been cut, his head blown clean off. 
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