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   Cover Blurb 
 
      
 
    A thousand years ago, an empire died.  No one knew why.  Not until now. 
 
      
 
    Seven years ago, Caitlyn “Cat” Aguirre - the first of the magicless Zeros - was kidnapped and taken to the ruins of the Eternal City.  There, she discovered the dread secret behind the collapse of the Thousand-Year Empire, a secret she knew she didn’t dare share with the world.  But now, with strange sightings and energies emitting from the ruined city - and a darkening political situation back home - Cat has no choice, but to return to the dead city.   
 
      
 
    And what she finds there will change everything ... 
 
    

  

 
  
   Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    The vast majority of this book is written from Cat - Caitlyn - Aguirre’s point of view, a return to the character who was first introduced in The Zero Blessing.  However, for reasons connected to the overall story arc development, three chapters have been written from the perspective of Rebecca Travis, who was first introduced in The Alchemist’s Apprentice.  I have put her name at the top of those chapters, in hopes of making the POV character a little clearer.  I have also attached a historian’s note as an appendix, detailing what happened in previous volumes and noting when certain characters made their first appearance. 
 
      
 
    I further expound on this in the afterword. 
 
      
 
    CGN 
 
    

  

 
  
   Prologue 
 
      
 
    It just wasn’t fair! 
 
      
 
    Lady Henrietta Rubén lay on her bed and sulked.  It wasn’t fair.  The entire family, from the highest to the lowest, was attending the Empire Day ceremony, save for her.  The cloud mansion was deserted, except her - and the small army of meksects.  Everyone - at least, everyone who mattered - was in place to see and be seen, save for her.  It just wasn’t fair! 
 
      
 
    She glared at her image in the reflective spellform, thinking words she’d never dare say out loud, certainly nowhere her mother could hear.  Everyone said she looked like her mother - long blonde hair, a heart-shaped face, lips that could turn from smile to ice in a second - and yet, she was still a child.  Legally.  She was seventeen and still a child, still bound by her parents’ will, still locked in their home with no right to leave.  She hadn’t minded, not until her mother had ruined her prospects.  Everyone who was anyone was attending today’s Empire Day ceremony but her.  High Society would be talking about her.  They would wonder, behind their painted faces and false smiles, just what she’d done to deserve to be grounded on this, the greatest day of the century.  Henrietta had no idea what excuse her mother would give, if she’d even bother to come up with a story, but it didn’t matter.  High Society would draw its own conclusions.  It always did. 
 
      
 
    Her mother’s condemnation rang in her ears.  “You can trace your bloodline back through a thousand generations of powerful magicians,” she’d said.  “You are the descendent of Senators and Grand Senators and Consuls, men and women who have served the Empire loyally and been rewarded for their service.  And yet, you throw it all away on that boy!” 
 
      
 
    Henrietta winced at the thought.  Johan Aguirre was hardly a weakling.  His family had been part of the aristocracy for over a hundred years.  They had powerful magic which they’d shared with the world.  So what if they kept their seat in distant Shallot, rather than establishing a home in the Eternal City?  Johan was a good man, from a strong bloodline.  He would father strong children.  And all they’d done, really, was trade letters.  They had never been alone long enough to do anything more. 
 
      
 
    She clenched her fists as she sat up, wondering who’d ratted her out.  Her brothers and sisters, intent on preventing her from forming a relationship?  Her cousins, keen to weaken the core bloodline’s grip on the family?  Her maid ... it was possible.  The woman knew better than to alienate her charge’s mother, even if it meant betraying a confidence.  It didn’t matter.  The letters she’d thought were hidden had found their way to her mother and she’d pronounced a fearful sentence.  Henrietta had pleaded, then begged, in a manner that would have shamed her ancestors.  Her mother had been firm.  Henrietta was not to attend the ceremony - or even leave the cloud mansion - and if she tried, the meksects would stop her. 
 
      
 
    Henrietta stood, brushing down her dress and glaring around the room.  It was crammed with wonders, from expensive books to the very latest in crystal games, but she wanted to be at the ceremony.  She needed to be there.  She racked her brains, trying to think of a way to get out without being caught, but nothing came to mind.  The mansion’s wards were strong.  They’d stop her if she tried to leave, or summon a bubble, or even call one of her friends to take her away.  Not that anyone would come, she reflected sourly.  They were all at the ceremony. 
 
      
 
    She paced through the door and along the corridor, heading up to the roof.  The mansion was completely deserted, save for the meksects.  She could break into the other rooms, in search of blackmail material or something, but there was no joy in it.  Not now.  She shook her head as she reached the upper level and stepped onto the penthouse floor.  Her mother had had the whole mansion covered in bunting, ensuring anyone who flew nearby was treated to a diorama of the family’s greatest achievements.  Henrietta suspected her mother was wasting her time.  Her ancestors had been so significant that their deeds were listed in even one-volume historical textbooks.  The family certainly splashed out enough money, every year, to see that it was so. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to move to Shallot and live with Great Uncle Mycroft, she thought, as she walked the balcony and peered over the city.  No one will take me seriously here, not after ... 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, feeling tears prickling at the corner of her eye.  Great Uncle Mycroft was a drinker.  Or so she’d been told.  She’d heard worse, whispered by servants and very distant relatives.  Too high-ranking to be simply ignored, or squashed by his superiors, he’d been sent to Shallot and promised a generous pension as long as he didn’t come back.  Henrietta wondered, idly, if she’d be able to claim the same.  Perhaps she could meet Johan in Shallot or ... who knew?  Her mother would probably disown Henrietta if she married without the family’s consent. 
 
      
 
    The wind shifted.  A faint gust of something blew against her face.  Henrietta brushed the hair out of her eyes, frowning at a sudden sense of disquiet.  The Eternal City looked so safe and tranquil.  The skies were crowded with floating mansions and CityBlocks, the streets below clean and tidy ... perfectly maintained by the ever-present meksects.  Bubbles of light flew through the air, gliding towards the Grand Senate itself.  She felt her heart sink as her eyes followed a bubble, carrying a latecomer to the floating building.  There were people from all over the Empire gathered in the hovering mansion.  Deals would be made, marriages would be arranged ... the power structure of the next fifty years was being shaped right in front of her but she was excluded.  She knew she wasn’t that important, in the greater scheme of things, but ... 
 
      
 
    Another gust of something brushed against her, a strange feeling of weakness running through her body.  Henrietta shivered, though the air was warm.  The city’s weather was always temperate, thanks to the spells pervading the floating buildings.  She’d been surprised to encounter rain, the first time she’d travelled outside the city.  The idea of water falling from the sky still struck her as strange. 
 
      
 
    The Grand Senate tilted, then fell. 
 
      
 
    Henrietta stared, convinced - just for a second - that she was imagining it.  The Grand Senate was older than her grandmother.  It had floated above the city for countless years, casting a shadow over the entire world.  And yet ... the building hit the ground with a tremendous noise, a shockwave rippling out from the impact and straight towards her ... Henrietta tensed, too late, as the air slapped against her bare skin.  Horror flared through her mind.  Her family had been there.  Her parents, her siblings ... everyone’s parents and siblings.  And ... 
 
      
 
    She stared as the remainder of the floating mansions started to fall.  A bubble altered course, trying to get away from ... from whatever was happening.  Too late.  Henrietta saw the light wink out, the darkened flying machine losing power and falling out of the sky.  She thought she saw a screaming figure jump clear, waving his hands in a desperate spell.  Nothing happened.  She saw him vanish and knew he’d hit the ground.  The impact would have killed him. 
 
      
 
    The scale of the disaster was beyond her.  The falling mansions were crashing into each other, showering debris on the streets below.  She saw an apartment block crumble into rubble after it was struck, watched helplessly as another collapsed into dust for no apparent reason.  There were hundreds of thousands of people in the city.  It was beyond her to comprehend that many were already dead, that many more would die in the next few moments.  The world was changing before her eyes. 
 
      
 
    She heard something crash behind her and turned to see a meksect grind to a halt, its mandibles falling to the ground as it lost power.  Her servant ... something twisted in her heart, an instant before the world shifted under her feet.  The mansion was starting to tilt ... no, it was starting to fall!  Whatever had ruined the city hadn’t stopped, not yet.  Henrietta was too numb to panic.  She raised her hand and chanted a levitation spell.  The wards should have stopped her, but she couldn’t feel them any longer.  She could fly up and hover until the disaster came to an end.  It wasn’t much of a plan, but she couldn’t think of anything else.  She kept chanting ... 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    Panic flared through her mind.  The magic ... the magic was gone.  She couldn’t sense the wards because they were gone, too.  The meksects were dying because they ran on magic ... the entire city ran on magic.  The floating mansions and palaces and castles and government buildings were plummeting and no one could do anything to save them!  She held out a hand, summoning her flying stick ... and realised, an instant too late, that it was pointless.  If the bubbles were dying, the flying sticks were likely dying too. 
 
      
 
    The mansion fell.  Henrietta ran, knowing it was already too late.  Her family was dead.  She would be dead too, within the next few seconds.  Great Uncle Mycroft would be all that was left of them ... she felt the floor tilt again, then fell back as gravity reasserted itself.  She saw another bubble flying past her and felt a moment of hope, before realising it was heading down.  Her feet lost their grip completely as the mansion dropped from the sky, sending her flying into the air ... 
 
      
 
    ... And, screaming, Henrietta fell towards the ground far below. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The Object of Power was a mystery. 
 
      
 
    I stared at it, feeling a puzzlement I was unwilling to admit to anyone - except, perhaps, Akin.  I knew - now, after years of research and experimentation - how to trace the lines of magic that traced out the spellform within the Object of Power.  I should have been able to determine how it interacted with the magical field and project - roughly - what it was intended to do.  A working Object of Power should have been easy to understand.  I didn’t have to take it to bits to figure out how it worked.  This one, however ... 
 
      
 
    It was odd.  It looked like a glowing orange rectangular building block, no larger than my arm, yet all my tests indicated it was actually a cube.  It wasn’t uncommon for an Object of Power to look weird, as if the human mind wasn’t quite capable of grasping what it was, but this one was particularly odd.  I hadn’t been able to determine anything about it, from what processes had been used to forge it to what it actually did.  The more I looked at it, the more my puzzlement grew.  I was the most experienced Zero in the world - until recently, I’d been the only Zero - and yet I couldn’t understand what I saw.  The Object of Power just made no sense. 
 
      
 
    I reached for my heavy spectacles and put them on, peering at the strands of power running through the Object of Power.  They twisted in ways I couldn’t follow, as if they were gliding in and out of reality itself.  I’d sketched the lines out repeatedly, in hopes of calculating even a tiny fraction of their function, but I’d drawn a blank.  The Object of Power seemed to do nothing, beyond producing a bright orange glow.  I was sure there was more to the mystery artefact than that.  There was no need to go to so much trouble to forge a light.  I could have crafted something to produce light that would have been quick, simple and easy to repair if it broke. 
 
      
 
    And there’s no one who can offer me advice, I thought, as I took a step back from the workbench and removed the spectacles.  Not being able to see magic was a severe disadvantage.  One of my first projects had been to forge an Object of Power that would allow me to see magic before it touched my skin.  No one else has the slightest idea how to take the Object apart. 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my eyes.  The Thousand-Year Empire had spent hundreds of years honing its understanding of magic.  It had known how to make best use of its magic-less Zeros.  And yet ... so much had been lost since the Thousand-Year Empire had collapsed.  I’d come so far since discovering my talent - and the truth behind the Empire’s fall - and yet I knew there was so much left to be rediscovered.  The volumes upon volumes of surviving books hadn’t been as helpful as I’d hoped, even after I’d worked out what was missing.  The Empire had considered some things so obvious they’d never been written down. 
 
      
 
    The air shifted, wafting against me.  I sighed.  The Workshop - my Workshop - had been designed for an entire class of Zeros.  Six years ago, we’d believed it was just a matter of time before more Zeros were discovered.  I’d seen myself studying long-lost magics and powers with my peers, uncovering secrets and discovering newer and better ways to do things.  Instead, I was alone.  Callam, the only other known Zero, had little interest in forging.  It was still hard to believe.  If he’d chosen to stay in the city ... 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted.  Callam was engaged to Isabella Rubén.  Akin’s sister.  My former nemesis... I shook my head, dismissing the memories with a flicker of irritation.  Isabella and I might be on better terms these days, but I was still wary.  The sooner she went back to her country estate, the better.  I’d gone to some trouble to forge Objects of Power to keep her and Callam safe.  It was just a matter of time before someone tried to force him to work for them.  Why not?  It wasn’t the first time.  I’d been kidnapped, too, six years ago. 
 
      
 
    “Ah hem,” a voice said.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    I jumped and tried to hide it.  There weren’t many people who could sneak up on me.  My senses were sharp, at least partly because I couldn’t rely on magic to protect me.  My sisters could, perhaps, but anyone else ... I turned, composing my face with an effort.  Mum stood on the other side of the workroom, right on the edge of the red line, arms folded under her breasts.  I swallowed, hard.  Mum had spent the last week working herself into a frenzy, making sure everything was ready for the High Summer Ball, when my sisters and I would be presented to High Society.  Everyone who was anyone - or considered themselves someone - would be there.  I wasn’t so concerned, myself.  I was already betrothed.  Akin and I could spend the night dancing, then slip off ... 
 
      
 
    Mum tapped her foot.  “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
      
 
    “I lost track of time,” I said.  “It was three o’clock a moment ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Mum pointed a finger at the clock on the wall.  It was pure clockwork, without even a hint of magic.  “What time is it?” 
 
      
 
    I followed her finger.  “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh indeed, young lady.”  Mum was normally kinder, but the last week had worn her down to the point she was snapping at anyone who crossed her path.  “It is six.  Six in the evening.  And when are you supposed to make your debut in front of High Society?” 
 
      
 
    “Eight,” I said, sourly.  The ball was supposed to start at seven, but - by tradition - the high sticklers would be fashionably late.  We wouldn’t be presented until there was a good-sized audience.  “I’ve got time.” 
 
      
 
    Mum rested her hands on her hips.  It was hard to see, sometimes, how we were related.  My mother and I had the same dark skin, dark eyes and darker hair, but her face was sharp while mine was slightly more rounded.  I supposed it wasn’t that hard to understand.  Alana had taken after our mother, Bella had taken after our father and I, the third sister, looked like a mix of both of them.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    “You may feel that you don’t have to be there,” Mum said.  “Your sisters, however, need to be formally introduced.  And you need to be there, too, to remind everyone of your existence.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes.  I’d heard the lecture before, time and time again.  It never changed.  I was betrothed, but my sisters weren’t.  Not yet.  They needed to dance with eligible young men while their parents discussed possible engagements and ... I shook my head.  My sisters were among the most eligible young women in the city.  They could be as ugly as Great Aunt Stregheria and they’d still be sure of good matches.  It might even be better for them if I wasn’t around.  There were too many families who feared what would happen if their firstborn heir was born without magic. 
 
      
 
    “And Akin will also be there,” Mum said.  That was a change.  “You want to be there for him, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, stiffly.  Akin and I had been betrothed for years.  I loved him, but ... I’d expected years, perhaps even decades, before he had to take up his duties as Patriarch of House Rubén.  Our planned honeymoon had already been ruined.  There was no one he could trust to run the house, even for a few short weeks.  I understood - I’d been raised in the same culture, where the family came before the individual - but it still hurt.  It felt as if I would never get to leave the city again. 
 
      
 
    “Now, come here,” Mum said.  “Or do I have to frog-march you up to your rooms?” 
 
      
 
    I hastily put down my tools and hurried over to join her.  I’d drawn the red line to keep magicians out of my workspace, for fear of what would happen when their magical fields interacted with the Objects of Power.  I’d nearly died when a potion had exploded in my face.  Mum wouldn’t mean to ruin weeks of work, but she would if she crossed the line.  She shot me a stern look and marched down the corridor, away from the workshop.  I closed the door, snapped the protective bolt into place and followed her.  There was no point in arguing when my mother was in a murderous mood. 
 
      
 
    This is her day as much as it is yours, I reminded myself, crossly.  You don’t get a day of your own until you get married. 
 
      
 
    The corridors felt deserted as we made our way upstairs.  The majority of the staff would be in the ballroom or the kitchens, making the final preparations for the ball.  The remainder would be getting my sisters ready, dressing them as if they couldn’t don their own clothes.  I had to smile, even though it wasn’t funny.  There were outfits that couldn’t be donned without help.  Thankfully, my sisters and I - in a rare moment of complete agreement - had refused to walk down the stairs wearing anything of the sort.  Mum hadn’t been pleased, but she’d backed down. 
 
      
 
    “It is important that you be there,” Mum said, as we stopped outside my rooms.  “Your sisters need you.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned.  I’d always taken a certain pride in paying as little attention as possible to the conventions of High Society.  It wasn’t as if they could kick me out.  My talents were effectively priceless and I was already betrothed.  I could cheat on my exams, murder my parents and - horror of horrors - wear trousers in polite company and no one would dare say anything against me.  Not openly, at least.  But I knew it wasn’t so easy for my sisters.  The Grande Dames were going to pass judgement on them tonight.  And I had to be there. 
 
      
 
    “Fine.”  I stepped forward and pushed the door open.  “Let’s get it over with.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Mum agreed.  She patted my shoulder.  “You’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to show my discomfort as I stepped into the room.  Janet, Grace and Ellen - the maids - were already there.  They were lesser family, close enough to the main bloodline to be assured of employment and yet too far to be given any real power.  They didn’t have the talent to boost their position, or set themselves up as family clients.  There were times when I envied them.  They could go anywhere they wanted - they could even leave the city - and no one would give much of a damn.  Me?  It was hard enough walking the streets of North Shallot without a bodyguard. 
 
      
 
    The door closed behind me.  I felt uncomfortably vulnerable.  I didn’t like maids entering my rooms - I’d made it clear none of them were to enter my bedroom - and three of them at once bothered me.  It made me feel like I was about to be jumped.  My lips twisted at the thought.  It wasn’t that far from the truth.  Mum would have given them strict orders to disregard any objections - as if I was a toddler, unable to tell what was good for me - and prepare me for the ball.  I felt like a prize sow, going on display.  And it still struck me as pointless. 
 
      
 
    “This way, My Lady,” Ellen said.  She was only a couple of years older than me, but she had a no-nonsense attitude I would have admired under other circumstances.  “We have everything ready.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed several cutting remarks as they led me into the bathroom and started to remove my clothes before half-carrying me into the bathtub.  The water smelled almost overpoweringly sweet, laced with perfume that my mother brewed personally.  The scent would fade, a little, by the time I joined my sisters for the ceremony.  I tried to stay still - somehow - as hands picked through my hair, undoing the braids and washing my scalp.  It struck me, suddenly, that after today I’d never wear my hair in braids again.  I’d be an adult.  I could do everything adults could do.  I could ... 
 
      
 
    But they still won’t leave me alone with Akin until we’re safely wed, I thought, with a flicker of amusement.  Does this ceremony have any real meaning at all? 
 
      
 
    I tried not to snap as they helped me out of the bath, dried me with a pair of spells and then ran charmed combs through my hair.  It had always been springy, but High Society demanded long straight locks that ran all the way down to my backside.  It had been a minor frustration, when I’d been a child.  There were charms to straighten one’s hair, which my sisters had learnt as a matter of course, but I’d never been able to use them.  It hadn’t been until I’d forged Objects of Power to comb my hair that it had become a little easier.  Those charms, at least, had lasted more than an hour or so. 
 
      
 
    “I can dress myself,” I argued, as they led me into the next room.  The guest bed was covered in bags from the most exclusive tailors and dressmakers in the city.  “You don’t have to do it for me.” 
 
      
 
    “We have our orders, My Lady.”  Ellen sounded regretful.  I felt a twinge of guilt.  Very few people defied my mother, certainly not twice.  “Please let us do our job.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and waited as they swarmed around me, putting the white dress over my shoulders and then making small adjustments to be sure it fit perfectly.  Hands brushed though my hair, emplacing a blue flower within my locks, a reminder to all who cared to see that I was betrothed.  I doubted there was anyone in attendance who didn’t know.  The family - both families - had spent the last six years telling everyone that the match would bring lasting peace.  They’d had to offer some kind of proof of their words. 
 
      
 
    “You look lovely, My Lady,” Ellen said. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and looked into the mirror.  I almost didn’t recognise the girl - young woman - looking back.  My dark hair framed a rounded face and fell around my shoulders, the white dress flattered my figure without showing anything below the neckline.  They’d even put concealer on my hands, hiding the scars from a lifetime of forgery.  I doubted that would last more than a few hours, even though there was no magic involved.  It wasn’t as if Akin didn’t already know they were there. 
 
      
 
    “It feels strange, not to be wearing braids,” I said, to myself.  It felt as if I was naked.  “Does it get better?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” Ellen said.  She’d worn her hair down for years.  “It does.” 
 
      
 
    Janet cleared her throat.  “My Lady, do you have the necklace?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I opened a drawer and pulled out a small box.  The necklace looked crude to my eyes - a tiny wire cage encompassing nothing - but it started to glow the moment I prodded it with my finger.  A magician would see a pulsing light hanging just above my breasts.  I wondered how many of them would understand they were looking at an Object of Power, a reminder of my talents and my value to the family.  The light grew brighter as I snapped the necklace into place, then faded slightly.  Alana and Bella would be wearing charmed gemstones.  They’d look better than mine - they’d spent months practicing the art of inserting spells into gemstones - but they wouldn’t be anything like as unique.  There was no shortage of people who could enchant gemstones to show off their skills. 
 
      
 
    But they’ve both chosen complex spells, I reminded myself.  And neither of them dared ask anyone for help. 
 
      
 
    “Very good, My Lady,” Ellen said.  She glanced at the clock.  It was closer to eight than I’d thought.  “Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then nodded.  It felt as if I was going to meet my fate.  I’d attended several coming-out balls over the last few months, but I hadn’t been the guest of honour.  Now ... if I put a foot wrong, the Grande Dames would still be talking about it when my grandchildren had coming-out balls of their own.  I supposed that explained Mum’s bad mood.  She knew better than I did that a mistake, here and now, would haunt us for the rest of our lives. 
 
      
 
    Ellen opened the door, then led me down the corridor.  I felt my heart starting to pound as we moved down two flights of stairs and stepped into the antechamber.  My sisters were already there, wearing the same white dresses and white flowers in their hair.  I had to admit they wore their dresses better than I did.  They’d spent their time attending social engagements and learning the ropes, while I’d stayed in the Workshop. 
 
      
 
    The maid left us alone.  I looked around.  The room was bland.  There was nothing to eat or drink, nothing save for a clock.  It ticked, loudly.  I cursed the sadist who’d designed it under my breath.  The sound was getting to me.  If I’d had my tools, I could have fixed it.   
 
      
 
    “I thought you were going to be late,” Alana said.  She sounded worried, not teasing.  “Mum and Dad are already downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    “Mum wouldn’t let me be late,” I said.  Alana and I weren’t exactly close, but I knew what she was thinking.  She was going to lead the family, when Dad retired or passed on.  If she messed up now, it would be a disaster.  “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
      
 
    The bell rang.  It was time. 
 
      
 
    Alana held out a hand.  “Come on,” she said, as the door opened.  Bella stepped up on my other side.  “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    My stomach churned.  I wanted to run back to my room and hide. 
 
      
 
    Instead, I took her hand. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The ballroom glowed with light. 
 
      
 
    It was all I could do not to squint.  I would have stumbled back if Alana and Bella hadn’t been holding my hand.  The light was so bright that it was hard to pick out any real detail as we inched down the stairs.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not having devised something to block the light ahead of time.  The other two could use magic, but not me.  Silence fell, like a thunderclap, as we stepped into view.  It was hard to believe it hadn’t been rehearsed. 
 
      
 
    The Herald’s voice - magically-enhanced - rang through the air.  “The Ladies Alana, Belladonna and Caitlyn Aguirre!” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to walk down the stairs, arm in arm with my sisters.  The blaze of light seemed to condense into dozens of glowing balls of light, hovering near the ceiling.  Threads of magic ran through the air, a display of my family’s power if not our taste.  I kept going, somehow, but the walk seemed interminably slow.  Three young men - Akin at the rear - stood at the bottom, waiting.  I tried not to show my apprehension as we reached the bottom of the stairs and waited.  The first dance had to be perfect.  It would be easier for me.  I knew Akin.  Alana and Bella wouldn’t have known who’d be partnering with them until shortly before the ceremony. 
 
      
 
    In other families, they might not have known until now, I reflected.  There were plenty of romantic - and horror - stories about girls who didn’t meet their partners until it was too late to object.  But Dad wouldn’t have done it to them. 
 
      
 
    I tried to smile - it felt unnatural - as Akin held out a hand.  He looked strikingly handsome in a black suit, white shirt and black tie that reminded me of the Jude’s uniform, but I could tell he was nervous.  We were now both adults.  There would be no mercy if we messed up in front of the entire city.  His eyes lingered on the Object of Power as I took his hand, allowing him to pull me towards him.  Alana walked past, leading her partner onto the dance floor as the band struck up a formal march.  I hid my amusement with an effort.  There would be no doubt who’d be wearing the pants in that family. 
 
      
 
    Sweat prickled down my back as we glided onto the floor, to be surrounded by a cavalcade of friends, relatives, clients, hangers-on and genteel enemies.  Mum and Dad had invited everyone - or at least everyone who mattered - even if they were feuding with us.  I spotted a handful of faces I knew, mingled with a crowd of strangers.  Alana could have put a name to each and every one of the faces, without the aid of a secretary.  I’d never bothered to keep up with who was In and who was Out.  It simply wasn’t important. 
 
      
 
    Akin’s arm went around my waist as the music changed.  I wanted to relax, to pretend it was just another dance, but I couldn’t.  I saw regret in his eyes - and a certain wistfulness - as we picked up the steps, a grim reminder that our plans for a long honeymoon had been disrupted beyond repair due to his father’s early death.  It was frustrating, but there was nothing we could do about it.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly.  I’d been looking forward to leaving the city, if only for a handful of weeks.  Shallot was wonderful, but the city was starting to feel cramped.  Dad had made it clear that I was a target - I’d already been kidnapped once, years ago - and that it wasn’t safe for me to go outside the city, even surrounded by a small army.  I hadn’t even been able to visit the country estates.  I understood his point - the people who’d tried to kidnap Callam had learnt from my experience, although they’d underestimated him - but I wanted to leave the city and go travelling.  I’d spent a great deal of time devising Objects of Power that would keep me safe.  And yet, Dad had the final say. 
 
      
 
    Not any longer, I thought.  The ballroom was huge, easily large enough for hundreds of guests, but it felt as if the walls were closing in.  I’m an adult now. 
 
      
 
    The music came to an end.  Akin took my hand and led me towards the wall.  He’d always been sensitive to my moods.  Alana and Bella would stay on the dance floor for hours, constantly finding new partners to ensure they showed no particular favour to any one family.  Mum and Dad stood at the head of the room, Mum talking to the other Grande Dames while Dad spoke to the Patriarchs and Matriarchs.  I had a feeling he was discussing marriage alliances for my sisters.  I felt a flicker of sympathy for the poor boys.  There weren’t many young men of equal status to Bella, let alone Alana.  Akin was perhaps the only one, and he was already betrothed to me.  A thrill - and a flicker of fear - shot through me.  The countdown to our wedding day had begun. 
 
      
 
    “You look lovely,” Akin said, his lips close to my ears.  A courtesy.  He would have cast a privacy ward to keep from being overheard, something I couldn’t sense.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “Strange.”  I tried not to giggle at the sight of several young women inching towards us, pretending they were with us.  If they couldn’t fool me, they couldn’t fool anyone.  “I feel ...” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt.  I hadn’t felt so ... discomfited in a while, not since ... since ever.  I couldn’t put my finger on it ... no, that wasn’t quite true.  I wanted to marry him and stay with him and at the same time I wanted to go travelling, which I couldn’t do with him.  Had his father lived, it would’ve been so easy to take him on holiday for a few days, but now that he was the Patriarch, that couldn’t happen. Who knew what crisis would explode while we were gone?  And Akin didn’t have many people he could trust.  He’d spent the last fortnight trying to get to grips with his family’s affairs and, by his own admission, he’d barely scratched the surface. 
 
      
 
    Alana would probably be more helpful, I thought, sourly.  But his family would revolt if he brought Alana anywhere near the secret files. 
 
      
 
    I briefly considered sneaking out, taking Akin into the garden or through the hidden passageways to my chambers, but I knew it was impossible.  Mum and Dad would be furious if we left in the first hour and I knew they’d notice.  Of course they’d notice.  I glanced towards Mum, who was having an achingly polite discussion with Lady Bracknell, and inwardly groaned.  She wouldn’t fail to notice if we left ahead of time.  And she’d throw a fit if she - or High Society - thought we’d been alone together.   
 
      
 
    The crowd flowed around us as we made our way through the ballroom.  Lucy Lamplighter - looking strikingly pretty, despite being in a dress that had been out of fashion for decades - smiled briefly at me as she swept around the dance floor.  Her partner nodded politely.  He was a commoner, if I recalled correctly.  I doubted he’d have an easy time of it, if their engagement came to fruition.  But then, House Lamplighter was scrupulously neutral.  High Society valued it enough - I hoped - not to make things needlessly hard for its young matriarch. 
 
      
 
    Akin steered me towards the seating area, where a number of tables had been positioned for the wallflowers.  I tensed, just slightly, as I spotted Isabella Rubén sitting next to Callam, her blonde hair shining in the light.  It was hard not to feel nervous, even though our feud had been buried years ago.  The green dress she wore flattered her figure without showing anything below the neckline.  I was slightly disappointed she wasn’t wearing trousers.  She’d been the first upper-class woman in living memory to wear actual trousers to a ball.  I knew a handful of girls had followed in her footsteps. 
 
      
 
    I felt an odd flicker of something as I glanced at Callam.  He would never be described as handsome, although there was something rugged about his face that was appealing.  His brown hair was cropped close to his scalp, but his face gave the unmistakable impression of being unshaven even though he’d obviously gone over it with a razor.  His hands were scarred like mine, although less so.  He’d only been forging for six years, barely long enough to pick up the basics.  His outfit was fashionable, but he wore it without grace.  I couldn’t help finding him admirable.  The Grande Dames had to be having fits at the thought of a country bumpkin marrying into the oldest aristocratic family in the known world, but that clearly didn’t matter to him. 
 
      
 
    Callam smiled at me.  “Are you having a good time?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be happy when it’s over,” I said.  My sisters were still dancing, moving from partner to partner.  “There’s just too much pressure.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella gave me a wintry smile as we sat.  I recalled that she’d been given her majority years ago, when she’d gone into exile.  She would never have a proper season of her own, not even with her crimes officially forgiven and her brother in control of the family.  It would be a farce now, I supposed, although the mischievous side of me wanted to see how many Grande Dames would humble themselves before House Rubén.  They’d certainly been quick to welcome Isabella back, when it looked as though she’d be the next Heir Primus.  I hadn’t seen anyone reverse course so quickly since the captain of a clipper ship realised he was heading straight for the rocks outside the harbour. 
 
      
 
    “It has its moments,” Isabella said, finally.  “I never had the chance to formally thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said.  I hadn’t done it for her.  I’d done it for Akin.  “Are you still planning to head back to Kirkhaven?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Isabella said.  Beside her, Callam looked relieved.  “Once we have the new protections in place ...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  I’d adapted some of my own protections to cover Kirkhaven Hall and the surrounding estate.  Once the Objects of Power were installed, and I’d gone through the process with Callam, they should be relatively safe.  I had my doubts - I knew from grim experience that Zeros were very far from invincible - but Callam and Isabella intended to go home soon.  They just didn’t fit in.  I felt a stab of envy.  It wasn’t fair.  They could go travelling, and explore the world, while I was stuck in the city. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stay in touch,” Akin said.  “You don’t have to be alone up there.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not really alone,” Isabella assured him.  “And we’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself.  Isabella wasn’t particularly welcome in Shallot.  Really, she’d been very unwelcome right up until it looked as if she was going to inherit.  Akin was probably the only person who’d actually miss her, when she was gone.  Her family wouldn’t forget her crimes, even if they’d been officially scrubbed from the record.  The rest of the city would be happier when they could go back to pretending she didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send you some of my notes,” I said, to Callam.  I didn’t miss the way Isabella leaned closer to him, as I spoke.  “If you keep practicing, you’ll catch up soon.” 
 
      
 
    Callam shrugged.  I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.  I’d always assumed that anyone born with my talent - or lack of a talent - would share my fascination with forging and unlocking the long-lost secrets of the Thousand-Year Empire.  I’d designed and built the workshop on the theory that, eventually, there would be dozens - perhaps hundreds - of us, researching the lost magics and combining older and new techniques to produce something new.  It had been a surprise, I admitted to myself, when Callam hadn’t been interested in anything beyond the basics.  He was skilled, but he lacked my talent for forging and my determination to make something of myself.  I found it hard to understand.  He could have made himself one of the most powerful people in the world. 
 
      
 
    Some people don’t want to be powerful, I reminded myself.  And some people don’t want to become pawns in other people’s games. 
 
      
 
    A servant walked over and offered drinks.  I resisted the urge to try the sparkling wine - Mum and Dad had warned me not to even think of touching alcohol tonight - and took a glass of fruit juice instead.  The ballroom was becoming warmer, almost uncomfortably so.  I glanced at the doors and frowned as I noticed they were wide open, allowing the younger dancers to slip outside.  The air should have been cooling rapidly, now darkness was falling.  Perhaps there were just too many warm bodies in here.  I doubted I was the only one feeling as if I was going to overheat. 
 
      
 
    I sat back and forced myself to watch, putting a handful of names to faces.  Lucy Lamplighter was hard at work brokering a meeting between two minor lords who would normally refuse to even look at each other without throwing curses.  I had to admire her nerve, although it wasn’t as brave as it looked.  No one in their right mind would start a fight here, in the seat of my family’s power.  Lucy - of course - knew it.  She’d probably planned the meeting in the certain knowledge neither party would lose face by not starting a fight.  Behind her, I saw a couple of ladies with not-so-well-hidden interests in dresses and dressmaking.  The deals they’d make tonight - if they were lucky - would make the difference between success and complete failure. 
 
      
 
    Isabella cleared her throat.  “Do your sisters have prospective husbands yet?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I shook my head.  “Dad’s not in any real hurry to arrange something for them.” 
 
      
 
    Akin shot his sister a sharp look.  I wondered, idly, just what Isabella thought of me marrying into her family.  She could hardly be blind to the implications - she knew what Callam could do - and yet she didn’t like me very much.  I’d helped her save her family and yet it might not have been enough to overcome years of resentment.  I was surprised she hadn’t descended into bitterness, after being sent into exile.  But then, having to fight a warlock with ... interesting ... ideas about the proper use of magic did tend to focus the mind.  From what I’d heard, Isabella had come very close to being killed outright. 
 
      
 
    I changed the subject.  “How are you coming along with the rebuilding?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s ... strange,” Akin said.  “I was hoping you’d take a look at the wardstone.  It’s funny ...” 
 
      
 
    “Creepy, more like,” Isabella said.  “What did you do to it?” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face impassive with an effort.  There was one big secret I’d kept from everyone, save one.  I hadn’t even told Akin and I trusted him enough to let him slip ... well, I trusted him.  The Object of Power I’d loaned to Isabella - which she’d apparently broken - had damaged the wardstone beyond repair.  I was perhaps the only living person who knew why. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take a look at it when I have a moment,” I assured them.  Perhaps I could delay it long enough for Isabella to leave town.  Or ... no, that wouldn’t be fair on Akin.  He might need to keep his sister around as a chaperone, just to keep rumours from starting.  Perhaps we should just run off and get married somewhere outside the city limits.  It wasn’t as if we needed a big wedding.  “But I think you might have to replace it completely.” 
 
      
 
    Akin smiled.  “Can I ask you to forge a replacement?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.”  I took a petty pleasure in watching Isabella’s lips thin.  We had always brought out the worst in each other.  “But it may take some time.” 
 
      
 
    “It might be better to use something that can be repaired,” Isabella pointed out, stiltedly.  “If it breaks, what happens then?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I agreed.  I’d tried to repair dozens of broken Objects of Power.  I could count my successes on the fingers of one hand.  “But as long as it was tied to the right bloodline, it should be very difficult to break it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what they thought about the last one,” Isabella said.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I looked up as the lights seemed to get brighter.  A faint hum ran through the chamber.  I saw dancers breaking off, looking around in confusion.  The air felt hot and muggy ... I took a breath, feeling another wave of wrongness.  Callam looked around, raising his clenched fists as if he expected to be attacked.  Beside him, Isabella reached for the spellcaster at her belt.  I hoped she wouldn’t draw it.  That would be a major scandal, even if it wasn’t taken as a sign to start something violent. 
 
      
 
    “Isabella?”  Callam sounded uneasy.  “What is happening?” 
 
      
 
    Akin glanced at me.  I didn’t know.  Time itself seemed to be slowing, as if reality was hanging on a knife edge.  Silence fell, music and chatter fading as everyone waited for the other penny to drop.  The lights seemed to glow brighter and brighter, forcing me to cover my eyes.  I heard Isabella muttering a shading spell behind me, a spell that should have covered us all.  The lights didn’t dim.  If anything, the lightglobes got brighter until they started to explode.  A wave of heat crashed down, followed by flickering darkness and light and ... 
 
      
 
    I heard a cracking sound, and looked up.  The ceiling had started to crack.  I saw more thread-like cracks spreading through the stone, tiny pieces of debris falling as the cracks spread further and further ... 
 
      
 
    ... And then the entire ceiling came down. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Shield!” 
 
      
 
    I heard my father’s voice, somehow echoing through the room as I ducked down.  Akin stood, raising his spellcaster as he cast a combination of shielding and lifting charms.  Behind him, I was dimly aware of Isabella doing the same.  I saw lights flashing above and felt a tinge of the old envy as dozens of others added their magic to the effort, trying to keep the rubble from crashing onto our heads.  I could be rendered powerless simply by depriving me of my tools and protective amulets.  My sisters - and just about everyone else - had no such weakness.  They couldn’t be beaten so easily. 
 
      
 
    The light flared, brightly.  For an instant, I saw the different charms in a manner I hadn’t been able to see without the right equipment.  I saw dozens of spells interacting, the light glowing brighter and brighter as they clashed and ... the magic exploded, debris flying everywhere.  I screamed at Callam and the others to get under the table, quickly, as the shockwaves washed around the ballroom.  I had a brief glimpse of the portrait of Johan Aguirre - who’d led the family to Shallot, nearly a thousand years ago - slipping and falling off the wall, only to be picked off by a rogue whirlwind of magic and thrown across the room.  Callam landed beside me, Akin and Isabella joining us a second later.  People ran for the doors as panic set in, trying to flee before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    I cringed as the ground heaved, more debris crashing down.  The ballroom was slightly separate from the rest of the mansion - it had been the fashion, back then, for the ballroom to be treated as public property - but ... I tried not to think about what would happen if the entire mansion caved in.  We had hundreds of servants and staff and not all of them would be attending the ball.  If the entire mansion collapsed, they’d all die before they could save themselves.  I looked up, then closed my eyes as the remainder of the roof hit the ballroom floor.  The ground heaved beneath me.  I tasted blood and realised I’d bit my lip. 
 
      
 
    “Cat!”  Akin sounded panicked.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes.  Akin was right in front of me, our faces practically touching.  I leaned forward and kissed him, just to make sure.  Isabella cleared her throat loudly, her face a mixture of stern disapproval and wistfulness.  I resisted the urge to suggest - none-too-kindly - that she’d probably gone just as far, if not further, with Callam.  They’d been completely alone, to all intents and purposes.  They could have had relations together and no one in Shallot would be any the wiser. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  My dress was torn in delicate places.  I pulled it back into place and folded the material to keep it there.  My body felt as if I’d been beaten.  “Are you?” 
 
      
 
    Akin rubbed his forehead.  “Headache,” he said.  “A bad one.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too.”  Isabella had a nosebleed.  I wasn’t sure why.  Her nose didn’t look broken, not like it had when I’d broken it six years ago.  “I ... ow.” 
 
      
 
    Callam wrapped an arm around her.  I gave her an arch look - no boy would touch a girl like that, not unless he was already used to touching her - and forced myself to stand.  My head cracked against the underside of the table.  Isabella was in a bad way, I noted.  Normally, she would have made fun of me for doing anything like that.  I inched to the side and stood up, but all I saw was a scene of total devastation.  The ballroom, so beautiful just a few, short hours ago, was now in ruins.  The walls remained, but the ceiling had crumbled and fallen.   
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  My sisters had been on the dance floor.  Where were they? 
 
      
 
    I stumbled forward, my mind spinning.  Isabella wasn’t the only person who was bleeding.  I saw men and women bleeding from their ears and noses, blood staining the floor.  Most were alive - a number had managed to get out before it was too late - but here and there I saw people lying still.  I picked my way onwards, trying to remember where Alana and Bella had been.  Behind me, Akin started to bark orders and organise the lucky ones into helping the remainder out of the ruins.  I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw Alana on the ground.  She bled from her nose, but was otherwise unhurt. 
 
      
 
    “Cat?”  Alana stared, her eyes wide.  It made her look disconcertingly young.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” My mind raced.  Could it have been an infernal device, a weapon keyed to release a surge of wild or chaotic magic?  It should have been impossible to sneak one through the wards, let alone detonate it, but...  “I ... I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    I helped Alana to her feet.  Her dress looked faded.  The spell crystal was dead, the crystal itself looking like a hunk of charcoal.  I glanced at it, watching as it threatened to crumble into dust.  I’d seen something like it before, but where?  I waited until she was standing, then searched for Bella.  It took me a moment to notice she’d made it outside, her eyes wide with horror as she stared at the ruins.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  I hadn’t wanted to lose either of my sisters. 
 
      
 
    “Ancients,” Alana said.  She turned and peered towards the mansion.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I followed her gaze.  The mansion itself seemed undamaged, which meant ... what?  I’d never heard of an infernal device that was so ... localised.  I wasn’t even sure what had happened to the building.  It was as if the ceiling had cracked, broken and turned to dust.  The floor was covered in white dust, the remnants of the ceiling ... My thoughts continued to spin in circles as I saw my father emerge from the rubble.  His suit looked intact, but there was a nasty stain on his shoulder and his arm was hanging limp.  I didn’t see Mum anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Alana, help the crowd,” Dad ordered, curtly.  “Cat, tell the armsmen to secure the walls.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, although I was fairly sure the disaster wasn’t the start of an attack.  I’d lived through the last House War.  I knew how they went.  The enemy would already be storming the walls, if indeed there was an enemy.  I pushed my way through the crowd - between Akin and Dad, the able-bodied were getting organised and helping everyone else into the garden - and made my way down to the gatehouse.  It was eerie.  Inside the ballroom, total devastation; outside, unchanged. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady,” Captain Jacob said.  He was a distant cousin a few years older than me, too far from the core bloodline to make a bid for power on his own.  I’d had an embarrassing crush on him when I’d been too young to know better.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  The streets beyond the gatehouse were empty.  The streetlights glowed brightly, as if nothing had happened.  I couldn’t see anything - anything at all - that might indicate the walls were about to be stormed.  “But Dad wants you to secure the walls.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady.”  Jacob saluted, curtly.  “We’ll see to it at once.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then turned and hurried back up the driveway.  The ballroom looked as if a potions experiment had gone badly, but ... the mansion beyond was completely unscratched.  I could see lights in the windows, flickers of distortion where the wards were still firmly in place ... any explosion should have been contained well before it became a threat to life and limb.  I could have built something to crack the wards - I’d loaned wardcrackers to Isabella, when I’d helped her save Akin from his wretched uncle - but it would have been obvious what I’d done.  If someone had attacked us, they’d not bothered to follow up with an assault.  Why? 
 
      
 
    They just attacked the entire city, I thought, shocked.  The fruit of the aristocracy, everyone who was important - or simply thought they were - had been in attendance to watch us walk down the stairs, dance with our partners, and then take advantage of the gathering to network and make deals and everything else they couldn’t do openly without arousing some very astringent commentary.  If this was an attack, they just declared war on all of us. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my head as I reached the gardens.  Callam was helping Akin carry the wounded out of the ballroom; they put a number of people on the grass.  Isabella sat on a bench, head in her hands.  She was certainly in no state for working magic.  I saw a handful of people casting spells to heal the wounded, but ... there should have been many more.  It looked as if nearly everyone had a headache, save for Callam and me.  I had the nasty feeling that was important.   
 
      
 
    I just didn’t know why. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve sent Bella to get potions and medical supplies,” Dad said, before I could ask him where my other sister was.  “Help us get people onto the lawn.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Dad,” I said.  “Shouldn’t we be sending for help from outside?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve sent a couple of messengers,” Dad said.  “But it might be a while before help arrives.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, grimly.  North Shallot didn’t have a regular fire and emergency service, not like South Shallot.  There’d been no reason to think anything would happen to the Great Houses that they couldn’t handle themselves.  Besides, it would’ve been seen as a threat to their independence.  I cursed under my breath as I turned and hurried into the ruined ballroom.  That conceit had come back to bite us, hard.  It might be a good idea, in the future, to work out a way of pooling resources for tackling emergencies. 
 
      
 
    The night wore on.  I helped a handful of wounded people to walk out of the ruined ballroom, then dug through the wreckage to retrieve a pair of dead bodies.  They looked only a few years older than me, married ... but not to each other.  I did my best to separate them, just to keep their families from being shamed.  Nothing, not even a major disaster in the heart of the city, would keep the rumour-mongers from talking.  Besides, it wasn’t as if they’d been caught naked.  There was no way to know what had happened. 
 
      
 
    Callam caught my eye as I stepped out of the wreckage.  “Does this happen often?” 
 
      
 
    “... No,” I said.  “There was the House War, six years ago, and then there were the infernal devices a few short weeks ago ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be glad when we get home,” Callam said.  “It’s a little bit safer.” 
 
      
 
    I hid my amusement as he hurried to help shift some pieces of debris.  I understood what Isabella saw in him - his talent was enough to grant him access to the very highest levels, if he wished - but it was harder to see what he saw in her.  Isabella was beautiful - and there was no way I’d ever tell her that - yet she was hardly the only beautiful girl in the world.  I could name a dozen debutantes who were prettier, nicer and almost as well-connected.  Hell, Isabella had been in disgrace for six years.  There had been no reason to assume that she’d ever be allowed home. 
 
      
 
    She grew up a little, I reminded myself, as I walked back to the aid station.  You don’t know what she went through up there. 
 
      
 
    Mum was working at a table, sorting out potions and doling them out to the needy.  Behind her, a handful of servants had set up a drinks’ stand and were handing out mugs of tea and hot chocolate to everyone else.  It felt strange, as if an air of unreality had descended upon the entire household.  I could see guests drifting away, now that the ruined ballroom had been searched and declared empty.  I didn’t blame them.  There was no point in trying to continue the ball, not now.  It had been ruined beyond repair. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Mum said.  I wasn’t sure who she was apologising to.  Me, or the Ancients.  “It should have been your day.” 
 
      
 
    I found myself at a loss for words.  I’d never really wanted - or needed - a Season.  All I’d really needed to do was unpin my hair, once my parents were prepared to recognise me as an adult.  But Alana and Bella had wanted it ... I sighed, inwardly.  It was easy to believe they’d have trouble finding partners, after their Season had been ruined.  High Society would probably believe it to be bad luck. 
 
      
 
    Alana will inherit a House and Bella great wealth, I thought, cynically.  They could be as ugly as sin and they’ll still attract suitors. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I assured her.  “We’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Mum didn’t look convinced.  I understood.  She would be shamed, even though none of it had been her fault.  High Society was merciless.  She’d worked so hard to make the ceremony perfect, barking at us and driving the servants to the point of exhaustion, because she’d known there would be no second chance.  And now ... I almost wished she’d start snapping at us again.  The despondency running through her voice was worse. 
 
      
 
    “The mansion itself seems safe,” Dad said, coming up to join us.  “The ballroom wing was the only one affected by ... by whatever it was.  The wards past the ballroom weren’t even touched.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible,” I said.  “They should have sounded the alarm, even if they weren’t breached.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.”  Dad’s expression darkened as he watched more and more of the guests flowing out of the gates.  “I have no explanation.  We’ll study the ruins in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    He glanced behind me.  “You go say goodbye to your betrothed.  Tell him we’ll set the date later.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and turned away.  Akin, Isabella and Callam were waiting.  Isabella looked fragile and she leaned against Callam, her face so pale it was almost translucent.  I hoped she’d managed to get some painkiller potion before it had run out.  Mum kept a large stockpile of emergency supplies, including potions, but there were limits.  She’d never thought she’d be needing enough to dose hundreds of people.  In hindsight, that had clearly been a mistake, too. 
 
      
 
    “Cat,” Akin said.  I noticed he was artfully ignoring Isabella and Callam.  I hoped they appreciated it.  “Do you and your family want to come to the hall tonight?” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile, despite everything.  It wouldn’t be just the five of us.  It would be the hundreds of people resident in the mansion, from the highest-ranking family member to the lowest servant.  I was tempted - and I knew it wasn’t just a pro forma offer - yet ... I knew it was impossible.  Dad would never agree, even if the entire mansion had collapsed.  It wasn’t as if we were short of properties.  My family owned nearly a tenth of South Shallot. 
 
      
 
    “It would be nice, but the mansion is still safe,” I said.  I hoped that was true.  There was no reason to be sure the mansion was truly safe.  It would be a long time before I managed to sleep tonight.  “We should be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Akin bowed.  This close to my parents, he wouldn’t risk kissing me.  “Then we’ll see you when you come,” he said.  “Bring Rose.  I’m sure she’d appreciate the chance to visit.” 
 
      
 
    And you don’t want Isabella as our chaperone, I added silently.  Rose could be relied upon to look the other way, as long as we didn’t go too far.  Isabella might not be quite so accommodating. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask her,” I said.  I’d tried to invite her to the ball, but she’d declined.  I hadn’t taken offense.  It was never easy for a commoner to attend a debutante ball.  There were too many older men who thought the commoner should be grateful for their attentions - and wandering hands - and too drunk to realise that trying it here would end very badly.  “And Dad says we’ll haggle over the date later.” 
 
      
 
    Akin flushed.  I felt an odd little ... something.  Our betrothal had been my idea, six long years ago.  I hadn’t known what I was getting into, not then.  Mum had been astonishingly frank with us about some things, as we’d gotten older ... I understood, now, why both families had had their qualms about the arrangement.  We were going to - no, we had - boxed ourselves into a relationship well before we understood what it meant.  I liked him.  I loved him.  And yet, I couldn’t help feeling a bit confined. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try and be back for the wedding,” Isabella said.  She dropped a rough curtsey.  Beside her, Callam bowed with a bit more grace.  “And we’ll see you around.” 
 
      
 
    She turned, still leaning on Callam, and headed towards the gate.  Akin hesitated, as if he wanted to say something he couldn’t say anywhere near my parents, then turned and followed them out.  I watched them go, then hurried back to my family.  The gardens were almost empty now.  The ruins seemed to shift, as if unseen figures were swept through the wreckage.  I saw a wall wobble, threatening to collapse.  The ruins gave me chills.  It was a very minor incident, in the grand scheme of things, and yet I couldn’t help a sense of foreboding. 
 
      
 
    It felt like the end of the world. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “We were attacked,” Alana said.  She stood in the middle of the ballroom, hands resting on her hips.  “Whoever did this wanted to kill us!” 
 
      
 
    “If it was an attack,” Dad said, “they would have come over the walls and stormed the mansion while we were still trying to figure out what was going on.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, rubbing my forehead.  I hadn’t slept well and I’d been awoken, in what felt like bare seconds after I’d finally fallen asleep, by Alana.  She wanted to know what had happened yesterday, if not sooner, and she’d refused to let me get anything more than a cup of coffee for breakfast before dragging me down to the ballroom.  Dad and Alana had been arguing since then, going over the same points time and time again.  I glanced at her black hair, fluttering in the breeze, and sighed.  Alana was an adult now, too.  The days when Dad could tell her to just shut up, or to go to her room, were over. 
 
      
 
    The ballroom was little more than a shell of its former self.  Two of the walls had tumbled during the night, with the other two remaining intact but effectively useless.  I picked out scraps of torn dresses and shattered tools among the ruins, including a broken violin and a dented trumpet.  The bandsmen must have dropped them as they fled for their lives.  We’d have to pay for their damages, but right now that was the least of my worries.  I spotted a spellcaster nearby and marked it down for later attention, preferably by someone else.  Some of the more paranoid magicians protected their spellcasters and anyone who picked them up, let alone tried to use them, might find themselves in a dreadful state.  I ran my hand through my hair - it still felt weird to have it hanging around my shoulders, as if I was naked in public - as I studied the ruins.  It wasn’t clear what had happened. 
 
      
 
    I mentally replayed my memories from the previous night.  The room had grown warmer ... uncomfortably so.  That, right there, should have been impossible.  The ballroom had been charmed to maintain a steady temperature, neither too hot nor too cold.  Callam and I had been there ... had the charms failed because of us?  I didn’t think so.  The charms hadn’t been cast on either of us.  They should have been drawing power from the mansion’s wards, keeping them in place indefinitely.  It made no sense. 
 
      
 
    The lightglobes got brighter, then started to explode, I reminded myself.  That should have been impossible, too.  It wasn’t as if they’d been unstable from the start.  The servants knew how to cast them perfectly, then tie them to the ballroom’s wards.  And it was that explosion that brought the roof down. 
 
      
 
    “This was an attack on the entire city,” Alana insisted, mirroring my earlier thoughts.  “King Fatty?” 
 
      
 
    Dad scowled at her.  “Do not say that anywhere you might be overheard,” he snapped.  “The political situation is very delicate right now.  You do not want to make things worse.” 
 
      
 
    I did my best to tune them out as I studied the ruins.  I couldn’t craft wards personally - I had to forge Objects of Power to craft the wards for me - but I knew the theory.  Dad had drilled me in wardcrafting, as well as everything else, when he’d been trying to spark the magic I didn’t have.  The wards covering the ballroom had been deliberately disengaged from the remainder of the mansion, partly because it was a separate wing and partly because it was easier.  We had to invite everyone to our balls, even if they were our enemies.  Keeping the ballroom separate ensured they couldn’t accidentally get into the rest of the mansion.  And that meant ... what? 
 
      
 
    Alana kept arguing, demanding action ... action against who?  I rolled my eyes as I mentally traced the wardlines.  There’d been no Objects of Power holding the ward network together, not here.  The tiny wardstones - part of a network of Devices of Power - had been woven through the walls and ceilings.  I remembered the burnt-out crystal and frowned.  If the crystals within the roof had shattered, they might well have blown the roof off and sent it crashing down on our heads.  And yet ... I remembered the desperate attempt to shield the guests.  It should have worked.   
 
      
 
    It hadn’t. 
 
      
 
    “We will not retaliate because there is no one to retaliate against,” Dad pointed out.  “Or do you think you have a suspect?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Alana, who looked irked.  There were no suspects, save perhaps the king and the socialists.  House Bolingbroke didn’t like us - and I’d heard that their young master was attempting to form an alliance against us - but they weren’t crazy enough to risk killing themselves as well as us.  I couldn’t think of any of the aristocratic families who hadn’t been represented at the ball.  Someone like Great Aunt Stregheria might have tried something in such a public place – after all, she’d planned to kidnap me and kill the rest of my family - but she’d been a rarity.  Akin’s uncle hadn’t tried to kill him until it became clear the uncle’s plan had failed.  
 
      
 
    The king wouldn’t want to unite the families against him, I thought, and the socialists don’t have the expertise to attack the wards directly. 
 
      
 
    “There could be a third Zero out there,” Alana snapped.  “If they attacked the wards ...” 
 
      
 
    “The damage would be a great deal more extensive,” I said.  “And it wouldn’t be quite so localised.” 
 
      
 
    Alana snorted.  I turned away, mentally tracing the lines as they ran through the floor and up the stairs.  They looked both decayed and faded, as if they’d been abandoned to the elements for years.  A number of steps had vanished, something that puzzled me until I remembered they’d been held together with magic.  The steps had been designed to look like something out of a fairy tale.  In hindsight, it might have been better to make them solid and worry about appearances later. 
 
      
 
    I went closer, until I stood at the bottom of the steps.  They looked like ice.  I touched one. It crumbled beneath my fingers.  Below, underneath the cracked surface, there was a pattern of burnt-out wiring.  I frowned and leaned in.  I’d seen something like it before, but where?  It looked as if the entire ward network had overheated and caught fire, which meant ...? 
 
      
 
    Dad cleared his throat.  “What have you found?” 
 
      
 
    “The ward network overheated,” I said.  It hadn’t been immediately obvious.  The ward network in the ceiling was nothing more than dust.  I dreaded to think what we might be inhaling.  “I think that’s what brought down the ceiling.” 
 
      
 
    “And that was how the attack was carried out?”  Alana walked up behind me.  “What did they do?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it was an attack,” I said, slowly.  The pattern was becoming clear.  The overheating had taken place inside the ward network.  “It feels more like a design failure.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Alana crossed her arms under her breasts.  “And a failure that took place on the one day of the year all of us are gathered in the same place?” 
 
      
 
    Dad gave her a sharp look.  “Wait,” he said.  “Cat, what do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “The damage appeared first inside the network,” I said.  “If it was an attack, it was a very strange one.  Like” - I struggled to think of a good analogy - “like someone had stabbed you in the heart, without driving the knife through your skin first.” 
 
      
 
    “There are spells that can do that,” Alana pointed out.  “Maybe someone brought a weapon into the wards and detonated it inside ...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “but the wards would have picked up anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the ashy remains of the network.  I’d seen something like it before ... where?  I kicked myself, mentally, as I realised.  It looked like a ruined Object of Power.  I should have realised what it was, sooner.  I’d seen too many burnt-out threadlines over the last six years to feel otherwise.  The spellform had been warped, the network had suffered a major power surge, it had been unable to cope and ... 
 
      
 
    Disaster, I thought.  The vibrating spellform shattered every other spellform within the chamber. 
 
      
 
    “Something warped the network,” I told them, and outlined my thinking.  “And the power surge tore the ballroom apart.” 
 
      
 
    “A freak accident,” Alana scoffed.  “Someone made it happen.” 
 
      
 
    “How?”  Dad met her eyes evenly, showing a great deal more patience than I would have.  “If someone did it, how?” 
 
      
 
    Alana’s face twisted into a scowl.  I thought I knew what she was thinking.  She was an adult, yet she felt like a child.  Or as if she was being treated as a child.  She was going to spend years training to lead the family ... it would be a very long time before she had any real power, and it could only come when Dad retired or died.  I wondered, absently, if Alana and Dad had discussed his possible retirement.  It was difficult to believe he’d stand down in less than a decade. 
 
      
 
    “There are very few days throughout the year when one can easily predict we’ll all be in one place,” Alana said, with heavy formality.  “Yesterday was one of them.  The ball - our ball - would have been a very tempting target, for anyone who wanted to take us all out in a single flash.  Just because we don’t know how the attack was carried out doesn’t mean it wasn’t a deliberate attack.” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Dad nodded, curtly.  “But just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me.  “Cat?  What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing for a long moment.  I’d spent most of my life studying magic, including fields generally forbidden.  I knew more about magical theory than almost anyone else my age.  And yet, I couldn’t imagine anything capable of causing a localised power surge.  It didn’t mean it was impossible, but ... the more I looked at the damage, the more I thought it was nothing more than a freak accident.  Anyone capable of causing the power surge could have made a much bigger bang for far less effort. 
 
      
 
    And yet, Alana had a point.  The coincidence was just too great. 
 
      
 
    “I think that anyone capable of doing this would have been capable of doing a great deal more,” I said, finally.  “They could have killed just about everyone in the ballroom with much less effort.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless they meant to scare us,” Alana snarled.  “And they have!” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve also alerted us to their existence,” I countered.  My stomach rumbled, loudly.  “It seems a waste, somehow.” 
 
      
 
    Dad let out a heavy sigh.  “The wardcrafters will be here shortly,” he said.  “I’ll tell them what you said, see what they make of it.  And we’ll tighten the defences around the rest of the mansion.  It will cause no end of inconvenience, but it will be worth it if it prevents a second disaster.” 
 
      
 
    “We should probably go over the rest of the ward network,” I said.  “If it was a freak accident, it could happen again anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “After breakfast,” Dad said.  “Good work, both of you.  Go get some breakfast.  Alana, report to my study at twelve.” 
 
      
 
    Alana started to curtsey, then stopped herself and nodded.  I hid my amusement behind my hand.  Alana had been attending Magus Court with Dad for the past two years, serving as his assistant and secretary while she learnt the ropes.  She’d clearly learnt her manners well ... I saw her scowl at me and turned away, exposing my back.  I could feel her glaring, but she did nothing.  The days when she’d been able to hex me at will were long gone.  She would not only land herself in hot water, but wind up looking stupid, too. 
 
      
 
    And she’d sooner get a whipping than look stupid in front of Dad, I thought.  That would put her back several years, in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I walked through the door, out onto the grounds and made my way around to the side entrance.  Dad had sealed off the wing closest to the ballroom, believing that it would be risky to leave it open until the wardcrafters had checked everything with a fine-toothed comb. I didn’t envy them.  The mansions wards had been laid before the Fall and then updated constantly, layer upon layer of wards until no one - not even the wardmaster - truly knew how far they stretched.  Dad had seriously considered dismantling them, then laying a new wardstone - forged by me - and using it as the base for newer and better wards.  The only thing keeping him from doing it was the sheer time it would take to dismantle the wards without bringing down the rest of the mansion. 
 
      
 
    Alana joined me as I made my way up to our dining room.  Technically, we probably shouldn’t still be using it - we weren’t children any longer - but I doubted anyone would care.  Not now.  I rang the bell for a maid, then ordered a proper brunch and tea.  Alana added a request of her own, then sat at the table and waited.  I did my best to ignore her stare.  She and I had been getting along better, since I’d discovered my talent, but she’d given me six years of hell beforehand.  It would be a long time before I trusted her completely. 
 
      
 
    “The newspapers aren’t being kind,” Alana said.  “Our coming-out was a complete disaster.” 
 
      
 
    “And that is one hell of an understatement,” I said.  “Five deaths - and we were lucky it wasn’t more.  Seventy injuries, a number made worse by the lack of immediate medical attention.  And we ...” 
 
      
 
    “And we look weak,” Alana said.  “The attack was designed to embarrass us.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know we were attacked,” I said.  “Anyone who could do that wouldn’t throw away the advantage of surprise, just to embarrass us.” 
 
      
 
    “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you,” Alana said, echoing Dad’s earlier words.  “Are you sure Isabella didn’t sneak something into the hall?” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  It was hard to believe Isabella would go against her brother so openly - she’d had every opportunity to take his place, only a month ago, and let it go - but she was a prime suspect.  Callam could have forged her an Object of Power, something capable of sneaking something else through the wards ... it didn’t seem likely.  He just wasn’t that advanced as a forger.  And besides, Isabella could have kept his existence a complete secret if she’d had real ambitions of her own.  I didn’t like her and I doubted I ever would, but she wasn’t a monster. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, finally.  “What would she stand to gain that she couldn’t have gotten earlier without anything like so much risk to herself?” 
 
      
 
    Alana said nothing as the maid returned, levitating two floating trays of food.  I smiled as she put them on the table, then left as silently as she’d come.  The scrambled eggs smelt heavenly, but I drank the tea first.  Alana chewed her sandwiches thoughtfully, her eyes far away.  I didn’t want to know what she was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “You had a number of dances,” I said, finally.  “Did you meet anyone you liked?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  Alana swallowed her food, then took a sip of her tea.  “They were good dancers, but ... I don’t know who’ll be encouraged to court me.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a flicker of sympathy.  Akin and I had built our relationship over time.  There would be few surprises, when we started married life together, but ...it was better that way.  Mum and Dad had barely known each other when they’d married, as their parents had arranged the match.  They presented a united front in public - I’d never heard them disagree about anything - but she’d admitted, when she’d talked about adult matters, that they’d fought quite a bit when they were younger.  Alana would have very little choice in who she married.  If she was lucky, Mum and Dad would give her a list of suitable boys.  If she wasn’t ... 
 
      
 
    Dad had the same problem, I reminded myself.  The old joke ran through my head.  But he married Mum! 
 
      
 
    “There aren’t many people who’d be your equal, socially speaking,” I said, after a long thoughtful moment.  “You’d need someone willing to support you at all times ...” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s hopeless, then,” Alana said.  She looked downcast, just for a second.  “I suppose I could look for a talented commoner.  Adam Mortimer is extremely powerful and capable and quite handsome, too ...” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  “I thought you didn’t like him.” 
 
      
 
    “There must be more people like him out there,” Alana said.  “There has to be someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I remembered my own marriage negotiations and scowled.  “You want a word of advice?” 
 
      
 
    “Go on.”  Alana eyed me warily.  “What words of wisdom can you offer me?” 
 
      
 
    “Two things,” I said.  “First, you’re marrying a person.  He isn’t a pet.  He isn’t an object.  And you can’t get rid of him by turning him into something and throwing him out the window.  He’ll be just as scared as you, so ... you can learn to work together and come to an understanding even if you don’t like each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Very wise,” Alana said, deadpan.  “And how did you come to that conclusion?” 
 
      
 
    “I got to know Akin before we were betrothed,” I pointed out.  “I saw him - see him - as a person in his own right.  And you need to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    Alana shrugged.  “And the second word of timeless wisdom?” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to Mum and Dad now, before they take your agreement for granted and start making the arrangements,” I said.  I finished my breakfast and stood.  “You’ll find it saves a lot of trouble in the long run.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I had hoped I’d be able to go back to the Workshop and continue my investigation into the mysterious Object of Power, or perhaps continue to forge protections for Isabella and Callam, but the wardcrafters called me back to the ballroom after I finished breakfast.  I collected my equipment from the workshop and went through the ruins piece by piece with them, finding nothing beyond what I’d already discovered.  The ward network had suffered a power surge that had triggered a cascade failure reaction.  It looked like a freak accident.   
 
      
 
    And yet, I understood Alana’s fears.  If someone had done it deliberately, what else could they do? 
 
      
 
    The damage puzzled me as I inspected the gathered remains, then left them for the wardcrafters to sort out and melt down for later reuse.  It was very much like looking at a broken Object of Power, but there was no way a Device of Power should have suffered a similar fate.  The spellforms were very different.  There was certainly no singular spellform that made the difference between an active and broken magical artefact.  The more I looked at it, the more it bothered me.  The whole affair just made no sense. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Cat.”  I turned to see the butler picking his way through the ruins.  “Lady Rose has arrived.  She wishes to see you.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  “I’ll see her in my rooms,” I said, suddenly aware of just how grimy my dress had become.  Mum would scold me if she heard I’d greeted someone like that, even a good friend like Rose.  “And please ask the maids to bring us tea.” 
 
      
 
    The butler bowed and withdrew.  I took one last look at the ruined ballroom, the wardcrafters sifting through the remains and carefully piling up anything that might need to be returned to its owner by the door, then turned and walked back to the mansion.  Rose didn’t need to go through the Butler, as far as I was concerned, but we were still on high alert.  The armsmen would probably have sent vapour messages to Dad, just to make sure Rose was allowed to visit, before they let her through the gates.  It wasn’t personal.  I hoped she hadn’t taken it poorly. 
 
      
 
    My legs felt weak as I made my way upstairs.  The mansion should have been humming with life, with relatives from all over catching up on gossip while they pressed their interests, but half the guests had already decamped to safer harbours.  Mum wasn’t going to be pleased about that.  The relatives were making it clear they didn’t trust us to keep them safe.  I supposed they had a point.  We still didn’t know what had caused the disaster.  As long as the cause was uncertain, there was no way to ensure it didn’t happen again. 
 
      
 
    The mansion is a great deal more solid than the ballroom, I reminded myself.  If something happens to the wards, it won’t bring the building down. 
 
      
 
    Rose stood as I stepped into the room and gave me a wan smile.  She looked stunning in a long blue dress that marked her as a medical student in training.  Her red hair hung down in ringlets, crowning a perfect face.  I knew for a fact that a number of lesser family members had urged my parents to arrange a match, pointing out that - as our client - we had a say in who she married.  Dad hadn’t taken it calmly.  He’d told them to court her openly, or forget it. 
 
      
 
    “Cat.”  Rose gave me a quick hug.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I relaxed, slightly.  Rose was my closest friend, the only person - save for Akin - I’d kept in touch with after leaving Jude’s.  She hadn’t seen me as a freak, or as a haughty aristocrat ... she’d just seen me as a person.  It was a shame, I reflected, that there would be people who insisted she’d shunned us by not attending the ball.  I didn’t care, myself.  A medical student was on call at all times. 
 
      
 
    “It was an interesting night,” I said, with wry understatement.  “What have you heard?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, one person claimed the entire mansion exploded into a fireball,” Rose told me.  She waved a hand at the walls.  “Clearly, that didn’t happen.  Another insisted the honoured dead rose from their graves and danced with the living, for one night only.  I take it that story isn’t true either?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  Traditionally, the family’s ancestors were cremated and their ashes scattered in the crypt below the mansion.  It was part of a rite to keep their magic with us, I’d been told, although my own investigations suggested it was little more than primitive superstition.  It wasn’t something I could discuss.  There were too many people who believed that anything involving human body parts was automatically dark and therefore forbidden. 
 
      
 
    “The wards suffered a power surge,” I said, slowly.  “And the entire ballroom collapsed into a pile of rubble.” 
 
      
 
    “Curious,” Rose said.  “Did you hear about the Eton Forgery?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I’d heard of the Eton Forgery - it belonged to House Bolingbroke - but I’d never actually visited.  My family had quite enough factories of our own, churning out the components for artificers to craft Devices of Power.  There was no reason to think the Eton Forgery was anything special, unless they’d found a third Zero ... 
 
      
 
    “There was some kind of accident there,” Rose said.  “They weren’t sure what caused it, but seventy men were killed or injured when the workshops exploded.” 
 
      
 
    “Exploded?”  I shook my head.  “Workshops don’t explode.” 
 
      
 
    “That was the word they used,” Rose said.  She shook her head.  “The wounds were inconsistent.  Some of the victims were badly burnt, which suggests a potion explosion; some had pieces of worked metal embedded in their flesh.  We never got a clear explanation of precisely what happened.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, considering the issue.  Forgeries rarely experimented.  Forgers who wanted to experiment were told to do it a safe distance from everyone else, just in case they accidentally triggered an explosion.  House Bolingbroke had its own collection of experimental labs, like us, but most of them were located outside the city.  Eton Forgery was deep within South Shallot.  No one in their right mind would carry out dangerous experiments there.  And yet, it was also hard to imagine an accident that caused an explosion using any of their normal practices.  Anyone trained to work there would know damn well what not to do. 
 
      
 
    “Sabotage?”  It wasn’t impossible.  The Great Houses had their enemies.  “Or ... or what?” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t know,” Rose said.  “Or so I’ve heard.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as the maid entered, carrying a tray of tea and a sealed letter.  I took the latter and opened it.  Akin had sent me a formal invitation to House Rubén.  I wondered, absently, why he’d sent a letter, instead of a simple note.  We were adults now, both of us.  My parents no longer had the right to open my mail.  I supposed it made a degree of sense.  As long as we were unmarried, we had to avoid scandal. 
 
      
 
    “My Lady,” the maid said.  She was a shy girl, barely entering her teens.  “Her Ladyship requests the pleasure of your company before you leave.” 
 
      
 
    And that means Mum already knows what the letter says, I thought, crossly.  Did she read the letter herself or did she simply guess? 
 
      
 
    I put the thought aside as I folded the paper and stowed it in my pocket.  “Please inform Her Ladyship that I will call upon her shortly,” I said.  I hoped Mum didn’t want to accompany me.  She wouldn’t let us get away with anything.  “We’ll put the tray outside when we’re done.” 
 
      
 
    The maid curtseyed and withdrew.  I shook my head in tired amusement.  “Can I rely on you to accompany me to House Rubén?” 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded.  “If you want,” she said.  “Unless the hospital calls me back, of course ...” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I agreed.  I wouldn’t stand in her way if she was called back to duty.  It wasn’t likely - she was only a student, even though she had studied hard over the last six years - but it was possible.  “How are things there?” 
 
      
 
    “Well enough,” Rose said.  “Not enough sleep, not enough hours of the day to do everything ... other than that, everything’s fine.  I spent half of yesterday, before the disasters, learning how to mend bones with magic, then listening to a lecture on mental health care.  A couple of doctors think you can use slave collars to keep mentally ill patients from hurting themselves or others.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  I hated compulsion spells.  I could see the awful logic of it - it was possible to bar someone from doing something - but it would place dreadful strains on their mind.  It might just make things worse.  I’d heard of one man who’d killed himself after being compelled not to do something.  I doubted the healers had addressed the real cause of his problems.  They’d just sought the quick and easy answer. 
 
      
 
    “And I got a letter from home,” she added.  “My sister is getting married.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s nice,” I said, automatically.  “Are you going to attend?” 
 
      
 
    “If I can,” Rose said.  “But it depends ...” 
 
      
 
    I saw the doubt in her eyes and winced.  Rose was caught between two worlds.  Common-born, but educated amongst the aristocracy ... hell, given that she was a close friend of both Akin and myself, she was as close to being an aristocrat as possible without actually being aristocracy.  What did she have in common with her family?  What did she have in common with us?  She was too aristocratic for the commoners and too common for the aristocrats, even the ones who thought she should marry into the family.  I promised myself I’d do whatever I could to make it easier for her, although I had no idea what that could be.  Rose deserved so much better. 
 
      
 
    “And I keep getting proposals from people I don’t know,” Rose said.  “Is there no way to tell them to get lost?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not obliged to respond,” I pointed out.  “If you’re not interested, just ignore them.” 
 
      
 
    “I try,” Rose said.  “But they keep pestering me.” 
 
      
 
    “Alana gets hundreds of proposals a day,” I said.  “I think she throws them into the fire.” 
 
      
 
    Rose smiled as we sipped our tea.  It wasn’t really funny.  Her connections - and magic - made her desirable, but most of her suitors didn’t know her.  They were actually worse than the ones courting Alana, although they seemed to be under the impression they needed to win over Dad rather than Alana herself.  Rose’s suitors seemed to assume she’d be grateful to marry into the aristocracy, as if she’d overlook their flaws because of their rank.  I felt a stab of pity, mingled with anger.  Rose was worth far more than her magic and connections.  She really deserved better. 
 
      
 
    “I’d better go see what Mum wants,” I said, finally.  It was nearly noon.  “You’ll wait here?” 
 
      
 
    “I have papers to read and sign,” Rose said.  She opened her bag.  “I think that’ll keep me busy for the next ... few ... hours.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed, then stood, washed my hands and headed for the door.  Rose was about the only person I trusted in my rooms ... it struck me, suddenly, that Akin and I would soon be sharing a room.  The thought brought me up short.  I knew the facts of life - my mother’s lessons had been devastatingly frank, to the point of scaring me and my sisters - but it was hard to imagine doing it for real.  And yet ... I wanted it and didn’t want it and wasn’t sure what I wanted.  It was a mess. 
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at me as I made my way through the corridors to my mother’s suite.  It was the largest in the mansion, as befitted a potions mistress who also happened to be the lady of the house.  The doorknocker came to life as I approached, beady eyes glowering murderously in my direction before falling still.  Mum had probably had a bunch of unwelcome guests, I decided as I pressed my hand against the knocker.  She didn’t normally keep her rooms under such tight security.  Everyone who lived in the mansion knew better than to enter without permission. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself as the door opened, revealing my mother’s visiting room.  It was perfectly elegant, with everything placed precisely as she desired.  A large portrait of the immediate family hung over the mantelpiece, everyone - myself included - looking so formal and elegant that I knew the artist had been paid to make us look good.  Mum sat in an armchair, looking tired and worn.  She stood to greet me, then waved regally to a second chair.  I sat, watching her nervously.  She looked as if she hadn’t slept a wink. 
 
      
 
    “Mum,” I said.  “You wanted to see me?” 
 
      
 
    Mum studied me for a long moment.  My mother had always been a beauty, even after three children.  Long dark hair, dark skin, dark eyes ... she could have been in rags and she’d still be the very picture of elegance.  She looked like a society beauty ... and yet I knew she was far more than just a pretty face.  Mum was a potions mistress, one of the best in the city.  I’d seen her work.  She was so far beyond me, or my sisters, that there was no contest.  Alana and Bella would have to practice for years before they came close to matching her.  And neither had been interested in following in her footsteps. 
 
      
 
    I waited, trying to keep my face under tight control.  Mum could be strict - she’d certainly made sure to drill all three of us in proper behaviour - but she was also loving and caring.  I knew there were worse mothers and fathers out there, including some who might have sent me into exile once my lack of magic became apparent and pretended I’d simply never existed.  Mum had never disowned me, no matter how many people had snidely asked what she’d done to deserve a freak for a daughter.  They were regretting that now.  Mum had never let them forget it. 
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn,” Mum said.  She was using my full name.  This was going to be bad.  “I understand you’ve been invited to House Rubén.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  Mum had probably deduced what the letter said.  I knew she hadn’t broken the seal.  “Rose will accompany me.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Mum said nothing for a long moment.  “You are aware, of course, that you are an adult now?” 
 
      
 
    I touched my hair.  It hung down ... and would remain that way until I married.  “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Mum echoed.  Her eyes hardened, delivering a warning I understood all too well.  “And you should be aware that childish excuses will no longer be tolerated.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I winced.  Isabella Rubén had been a child when she’d committed High Treason.  It had been the only thing that had saved her life.  A grown adult would have been beheaded once her guilt had been proven beyond reasonable doubt.  “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Mum met my eyes, pinning me in place.  “We have enemies.  Eyes are on us, watching for the first crack in our armour.  What happened last night” - her lips thinned - “is already being used against us, even though it was apparently an unpredictable accident.  We look weak and so our enemies are jumping on us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother,” I said.  It was hard not to show my impatience.  I’d heard the lecture before, time and time again.  It never changed.  “I will behave myself.” 
 
      
 
    “You are no longer a child,” Mum said, sternly.  “There will be no allowances made for your behaviour.  What you do can and will be used against you, against us.  And that is true of him too.  Akin is no longer a child either.  I would honestly advise you to stay away from him until the marriage, but I know you wouldn’t listen to me.” 
 
      
 
    My face heated.  “Mum ...” 
 
      
 
    Mum held up a hand.  “I was a young woman too,” she said, her voice softening.  “I remember what it was like for me, back when I was your age.  It wasn’t easy to deal with the simple fact that I didn’t get to choose my life partner, or that he didn’t get to choose his either.  And ... my hormones were popping, too.  My sister actually went a little further than she should with a notorious rake because he promised to marry her and she was young and foolish.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Auntie Morella ...” 
 
      
 
    “You are not to mention that to anyone,” Mum said.  “I wouldn’t be telling you if I didn’t think you needed to hear it.  Be careful.  You do not want to destroy your reputation - or his - through a single moment of carelessness.  Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  It was hard to hide my embarrassment.  And surprise.  My aunt had always been so prim and proper.  The thought of her running off with a rake was ... it was impossible.  The world might as well stop spinning.  “We will be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “And you cannot cast certain charms,” Mum added.  “You must be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Akin isn’t a monster,” I said, flatly.  “We’ve known each other for years.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t just him,” Mum said.  “You cannot protect yourself, not as effectively as either of your sisters.  And that will bite you, unless you’re very careful.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, although I didn’t want to think about it.  Alana and Bella had been taught charms to protect their virtues or their lives.  Me?  My protections - based on Objects of Power concealed on my person - were passive.  I was uncomfortably aware I could be overwhelmed by force.  I was strong for my age and build, but others were stronger ... 
 
      
 
    Mum clapped her hands.  “Now, go get a shower and get changed,” she said.  I’d already showered, but ...  “You look filthy.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and curtseyed.  “Yes, Mother.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    It felt odd, I had to admit, to walk outside with my hair down.  No one, save for my immediate family and my maids, had seen my hair like this since I left school five years ago.  The girls in the dorm would have seen my hair loose, I supposed, but that was excusable.  It would have been a major scandal if I’d walked out of the dorm without putting my hair in braids.  And yet ... I fought the urge to turn and run back to the mansion, or tie my hair back into braids, as Rose and I walked down the street.  A handful of unmarried men and women stared.  It made me want to hide. 
 
      
 
    House Rubén wasn’t that far from the mansion - it only took twenty minutes to walk from our gatehouse to theirs - but it felt a lot further.  I felt eyes following me as we walked, some not entirely friendly.  The gates we passed were securely locked, armsmen manning the gatehouses and patrolling the walls.  The Great Houses might have indulged in a little schadenfreude over what had happened to us, but they were all too aware that it might happen to them, too.  I wasn’t so sure - it still seemed like a freak accident - yet too much had happened over the summer for people to be relaxed.  The city was nervous, even though there was no obvious threat.  I didn’t blame the aristocracy for battening down the hatches and setting out to secure everything they could. 
 
      
 
    My sense of unease only deepened as we turned the corner and walked towards House Rubén.  Akin had told me that he’d hired more armsmen, but it looked as if he’d hired an entire army.  I saw at least thirty men within eyeshot, which suggested there were more hidden behind the walls.  His neighbours wouldn’t find their presence very reassuring, I reflected.  They were probably tightening their defences and hiring more armsmen of their own.  Rose tensed as we crossed the outer edge of the wards - I felt nothing, of course - and approached the gatehouse.  The guards snapped to attention.  They knew I would be the lady of the house soon enough. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Caitlyn,” the manservant said.  I didn’t recall seeing him before.  “If you’ll accompany me, I’ll take you straight to the visiting room.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded grandly, allowing him to lead me through the gatehouse and up the drive to the mansion itself.  There were workmen everywhere, repairing the damage from the attempted coup and tightening the defences in hopes of preventing anyone from trying to take over the family by force again.  Akin wasn’t taking any chances.  I felt a twinge of pity.  I wasn’t involved in running my family, but I’d heard enough grumbling from Alana to know it was a difficult job even with our father showing her the ropes.  Akin was trying to learn on the job, with few - if any - people he could trust.  And it wasn’t as if I could help him. 
 
      
 
    Isabella met us in the lobby.  “Cat,” she said.  “Welcome to our humble abode.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the sharp reaction that came to mind.  I wasn’t twelve any longer and neither was she.  “Thank you,” I said.  Isabella looked disgustingly well-rested ... I wondered, idly, if her mother had put her to work after her return from exile.  “Akin wanted me to take a look at the wardstone.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Isabella said.  I heard a hint of reluctance.  “Leave your cloaks with the butler and follow me.” 
 
      
 
    I hefted my toolkit - I wasn’t going to let anyone carry it, particularly Isabella - and followed her through a maze of corridors.  Rubén Hall was even older than our mansion, I’d been told, although there were aspects of its history that had been allowed to slip into obscurity.  House Rubén was the oldest family in the city - and they never let anyone forget it - but they were a branch of the original family, one that had become the heirs to the family name by default.  It was clear they would have remained just another tiny offshoot if the Thousand-Year Empire hadn’t collapsed, leaving them the sole survivors.  The original House Rubén had gone down with the Eternal City. 
 
      
 
    The air grew colder as we reached a flight of stairs leading into the darkness.  Isabella took a lantern, lit it with a spell and passed it to me.  I expected a snide remark about my lack of magic, but she said nothing.  I glanced at Rose and blinked in surprise.  She looked uneasy, as if we were about to walk into the lair of a very deadly creature.  I took a breath and tasted something ... odd ... in the air.  Isabella seemed hesitant to go any further.  I nearly asked her if she wanted to remain behind, before she lifted a second lantern and led the way down the stairs.  She wouldn’t have wanted us to go alone.  Too many of her relatives would make a fuss. 
 
      
 
    “It feels ... wrong,” Rose said.  She sounded shaken, as if she’d been scared halfway to death.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question.”  Isabella didn’t look back, but I could hear the sneer in her voice.  “We’re hoping Cat might have the answer.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered as we reached the bottom of the stairs.  It was cold, so icy that I could see my breath misting up as we went through a pair of shattered doors.  The darkness seemed to have depth and heft to it, somehow.  I could practically feel it, even though I had no sensitivity to magic.  It felt ... it felt wrong, just as Rose had said.  I lifted the lantern, allowing the light to flow through the darkness.  The remains of the wardstone lay in front of me.  It was a burned-out ruin. 
 
      
 
    “We made our stand here,” Isabella said.  She waved a hand at the floor.  It was covered in debris, as if no one had bothered to sweep up in the weeks since the attempted coup.  I spotted the remains of the Whirlpool Object of Power I’d given her, lying on the ground.  It was a broken mess, but ... I hoped no one had taken a close look at it.  If they figured out what it did, they might figure out the secret.  “And we used Cat’s final weapon to ... to win.” 
 
      
 
    Her voice twisted.  “And the wardstone collapsed into that.” 
 
      
 
    I put my toolkit on the ground and started to dig through it.  “What happened since then?” 
 
      
 
    “No one can bear to be in this room for very long,” Isabella said.  “Spells go funny ... even something as simple as a lighting spell.  Our forgers and wardcrafters refused to even consider taking the remains of the wardstone apart.  Callam is the only person who doesn’t seem affected and he doesn’t know where to begin.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  I took the spectacles out of my bag and held them up, carefully.  “Let me take a look.” 
 
      
 
    I braced myself, then peered through the spectacles without actually putting them on my nose.  The chamber lit up.  I could see waves of magic - frozen magic, twisted magic - pulsing around the remains of the wardstone.  It was odd.  It looked like a frozen ocean of magic.  It should have been moving.  Instead, it looked ... I frowned as I realised the background magic field had been warped and twisted.  I’d seen something like it before, during the battle at Jude’s, but this was different.  The wardstone had died slowly. 
 
      
 
    It was designed to suck in magic and channel it into wards, I thought.  And the power got choked off. 
 
      
 
    “Well?”  Isabella sounded edgy, not impatient.  I had the impression she couldn’t wait to get out.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I said.  It was low of me, but ... I told myself not to be cruel.  I was the blind woman.  She was the sighted woman who was staring into a blinding light.  “I think the weapon I gave you disrupted the spellform, which triggered off a cascade reaction ...” 
 
      
 
    I stopped, dead.  The ward network back home had also suffered a cascade reaction.  Could it be related?  I didn’t want to think about it, but ... my mind ran in circles.  There was no reason to think so, not when the ward network had suffered a power surge and the wardstone had endured a power drain.  It was rather more likely the spellforms had started to collapse, magic spitting in all directions before it was snuffed out.  And, somehow, the damage to the local magic field had remained in place. 
 
      
 
    Isabella cleared her throat.  “And can you explain what happened in plain speech?” 
 
      
 
    “Imagine you’re holding a hose,” I said, after a moment’s thought.  It wasn’t a perfect metaphor, but it would have to do.  “You’re spraying water onto the flower beds.  And then you let go of the hose.  The flow of water sends the hose flying around, which means the water goes everywhere.  You get drenched.  The pile of seeds you intended to plant are blown right across the lawn.  And you have to either pick them up or watch helplessly as the lawn is infested by flowers.” 
 
      
 
    “Infested.”  Isabella sounded irked.  “Is there anything you can do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted.  I didn’t want to discuss the secret with Isabella.  “The wardstone was warped to the point it did permanent damage to the surrounding area.  It may be impossible to fix.” 
 
      
 
    “And it’s right under the mansion,” Isabella said.  “We need to set up a new wardstone.” 
 
      
 
    “Do it somewhere else,” I advised.  It was tempting to think I could repair the ruin in front of me, but it would be easier and safer to forge a new one.  The bride was meant to present a gift to the bridegroom before the wedding and I couldn’t think of anything better.  It would certainly be unique.  “Give me a few moments to study the remains, then we’ll go upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward, analysing the frozen magic.  The topography of the background magic field had been warped beyond recognition.  It wasn’t so much that the magic was gone - Whirlpool was designed to consume all the magic within range - as the remaining magic falling into a weird pattern.  I opened my mouth to suggest Isabella or Rose cast a spell, just to see what happened, then closed it again without saying a word.  There was no way to calculate the risk.  It might kill all three of us or blow up the mansion or ... or perhaps even do nothing.  I wondered what Isabella would make of that. 
 
      
 
    “Strange,” I said, finally.  I didn’t know what had happened to the wardstone under Jude’s.  The school was big enough for the staff to seal off the entire area, then set up a new wardstone somewhere else.  “I’d like to study the wardstone a little further.  Perhaps we can move it out of the hall.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella choked.  I grinned as I packed up.  The wardstone was a family secret.  No one who wasn’t a blood relative was supposed to see it.  If Akin had let me see it a month ago, his family would have risen against him.  Even now ... I allowed my smile to grow wider in the darkness.  Isabella herself shouldn’t have been allowed anywhere near it.  Everyone had assumed she’d marry out of the family before she went into exile.  They thought the same of Bella and me. 
 
      
 
    The air grew warmer as we made our way back up the stairs and into a small parlour, where Callam awaited us.  Isabella gave him a quick hug - I made careful note of that for later use - and then motioned for us to sit.  I sat, wondering what had happened to the rest of the family.  House Rubén wasn’t exactly small.  They’d sent quite a large contingent to yesterday’s ball. 
 
      
 
    “The servants will bring lunch,” Isabella said.  She sat next to Callam.  “Do you want anything in particular?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  I’d never been a fussy eater.  “Order whatever you like.” 
 
      
 
    Isabella smiled.  “I scandalised the cooks by ordering Kirkhaven Broth,” she said, wryly.  “They were completely horrified.” 
 
      
 
    “And they insisted on cooking it from scratch,” Callam agreed.  “That’s not quite how they’re meant to do it.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows.  “And how are you meant to do it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a soup, of a sort,” Callam said.  “You take everything from leftover chicken to beef and pork, and all sorts of vegetables, and boil them up together.  It’s a way to get rid of the final pieces of meat - my mother used to boil up the remnants of a chicken and use it as a base for the soup.” 
 
      
 
    “More of a stew, by our standards,” Isabella said.  “It’s very crude, but filling.” 
 
      
 
    “Done properly, it’s very nice,” Rose agreed.  She still sounded uneasy.  “Why didn’t they just use their leftovers?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella shrugged.  I suspected I knew the answer.  The cooks were eating the leftovers themselves.  I kept that thought to myself.  The cooks didn’t have an easy job at the best of times.  If they wanted to finish the dinners themselves, they could.  I didn’t mind.  I was fairly sure my father didn’t mind, either. 
 
      
 
    “I wasted a lot of food when I started learning to cook.”  Isabella grimaced, as if she’d remembered something unpleasant.  “But I persisted.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised you learnt,” I said.  “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “No servants at Kirkhaven, not at first,” Isabella said.  She grinned, suddenly.  “What’s the difference between brewing and cooking?  One is socially acceptable and the other is not.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile.  “Don’t let my mother hear you say that,” I said.  “She’d throw a fit.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.”  Isabella looked downcast.  “It was ... disconcerting ... to realise that cooking and brewing are effectively the same thing, with the same skill sets.  But once I got that idea into my head, it became a great deal easier.” 
 
      
 
    I studied her for a moment.  “Why don’t you want to stay here?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella looked back at me, her face unreadable.  “It’s a sham.” 
 
      
 
    “A sham?”  I hadn’t expected that answer.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “When I was a little girl, everyone loved me ... because of the family name,” Isabella said, flatly.  “When I was exiled, they pretended I didn’t exist; when I returned, they drove me out of their world.  And then ...” 
 
      
 
    She looked pained.  “Uncle Stephen came up with a brilliant loophole to have me, not Akin, become Heir Primus.  It was cunning.  Perfectly legal, certainly well within the letter of the law.  And the simple prospect of me being the de facto matriarch made everyone decide they had to be nice to me.  Again.  It was so quick it had to be fake.  They wouldn’t have played nice with me, with anyone, unless they thought I’d be in position to take revenge.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed. 
 
      
 
    “One moment, they hate me; the next, they love me.”  Isabella shook her head.  “Kirkhaven isn’t a bad place, now.  Better to be there than here.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised, although I knew how she felt.  Everyone had shunned me until they’d realised what I could do.  I couldn’t blame Isabella for letting it go to her head - just a little - any more than I could blame myself.  At least she’d seen through it before any permanent damage was done.  I’d walked straight into a trap and gotten myself, Akin and Rose kidnapped.  I had nightmares, sometimes, about how close I’d come to certain death or permanent slavery. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be fine there,” Callam assured me.  “And I will keep up with my studies.” 
 
      
 
    I looked from him to Isabella and back again, feeling an odd little twinge.  They genuinely loved one another.  It was strange, for all sorts of reasons, but it was real.  I told myself I was being stupid.  It had been nearly six years since Isabella had committed treason.  She’d had time to grow up, time to realise that she’d made a foolish mistake, time to become a better person.  Maybe we’d never be close.  It didn’t mean she was still a bad person. 
 
      
 
    “As long as you’re safe,” I said.  “I’ll show you the new wardstones tomorrow, if you’re interested, and talk you through emplacing them.” 
 
      
 
    “You would be welcome to come,” Callam said.  “You could help us emplace them yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I saw Isabella tense, so slightly I doubted Callam noticed.  Isabella didn’t want me to come.  I understood.  I hadn’t been that happy having her visit the Workshop, either.  And besides, it was quite possible she saw me as a rival.  Callam and I shared a talent.  I wondered, numbly, if Akin had been jealous when Callam and I had worked together.  He’d never said anything.   
 
      
 
    And even if he didn’t, High Society certainly would, I thought.  I felt a flash of naked hatred.  They’d overlook the chaperones just so they could undermine us. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t leave the city, not now,” I said.  I wanted to go somewhere, even if it wasn’t Kirkhaven.  “I’m sure you’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Rose changed the subject, slightly.  “When do you intend to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Shortly,” Isabella said.  “I have considered staying until the wedding, but my presence is something of an embarrassment.  We’ll be back once you set the date.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Akin joined us.  He looked harried.  “I’m glad to see you again,” he said, tiredly.  “Did you have any luck with the wardstone?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I filled him in quickly.  “I’ll make you a new one.” 
 
      
 
    “We have matters to discuss,” Akin agreed.  “Can you join me in the office after lunch?” 
 
      
 
    Isabella shot him a snide glance.  “Should we insist you leave the door open?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Akin said.  “But you can stand guard in the antechamber.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Akin and I had been betrothed for years, and I had visited his family’s mansion a number of times, but I had never actually stepped into the patriarch’s office.  I couldn’t help feeling curious as I followed him into the room, even though I had bad associations with my father’s office.  It seemed that every time I entered the chamber, bad news followed.  I wondered, sometimes, if Alana felt the same way.  She’d spent more time in our father’s office, over the last few months, than I had in my entire life. 
 
      
 
    It was larger than my father’s office, I noted; the windows, charmed to prevent people from spying, looked over the city.  One half of the chamber appeared to be a formal office, with a heavy wooden desk and chairs; the other half appeared to be a comfortable sitting room, perhaps for more informal talks amongst family members.  I was surprised to see a teapot and a small collection of china cups resting on the sideboard - I doubted Akin’s father had ever made his own tea - although it would probably help keep maids and their ears out of the chamber.  Akin stepped towards the window, motioning to the comfortable armchairs.  I felt a sudden thrill of excitement.  Akin and I were alone together, in private.  It was ... it was exciting and terrifying at the same time. 
 
      
 
    My mouth was suddenly dry.  “Won’t anyone notice we’re alone?” 
 
      
 
    “I pulled out most of the wards and rebuilt them, after the coup,” Akin said.  He sat, resting his hands on his lap.  I sat facing him.  “There’s only one way in and out of the room and it’s guarded.  As far as anyone else knows, we’re chaperoned.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella won’t tell anyone?”  I trusted Rose, but Isabella?  “She’ll keep her mouth shut?” 
 
      
 
    Akin winked.  “She wants to spend some private time with Callam,” he said.  “I’ll pretend to chaperone them and she’ll pretend to chaperone us.  And no one will ask questions for fear of the answers.” 
 
      
 
    I relaxed, slightly.  “Won’t she be in some trouble when she goes back to Kirkhaven?” 
 
      
 
    “It probably won’t matter,” Akin said.  I heard the pain in his voice and kicked myself, mentally.  “Right now, the remainder of the family would prefer to forget she ever existed.” 
 
      
 
    “They can’t forget Callam, can they?”  I looked down at my hands.  “His talents are ... useful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Akin rubbed his forehead.  “He doesn’t want to stay and I don’t want to try to force him.  Hopefully, he should be safe.  The family will extend protection to him as a matter of course, given that he’s engaged to my sister, and he’ll have his own protections as well.  It isn’t ideal” - he looked as though he’d bitten into a sour fruit - “but it will have to do.” 
 
      
 
    He hesitated, as if he wasn’t quite sure what to say next.  “You know I’ve been going through my father’s files?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “Yes ...?” 
 
      
 
    “I found a lot of his correspondence, as well as his secret files of blackmail information,” Akin said.  “He was in close contact with your father, among others.  There are hundreds of letters, dating back from the House War until now.  They’re quite informative.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they are,” I said.  I didn’t want to know.  Not really.  “What didn’t get written down?” 
 
      
 
    Akin smiled.  It didn’t quite touch his eyes.  “He was also in touch with the king,” he added, slowly.  “His Majesty sent a number of achingly polite, yet very firm, letters to your father and mine.  He wanted - he wants - you turned over to him, if you couldn’t be trusted to remain neutral on your own.  The tone got a great deal sharper after Callam was discovered at Kirkhaven.  I think His Majesty believes my father concealed Callam’s existence from him as well as everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Akin shook his head.  “My father was genuinely shocked to discover that Isabella had found a second Zero.  He wouldn’t have been so paranoid when we found out if he’d already known the truth.  And ... if he’d known, he would have done everything in his power to bring Callam and his family to Shallot before it was too late.  I don’t think he had any clue what was really going on until I found the spellbreaker.” 
 
      
 
    He snorted.  “Not that His Majesty believed him, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  King Rufus’s son had turned against him.  His grandson was still a minor child - and possibly influenced by his mother, who’d pushed her husband to make a bid for her father’s throne.  The king was known to be paranoid.  He must have feared the worst when he’d discovered that a second Zero had been kept from him.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to say for sure,” Akin said.  “My father’s secretary took oaths of perpetual secrecy.  Those oaths are apparently still valid, even after their master’s death.  It doesn’t help that Father apparently wrote some of the letters in his own hand, not trusting them even to oathbound secretaries.  Some of the letters ... they’re either missing or there was only ever one copy and that was the one sent to the king.  Again, there’s no one I can ask about it.  The family council, what’s left of it, was apparently happy to let Father handle the matter.  They wanted to make sure he’d get the blame, without dragging them into it, too.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my heart sink.  “What do you think happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Reading the letters, and between the lines, I think our fathers were insistent that you stayed out of politics as long as you were a minor child,” Akin said.  “The king appears to have gone along with it, if only because he didn’t have much choice.  His discovery that Callam existed made things worse - I think he wanted both of you sent to the capital at once and our fathers declined.  Since then ... my father died.  Many of his secrets died with him.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I stared at him.  “Dad never said anything about this to me.” 
 
      
 
    “He may have felt you already knew, or guessed, the truth,” Akin said.  “And he may have been playing for time.  My father never mentioned it to me, either.” 
 
      
 
    I felt as if the ground had moved under my feet.  I’d known I was politically important - it was why I hadn’t been allowed to leave the city in six years - but I’d never realised the king was demanding custody of me.  Or Callam ... no one had even known Callam existed, save for Isabella and she’d kept her mouth firmly closed.  My mind raced.  I should have paid more attention to politics.  If ... 
 
      
 
    Akin got up and started to pace.  “I think there’s at least nine letters missing from the collection,” he said.  “I don’t know if your father got copies” - he laughed suddenly - “I don’t know if they even existed!  I can only infer their existence from what was written in the other letters.  I don’t suppose you know how to free someone from their oaths?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, considering it.  In theory, if there was no magic in the vicinity, the oath shouldn’t bite.  It wouldn’t exist as anything more than meaningless words.  In practice, I wasn’t so sure.  The oathbreaker might have to spend the rest of his life in a magic-less box, for fear the oath would kill him the moment the magic returned.  Akin was on the verge of shattering long-established laws and customs.  To attempt to force someone to break a sworn oath was strictly forbidden, if only because it was so often lethal. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, finally.  Perhaps it was possible, but I wasn’t inclined to try.  I’d never dared risk breaking an oath myself and I was fairly sure no oath would have any effect on me.  “It would put the subject’s life in serious danger.” 
 
      
 
    Akin said nothing.  I felt a flicker of dismay at the loss of his innocence.  He’d been one of the kindest people I’d met, right at the start - it still bemused me how he and Isabella could be related - and yet, he’d had to make some hard choices.  His cousin had died, his uncles had betrayed him, his father had died and his mother had become withdrawn ... I wanted to take him in my arms and hold him tight.  He didn’t deserve to be forced to consider doing something dreadful, something that might easily get a loyal man killed.  It didn’t help that none of us knew what would really happen if ... 
 
      
 
    “We can’t,” Akin said, finally.  “Not yet.  Perhaps not ever.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  “I think we should start by asking Dad.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Akin said.  His hands twisted as he turned to face me.  “Cat, we could get married now.  I mean, go straight down to Magus Court and register the marriage.  It would give you a degree of political protection ...” 
 
      
 
    “Mum and Dad would kill us,” I said.  The marriage, the first in my immediate family, would be a grand occasion.  I was already dreading it.  Alana and Bella hadn’t helped by providing all sorts of horror stories about brides who turned into monsters and parents who thought the whole affair was all about them, not their children.  “It’s tempting, but ...” 
 
      
 
    I sagged.  Why hadn’t Dad told me?  I should have known what was happening.  Had he been hoping to wait out the clock, to get us married and then dare the king to press his claim?  Or had he had something else in mind?  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but ... I had to ask.  I knew I had to ask.  And I was dreading that too. 
 
      
 
    Akin smiled, rather wanly.  “My mother wouldn’t be happy either,” he said.  “Perhaps it would even bring her out of her rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’d have to speak to yourself very severely about it,” I added.  “Or can you give yourself permission to get married now?” 
 
      
 
    “My father should have told me,” Akin said.  He waved a hand at the filing cabinets.  “How much else did he keep to himself?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I had no idea.  Everyone who was important - or thought they were - had networks of clients, agents and outright spies infesting all levels of society.  Lord Carioca Rubén had been a spider sitting at the centre of a web, absorbing vast amounts of information and turning it into something he could use.  My father was just the same.  Now ... I wondered, not for the first time, if he was already transferring some of his powers and contacts to Alana.  It would give her something to do, while making sure she didn’t start to chafe under his supervision and start plotting trouble.  It would certainly ensure she wasn’t blindsided if he died before retiring and passing formal authority to her.   
 
      
 
    “He should have told me.”  Akin started to pace again.  “And we really don’t have time to sort out the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask my father,” I said.  “And I’ll make sure you know what’s happening.” 
 
      
 
    I paused.  “Are you going to tell Isabella?” 
 
      
 
    Akin grimaced.  “I don’t have a choice,” he said.  “Callam is going to be a great deal more vulnerable at Kirkhaven, no matter how many protections he works into the hall’s defences.  I think they can simply be starved out, given time.  I think it’s just a matter of time before the king demands Callam be handed over, or else.  And if he’s outside the city at the time ...” 
 
      
 
    “Tell him,” I urged.  “He might take you seriously.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella might,” Akin corrected.  “Callam ... doesn’t see himself as important.  He doesn’t understand just how game-changing his talent is, not when it is completely beyond his experience.  He ... he has a habit of vastly understating his own value.  He doesn’t really believe Isabella when she tells him the truth.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “He doesn’t believe her?” 
 
      
 
    “I think he believes her, but he doesn’t believe her,” Akin said.  “If you see what I mean ...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I’d been told, once, that there were places so backward they actually judged people by the colour of their skin.  It was absurd, so stupid that even trying to put together a rebuttal floundered on the sheer lack of logic.  I could believe it was true and yet find it hard to believe anyone could be so stupid.  Callam had grown up a commoner, his world limited to a tiny section of the kingdom.  The idea his talent might make him a player on the global stage was difficult for him to grasp.   It was so far outside his experience that it might as well be on the other side of the world. 
 
      
 
    “Talk to him about it,” I said.  “Would it cause you political problems if they stay?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps.”  Akin grimaced.  “Technically, she still is the Heir Primus.  Technically.  I don’t know how many people would go along with it if I died tomorrow.  She says she doesn’t want the job, but if not her ...” 
 
      
 
    He turned and paced to the windows.  “I checked the records.  The last actual dispute over the legitimate Heir Primus was five hundred years ago, because both the serving patriarch and both of his sons were killed in an accident.  There were several months of arguing before the family decided to rally behind a compromise candidate.  Right now, Isabella may find herself caught between taking a job she no longer wants and being forced to watch as the family falls apart.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and walked over to join him.  “Can’t you designate a provisional heir?” 
 
      
 
    “Not easily.”  Akin wrapped an arm around me.  I leaned into his touch.  “I - we - don’t have children.  Not yet.  Isabella and Penny - and Penny’s sisters - are the only other possibilities and they’re all girls.  Anyone outside the immediate bloodline would have to be confirmed by the council, which would give them a chance to impose their own candidate or - more likely - set off another round of brutal infighting.  I don’t think the family could take any more.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing.  I’d always known I’d have children - one day - but I hadn’t been planning to have them so quickly.  Once we were married, everyone would expect us to produce an heir ... I groaned, wishing - not for the first time - that I’d been able to live a little before becoming the slave of duty.  It would have been easier, almost, if I hadn’t liked him.  I could have flatly refused to marry someone I didn’t want ... it just wasn’t fair.  I stared over the city, feeling a twinge of envy for the commoners below.  They could leave their families and the city and do whatever they wanted, without consequence.  I was as trapped as everyone else in the aristocracy. 
 
      
 
    Akin shifted against me.  I lifted my lips to his.  We kissed, deeply, as his arms tightened around me.  I felt a surge of sudden desire as his hands ran up and down my back, pulling me closer.  My heart pounded as his hands slipped under my shirt, reaching up to touch my breast.  It felt ... I shivered as he cupped my breast with his hand, my nipple hardening against his skin.  I felt ... I wanted him to carry on and wanted him to stop and wanted ... my heart thudded in my chest.  I wanted ... 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to take a step back.  It was hard to convince my body to move.  I remembered my mother’s warning and swallowed hard, adjusting my shirt as he looked away.  He hadn’t held me in place.  It had been my own body and its desires that had held me in place.  I wanted to throw caution to the winds and take him to bed, yet I knew I couldn’t.  Not yet.  I took deep breaths, calming myself.  I didn’t need to look into his eyes to know he was disappointed.  I was disappointed, too. 
 
      
 
    “I ...” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Akin said, gently.  He adjusted his clothes.  I tried not to watch.  “Really, I do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll speak to my father,” I said, biting my lip.  I wasn’t looking forward to that conversation and yet ... I felt a surge of anger.  I might have been a child, at least until yesterday, but I hadn’t been a baby.  I’d been eighteen for nearly seven months!  “And I’ll let you know what he says.” 
 
      
 
    I stepped into the gentleman’s closet and stared at myself in the mirror.  My lips looked puffy, as if I’d spent the last hour ... I gritted my teeth, splashing cold water on my face before straightening my clothes.  Next time, perhaps it would be better to bring a change of clothes ... I shook my head firmly as I ran my hand through my hair.  I was an adult now.  It just wasn’t fair.   
 
      
 
    “You look untouched,” Akin said.  His voice was even, but I could tell he was still upset.  “We’ll go meet the others, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I didn’t want to put Rose any further on the spot.  Not now.  Mum would be deeply unamused if she knew I’d let him touch my breast ... my skin tingled.  It had been wonderful and terrifying and ... I didn’t want to think about it.  Who could I even ask?  Isabella?  We did have a shared interest in keeping everything secret ... 
 
      
 
    Hell, no, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  I started to rehearse what I was going to say - mentally - as we headed back to the door.  Dad would not be pleased if I started screaming, no matter the cause.  “I’ll go straight back to the mansion with Rose.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    My father’s office had always intimidated me, just a little.  It was the heart of the family, an ever-present reminder that each and every one of us, from the highest to the lowest, was part of something great.  No one, not even Alana, was allowed to enter the chamber without prior approval.  I didn’t think anyone from outside the family, not even Akin’s father, had ever been permitted to enter.  It was ours and ours alone. 
 
      
 
    I stopped outside the heavy wooden door, bracing myself.  My father was inside - or so the butler had told me - and he probably wasn’t alone.  He’d be drilling Alana in everything she needed to know before it was too late ... I hesitated, torn between the urge to confront him and a similar urge to wait until they were finished.  I didn’t want Alana anywhere near while I ... discussed ... the matter with our father.  It was going to be hard enough establishing boundaries if - when - she inherited his position. 
 
      
 
    My hand raised, seemingly of its own accord, and knocked.  There was a long pause.  It was vanishingly rare for anyone to disturb my father in his private office - there was a larger office two floors down, with a secretary standing guard, for outside visitors - and I wondered, just for a second, if he was even there.  Dad knew all the secrets of the mansion, including hidden passageways and secret compartments that weren’t shown on any map.  He could be anywhere within the building, perhaps even further afield.  Alana would need to know everything by the time she succeeded him.  A passageway she didn’t know existed might prove fatal, if the family went through a prolonged period of chaos. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, revealing the office.  It was smaller than I remembered - I’d been smaller too, the last time I’d visited - with a heavy wooden desk, a trio of wooden chairs and a row of locked and warded filing cabinets.  Alana sat in one of the chairs, looking uncomfortable.  I had no idea why Dad hadn’t invested in comfortable armchairs, although I could make a very good guess.  Dad knew it was dangerous to grow too comfortable.  It was one step closer to becoming complacent at the worst possible time. Dad himself sat on the other side of the desk, a set of papers in front of him.  Letters from our clients and agents perhaps, including some who didn’t openly belong to us.  Akin’s father wasn’t the only one who had his private network of spies. 
 
      
 
    Dad met my eyes.  “Cat?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to talk to you,” I said, silently trying to plead for him to send Alana out of the chamber.  “It’s important.” 
 
      
 
    Alana stared at me, her face blank.  I wondered what she was thinking.  Did she think I’d done something really stupid?  Or ... or what?  There was no shortage of stories that started with a girl - it was always a girl - making a tearful confession to her parents and obligingly submitting to their will.  Personally, I’d always thought those stories were written and spread by the Grande Dames.  I’d never met anyone my age who’d looked up to their parents as unquestionable authority figures.  I loved my parents dearly, but I wasn’t blind to their flaws. 
 
      
 
    “Alana,” Dad said.  “We’ll pick this up again in a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alana said.  I could tell she wanted to object.  She probably would have, if they’d been alone.  Dad had no qualms about letting us argue with him in private.  In public, we were supposed to show a united front.  “I’ll see you at four.” 
 
      
 
    She stood, brushing down her dress.  I noted she’d taken some pains to look mature, tying her hair back in a manner that suggested she was doing it like an older - married - woman without ever quite crossing the line.  She probably wanted Dad to think of her as an adult ... I doubted that was going to happen in a hurry.  Dad was our ... well, our dad.  It would be a long time before he saw us as independent in our own right. 
 
      
 
    I waited until she left, closing the door behind her.  The office was so heavily warded - I’d been told - that no one, not even the sneakiest wardcrafter in the city, could spy on us.  I’d helped secure the chamber myself, crafting an Object of Power to add to the layer upon layer of wards and other protections.  Alana might be angry at being shut out - my sister had a talent for being nosy - but there was nothing she could do about it.  Dad wouldn’t tell her anything about the whole affair until she needed to know. 
 
      
 
    “Cat.”  Dad waved a hand towards one of the chairs.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sit.  I clasped my hands behind my back instead.  A hundred questions bubbled through my mind, a hundred demands and accusations and ... and I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say first.  My temper had cooled, during the walk back home.  I still wanted to scream at him and yet I knew he’d respond better to rational argument.  And yet, I didn’t know enough to put a rational argument together.  My thoughts were a mess. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I swallowed and started again.  “Why didn’t you tell me the king wanted me - us - sent to him?” 
 
      
 
    Dad didn’t pretend to be surprised.  In hindsight, I guessed he’d expected it from the moment Akin became Patriarch.  Even if Akin’s father hadn’t told him, it would be in the files.  Whatever plans the two of them had dreamed up to keep me out of the king’s hands had been knocked for a loop by Callam’s arrival.  I tried to think like the monarch and cursed under my breath.  Callam had been a lucky accident, his existence a secret from everyone in Shallot, but there was no way the king would believe it.  He’d fear the worst and react accordingly. 
 
      
 
    “It was our hope the politics could be smoothed out before you came of age,” Dad said, finally.  “We believed we could ensure your safety within the city, if not outside it.” 
 
      
 
    “And you never thought to tell me?”  I felt a hot flash of anger.  “Dad ... you should have said something.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would only have worried you for nothing,” Dad said.  His voice was calm, but there was a grim note suggesting he was deeply worried.  “As long as you were a child, the king had few avenues to take you from the city.  The Great Houses would never have stood for an outright kidnapping, however disguised.  They would have banded together if you’d been taken, and the king knew it.  He was ... willing ... to wait.  As long as there was only one of you, your impact on national events would be limited.” 
 
      
 
    “But now there’s two of us,” I snapped.  “And the king wants us both sent to him!” 
 
      
 
    “He wants a great deal of say in what happens to you,” Dad agreed.  “At the same time, he is reluctant to make a public issue of it.  His position is quite weak.  His son turned on him, his acknowledged heir is a minor child, the international situation is quite grave ... we believed we had sufficient manoeuvring room to take his interests into account without actually surrendering you.  Our plan was to keep stalling until you were married, at which point the king would have to back off.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at his hands for a long moment.  “And there are other issues too.  Issues that ... interest us as much as him, but could easily lead to trouble for us.  Both of us.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward.  “You should have told me.” 
 
      
 
    Dad looked up.  “What good would it have done?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled, feeling another flash of anger.  “I am not a ... a prize racehorse.  I am not a pawn in your game ...” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?”  Dad met my eyes evenly.  “Your talents are - were - unique.  Your mere existence has turned the world on its head.  There are parties that want you dead and gone – Callam, too, now.  Others want to make use of you.  And ... Cat, you have no idea how many plots against you I nipped in the bud.  If we hadn’t had a working alliance with House Rubén, the entire edifice might have collapsed.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not a pawn,” I insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are.”  Dad looked regretful.  It didn’t help.  “You are my daughter and I love you dearly and ... that doesn’t absolve me of the responsibility to use you to benefit the family.” 
 
      
 
    I sagged.  “Dad ...” 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Dad said.  “You feel betrayed.  I understand.  I sought to keep this from you as long as possible, in hopes we could bury it before you became an adult.  And I failed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I should have been kinder, but I didn’t want to be.  “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
      
 
    I felt numb as I waited for his answer.  I’d grown up in the aristocracy.  I’d known a great deal of my life would be shaped and controlled by my family, even before my talents had become apparent.  Dad and the family council would determine who I married - and if I wanted to say no, I’d have to leave the family.  Even now ... I winced, inwardly.  The family council had already given its blessing to the proposed match, back when Akin and I had been betrothed, but the politics could easily turn poisonous.  I knew several family members who’d be glad to take Dad down a peg or two. 
 
      
 
    “It was my decision,” Dad said.  “I made what I thought was the best decision at the time.  I didn’t realise how quickly things would change, when Callam appeared, or how badly it would frighten the king.  And I doubt he and Isabella will be allowed to remain unmolested for long, once they go back up to Kirkhaven.” 
 
      
 
    “The king can’t force Callam to work for him,” I said.  “Can he?” 
 
      
 
    Dad snorted.  “You were kidnapped once,” he said.  “And the last set of kidnappers forced you to forge for them, didn’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “... Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I have done my best to ... shield ... you from the realities of the world,” Dad said.  “I went to a great deal of trouble to ensure you enjoyed some freedom on the streets, rather than surrounding you with a small army of personal guards.  As long as you remained in North Shallot, I was fairly sure you’d be safe.  I was reluctant to let you go any further afield for fear of what would happen to you.  There were - there are - just too many people who wouldn’t shed a tear if you were to be taken off the chessboard.” 
 
      
 
    “I already knew the dangers,” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Do you?”  Dad didn’t raise his voice.  “You were kidnapped by someone who wanted to force you to work for her.  That person had a vested interest in keeping you alive, if not happy.  Others ... want you dead.  It would have been easy for them to slip an assassin into Jude’s and put a knife in your ribs, or attack you on the streets of South Shallot or ... or do something.  There were people, in the early days, who honestly suggested we should cut off your hands!” 
 
      
 
    I recoiled.  “Dad!” 
 
      
 
    Dad didn’t seem to hear me.  “I kept you as close as I could for your own protection.  There were days when I thought it would be better to confine you to the house permanently, then urge Akin to do the same when you married.  Your mother wouldn’t hear of it.  I feared ... I feared that letting you leave the city would result in your death - or worse.  There are just too many people who fear what you might do to the balance of power.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why you kept me in the city,” I said.  I tried to keep the bitterness out of my voice.  He winced, suggesting I hadn’t succeeded.  “That’s why you never let me go to the country estates.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Dad shook his head.  “I feared you would be taken and, this time, you wouldn’t be able to escape.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to go!”  Anger tore through me.  “I wanted to see the world!  I wanted to go on the Grand Tour ...” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t,” Dad said.  “If you were taken ...” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists.  It was traditional for the younger scions of a Great House to go on the Grand Tour when they came of age, to see something of the world before they got married and settled down to promoting their family’s interests.  I’d been looking forward to going, once I was an adult.  I could visit the capital and the more distant cities, perhaps even take ship to the lands on the far side of the Inner Sea.  Or ... I wondered, suddenly, what they’d been planning to do with my honeymoon.  Akin and I had planned a long visit to the country, after we married.  Had our fathers intended to veto it right from the start? 
 
      
 
    “This is a prison,” I burst out.  “I want to see the world!” 
 
      
 
    “And if you do, you’ll wind up seeing the inside of a real prison cell,” Dad countered.  “There is no shortage of people who want you for themselves, or dead.  And they will not always make the same mistakes.  You are vulnerable, Cat, and you have to understand ...” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed a sharp response.  He was right.  I knew he was.  The next set of kidnappers wouldn’t leave me under loose supervision.  They could and would insist on inspecting everything I did, just to make sure I didn’t forge something I could use to escape under their noses.  I didn’t have the magic that Alana and Bella took for granted.  It would be almost laughably easy to confine me, in a place I couldn’t escape without magic.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    My legs buckled.  I sat on the uncomfortable chair, staring at nothing.  The mansion had every luxury money could buy, from food on demand to hot baths, comfy sofas, a library crammed with rare and unique books ... and yet it and the city beyond was a prison, a prison I couldn’t leave.  Rose had grown up in a tiny village and I knew just how much her childhood had lacked, but ... it didn’t help.  My friend had the freedom to go wherever she liked.  I was trapped in a gilded cage. 
 
      
 
    Raw anger burned through me.  I needed to be free.  I had to ... I didn’t want to leave the city for good, to leave my family and my friends behind forever, but I wanted to go and come back.  I... I deserved to be free.   
 
      
 
    My hands twisted in my lap.  What freedom did I have, really?  My path had been laid down for me by my father ... he meant well, I knew he did, but ... 
 
      
 
    “I’m an adult now,” I said, stiffly.  “You can’t keep me here against my will.” 
 
      
 
    Dad met my eyes.  “Adults are also meant to be aware of adult limitations,” he said.  “You can’t throw a tantrum and get your way.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  I made a show of rolling my eyes.  “No one bothered to tell Sally Oswald she wasn’t allowed to throw a tantrum.” 
 
      
 
    Dad’s lips quirked.  Sally Oswald and her family were minor nobility.  Sally herself, only a couple of years older than me, had thrown a full-scale tantrum during her wedding, screaming and shouting so loudly I thought she was going to shatter every window in the hall.  I would have felt sorry for her, if she’d been forced to marry someone against her will, but - from what I’d heard in the screaming - she’d pitched a fit because someone else had the nerve to wear the same dress from a supposedly exclusive designer.  Alana had been more mature at twelve! 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, pushing the memory aside.  “I can go in disguise,” I said.  “I can take a bodyguard, if you wish, as many travelling women are wont to do.  But I will see something of the world before I marry.” 
 
      
 
    “Really.”  Dad’s voice was cold.  “And if I say no?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m an adult,” I said.  “I don’t need your leave to go.” 
 
      
 
    “The risk is considerable,” Dad said.  He couldn’t stop me - not legally.  I didn’t know if that would be enough to keep him from trying.  “You will be putting your life at risk.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  There was no point in disputing it.  “But it is my life to risk.” 
 
      
 
    Dad met my eyes.  “I understand,” he said.  “Really, I do.  But the risk is unacceptable.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going,” I said.  “With or without your blessing, I will go.” 
 
      
 
    “You are definitely my daughter,” Dad said.  “You have my stubbornness as well as my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing.  If he tried to keep me locked in the house ... I wondered, suddenly, if I’d made a dreadful mistake.  Dad could prevent me from leaving, if he wanted; it wouldn’t be the first time someone was effectively kept confined in their own home.  He might even convince himself it was for the best.  I might be a prisoner, I might be consumed with rage and hatred directed at him, but at least I would be alive.  I’d never doubted my father loved me.  Even before my talents had become apparent, he’d done his best for me ... 
 
      
 
    But not everything he did suited you, a voice whispered at the back of my head.  Did it? 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  Dad stopped and started again.  “I may have a solution, one that will please everyone.  Including you.  Give me a few hours.  We’ll speak again tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked, caught by surprise.  “What do you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me test the politics first,” Dad said.  “And if I can’t get them to line up, we’ll think of something else.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    It was not easy to sleep, that night. 
 
      
 
    There was no shortage of stories about aristocratic heirs - almost always young women - who were locked up by their parents or relatives for one reason or another.  I’d never taken the stories too seriously, at least partly because the heroines were either absurdly romantic to the point they fell into the arms of the hero or because they brought their fate on themselves through excessive silliness.  And yet ... I knew there was a grain of truth in some of the stories.  If Dad wanted to confine me, he could.  I was tempted - very tempted - just to leave the mansion and make a run for it. 
 
      
 
    And yet, Dad’s words hung in my mind.  I’d never before considered just how much had gone on, behind the scenes, to keep me safe.  It would be a brave or foolish - or desperate - man who carried out an assassination in North Shallot, where everyone from the highest of the Grande Dames to the lowliest of servants could be relied upon to keep an eye open for trouble.  Rose had told me that she’d been stopped in the streets and interrogated several times, by random strangers rather than family armsmen or city guardsmen.  And ... in hindsight, I realised I’d never been allowed to enter South Shallot without an escort.  I’d never been allowed anywhere near Water Shallot in my entire life.   
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at me as I tossed and turned in bed.  I wanted to leave the city and see the world and yet ... Dad was right.  It would have been so much easier if he was one of the wretched fathers from the romance novels, the ones who hit and hexed their daughters for daring to have a single teeny-tiny independent thought.  I could have turned my back on such a monster and walked away without a single regret, never returning to beg his forgiveness or rub his nose in my successes.  But he meant well.  I knew he did.   
 
      
 
    It didn’t make it any easier to take. 
 
      
 
    I half-expected to find the door locked, when I woke and dressed for the day, but it opened as easily as always.  The mansion still felt empty as I made my way down to breakfast, Alana looking as if she was constipated as she munched through a plate of eggs and bacon.  The look she shot me was anything but friendly.  Dad had probably shut her out of whatever he was planning, if only to ensure he got all the blame.  It wasn’t the first time he’d done that - I’d heard her grumbling so many times I’d lost count - but this time I knew more than she did.  I didn’t want to talk, so I poured myself a cup of coffee and picked up the morning newspaper.  The ballroom disaster was still on the front page.  The cynic in me wondered if our rivals had managed to bribe the editors. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing new in the paper,” Alana said.  “They’re just saying the same they said yesterday, just in a slightly different way.” 
 
      
 
    “So ... no change there.”  I scanned the paper, then decided she was right.  None of the articles added anything, save for a minor note that a dressmaker was being sued for something that had nothing to do with us.  “Perhaps we should offer bigger bribes.” 
 
      
 
    Alana snorted.  “Dad wants you to report to his office, after breakfast,” she said.  “What did you do?” 
 
      
 
    I hid my amusement.  Alana was the only one of us who’d ever been called to the office for actual punishment.   Even Cousin Sigmund had been spared that, although - from what his father had been shouting as he frog-marched the young idiot out of the mansion - I doubted he’d had a very pleasant few weeks.  I felt a flicker of bitterness, remembering how my distant relative had made me feel.  He’d deserved everything he’d gotten and more. 
 
      
 
    And you wouldn’t have been tricked by him if you hadn’t wanted to believe, my thoughts mocked me.  He took advantage of you. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my teeth, then ordered toast and ate it slowly.  Dad wouldn’t expect me immediately.  He would have had no qualms about ordering a maid to wake me if he’d wanted to see me at once.  The toast tasted like ashes, a grim reminder of everything that had happened in the last two days.  Alana chatted gaily about nothing, listing the handful of remaining parties she had to attend before Magus Court resumed in the end of the summer.  I hoped she’d have fun.  She didn’t have to stay in North Shallot. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Alana said, when I finished.  “I’ll see you afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    I made a rude gesture at her back, then turned and hurried up the stairs.  I didn’t think I was in trouble.  Dad and Mum had never hesitated to ground us - or set us to cutting up potion ingredients - if they felt we needed discipline.  But ... I still felt as if I was walking to my doom.  Dad wasn’t one of the horrible fathers from the tales, yet ... he could still have decided it was better to confine me rather than let me run straight into a kidnapper’s arms.  I was torn between a sudden desire to run and a determination to face my fate with unflinching determination.  The door loomed up in front of me again and I knocked.  This time, it opened immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Cat,” Dad said.  “Come on in.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  A man sat in one of the chairs.  “Magister Niven?” 
 
      
 
    Magister Lawrence Niven smiled at me.  “Cat,” he said.  “It’s been a while.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, deeply shocked.  Magister Niven was here, in my father’s private office?  We weren’t related ... were we?  It was possible, I supposed, but he’d never mentioned it.  A natural-born child could still claim some advantages, if he knew who’d fathered him ... I remembered myself and hastily dropped a curtsy.  Magister Niven was more than just a teacher.  He was the only person, apart from myself, who knew the truth about how magic really worked. 
 
      
 
    “Cat, please close the door and take a seat,” Dad said, every inch the powerful aristocrat in his seat of power.  “We have much to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    I did as I was told, my thoughts spinning.  Magister Niven ... was he a very distant cousin?  Or ... the only other reason I could imagine for letting him anywhere near the office was a need for complete security.  And yet, the other offices should have been secure enough ... probably.  I knew, better than most, that there was no such thing as a permanent defence. 
 
      
 
    “It was my first inclination to reject Magister Niven’s suggestion, even though it doesn’t really come from him,” Dad said.  He sounded so composed it was hard to tell if he was annoyed.  “If you want to say no, after he tells you what he wants, you may do so.  The politics can be smoothed either way.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, shifting on the hard wooden chair.  If the suggestion didn’t come from Magister Niven ... who had suggested it?  Magister Niven was known for being an independent thinker.  There were few people, including the Castellan himself, who could give Magister Niven orders and expect them to be obeyed.  The king?  There weren’t many other suspects. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true.”  Magister Niven shrugged.  “The choice must be yours.  If you want to say no, then say so.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.”  I wondered what Dad had told him, while they’d been waiting.  How long had Magister Niven been in the office?  Alana hadn’t known he was there or she would have pitched a fit.  “But I’ll listen to you first.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven smiled, then leaned forward.  “As you know, the secrets of the long-gone empire have always interested me.  I’ve been part of a group - an international group - charged with maintaining a watch on the ruins of the empire, including the abandoned cities, and studying them to determine what actually happened.  The truth remains generally unknown, although many researchers have speculated wildly indeed.” 
 
      
 
    I tensed.  I didn’t dare look at Dad.  I knew what had happened to the Thousand-Year Empire, all those centuries ago.  If Dad knew ... I winced, inwardly.  The people who’d feared me, even when I’d been a twelve-year-old girl, would have a collective heart attack if they knew the truth.  Callam and I might be murdered very quickly if the secret got out.  And after that ... anyone who showed a trace of my talents would be killed before they realised what they were.  I could name several members of my own family who’d want me dead, too. 
 
      
 
    “Our group has always maintained its distance from both the monarch and the various aristocracies,” Magister Niven continued.  “This gives us a degree of independence, while allowing the outsiders to maintain a level of deniability if things were to go spectacularly wrong.  We are obliged to keep His Majesty, and the Great Houses, informed, but we do not have to follow their every command.” 
 
      
 
    “Get to the point,” Dad ordered. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven smiled, thinly.  “The ruins of the Eternal City are very dangerous.  We have found it hard to maintain a permanent watch on the region.  It doesn’t help that the various kingdoms are solidly against setting up any kind of base within walking distance of the ruins, or making any sort of official overture to the people who live nearby.  They are quite suspicious of outsiders, not without reason.  The region is also infested with people looking for artefacts they can sell.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been there,” I said, reminding him.  My captors had hidden me in the ruins.  It had been a disconcerting experience.  “I know what it’s like.” 
 
      
 
    “Recently, we picked up reports of strange magics being sighted within the ruins,” Magister Niven said.  “At first, we believed them to be just random fluctuations, traces of once-great powers spluttering their last before dissolving into the ether.  Such flickers of magic have been recorded time and time again, from the moment the various kingdoms and magical networks organised themselves to the point they could start studying the ruins.  Some of them proved a threat, to the point our predecessors were required to leave the city.  It was our belief, proven by observation, that the presence of intruders within the ruins actually triggered the flickers.  We even came to believe - some of us, at least - that the city itself didn’t want us there. 
 
      
 
    “This time, however, the flickers have proven alarmingly persistent.  The first recorded incident was five months ago and since then ... the flickers have just kept sparking, sending out waves of magic across the region.  It feels, very much, as through a burned-out fire just reignited for no apparent reason.  The various kingdoms are deeply concerned.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “If the flickers are caused by people entering the city, how do you know there isn’t someone there?” 
 
      
 
    “There is some disagreement on that point,” Magister Niven said.  “Most of us believe that anyone entering the city will not be able to endure it for very long.  It is just ... disconcerting.  Magic fluctuates there.  But others fear that the intruders, whoever they are, have discovered a way to survive within the city.  We simply don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  I thought about it for a moment.  I’d been on the very edge of the city.  I hadn’t had the time to head further into the ruins.  I’d found it unpleasant and Akin and Rose ... they hadn’t liked it at all.  “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re putting together a team to visit the ruins and determine, once and for all, what is happening,” Magister Niven said.  “It was suggested that you might wish to accompany us.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Dad.  He looked back, his face expressionless. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts churned.  “Why me?” 
 
      
 
    “There is no one alive who has more experience with Objects of Power than you,” Magister Niven said.  “You understand how they work in a manner no one, not even another forger, can match.  Furthermore” - he met my eyes - “you seem to be immune to the worst of the city’s effects.  Having you as part of the team might be very useful indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  I swallowed, hard.  I’d wanted to leave the city, but ... I’d never considered heading straight for the Eternal City.  “What does the king have to say about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Officially, His Majesty is not directly involved,” Dad said.  “The team will be put together by Magister Niven and largely drawn from Jude’s.  Unofficially, the king has signalled his assent, as it is obviously important that we find out what’s happening before it’s too late.  I believe” - his dark eyes narrowed - “that you will be in no additional danger.  You’ll be protected to the best of the team’s ability.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is quite formidable,” Magister Niven assured me.  “You’ll be escorted by a number of powerful magicians.” 
 
      
 
    Which may be worthless, in the remains of the empire, I thought.  Magic was dangerously unpredictable within the ruins.  And that means I have to come along because the rest of the team might not be able to get close to the source. 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  I couldn’t fault his logic.  Callam was the only other person who might be considered and he knew almost nothing of magic theory.  Isabella had taught him what she could, but the gap between them - even when she’d been no more than twelve - had been too wide to easily bridge.  No, I was the only person who could go.  I wondered, suddenly, just when Magister Niven had come up with the idea of asking me.  If he’d contacted my father only a few days ago, Dad would have been quite within his rights to tell him to get lost. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes, just for a second.  I was torn.  I really wanted to go.  And yet ... I didn’t.  The Eternal City was dangerous.  I’d been there ... I shivered at the memory.  There were plenty of horror stories about what happened to people who lived there and ... those stories, I knew, were true.  If anything, they were understatements.  Exposure to twisted and tainted magic meant certain death - or worse.  There was no guarantee I’d be immune to everything within the city. 
 
      
 
    And if it was a trap ... 
 
      
 
    I could say no.  Dad had said as much, and Magister Niven had confirmed it.  There was a risk in going out of the city, even with a powerful escort.  If I were to suffer a regrettable accident ... they’d say nice things during my funeral, I was sure, but they’d be glad I was gone.  I wasn’t a horrible person, not like Malachi Rubén ... his family had stricken him from the rolls and made a show of boycotting his funeral.  But my mere existence was a threat ... more, perhaps, than any of them realised. 
 
      
 
    Yes, I could say no.  But I knew I was going to say yes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  It would be an adventure, a trip outside the city before I got married.  Akin wouldn’t be able to accompany me, but perhaps Rose could.  I’d need some kind of chaperone or tongues would start wagging.  Again.  “I’ll come.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven smiled.  “We intend to leave in a week,” he said.  “Most of your needs will be provided, of course, but feel free to bring anything you want.  Just let me know so I can make arrangements to have it transported.” 
 
      
 
    “You will, of course, take oaths to protect her,” my father said, sternly.  “I expect you to defend her with your life, if necessary.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Magister Niven said.  He stood and bowed.  “It will be my pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    Dad nodded.  He must have sent a silent summons, because one of his assistants opened the door a moment later.  Magister Niven wouldn’t be left alone in the house, not for even a second.  I stood and curtseyed, then watched him go.  My heart was beating rapidly.  I wondered, just for a second, if I’d made a terrible mistake. 
 
      
 
    I turned to Dad.  “Is he a relative?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Dad said.  “But we had to have this discussion under the tightest security we could muster.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “I won’t lie to you, Cat.  I’m disappointed that he saw fit to make a request for your services, in a manner designed to make it very hard for us to say no, and that he intends to take you far outside the kingdom’s formal borders.  At the same time” - he held up a hand to keep me from interrupting - “he’s right.  If something is happening in the Eternal City, or what remains of it, we need to know before it’s too late.  And your presence may make the difference between success and failure.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand the risks,” I said.  “And I accept them.” 
 
      
 
    “It is always easy to say you understand the risks,” Dad said.  He smiled, rather wanly.  “I’ll let you explain matters to Akin.  Under the circumstances, you can invite him to the Workshop.  Alana will happily chaperone, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure,” I echoed.  Alana wouldn’t look the other way.  “I can ask Rose, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Rose has exams,” Dad reminded me.  “Your mother is going to be proctoring some of them, remember?” 
 
      
 
    I winced.  “I haven’t forgotten,” I said.  Rose wasn’t planning to become a potions mistress, and she’d have to request anything complex from the hospital’s staff, but she still needed a working knowledge of advanced brewing.  “I hope Mum will go easy on her.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want that,” Dad said.  “A person can retake an exam.  Better that than have someone die on your watch because you weren’t ready for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Dad.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Akin said.  We sat together in the Workshop, Alana leaning against the wall and not even trying to pretend she wasn’t listening.  “Magister Niven - our former tutor - has arranged for you to accompany him to the Eternal City.  And you’re just ... going with him?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going alone,” I said.  Magister Niven had helpfully sent along a team manifest as well as a list of supplies.  “It isn’t as if we’ll be alone together.” 
 
      
 
    Akin scowled.  Magister Niven had been a master duellist in his day - and no one was entirely sure his day was now over - but that wouldn’t stop people talking behind his back.  If it had just been the two of us ... I shook my head.  The manifest made it clear there would be at least eight people on the team, perhaps more.  No one could cluck their tongues and wag their fingers in mock censure ... not openly, at least.  But people would wonder why I was leaving him behind. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Akin said.  He glared into his tea.  I knew him well enough to be sure he resented Alana’s presence.  “You are aware of the dangers?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “I haven’t forgotten the first time we visited.” 
 
      
 
    Alana chuckled.  “You make it sound as if you went on holiday.” 
 
      
 
    “We were kidnapped,” Akin said.  “And you could be kidnapped again.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad outlined the dangers,” I said, bluntly.  He’d gone through the risks in excessive detail, outlining everything from kidnap and rape to outright murder.  The lands surrounding the ruins were largely untamed, inhabited by isolated peasant villages and bandit gangs that cared nothing for the kingdoms.  It was hard to believe their ancestors had built the Thousand-Year Empire.  “And I accept the risks.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t a good idea,” Akin insisted.  “If you are lost ...” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  I knew how he felt.  I wouldn’t be very pleased if he was riding off into a dangerous situation either, not if he was leaving me behind.  Akin had to be tempted to simply abandon his family and follow me, leaving the snake pit to take care of itself.  If he left Isabella in charge ... no, she’d never forgive him.  Callam wanted to go back home before the city wore him down or turned him into something unrecognisable. 
 
      
 
    Akin sipped his tea.  “The king might have guaranteed your safety,” he said, “but kings don’t always keep their promises.” 
 
      
 
    “His Majesty is no fool,” Alana said.  She’d met him, when Dad had taken her to be presented at Court.  “He knows better than to break his word openly.” 
 
      
 
    “He might not break his word over a minor thing,” Akin said.  “But this isn’t exactly minor.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough.”  I held up a hand.  “I’m going.  If there’s something happening in the ruins, I’m the best-suited to find out what’s going on and perhaps even dealing with it.  If not ... it’ll let me get out of the city for a short period before we get married.  I need to see some of the world.” 
 
      
 
    Akin scowled, but held his tongue.  I saw Alana smirk and felt a flash of annoyance.  She didn’t have a betrothed, not yet.  I understood precisely what Akin was thinking.  I just didn’t agree with him.  I wanted - I needed - to do something for myself before I spent the rest of my life forging Objects of Power.  And besides, the thought of something going horribly wrong in the ruins was terrifying.  I knew, better than anyone else, just how twisted the remains of the city were. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Akin said, finally.  He started to reach for me, then stopped himself.  “You’ll take everything you need with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything I think I might need,” I said.  I’d listed everything I could think of, then cut the list down mercilessly until it was manageable.  Akin or Alana or Magister Niven or someone could have cast a weight-reduction charm on my bags, but I was all too aware the charms would be unreliable in the ruins.  I could easily find myself suddenly squashed under the weight of all the junk I’d brought with me.  “Magister Niven said I could fill a trunk as well as my normal bag, so ...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget to pack dresses,” Alana said.  “You never know where you might find yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  I’d be wearing forger’s pants and a loose shirt ... scandalous almost anywhere else, but I wasn’t going to wear a formal dress in the ruins.  The very thought was absurd.  I supposed I owed Isabella a vote of thanks, although I wasn’t going to tell her.  The concept of young ladies wearing trousers was no longer unthinkable, thanks to her.  Who knew?  In a few years, maybe everyone would be wearing trousers.  And then ... maybe the men would start wearing dresses.  It wouldn’t be the first time something utterly ridiculous had become fashionable. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll settle for a change of underwear or two,” I said.  There were no permanent settlements - certainly none open to us - within a hundred miles of the city.  “We’re going to have to carry everything with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you should have concentrated on the flying machine,” Akin said.  “It would be very useful right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I made a face.  It was easy to make a machine fly - I’d done that years ago - but harder to keep it functional.  The first flying craft I’d forged had almost killed all three of us.  I wasn’t sure - still - why it hadn’t worked perfectly.  I’d gone over the theory time and time again and found no trace of an error.  “But we’re going to have to make do without it.” 
 
      
 
    I settled back into my chair.  There were a lot of things I wanted to bring, starting with my vast collection of ancient books.  The tales of the Eternal City - flying mansions, towering steeples, mechanical meksect servants - had grown in the telling, but I was sure most of them had a grain of truth.  And yet ... I’d found maps of the city that bore no resemblance to the ruins, to the point I’d wondered if they were maps of a different city.  If they hadn’t had the same mountains and sheltered bays, I would have been sure of it. 
 
      
 
    Akin shot Alana a look, silently begging her to leave us alone for a few minutes.  Alana pretended not to understand.  I hid my irritation with an effort.  Alana still hadn’t forgiven me for turning her into a frog a few, short weeks ago, just to keep her from telling Dad I was helping Isabella save her family from certain ruin.  I had to compliment her on her revenge, particularly as there was no way I could complain.  She was just doing her duty. 
 
      
 
    “I will be there to see you off, if we don’t see each other beforehand,” Akin said.  “And I’ll have a look in the family archives to see if there’s anything you might find useful.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” I said.  Akin’s family dated all the way back to the glory - and gory - days of empire.  If there was anyone in the city who knew anything about the ruins, anything that might have been kept from the rest of the world, it was them.  “We’re leaving in a week.” 
 
      
 
    And we should be able to find time to meet with a slightly more pliable chaperone, I thought, as we stood.  Perhaps I should have asked you to bring Isabella when you came. 
 
      
 
    Alana looked away, so quickly she was looking back at us before I registered her movement.  I bit down on the comment that came to mind, then led Akin towards the rear door.  Alana followed, keeping her distance.  I was tempted to zap her with my modified Frogmaker - or even Timekeeper - the moment she turned her back ... I shook my head.  Dad had been understanding the last time, although it hadn’t stopped him from grounding me.  This time ... he probably wouldn’t be remotely understanding.  Alana and I were supposed to be adults now. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Akin said.  “And don’t let yourself fall into enemy hands.” 
 
      
 
    I closed the door behind him, suddenly feeling tired.  Had it really only been two days since I’d been presented?  It felt like longer, a lot longer.  I wanted to go back to my room and get some more sleep - it wasn’t as if I was required to attend an endless round of achingly polite lunches with prospective husbands, given that I was already betrothed - but I needed to pack.  I couldn’t risk leaving my tools in the hands of the maids.  They wouldn’t know what to do with them. 
 
      
 
    “There goes someone who isn’t happy,” Alana commented.  “I think he doesn’t want you to go.” 
 
      
 
    “I know he doesn’t,” I snapped.  I led the way back to the outer workroom, not caring if she followed.  “But I do have to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?”  Alana cocked her head.  “You know the risks.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I glared at her.  “Everyone has told me about the risks.  Everyone!” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t owe anyone anything,” Alana said, quietly.  “You don’t have to put your life in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “Something is happening within the ruins,” I told her, hiding my surprise.  “And we need to know what before it blows up in our faces!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nearly a thousand miles away,” Alana said.  “What does it matter to us?” 
 
      
 
    “The waters near the city are lethal,” I reminded her.  “You’ve heard the stories.  Bad storms.  Green lightning.  Seas infested with horrific monsters.  Dead and rotting fish floating in the waves ... even zombies, the remnants of dead seamen crawling up from the bottom of the ocean to prey on the living.  Whatever destroyed the empire” - I heard my voice shake - “had an impact on the entire known world.  We have to know if it could happen again.” 
 
      
 
    Alana gave me an odd look.  “Why are you so scared?” 
 
      
 
    I cursed her perceptiveness under my breath.  “The Thousand-Year Empire relied upon Objects of Power,” I reminded her.  “They had great flying cities and flying machines that could travel between Shallot and the Eternal City in less than an hour and giant metal ships that laughed at storms and tides as they brought the benefits of civilisation to native populations right across the world.  Only distant Hangchow comes close to the sheer level of power the empire possessed, at its height, and we don’t know if either of them ever knew the other existed.  So ... why did the empire fall?” 
 
      
 
    Alana said nothing.  I turned away. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it was something to do with Objects of Power,” I said.  “Perhaps there’s something about them that, however inadvertently, caused a catastrophe.  Perhaps ... they made something that blew up in their faces.  Perhaps ...” 
 
      
 
    “They were making and using Objects of Power for generations,” Alana reminded me.  “And you’ve been studying them for years.  Do you have any reason to believe your work will explode ...?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I didn’t dare look at her.  “But I could be wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “They were the greatest magicians in the known world,” Alana said.  “What could they have missed?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “Perhaps there was something they didn’t know, something they simply didn’t have a clue existed.” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    Like the existence of a magic field, I thought, numbly.  And the simple fact there are no inherent magicians ... 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my head.  “Remember when Mum gave us the lecture on collecting our own ingredients?” 
 
      
 
    Alana made a face.  “Yes ...?” 
 
      
 
    “Dragon’s Wart and Mayfly Leaves look very much the same,” I said.  Mum had shown us the two time and time again, drilling us in the handful of tiny differences until we could do it in our sleep.  “But if you mix them up, you’ll either brew a batch of poison instead of potion or cause an explosion.  And if you put the wrong one in, without being sure of what you were using, you might kill yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “And if you didn’t know that Mayfly Leaves existed, you might assume you were holding a bunch of Dragon’s Wart and blow yourself sky high.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d check,” Alana objected. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t know you needed to check,” I said.  “And they might have had the same problem on a much larger scale.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it,” Alana said, frostily.  “Cat, I really think you should stay here.” 
 
      
 
    I resisted the urge to draw my spellcaster and zap her.  Again.  “Are you telling me to stay for my own safety, as a loving sister, or for the good of the family?” 
 
      
 
    “Both.”  Alana put her hands on her hips.  “There are no good reasons to put yourself at risk, as you know perfectly well.  We stand to gain little and lose much.  Losing you ...” 
 
      
 
    That must sting, I thought.  Six years ago, Alana had feared my lack of magic would hamper her marriage prospects.  Now ... it had to gall her that my marriage would shape the future of two Great Houses.  And if something happened to me ... I sighed.  She wasn’t wrong, I supposed, but it didn’t matter.  I have to go anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Alana ...”  I looked up.  “I am engaged.  Our marriage cannot be long delayed.  This is the one chance I have to go outside the city, before I get married.  And ... it does have to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “So you say,” Alana said.  Her eyes bored into mine.  “But it isn’t a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    I turned away, silently dismissing her.  I heard her mutter a word she really shouldn’t know behind me - Mum would wash her mouth out with soap if she overheard - and stalked off, probably to protest to Dad.  It wouldn’t reflect well on her ... I shrugged, mentally.  She did have a point.  I was taking a risk.  But I didn’t have a choice.   
 
      
 
    I stepped over the red line and walked into my inner workshop.  A handful of Objects of Power waited.  I opened a sealed drawer and produced a collection of components.  Put together, by someone like me, they’d make a Whirlpool. 
 
      
 
    My heart sank as I placed the components on the workbench and collected enough spares to make it difficult for anyone to work out what I intended to do.  I’d misled Alana and everyone else, when I’d insisted I needed to know what had happened to the empire.  I already knew what happened.  A long-dead Zero had built an Object of Power designed to suck up all the magic within a certain region, causing every other spell within the area to suffocate through lack of power.  And the entire city had come tumbling down. 
 
      
 
    Worse than that, I thought.  The effect spread far beyond the city limits. 
 
      
 
    I scowled as I packed the components before stowing them in my toolkit.  The damage shouldn’t have extended that far, if my calculations were correct.  There’d been no reason to think the entire empire would collapse.  And yet, it had.  The continents of Maxima and Minima were scattered with the wreckage of ruined cities and long-dead installations with purposes forgotten in the mists of time.  I couldn’t understand it.  The days following the collapse were poorly documented, with little more than rough notes of uprisings and civil wars and general chaos.  Why had the entire world suddenly gone mad? 
 
      
 
    The thought taunted me as I collected the rest of my tools.  As far as I could tell, Whirlpool didn’t destroy magic permanently.  The magic field flowed into the gap as soon as the Object of Power was deactivated.  The ruins of the Eternal City weren’t free of magic.  It behaved oddly there - and spells simply couldn’t be trusted - but it was unquestionably present.  And yet ... the magic was different.  What if it had fallen back into the wrong pattern?  Or ... or what? 
 
      
 
    We need to know what’s really going on, I thought.  If the rubble was constantly shifting, it was possible newer spellforms were being created - briefly - before falling apart again.  Or ... I didn’t know.  I wasn’t even sure why the magic was tainted in the first place.  I’d been reluctant to experiment.  And then we have to decide if we really want to tell the world. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  The Great Houses depended on magic.  The prospect of losing it terrified them.  People would commit suicide, rather than be permanently barred from using their magic.  If they discovered the truth - if they discovered their powers could be taken away by a tiny Object of Power - they would stop at nothing to bury it again.  They would stop at nothing to bury me.  I wondered, not for the first time, what my family would do if they knew the truth.  I didn't want to know. 
 
      
 
    I rang the bell for the footmen - they’d carry my bag and trunk to the lobby, where they’d be stowed until Magister Niven’s team collected them - and then headed for the door.  Mum would be back soon and I was due to join her for dinner, which probably meant she was going to suggest I didn’t go either.  I wasn’t looking forward to it.  Mum worried about all of us, but particularly me.  I knew that better than I cared to admit. 
 
      
 
    And I have to find a way to spend some private time with Akin, I thought.  My lips tingled in happy memory.  He’ll be staying behind, without me or Isabella or anyone he can really trust. 
 
      
 
    My heart sank, again.  And how much would he trust me, I asked myself, if he realised what I’d kept from him? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eleven: Rebecca 
 
      
 
    “Well?”  I stood in front of the mirror, staring at myself.  “How do I look?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Jill said.  “You look ready for anything.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, wanly.  It shouldn’t have taken longer than ten minutes to get washed, dressed and prepared for the test.  I wasn’t a snooty aristocratic brat who could stay in bed until midday and then spend an hour or two trying on different outfits before finally deciding what she wanted to wear for the rest of the day.  And yet, it had taken nearly an hour to prepare myself. 
 
      
 
    “You spent the last few days locked up, revising everything right from the start,” Jill reminded me.  “You’ve got this.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned to cover my nerves.  I’d spent the last five years studying potions and alchemy, learning - time and time again - that there were aspects of magic I’d never been taught.  I had a talent - my tutors agreed, or they wouldn’t have wasted their time on me - but there were so many gaps in my knowledge that I was ignorant of my own ignorance.  It had been relatively simple to become a licensed Master Brewer, authorised to brew any potion known to exist; it was a great deal harder to cross the line to Potions Mistress.  If I made it, I would rank amongst the masters and have an automatic place in the Potions Guild.  If ... 
 
      
 
    The mirror seemed to vibrate, slightly, as I looked into my own eyes.  I’d filled out a lot, since I’d left Bolingbroke Hall and moved into my own shop, but I was still too thin.  Dark almond eyes looked back at me, long dark hair framing a tinted face and a mouth that was just a little too wide to be pretty.  Or so I’d been told.  Too many young men had tried to court me because I was exotic, so different from the majority of the city.  I knew they weren’t really interested in marriage.  My lack of a verified ancestry was a difficult problem to surmount.  Whatever my talents, and later connections, I wasn’t anything like powerful enough to convince prospective in-laws to overlook it. 
 
      
 
    And besides, there’s another problem, I reflected, as I turned away from the mirror.  I prefer women. 
 
      
 
    I smiled and made my way down the stairs to the rear lab.  Jill and I had spent the last day cleaning the lab from top to bottom, scrubbing so thoroughly we’d caught glimpses of paintwork dating all the way back to the shop’s first owner.  I’d gone through the chamber very carefully, removing everything before filling the cupboards with everything I’d listed on the pre-test prep material and not a single thing more.  I could be failed - automatically - if the examiner thought I was trying to cheat.  It wasn’t easy to cheat in potions, I knew from experience, but it didn’t stop people from trying.  Personally, I didn’t know why they bothered.  They were only cheating themselves. 
 
      
 
    If I pass ... 
 
      
 
    I sucked in my breath as I walked back to the shop front.  Jill was already checking the cash drawer, before inspecting the wards and flipping the sign from OPEN to CLOSED.  There were times when I envied her, if only for her carefree attitude.  Jill had never wanted anything better than a safe place to rest, some money to spend and free time to spend it.  It made a certain kind of sense - her chances of rising in the world were lower than Reginald Bolingbroke deciding he wanted to be a decent man - but I had never really understood it.  I had learnt - the hard way - just how easy it was to lose everything.  The world was divided into rich and poor, into people who couldn’t lose no matter what they did and people who couldn’t win for losing.  It was why I’d put so much effort into earning my qualifications, even if it had been a series of constant lessons in just how much I didn’t know.  Once I had the degrees, they couldn’t be taken from me. 
 
      
 
    “Remember to put up the wards,” Jill reminded me.  “You don’t want someone to disturb you while you’re hard at work.” 
 
      
 
    “The examiner will have to do it,” I said.  It was a rule I didn’t quite understand - I didn’t know how someone could fiddle the wards to cheat - but there was no point in arguing.  My last examiner had been looking for a reason to fail me.  “You stay downstairs until the exam is completed.” 
 
      
 
    Jill nodded, then glanced out the window.  “Here comes Her Highness,” she said.  “Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    I suddenly felt very unready indeed, but there was no more time.  Lady Sorceress Sofia Aguirre was sweeping towards us, with all the confidence of a woman who knew she was at the very top of society.  I wanted to hate her, as I’d hated so many of the Bolingbrokes, but I knew she’d earned her position in the guild.  She’d improved on a dozen different potions and invented several more, all before her remarkable daughter had been born.  She might be a haughty aristocrat, but there was no disputing her skills.  I just hoped she wouldn’t hold my Bolingbroke connection against me. 
 
      
 
    The door swung open, even though the CLOSED sign was still clearly visible.  I hastily dropped a curtsey, then stayed on my knees.  Behind me, I heard Jill doing the same.  I didn’t know Sofia Aguirre very well - and the last time she’d seen me, if I recalled correctly, had been at Bolingbroke Hall.  It was hard to believe she didn’t remember me.  Most aristocrats thought all servants looked alike, and were completely interchangeable, but my features were harder to forget.  And she might have heard something about my rise from the guild. 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca Travis,” Sofia Aguirre said.  “Are you ready to begin?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” I said.  I’d forced myself to choke down a sandwich and a mug of coffee before getting dressed.  It hadn’t been easy.  “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Then take me to the lab,” Sofia Aguirre ordered.  “The test is now in session.” 
 
      
 
    My heart thudded so loudly I was sure she could hear it as I led her up the stairs and into the lab.  She said nothing, even when I showed her into the room and stepped aside.  The door closed.  She locked and warded it, trapping me in my own lab.  I understood.  I’d be graded on just how well I’d set up the lab, as well as everything else.  There was a reason the Guild didn’t insist on prospective masters taking the test in the guildhall.   
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Sofia Aguirre turned to me.  “Are you carrying anything I ought to know about?” 
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady.”  My mouth was very dry.  What if I’d forgotten something?  I could be failed just for stuffing a pencil in my pocket, if I hadn’t declared it first.  “My pockets are empty.” 
 
      
 
    Sofia Aguirre frisked me quickly, then nodded.  “A Potions Mistress cannot be honoured unless she has made a valid contribution to the field,” she said.  It took me a moment to realise she was giving me a chance to calm down, by telling me something I already knew.  “She must devise a new potion, or improve upon an older one, or brewing method, or - at the very least - open the possibility of doing so.  And she must be capable of explaining what she has done.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  My instructors had explained that most brewers sought to improve upon an older potion, on the grounds that even a tiny improvement would technically qualify.  I wanted to do something a little more complex, if only because I needed to impress the examiner.  No one would make any allowances for me, not given my origins.  I had to wow her if I wanted to earn my rank. 
 
      
 
    “You may begin,” Sofia said.  “And remember, I’m just a layman.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my skin heat.  She very definitely was not a layman.  She’d know if I was trying to snow her with alchemical gibberish that wouldn’t make sense to a real layman - she’d know and she’d fail me.  I understood the point - I would have to eventually explain myself to an outsider - but it was still worrying.  Thankfully, I’d spent the last four weeks practicing. 
 
      
 
    “The more complex potions need to be brewed in stages,” I said.  I left out the explanation of precisely why.  A layman wouldn’t need to know.  “At the same time, those stages are compressed into very short spaces of time.  A rejuvenation potion, for example, requires no less than twelve different stages, with very small gaps between them.  They are extremely difficult to brew because the process cannot be halted, not without ruining the potion.  It is dangerous even to turn one’s attention away for a second.” 
 
      
 
    I saw her lips twist into a grimace, just for a second.  Laymen - like Jill - thought there was no real difference between brewing and cooking.  They didn’t realise how unforgiving the process could be, or how tiring it was to stand over a cauldron for hours on end as the magic blurred into spellforms and triggered the alchemical cascade that completed the brew.  I had nearly collapsed, after spending hours brewing a specific piece of work.  If I’d fallen into the cauldron, I would have died.  As it was, I’d been very lucky I hadn’t accidentally blown up the whole building. 
 
      
 
    “I started considering ways to freeze the process,” I continued.  “If a potion could be placed in stasis, the brewer would have a chance to take a break before continuing.  However, it is extremely difficult.  Standard stasis spells interact oddly - wrongly - with the magic within the potion, causing a catastrophic failure that puts the brew beyond repair.  Brewers have been looking for a solution to this problem for centuries, as even an experienced master can be worn down by the brewing.  It is why supplies of the brews are so limited.” 
 
      
 
    Sofia Aguirre said nothing.  I took a breath and forced myself to continue. 
 
      
 
    “I discovered, through a process of trial and error, that each stage in the process produced its own spellform,” I said.  “There is a moment - just a tiny moment - in which the spellform is utterly perfect, before entropy takes effect again and the potion threatens to decay.  I believed that if the process could be halted at that moment, the potion could be put aside for later continuation.  However, it was clear that stasis spells were useless.” 
 
      
 
    “As you already said,” Sofia Aguirre said, neutrally. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” I said.  The next part would make or break the exam.  “I discovered, however, that - contraindicatively - there are ways to keep the spellform itself stable.  Like water, the spellform could be confined within an icebox and then frozen.  It would be like pouring jelly into a mould and letting it set.  If the spellform had nowhere to go, how could it decay?” 
 
      
 
    The examples were bland, almost boring.  I’d prepared detailed notes, with all the alchemical notation and extensive explanations the Guild could possibly want, but they were practically drowning in alchemical gibberish.  No layman could make sense of them.  The analogies didn't have to be perfect, as long as they conveyed a rough idea of what was going on.  And they did. 
 
      
 
    I ran through the rest of the explanation, wondering how she remained so calm.  I’d have been insulted if someone gave me such a simple explanation, although I was no layman either.  Sofia Aguirre had taught her own daughters, as well as her apprentices.  She was probably used to hearing explanations that had been carefully edited for simplicity. 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating,” Sofia Aguirre said, when I’d finished.  “And you have made it work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” I said.  “I did it enough to prove the results weren’t a fluke.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good.”  Sofia Aguirre paced away from me until she was on the other side of the lab, close enough to watch me like a hawk without getting in the way.  “You may begin.” 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to centre myself, then started to organise the ingredients.  I’d chosen a relatively simple energy potion, one that had only five separate stages.  There were more complex possibilities - I’d gone through them all, when I was planning the exam - but I needed something that was very well understood so she could see what I’d done.  And I didn’t want the exam to drag on for too long.  I already felt drained and worn. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes never left my work as I poured the base liquid into the cauldron, then lit the fire underneath.  I talked her though the process as I moved through the first two states, although I was entirely sure she’d brewed the potion often enough to be able to do it in her sleep.  It was popular amongst students, particularly the ones who pushed themselves so hard that coffee no longer worked for them.  I’d never used it myself.  Master Travis had told me, years ago, that it could easily become addictive.  He’d once had to brew something to help a student cope with the side-effects.  They’d sounded very unpleasant indeed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve gone through the first two stages and am about to start the third,” I said.  I could feel the magic bubbling away beneath my hands, flashes of magic blurring together into a single spellform.  My own magic pulsed through the cauldron, imposing my will on the brew.  “And then I will implement the freeze process.” 
 
      
 
    I picked up a tiny jar of powder - I’d weighed and measured everything earlier, as Master Travis had taught me - and poured it into the brew.  The mixture bubbled, sparks of magic running through it.  I reached out with my senses, watching the separate spellforms merging into a single entity.  It was beautiful.  I could have watched for hours.  Instead, I braced myself and triggered the spell the moment the spellforms became one.  The potion continued to bubble - it could hardly do otherwise - but the spellform froze. 
 
      
 
    “The potion is now frozen,” I informed her.  I lifted the stirrer out of the cauldron and made a show of stepping backwards.  “As long as the magic remains in place, there will be no change to the spellform.” 
 
      
 
    Sofia Aguirre stepped forward and examined my work.  I prayed silently she wouldn’t accidentally disrupt the spell.  I’d discovered the hard way that everything had to be in place before the spell was cancelled or the whole process would be worse than useless.  If nothing else ... I hoped I’d at least start a whole new line of research, something that would get me through the exam even if I failed to brew the potion successfully.  It would still get me into the guild. 
 
      
 
    “I will now set up the next step” - I suited action to words - “and then release the spell.” 
 
      
 
    The magic surged around me as the spell snapped out of existence.  I watched, praying to my ancestors, as the magic grew stronger, falling into the next spellform.  I could have simply completed the process, but I had to prove it hadn’t been a fluke.  I completed the fourth step and froze the potion again.  It was hard to be sure, but I thought I heard a sharp intake of breath.  Once the process was perfected, it would change everything. 
 
      
 
    I waited, keeping an eye on the clock.  Ten minutes ... long enough, probably.  Sofia Aguirre showed no sign of impatience.  She’d planned to spend the entire day with me.  I arranged the next set of ingredients, then released the spell ... 
 
      
 
    ... The magic surged.  I barely had a moment to realise what had happened before I threw myself backwards and dived under the table.  Sofia Aguirre joined me an instant later, before the cauldron exploded.  I heard wood cracking above me and swallowed, hard.  The table was carved from the hardest woods, then treated to endure the worst abuse.  I couldn’t think of anything that could break the table. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Sofia Aguirre said, as she scrambled out and stood.  “Why did that happen?” 
 
      
 
    “I ... I don’t know.”  My heart sank.  It shouldn’t have happened.  I’d gone through the entire process with a fine-toothed comb.  The worst that could have happened, according to my calculations, was the brew turning into a pile of sludge.  There shouldn’t have been an explosion.  “The magic just surged.” 
 
      
 
    I stumbled to my feet and surveyed the wreckage.  The cauldron was gone.  Pieces of metal were embedded in the walls.  The table was cracked, on the verge of shattering.  The cupboard doors lay on the floor ... I breathed a sigh of relief I’d taken the time to empty them before the exam.  If the explosion had triggered a second explosion ... it might have killed us both and Jill besides.  It might have brought down the entire building. 
 
      
 
    “You produced something interesting,” Sofia Aguirre said.  I reflected she was probably used to explosions.  “I trust you have prepared the paperwork?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.”  It was very hard not to cry.  I turned away as tears prickled in my eyes.  “They’re ready for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Sofia Aguirre patted my shoulder.  I had the feeling it was meant to be reassuring, but it wasn’t.  “The Guild will assess your work and come to a decision.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, My Lady,” I managed.  My voice shook.  “I don’t understand it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor do I,” Sofia Aguirre said.  “You made no mistake.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly, as we made our way back down to the shop.  Sofia Aguirre was an experienced teacher.  If I’d made a mistake, she would have caught it.  She would have known what had gone wrong.  And if she hadn’t ... I didn't understand it.  What had gone wrong? 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine,” Jill said.  She hugged me, as soon as Sofia Aguirre was gone.  “You did everything right.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said.  I would have felt better - almost - if I’d made a mistake.  At least I would have known what I’d done.  But I hadn’t.  “So what went wrong?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    It was customary, I had been told years ago, for aristocratic convoys to assemble on the outskirts of North Shallot before heading to our country estates.  I’d never really seen the point.  Letting the city know that our Patriarch and his immediate family were taking a holiday didn’t strike me as a wise idea, even though we had uncles and aunts who could handle minor matters and forward more serious ones to the country for my father’s immediate attention.  It was all about showing off, I thought, something I’d learnt the hard way was a very bad idea.  It wasn’t enough to go on holiday.  We had to make a song and dance about it, too. 
 
      
 
    The team assembled, rather oddly, in our courtyard.  Dad had insisted on it, despite objections from Magister Niven.  He’d planned to assemble the team at Jude’s and then drive straight through Shallot and take the old road to the Eternal City.  I wasn’t sure why Dad had bothered.  He could have protected me in South Shallot, at least until he handed me over to Magister Niven and his team.  Indeed, he’d gone to some trouble to conceal the fact I was leaving.  The newspapers had been full of stories about me planning to go into seclusion until the wedding.  I didn’t know who’d written them for him, but he was grossly overpaid.  I found it hard to imagine anyone actually believing the stories. 
 
      
 
    I felt a thrill as I checked my appearance in the mirror.  I’d donned a leather protective shirt and pair of forging pants, then tied back my hair with a pair of goggles and crammed all manner of tools and supplies into my belt.  Mum had not been pleased when she’d seen me - she’d snapped I looked like a guttersnipe - but she’d reluctantly admitted it was probably not in my best interests to look like an aristocrat.  Besides, I didn’t want to explore the ruins in a dress.  It wasn’t easy to run in a skirt. 
 
      
 
    “You will be careful, won’t you?”  Bella caught my eye as I turned away.  “Don’t let yourself get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I promised.  I’d concealed a handful of protections around my person.  One was designed to make it hard for a stranger to recognise me, although I suspected - from the spellform - that it had its limits.  Someone who knew who I was might be able to see through the guise.  It hadn’t fooled Alana when I’d put it on and walked straight into her visiting room.  “And you take care of yourself, too.” 
 
      
 
    Bella looked down.  I felt a twinge of sympathy.  She didn’t know what she was going to do.  That had been acceptable, and understandable, when she’d been twelve ... but now?  I hoped she’d have the sense to find something interesting to do before Mum and Dad found it for her.  She wasn’t stupid.  If she wasn’t interested in practicing magic, or helping Alana run the family, there were plenty of other things she could do. 
 
      
 
    I gave her a quick hug, then turned and led the way down the stairs and into the courtyard itself.  A pair of carriages were already waiting for us, with a handful of men loading my trunk into the under-compartments.   I’d watched the preparations.  Magister Niven had packed a surprising amount of tools and supplies into his trunks - reading between the lines, I had a feeling he’d forgotten to pack clothes or food before someone had reminded him - as well as a number of books.  I wondered just how much time he thought we’d have to actually read.  Once we got to the city, we were going to be very busy. 
 
      
 
    “I thought there’d be a bigger team,” Bella muttered.  “And a small army of guards.” 
 
      
 
    “Politics,” I muttered back.  I’d spent the last few days hastily reading up on the complicated network of formal treaties and informal understandings centred on the Eternal City.  None of the kingdoms really wanted the city, for fear of something spreading from the ruins and into their lands, but they didn’t want their rivals to get it either.  “And half the team is already there.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled faintly as I surveyed the team.  Magister Niven was in charge, at least on paper.  I doubted many people would challenge him.  Magister Grayson and Magister Hugh Von Rupert, on the other hand, were a surprise.  Von Rupert was old enough to be my grandfather, old enough to have taught my parents - perhaps even my grandparents - when they went to Jude’s.  He could easily have refused to go.  I wondered, idly, if he wanted one last adventure before his retirement.  His early life - according to rumour - had been a constant series of unfortunate events.  I had no idea how much truth was hidden within the wild stories. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Caitlyn!”  Magister Niven waved to me from beside a carriage.  “Come meet the other two!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Bella, then hurried over to the carriage.  A man and a woman stood there, wearing basic leathers with silver badges just above the breast.  Kingsmen, I realised, even though they didn’t look any older than me.  The man was dark enough to pass for a member of my family, his curly hair cropped close to his scalp; the woman was lighter, with tanned rather than dark skin and knowing dark eyes.  I felt an odd feeling of kinship, although I wasn’t sure why.  I didn’t know her. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Caitlyn,” the man said.   He bowed, formally.  “I haven’t seen you since Jude’s.” 
 
      
 
    “I left five years ago,” I said, struggling to recall the name.  Akin had mentioned something about a student who’d run the challenge on his own, then joined the Kingsmen.  “Adam, right?  Adam Mortimer?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.”  Adam indicated the woman next to him.  “And this is Caroline.” 
 
      
 
    “Charmed.”  Caroline shook my hand firmly.  “We’re the official escorts for the team.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, my mind racing.  Adam was my age, or close enough not to make any real difference.  He’d graduated at the same time as my sisters, if I recalled correctly.  Caroline didn’t look any older.  I’d expected someone older, someone more experienced at the art of herding academics while protecting them from deadly threats.  It was odd to have two younger guards ... had someone thought I’d trust Adam because we’d been at school together?  The thought made me smile.  Clearly, anyone who thought that had never been to boarding school. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to have you along,” I said, finally.  There was no point in worrying about it now, before we’d even started.  “It should be an interesting trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it will,” Adam said.  He had the air of a child trying to imitate his father.  “But we’re just attached to the team as guards.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then turned away as my father called for attention.  He stood by the gate, flanked by Mum and Alana.  Akin, Isabella and Callam stood some distance away, Akin’s eyes grim.  We’d spent some time trying to think of a way for him to accompany us, but we hadn’t been able to come up with a reasonable excuse.  His family couldn’t be left unsupervised.  And Isabella would be leaving shortly.  Akin would be completely on his own. 
 
      
 
    “It is important that we understand what is happening in the Eternal City,” Dad said.  I’d read the reports forwarded by some of his contacts.  If anything, Magister Niven had understated the case.  “At the same time, it is also important that my daughter be protected.  I must ask, as the price of her accompanying the team, for an oath to protect her against all harm.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven stepped forward and held out a hand, palm upraised.  “I swear, upon my life and my magic and the good name of my ancestors, that I will protect the Lady Cat to the best of my ability and, if necessary, offer my life for hers.” 
 
      
 
    A shiver ran down my spine as a point of light danced over his palm.  It was impossible to knowingly break a sworn oath.  His magic would turn against him if he broke it willingly and tear him to pieces ... I thought.  He would be in real trouble if he even seriously considered breaking his oath.  I wasn’t sure what would happen, but only a fool would risk messing with it.  And Magister Niven was no fool.   
 
      
 
    “Now you.”  Dad eyed Adam and Caroline with cold eyes.  “I expect you to protect my daughter to the best of your ability, even if it means your death.” 
 
      
 
    Adam hesitated.  Caroline took a step forward.  “... My Lord, we have already sworn oaths to His Majesty.  We cannot swear other oaths that might come into conflict with the original oath.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Dad didn’t look remotely mollified.  “And under what circumstances might you be called upon to harm my daughter?” 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, the blunt truth is that we have standing orders to notify His Majesty of threats to his kingdom,” Adam said.  I could hear the irritation in his voice.  Asking someone to swear an oath wasn’t polite.  It was very clear proof you distrusted them.  “There may be a situation in which we have to abandon the rest of the team, just to carry a warning back home.  If that happened, the two oaths would conflict.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven cleared his throat.  “If you’ll excuse us a moment ...” 
 
      
 
    I watched as he cast a privacy ward around the three of them, keeping my face carefully expressionless.  There were horror stories about men who’d tried to satisfy contradictory oaths.  They always ended badly.  I’d read some theoretical pieces that suggested the earlier oath would take precedence, or the later oath would override the earlier one, but I’d never heard of anyone actually researching the subject for real.  It could easily get the researcher killed by his own magic.   
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you shouldn’t go,” Alana said, quietly.  “You never know who might turn on you.” 
 
      
 
    Dad shot her a sharp look, just as Magister Niven cancelled the privacy ward.  “We have discussed the matter,” he said.  “They will swear an oath to protect her as long as it doesn’t conflict with their earlier oath to His Majesty.  I trust that is suitable?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, before Dad could answer.  “It will suffice.” 
 
      
 
    “Then do it,” Dad ordered, curtly. 
 
      
 
    I watched them swear the oath, noting how their palms shook.  It wasn’t easy to twist one’s magic to form an oath - I’d been told - even when there wasn’t a risk of effectively committing suicide.  I wondered, again, what would happen if I swore an oath.  I had no magic to twist against me, even if I openly broke my word.  It might be possible to experiment ... 
 
      
 
    ... And given the way magic is warped and twisted in the ruined city, I reflected, it’s possible the oaths won’t work at all. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as the rest of the team - four men, all experienced magicians - swore their own oaths.  An oathbreaker might be reasonably safe, as long as he stayed in a place without magic.  It wouldn’t be impossible to create a magic-free ironhold ... perhaps.  I suspected it would be difficult to avoid contamination.  Magic was so much a part of our world that sweeping it away permanently would be pretty much impossible. 
 
      
 
    “Get ready,” Magister Niven ordered, when they were done.  “Cat?  Do you want to say goodbye?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and hurried over to Akin.  “I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so.”  I saw worry in his eyes, worry and fear for the future.  I knew he wanted to say more, but he couldn’t in front of my parents.  He couldn’t even give me a chaste hug.  I felt my heart ache and looked at Isabella.  “Good luck on your journey home.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Isabella said.  Her face softened, slightly.  “And thank you for your gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay safe,” I told her.  She - more accurately, Callam - didn’t deserve to be harassed by the king or aristocracy.  “And don’t let anyone push you into anything.” 
 
      
 
    Callam nodded and shot me a crude bow.  I grinned back.  I still wasn’t sure what he saw in Isabella, but it was clear what she saw in him.  I thought she would have liked him - and appreciated him - even if he hadn’t had his talent.  I noticed how they oriented on each other and smiled inwardly.  They’d gone a bit further than anyone knew. 
 
      
 
    I turned away to hide my amusement and headed over to my parents.  Dad had made arrangements for Callam and Isabella to visit the Workshop every day, in hopes of maintaining the illusion I was still in the city.  It was going to be a minor headache, even though Akin - as Isabella’s Patriarch - knew what was going on.  Dad would have to make sure Bella supervised Callam and Isabella ... my lips twisted into a smile.  It would have been a great deal easier if we’d told the world I was going on holiday, even if we didn’t tell them where.  But that would have caused its own problems. 
 
      
 
    Mum wrapped her arms around me, giving me a tight hug.  “Be careful, please.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “I’ll be very careful,” I promised, for what felt like the hundredth time.  “I won’t let anything stop me from coming home.” 
 
      
 
    “Five days on the road, assuming you don’t run into trouble,” Alana said, too cheerfully.  “I hope you remembered to pack cushions.” 
 
      
 
    “I forged something to compensate,” I assured her, with the same mock-cheerfulness.  If she wanted to remind me of my lack of magic, I’d happily remind her I had talents of my own.  “I should be able to sleep like a baby.” 
 
      
 
    Alana frowned, then lowered her voice.  “I wish Rose had been able to go with you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It would have been better, if only because I trusted Rose completely, but Rose had her studies and exams.  Mum had offered to try to arrange things so she could take the exams next year, without any stain on her record, yet ... there was no way it wouldn’t reflect badly on her.  I hadn’t needed anyone to point out the problems.  At best, it would look as though Rose had taken a year off for no apparent reason.  At worst ... 
 
      
 
    “Comport yourself as a young woman should and you will be fine,” Mum informed me, shooting Alana a sharp look when she opened her mouth to continue the discussion.  “And remember the family name.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes.  Rose had told me a lot about lives outside the big cities - and I’d seen some of it for myself, when we’d been kidnapped.  There were women who worked in the fields and wore - horror of horrors - trousers.  I tried to imagine picking crops in a dress and failed.  I was used to hard work - I was a skilled forger - and yet I’d never had to do something that required constant labour, day in and day out.  Mum was insane if she thought I could maintain a proper demeanour in the ruins.  It would be worse than going back to school. 
 
      
 
    Dad caught my arm and guided me away from the crowd.  “This is your last chance to back out,” he said, quietly.  “I’ll take the heat, if you decide you don’t want to go after all.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  He meant well - I knew it - but I had no intention of simply giving up my last chance to see something of the world.  It would have been easier, perhaps, if I’d thought there would be other chances ... I shook my head, again.  Akin and I couldn’t leave the city together, even after we married.  And besides, I didn’t want to let Magister Niven down.  He was one of the very few people who’d taken me seriously, as a person rather than a powerless throwback or a superpowered thing.   
 
      
 
    My lips quirked as I gave my father a quick hug.  Isabella and I had more in common - now - than I’d realised.  It was a disconcerting thought. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck, then,” Dad said.  “And make sure you write regularly.” 
 
      
 
    I made a face.  It wouldn’t be easy to send a message to Shallot from the Eternal City.  The tainted magic interfered with everything, even simple message spells.  I’d tried to come up with something to fill the gap, but they’d either required a magician to operate or proved dangerously unreliable.  And anything I wrote on paper could - perhaps would - be intercepted.  The king might be reading my mail. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps I could write something offensive, something he couldn’t react to without admitting what he’d been doing, I thought.  It was tempting, although I knew better.  I was already in enough trouble.  Or maybe I’ll just write bland nothings and use them to conceal coded messages. 
 
      
 
    “All aboard,” Magister Niven said.  He indicated that I should take the second carriage, then scrambled into the driving seat.  “Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    I took a seat in the carriage, then peered out the window.  Mum and Dad looked proud and worried at the same time.  Akin just looked worried.  Isabella didn’t seem concerned.  I suspected she didn’t see any reason to worry.  She’d spent a goodly chunk of her life away from Shallot.  But then, no one had known they had any reason to hunt her down.  I touched the amulet around my neck, hoping the glamour stayed in place.  As far as anyone outside the families knew, Magister Niven had just borrowed some of my tools.  They wouldn’t - they shouldn’t - know he’d borrowed me, too. 
 
      
 
    The carriage jerked into life.  I waved one final time, then sat back in my seat.  It was time to go. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t wait. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I’d devoured books on travelling, when I’d been a little girl.  I’d read about great heroes who’d sailed to the Saragossa Archipelago and explored the ruins there, about noble heroines who’d charted the edges of the Desolation ... about brave and stupid explorers who’d sailed the Boiling Seas or probed deep into the Desolation itself.  They had all made it sound as if adventure waited around the corner, as if merely stepping out of one’s city was enough to guarantee a tale worthy of the greatest men in recorded history.  I had thrilled to the stories ... 
 
      
 
    None of them, I realised, had ever noted just how boring it could be. 
 
      
 
    I sat in the carriage, watching the world go by.  Shallot lay far behind.  The ancient roads threading their way through the kingdom were deliberately kept far from the towns and cities - looking at the map, it was clear they’d linked ancient settlements together - and there was little to see, beyond endless fields and rivers and the occasional town just a little too close to the road for anyone’s comfort.  There seemed to be surprisingly little traffic on the road, something that puzzled me.  The last time I’d been outside the city - ten years ago - I was sure there’d been more traffic.  But then, I’d been a little girl.   
 
      
 
    The wind shifted constantly, blowing hot air through the carriage.  Caroline had gone to sleep, once we were out of the city.  I eyed her thoughtfully, wondering why she looked just a little familiar.  She hadn’t been at Jude’s, I was sure, or we would have been passing acquaintances if not friends or enemies.  Unless she was older than she looked ... it was possible, but unlikely.  She would have been the senior of the two if she was significantly older than Adam, and yet Adam seemed to be the leader between them.  It was hard to be sure. 
 
      
 
    I leaned back in my seat, wondering if I should try to rest.  Magister Niven had told me we’d be driving for hours, without more than a handful of breaks along the way.  It would make the journey pass quickly if I could sleep, but I didn’t feel like it.  Instead, I dug into my bag and felt for a book.  The History of the Empire was a snoozer - the author had never used a single word when he could cram ten into the text - but it was extensively researched and regarded as one of the best works in the field.  And yet, reading between the lines, it was clear the writer hadn’t guessed the truth.  He’d kept urging forgers to keep trying to make Objects of Power, even though it was pointless. 
 
      
 
    And the book was written ten years ago, I mused.  How much of it was outdated even before the writer put pen to paper? 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to keep reading, wondering how much was missing from the historical record.  It was frustrating to realise just how little we actually knew.  Some of the ancients had been obsessive letter writers, sending out a dozen missives a day to their friends and contacts; others remained so obscure we knew almost nothing about them, if indeed we knew they’d existed at all.  The Eternal City had been huge, far larger than the largest city in the modern world.  There could have been millions of people within the city when it fell, lives snuffed out in a single, catastrophic moment.  And none of us would ever know their names. 
 
      
 
    The hours crawled by slowly, each one feeling like a day.  I shifted, growing stiff despite the Object of Power I’d forged to keep the carriage running smoothly.  My arms and legs ached painfully, my eyes hurt as I forced myself to keep reading.  Names and dates - the latter involving more than a little guesswork - drifted through my head, stories of great deeds that couldn’t possibly be true blurring into row upon row of obscure facts and figures.  A general had conquered an entire country, single-handedly.  The book insisted he hadn’t even had a cook with him!  It was impossible ... 
 
      
 
    Unless he had a really awesome Object of Power under his control, I thought.  There were swords that could cut through anything and suits of armour that were effectively unbreakable ... I wondered, tiredly, if anyone had ever taken a charmed sword and tried to cut through the armour.  But Objects of Power don’t make you invincible ... 
 
      
 
    The next thing I knew, Caroline was shaking me gently.  “We’re stopping for the night,” she said.  “Do you want to get a room at the inn?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, quickly.  I’d had quite enough of the carriage.  Caroline smiled, opened the door and jumped down without waiting for a footman.  I followed, looking around with interest.  The books had insisted that great adventures began in inns, but ... this inn didn’t seem very busy.  The staff looked pleased - and astonished - to see us.  Their eyes wandered over me as though I wasn’t there.  It caught me by surprise, although I should have expected it.  This far from Shallot, it was unlikely anyone could match my face to the name.   
 
      
 
    My stomach growled as we headed into the restaurant.  It was as empty as the rest of the inn, with only a handful of travellers at the various tables.  Magister Niven spoke briefly to the waitress, then ordered something that looked like overcooked casserole with mashed potatoes.  It was the sort of dinner, I thought, that would have gotten the cook fired at my home.  But I ate it without complaint.  I was just too tired and hungry to care. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see you in the morning,” Magister Niven said, when we’d finished.  “Meet downstairs at eight for breakfast, then we’ll get back on the road.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline nodded and led me up to the bedroom.  The sign on the door insisted it was a kingly suite, but it was easily the smallest bedroom I’d ever seen.  There was barely enough room for one person, let alone two.  The beds were practically child-sized.  I scowled, reminded myself it could be worse, and checked the bathroom.  It stank of something I didn’t want to think about, but - thankfully - the shower was clean.  I stripped, washed, and climbed into bed.  It was hard not to notice that Caroline had more muscles than I did.  I found it odd.  Forgers were the only women who were encouraged to develop their muscles. 
 
      
 
    She can’t always rely on her armour, I reminded myself, as I closed my eyes.  I’d forged armour and other things for the Kingsmen.  She might have to fight without it one day. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up,” Caroline said.  “It’s time to go downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I thought she was playing a stupid joke.  I hadn’t slept ... had I?  It had only been a few seconds.  But the light was streaming through the window ... I stood, body aching.  I was so dazed it took me a moment to remember, despite everything, that I wasn’t alone.  It was the first time I’d shared a room with anyone since ... since I’d left the nursery and moved into my own suite.  Jude’s didn’t count. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch,” I said.  I hated the way I sounded, but I couldn’t help myself.  “Is it always this painful?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Caroline said, briskly.  “It’s normally worse.” 
 
      
 
    She tossed a tube of ointment at me.  “Get a shower, then rub this all over your body,” she ordered.  “It’ll make things better.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and disappeared into the washroom.  My skin itched, my muscles ached ... why hadn’t anyone included those details when they’d been filling my head with the joys of travel?  The cream helped a little, but I was still aching as I got dressed, packed the bag, checked to make sure I hadn’t left anything behind and followed Caroline down to breakfast.  It looked terrible, but at least there was plenty of it.  I ate, waiting for the others.  Magister Niven didn’t waste any time.  As soon as he had made sure everyone had eaten, he urged us back into the carriages.  I was almost tempted to demand a horse instead.  It had to be better than the carriages. 
 
      
 
    “It could be a great deal worse,” Caroline assured me, as I rubbed my aches.  “We could be walking all the way there.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to keep reading, scribbling down ideas for later research and development, as we continued our journey.  Caroline seemed to sleep - I don’t know how she did it - but from time to time I felt her eyes on me, as if she was studying me as intently as I’d studied her.  I was tempted to ask if we were related in some way - it was the only possibility that came to mind - but I doubted it.  If she’d been acknowledged, we would have known each other.  She certainly wouldn’t have been invited to join the Kingsmen. 
 
      
 
    The days fell into a blurry routine.  We drove for hours, stopping briefly every so often to answer the call of nature, then stopped at a series of inns for the night.  I was starting to think they’d been oversold.  The beds were dirty, the food was awful ... no wonder there were so few guests.  Magister Niven took it in stride, as did most of the others, but it was clearly wearing on the older Magister Von Rupert.  I didn’t like the grey sheen on his face every morning.  I was tempted to suggest he stopped at the latest inn and stayed there so we could pick him up on the return journey. 
 
      
 
    “I thought the inns were always busy,” I said, on the fourth day.  “Why are they all so ... empty?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline gave me a faintly superior smile.  “You haven’t been travelling often, have you?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I scowled at her.  “Why are the inns empty?” 
 
      
 
    “Go take a look at a map,” Caroline said, dryly.  “Hardly anyone wants to go east - unless they want to vanish and never return.  They’d run straight into the Eternal City and the other ruins if they tried.  Anyone who had more ... legitimate business would take a ship instead.  There wouldn’t be any inns along these roads if the king didn’t help pay the expenses.  The roads are a great deal busier up north.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, realising she had a point.  “How many people live here?” 
 
      
 
    “More than you might think,” Caroline said.  “But most of them are small farmers.  Traders tend to head north or take the waters to skim around the ruins.  The Great Houses have never taken much of an interest in the borderlands.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a big world, isn’t it?”  I shook my head.  “I never really knew ...” 
 
      
 
    “Most people don’t,” Caroline agreed.  “A horse can gallop fast ... but on a national scale, it still takes time to get from one place to the other.  The days when someone could just step through a teleport gate and travel thousands of miles in a single second are long gone, unless” - she eyed me speculatively - “you think you can rebuild them.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “I’ve barely scratched the surface,” I told her.  “Some Objects of Power ... they look like they need three or four forgers just to put them together.  I couldn’t even begin to duplicate them without trained help.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet you have no trouble producing a spellcaster,” Caroline said.  She jabbed a finger at my belt.  “How does that work again?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends,” I said.  “I can produce a spellcaster that does one thing.  It does it very well, but ... it and nothing more.  Your spellcaster can do many different things, if not as well.  I tried building in a rotary function, so I could cast separate spells, but ... all I ended up with was a bundle of spellcasters tied together.  It simply didn’t work very well.” 
 
      
 
    Because you’re casting the spells yourself and merely using the spellcaster to direct it, I added, silently.  I have to forge the spellcaster to shape and direct the magic without my involvement. 
 
      
 
    “It should.”  Caroline considered it.  “You can’t simply craft a teleport gate?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even understand the math behind it,” I said.  “The equations are so complex I can’t follow them.  Magister Von Rupert couldn’t calculate them for me.  I thought ... I thought we might be missing something.  It wouldn’t be the first time something was left out of the books because the writer thought it was obvious.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at my bags.  I had books that claimed the empire’s aristocrats had homes linked together by teleport gates, with the different rooms in different parts of the empire.  It struck me as far more trouble than it was worth, although I could see the advantages.  Dad would certainly like something that linked our various properties together.  I might like it, too.  He wouldn’t raise so many objections to me leaving the city if I could go there and back in the blink of an eye. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Caroline said.  “A curious oversight.” 
 
      
 
    “Not really.”  I shrugged.  “There’s a great deal I took for granted until I started trying to teach Callam.” 
 
      
 
    I changed the subject, quickly.  “Why did you join the Kingsmen, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline smiled blandly.  “I wanted something to do with my life.” 
 
      
 
    She turned away, burying her head in a book.  I took the hint and settled back, watching as the landscape turned from farms to scrublands that rose towards distant mountains.  The eastern border had never been properly demarcated, not when there was no one on the far side to argue over the borders.  In days of yore, if the books were to be believed, the mountains had once blocked the empire’s expansion.  Now ... there were still so many roads cut through the passes that it was hard to believe they’d ever been a real barrier.  A flying machine would have had no trouble flying over the peaks and descending on the fertile lines beyond.   
 
      
 
    “Keep your spellcaster close,” Caroline warned.  “We’re crossing the border shortly.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at her.  “I thought it was supposed to be guarded.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it is.”  Caroline gave me a sardonic look.  “By officers who’ve offended someone and found themselves sent into exile, and soldiers too drunk or stupid to realise why they were ordered to man isolated posts in the middle of nowhere.  I could lead an army through the border and no one would even notice I was there, at least until I attacked a large town.  I wouldn’t trust the border guards to count past ten without taking off their shoes, let alone defend the country against rampaging hordes.  The horde could just pay out a massive bribe and the border guards would look the other way.” 
 
      
 
    She took a long breath.  “I bet you a gold crown that we won’t see a single border guard when we actually cross the border.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then decided it would be better not to take the bet.  “What about the other borders?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline sighed.  “They’re a little better, at least partly because there are potential threats on the other side.  More competent officers, better-led soldiers, a proper cadre of experienced NCOs ... yeah, it’s a little harder to get an army over those borders.  Here ... I wouldn’t care to bet against it.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “Why?  I mean, why doesn’t the king do something?” 
 
      
 
    “When I was a child, I thought the king just had to command and all would obey,” Caroline said, as we started to climb through the mountain pass.  “As an adult, I’ve come to realise it isn’t really that easy.” 
 
      
 
    We kept driving, the temperature dropping rapidly to the point I found myself trying desperately to keep warm.  Caroline muttered a heating spell, but it barely lasted more than a second before fading again.  I cursed under my breath, digging through my bag for a cloak.  Mum had sewn it herself, stitching protective and warming runes into the cloth.  It wasn’t much, but it was all I had.  I kicked myself for not remembering we were going to be passing through the mountains.  It felt as if I was going to freeze to death. 
 
      
 
    “I was right.”  Caroline didn’t seem to be quite so bothered.  “Take a look.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to peer through the window.  We were driving past a stone fort.  There were no visible guards, let alone anyone trying to block our path.  Caroline let out a satisfied sound as the carriage started to go downwards, the temperature starting to rise again as we left the mountain.  I took a breath and instantly regretted it.  The scent of wet smoke and tainted magic reminded me of the last time I’d visited the city, back when we’d been kidnapped.  I hadn’t realised how badly it would affect me until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    You escaped, I reminded myself.  And you saved your friends, too. 
 
      
 
    The carriage kept rattling on.  I felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold.  We were on the far side of the border now, in lands claimed by no king.  The air was tainted by wild magic and the soil ... I remembered what I’d seen last time and shivered again.  We were still nearly a hundred miles from the Eternal City.  If it was this bad here, how bad would it be closer to our destination? 
 
      
 
    “The advance party should have left a message for us in Last Drop,” Caroline said, as the sun started to set.  The town was apparently neutral, a den of iniquity that existed well outside the king’s jurisdiction.  “Hopefully, we can link up with them quickly.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  All of a sudden, the adventure seemed very real. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Last Drop looked like a town right out of the gothic horror novels Rose - and Alana, although she’d never admit it - had started to read when she’d hit puberty.  It was a combination of stone and wooden buildings, a strange mix of permanent homes and structures that had clearly not been designed to last more than a few years. At most.  A strange sense of decay hung in the air, a silence that was almost a physical presence.  The houses themselves were bunched tightly together, as if they were taking refuge in each other from the horrors outside the walls.  It was completely and utterly deserted. 
 
      
 
    I felt another shiver that had nothing to do with the temperature as the convoy stopped in the middle of town.  The buildings loomed over us, casting long shadows into our hearts.  I grasped my spellcaster with one hand as we scrambled out of the carriages and looked around, half-convinced we were about to be jumped.  The sense we were being watched was overpowering, even though I couldn’t see anyone.  There weren’t even any birds. 
 
      
 
    Caroline shivered.  “This place doesn’t feel healthy.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly, as I looked up at the inn.  It was a strange mixture of stone and wood, as if the designers had decided - halfway through - to change plans on a whim.  I couldn’t help thinking the building looked like a fortress, although not one that would stand up to a serious attack.  Last Drop was too far from the kingdom for any law and order, beyond what the residents made for themselves.  It was quite possible the town was dominated by a handful of families or controlled by a couple of strongmen or criminals.  I’d read a couple of gothic books, too.  It was hard to believe that such lawless territory existed. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” Magister Niven ordered, curtly.  “I’ll check out the inn.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Adam said.  “Caroline, stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline nodded, her eyes sweeping from side to side.  I kept my hand on my spellcaster as the two men approached the inn, slipping up to the door and pushing it open.  There should have been a welcoming chime, one to inform the innkeeper that new customers had arrived.  But there was nothing.  I tensed as they made their way into the building, feeling something was wrong beyond the town being deserted.  The sense we were being watched was growing stronger. 
 
      
 
    “There were over a hundred permanent residents and dozens of visitors, passing through,” Caroline commented.  Her voice was quiet, but she might as well have been shouting.  “Why would they all flee?” 
 
      
 
    I had no answer.  The town felt sinister, but ... the residents were within a few dozen miles of the Eternal City.  They were far too close to the ruins for comfort.  Surely they were used to the feeling.  I looked down the street, seeing nothing.  The town seemed as abandoned as the ruined city itself.  My fingers twitched.  I saw a couple of our drivers.  They looked spooked.  The horses didn’t seem any happier.  They looked on the verge of bolting. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven emerged, looking grim.  “The inn’s completely empty.  We shouted and searched and found nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t hear any shouting,” Caroline said.  “How loudly did you shout?” 
 
      
 
    “I gave it the full parade-ground bellow,” Adam said.  “How did you not hear us?” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven walked past him.  “The inn looks deserted,” he said.  “There were no signs of a struggle, as far as we could tell.  The residents just up and left.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they were compelled,” Magister Grayson said.   “Did they leave uneaten food on the table?  Or perhaps ...” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Magister Niven sounded very certain.  “The inn looks to have been abandoned, but not in haste.  There’s no hint the occupants were suddenly forced to move.  They just packed up and left.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  It was hard to imagine an innkeeper giving up his inn, let alone an entire town’s population just ... walking off into the countryside.  I stared towards the trees at the edge of the town, warped and twisted by the tainted magic leaking from the ruined city.  I’d been told a skilled man could live off the land, but here?  I couldn’t believe it.  I turned slowly, my eyes lingering on the houses.  There was an odd sense of decay pervading the town.  Even the stonework seemed affected. 
 
      
 
    Adam spoke into the silence.  “We need to know what happened,” he said.  “And quickly, before it happens to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Magister Niven glanced at me.  “Cat, stay here with Hugh.  The rest of us will search the town.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming with you,” I said, quickly.   I didn’t want to remain with the carriages.  “You need as many eyes as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven gave me a long look.  I could practically see the wheels turning in his mind.  He didn’t really want to leave me alone, or too close to it for comfort, and at the same time he didn’t want to take me with him.  It might put him in a position where he’d have to decide between the good of the team, and his desire to know what had happened, and keeping me safe. 
 
      
 
    “She can come with me,” Caroline said, breaking the impasse.  “We might need her insights.” 
 
      
 
    “Take care,” Magister Niven muttered.  “We don’t want to spend time looking for you.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline nodded, then pointed down the street.  “We’ll check that house there,” she said, flatly.  “We can inspect a number of buildings, then head on to the base camp.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.”  Magister Niven sounded worried.  “Keep your eyes peeled.  We have to know what happened here.” 
 
      
 
    A chill ran down my spine as Caroline led me towards a small house.  It looked ... loved, and yet, it seemed deserted.  The garden had been planted with herbs, including a number I knew were used in simple potions.  It was hard to be sure - I’d never been much of a gardener - but it didn’t look as if it had been abandoned for more than a week or so.  Caroline motioned for me to stay back as she approached the door, then tapped on it.  The sound made me jump.  I stared at the windows, half-expecting to see someone peeking, but there was nothing.  The building felt deserted and yet ... 
 
      
 
    Caroline pointed her fingers at the door and snapped them.  The lock clicked open.  I felt a sudden surge of envy as she prodded the door open with her foot.  I could produce all kinds of wonders, with a forgery and a supply of raw materials, but I couldn’t manipulate magic directly.  Rose had been born amongst the lowest of the low and yet she had more power in her little finger than I had in my entire body.  It still burned at me, sometimes.  I was important, and yet I was also dangerously vulnerable.  Caroline could best me with both hands tied behind her back. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Caroline mused, as she peered into the lobby.  “Come and look at this.” 
 
      
 
    I followed her into the house, keeping one hand on my spellcaster.  The air felt hot and humid.  It smelt of something that left an unpleasant metallic taste at the back of my mind.  I felt as if I were trespassing, as if I were intruding on someone’s privacy ... as if I were doing something wrong.  And yet ... there was no one there.  The house looked normal and felt as something bad was about to happen.  It felt ... wrong. 
 
      
 
    Caroline looked jumpy as she glanced into the first room.  I followed her gaze.  It looked like an ordinary sitting room, the walls lined with books and paintings.  The armchairs seemed unfashionable ... I kicked myself, mentally, for even considering fashion in such a place.  It was unlikely anyone resident in the town cared about fashion.  I kept my hands to myself as Caroline led me into the kitchen, all too aware I couldn’t sense a hex before it caught me.  My sisters had been fond of booby-trapping their rooms.  Mum had told them both off after they’d accidentally turned a pair of maids into frogs and trapped them within a network of spells. 
 
      
 
    “No sign of a struggle,” Caroline said.  She moved around the room, opening drawers and cupboards.  “It’s hard to tell if they took any food with them, when they left, but they must have.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, feeling uneasy.  The house felt like ... a trap.  I wanted to turn and walk out before it was too late. Caroline glanced at me, then hurried up the stairs.  The sense of being intruders grew stronger as we peered into the two bedrooms, one clearly designed for children.  The beds were made, waiting for people who might never come home.  I shivered, biting my lip so hard I drew blood.  Caroline didn’t look any better.  Her eyes were flickering back and forth as if she expected to see something taking shape behind her. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no obvious sign of packing.”  Caroline was digging through the clothing drawers.  “Everything that should be here is here.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they had more clothes,” I suggested, waspishly.  “Or ...” 
 
      
 
    Caroline tried to smile.  It looked ghoulish.  “How many sets of clothes do you think the average commoner has?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, crossly.  Rose had only brought the bare minimum to school.  She’d reused everything from dresses to underclothes, relying on spells - when she’d mastered them - to keep her clothes relatively clean.  She’d been shocked at the sheer number of dresses Alana and Bella owned, many of which had been worn once and then stowed away in the closets and forgotten.  And Rose lived in Shallot, with an allowance from her patrons.  Anyone who lived here, in Last Drop, probably couldn’t afford to buy new clothes every week.  The outfit on the bed was so heavily patched that I thought it had passed through at least a dozen owners before being abandoned. 
 
      
 
    “So they left, taking nothing with them.”  I shook my head.  “And yet, somehow they did it without a struggle.  Unless ... they all left the house before ... before whatever happened and never had the chance to come home.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps.”  Caroline didn’t look convinced.  “Or ...” 
 
      
 
    She let her words dangle in the air as she walked past me and stared into the bathroom.  I took one final look around the bedroom.  It was cramped and yet there was something comforting about it.  I wondered, idly, if Rose’s parents shared a similar room.  I’d promised to visit, long ago, but it had never been possible.  Caroline turned ... 
 
      
 
    ... Her eyes went wide.  Her spellcaster was in her hand faster than I would have believed possible.  I froze, suddenly unsure what would happen if she hurled a spell at me.  My protections would save me from some spells, but not all of them.  I’d been reluctant to test the theory.  A fireball might not hurt me directly, but if it set fire to my clothes. 
 
      
 
    “Stay still,” Caroline snapped, before I could say a word.  “Don’t move!” 
 
      
 
    I tensed, panic yammering at the back of my mind.  She’d got the drop on me so quickly ... my mind spun, trying to understand what was happening.  She’d had ample opportunity to kill me, either in the carriage or when we’d been sharing a room ... it just made no sense.  What was she doing?  She couldn’t kill me, could she?  My thoughts ran in circles. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move,” Caroline repeated.  “Stay very still.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?”  I didn’t move.  “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline’s face showed a flicker of surprise.  “There’s a ghost behind you.” 
 
      
 
    I jumped and spun around.  There was nothing there.  The bed looked ... still, unmoving.  A chill ran down my spine.  There wasn’t anything there and yet ... I felt as if something was looking back.  An invisible man?  I knew how to spot someone cloaked in an invisibility spell - Alana had been fond of trying to sneak up on me - and none of the signs were there.  And yet ...” 
 
      
 
    “Back away.”  I heard a hint of panic in Caroline’s voice.  “Move towards the door.” 
 
      
 
    My legs trembled.  It was all I could do to inch back.  The floor seemed to be dragging me down.  Caroline caught my arm and yanked me back, the moment I came within reach.  She was shaking.  I saw her lift her hand and mutter a spell.  White light flared ... 
 
      
 
    ... And there was suddenly something there. 
 
      
 
    I yelped, stumbling back.  A white sheet of light - a vaguely humanoid shape - was gliding towards us.  I couldn’t see any eyes, but I could feel it looking at us.  It was gone a second later as Caroline’s spell faded.  Horror rushed through me.  I’d never seen any of the family ghosts.  I’d always assumed they were ashamed of me.  It had never crossed my mind - and it should have - that I might not be able to see them. 
 
      
 
    Caroline smacked my backside, hard.  “Move!” 
 
      
 
    The shock jolted me out of my trance.  I turned and fled, running down the crooked steps at breakneck speed.  Caroline cast a pair of spells - light flared, revealing other things at the corner of my eyes - and then followed.  The paintings on the wall seemed to be staring at us as we ran, painted eyes following us ... I’d heard horror stories about cursed paintings, but these felt real.  The door was closed ... I scrabbled for my spellcaster, swore as I realised it wasn’t designed to blast down a door, and shoved the door as hard as I could.  It opened, revealing the town outside.  I kept running, heading back to the carriages.  Behind me, Caroline slammed the door closed.  I doubted it would stop the ghost for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Shit.”  Caroline looked down the road, back the way we’d come.  “There’s more of them.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see anything.  The road was deserted.  I kicked myself a moment and later and reached for my goggles, pulling them over my eyes.  The town lit up with tainted magic.  I could see whorls of magic advancing, while the buildings beyond looked ... stained, as if someone had woven an eerie greenish light through the stone and wood.  It was so bright it hurt my eyes, forcing me to pull the goggles off.  Caroline couldn’t do anything of the sort.  I felt a sudden stab of sympathy as she pulled me back toward the carriages.  I was the blind girl in the kingdom of the sighted ... and someone had just cast a monumentally bright lightglobe. 
 
      
 
    “Cat!”  Magister Niven waved.  He looked deeply worried ... even scared.  Behind him, the horses were tugging at the reins.  “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    I picked up speed.  We ran, scrambling onboard the carriages as fast as we could.  The horses jerked forwards, throwing us against the far wall as the carriages were yanked down the road.  I banged my arm into the seat and grunted in pain, then grunted again as Caroline landed on top of me.  She was still shaking, as if one of the ghosts had reached an icy cold hand into her heart and squeezed.  Ghosts were harmless, I’d been assured, but ... I’d heard all sorts of warnings.  All of a sudden, all the old horror stories about ghosts preying on the living sounded very believable. 
 
      
 
    Caroline rolled over and picked herself up.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had worse,” I said.  I wasn’t about to confess weakness in front of her.  Besides, it was true.  It wasn’t uncommon for forgers to get injured - or injure themselves - while they were learning their trade.  It was why we all had scarred hands.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “It was suddenly behind you.”  Caroline sounded shaken.  “I ... you didn’t see it?” 
 
      
 
    “Not until you cast the spell,” I said.  “What were you trying to do?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline said nothing for a long moment.  “There’s a spell we were taught to disperse ghosts,” she said.  “I don’t ... I don’t know why it didn’t work.  It just lit up like a firecracker.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe that’s why I saw it,” I said.  If I couldn’t see the family ghosts ... could they see me?  Or ...  “Did the townspeople become ghosts?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you hadn’t said that.”  Caroline grimaced.  “I hope not.” 
 
      
 
    She stared down at her hands for a long moment.  I couldn’t help noticing they were smooth, utterly unmarked.  She was no forger ... and she probably wasn’t a commoner either.  Rose had scars on her hands and feet, dating back to her childhood on the farm.  She’d been put to work almost as soon as she could walk.  Caroline ... I studied her thoughtfully.  It was possible she was a distant relative or ... maybe I was overthinking it.  She might just be the child of a wealthy merchant, like Louise Herdsman.  Her election to Magus Court had put so many cats among the pigeons that even I had taken note. 
 
      
 
    “The ghosts might have driven the townspeople out instead,” Caroline said, finally.  “If something is changing here ...” 
 
      
 
    Her voice trailed off.  I wondered what she was thinking.  My thoughts were a mess.  If I couldn’t see the ghosts, if I couldn’t even sense them, without my goggles ... what was to stop one of them creeping up on me and ... and doing what?  What could a ghost do to me?  The stories were wild, but ... how many of them were actually real?  My family wouldn’t have tolerated the ghosts haunting our walls if they’d been dangerous.  If they couldn’t keep the ghosts under control, they would have moved out. 
 
      
 
    “If something is changing here,” Caroline said after a long moment, “we need to know what before it spreads any further.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I couldn’t have said it any better myself.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    There were, according to the map, no more towns between Last Drop and the Eternal City itself.  I knew the map was lying even before we continued our journey to the base camp.  It was no surprise that we drove through a number of towns and hamlets, settlements that didn’t even seem to be trying to hide.  And yet, what was surprising was that the settlements were completely deserted.  No one waved as we passed, let alone asked for news from the far side of the distant mountains.  There weren’t even any animals picking through the abandoned houses or birds flying in the sky.  It was ... unnerving.   
 
      
 
    It was almost a relief when we crested the hill, just before sunset, and drove down towards the base camp itself.  The ruins of the city were clearly visible, piles of debris stretching as far as the eye could see.  I thought I saw glimmers of light within the rubble, flickers of magic that might be harmless ... or anything but.  The wind shifted, blowing the scent of ashes - and something else I couldn’t identify - towards me.  It crossed my mind, as we slowed to a halt, that the base camp might have been abandoned.  They were far closer to the ruins than Last Drop. 
 
      
 
    Caroline clearly had the same thought.  “If the camp is deserted, we’ll take you straight back home,” she said.  “I don’t want to risk your life any further.” 
 
      
 
    I bit down a sharp response.  Caroline might never admit it, certainly not to me, but the ghosts had scared her.  I understood.  She knew how to handle everything from footpads to outright warlocks, but the ghosts had been very different.  They might not have been a real threat - it was hard to tell if they could do anything - yet there was no way to be sure, short of standing still and daring the ghosts to do their worst.  I didn’t think that would be a good idea. 
 
      
 
    The wind grew cold.  I shivered, despite my cloak.  If a ghost came up behind me, I would be none the wiser until it was too late.  Caroline could see the ghosts, even if she couldn’t do anything.  I made a mental note to convince her to show me the dispersal spell.  I might not be able to cast it, but I could forge a spellcaster to ... I shook my head in frustration.  The tools I’d brought with me weren’t good enough to forge a whole new spellcaster from scratch.  It might be possible to modify one of the older spellcasters - I’d designed them to be easy to alter, if I could fit the spell runes on a runic plug - but it would be tricky.  I wasn’t sure I’d have the time. 
 
      
 
    “Thank the Ancients,” Caroline said.  “They haven’t fled.” 
 
      
 
    I followed her gaze as the carriages rattled to a halt.  The base camp was larger than I’d expected - a cluster of tents surrounding a pair of wooden buildings - and it clearly wasn’t deserted.  A young man stood at the edge of the campsite, holding a spellcaster in one hand; two more stood by the nearest building, watching and waiting.  They looked jumpy.  I noticed none of them looked towards the ruined city.  Caroline opened the door and scrambled out, motioning for me to follow.  Magister Niven was already hurrying towards the welcoming party. 
 
      
 
    “Andre,” he said.  “I’m sorry we’re late.” 
 
      
 
    The young man - Andre, I assumed - shook his hand.  “We’re just glad you got here,” he said, as his eyes flickered over me.  “The last supply convoy warned us you might have been delayed.” 
 
      
 
    “Long story.”   Magister Niven nodded to me.  “This is Caitlyn, Caitlyn Aguirre.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, call me Cat,” I said, holding out a hand.  Andre took the hand and kissed the air just above my skin.  “It’s a pleasure to be here.” 
 
      
 
    Andre studied me with frank interest.  “They all say that, at first,” he said.  “And then they start wanting to go home.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline leaned forward.  “Last Drop was deserted, inhabited only by ghosts,” she said.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know.”  Andre turned and led us towards the nearest building.  “The locals rarely come anywhere within ten miles of the city itself.  They seem torn between taking our money and refusing to have anything to do with us.  A couple of the lads tried to form relationships with local girls, but” - he shrugged - “they got nowhere.  We’ve been seriously worried about supplies, if one of the convoys is late.  The locals might feed us, or they might not.” 
 
      
 
    I saw Caroline and Adam exchange glances.  Adam leaned forward.  “You can’t keep a stockpile of preserved foodstuffs?” 
 
      
 
    Andre snorted.  “Spells are unreliable here,” he said.  “We have a bunch of preservation chests forged by the finest artificers in three kingdoms.  None of them are reliable.  We have to recast the spells repeatedly, just to keep them operational, and even that isn’t enough to guarantee they’ll work.  Last month, we lost a chest of food because it went rotten despite us casting and recasting the spells.  We haven’t been able to tune our spells to the local environment.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing as we walked into the building.  It was bigger than I’d expected, the air smelling faintly of wood and soup.  A large table - also wood - dominated the centre of the room, flanked by a pair of long wooden benches.  I’d expected something akin to Jude’s, but the base camp looked and felt primitive.  I guessed they were using as little magic as possible.  If they couldn’t trust their spells, what could they trust? 
 
      
 
    “You should have received a safety briefing before you left the kingdom,” Andre said, “but - for the record - this is the closest permanent habitation to the ruins.  It is not safe to sleep any closer, even if you’re desperate.  Do not go into the city alone, unless you want to get lost or die.  It can be very difficult to find your way out again if you get too far into the ruins.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah ... surely you have maps,” Magister Hugh Von Rupert said.  “The streets ... ah ... don’t change.” 
 
      
 
    “They do.”  Andre made a face.  “Or so we believe.  We’ve never actually seen it happen, Magister, but they do seem to change when we’re not looking.  Or ... maybe we just get lost as easily as anyone else.  Suffice it to say that there have been at least nine different attempts to map the ruins and they all failed, at least in part because the maps rapidly became outdated.” 
 
      
 
    Adam leaned forward.  “If we get lost, how do we get out?” 
 
      
 
    “There are five mountain peaks within eyeshot, when you’re in the city,” Andre explained, curtly.  “If you fix your eye on one of them, if you can see them, and start walking in its general direction, you will eventually find yourself outside the city.  There’s a ... a general feeling amongst many of us that the city is actually watching, that it is strikingly hostile to our presence but it will let us go if we walk out.  I’ve seen enough within the ruins to feel the belief cannot be discounted completely.  The wild magic is just too strong.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as they brought out bowls of stew and preserved bread.  The city couldn’t be alive ... could it?  I’d been told there were ancient ward networks that seemed almost intelligent in their own right, but I knew what had happened to the Eternal City.  The magic had gone away, if only for a short period of time.  And yet, when it had flowed back, it had flowed into a markedly different shape.  It was possible something weird had been born within the ruins.   
 
      
 
    “The city still draws hundreds of looters and grave-robbers every year,” Andre said.  “The outer edges of the city have been picked clean, as far as we can tell.  The really interesting stuff is nearer the centre, but very few people who go that way ever return.  Sometimes, we don’t even know they were there until we stumble across their campsites and note their disappearance.   We do our best to discourage them, but they just keep coming.” 
 
      
 
    “Unsurprising,” Adam noted.  He glanced at me.  “A working Object of Power would be worth millions.” 
 
      
 
    “It may not be worth the risk,” Andre said, flatly.  “Like I said, the vast majority of people who go that way don’t come back.  Those that do ... we try to intercept them, to find out what they recovered before they can sell it.  But they’re often reluctant to cooperate with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Caroline said, dryly.  “You might seize whatever they found and throw them in jail.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Andre dipped his bread in the stew and ate it, slowly.  “It’s a policy I’ve tried to get changed.  One poor fool found something and sneaked it out of the city and it killed him - it turned into a mass of roots and ripped him apart.  I have no idea what it was designed to do and neither did he.  Another person found a sword that cut off his hand when he tried to wield it.  A third ...” 
 
      
 
    I listened thoughtfully as I ate my stew.  It was surprisingly bland, almost tasteless, but it was filling.  And besides, I was a long way from home.  I couldn’t help feeling excited, despite my aches and pains and the ghosts ... and the memories of my last visit to the city, haunting me.  I couldn’t help noticing the rest of the team constantly glancing towards the far wall, where the city lay in darkness.  Their sensitivity to magic might not be working in their favour. 
 
      
 
    “We are here to investigate the energy pulses,” Magister Niven said.  “Do you have anything that was left out of your report?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Andre said.  He sounded irked.  “We started detecting the pulses several months ago, as I stated.  At the same time, there were a whole host of other events within the city, from magical fluctuations to underground shifts.  We don’t know what changed, if indeed anything did.  I ordered my people to stay out of the city and passed word up the chain to you and your superiors.  I left nothing out of my reports.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed.  “Some of my people reported seeing ghosts within the city before I ordered them to leave.  Others reported strange lights or voices.  A pair of researchers reported feeling odd compulsions, ranging from an urgent need to run to a desire to walk right into the heart of the forbidden zone.  And ... we lost a couple of researchers.  It’s possible they did walk into the centre of the city and died there.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible,” Magister Niven agreed. 
 
      
 
    Andre let out a breath.  “My people have prepared tents for you,” he said.  “It was my intention, now you are here, to send some of my people back to civilisation.  Their terms are almost up, in any case, and they’ll just be extra mouths to feed.  Unless you have any objection ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll want to speak to them first, to get their first-hand impressions of the city,” Magister Niven said.  “After that, they can go.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Andre yawned.  “If you don’t mind, I’m going to get some sleep.  Do you want me to have coffee sent in?” 
 
      
 
    “Maps would be preferable,” Magister Niven said.  “We have planning to do.” 
 
      
 
    “The city laughs at our plans,” Andre said.  “But I’ll have them sent in once you’ve finished your dinner.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised at his rudeness, although I supposed he might well have been awake since sunrise.  The city hadn’t been very welcoming to me and I imagined it must be a great deal worse for a magician.  Andre seemed a little ... scattered, but he wouldn’t have been given his post, with all the responsibility that came with it, if he hadn’t been very good at his job.  I suspected his superiors were quietly making allowances for him.  If the reports were accurate, anyone capable of staying so close to the city for so long was a pearl beyond price. 
 
      
 
    “We should get some sleep, too,” Adam said, once he’d finished his stew.  “It’s been a hard day.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Magister Grayson looked displeased.  “But we’ll need to make an early start in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert produced a scroll from his bag and laid it out on the table.  “This is ... ah ... a copy of a map that was printed shortly before the Fall,” he said.  “It is the youngest map of the Eternal City known to exist, although it ... ah ... is over a thousand years old.  I ... ah ... had it verified against other maps, older maps, and confirmed its truth ...” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the map and felt my heart sink.  It might have been accurate ... once, a thousand years ago.  Now, the Eternal City was a pile of rubble.  The floating mansions and cloud castles had fallen out of the air.  It was hard to believe the map was still usable, even without tainted magic twisting the streets and taking them somewhere beyond human comprehension.  It certainly didn’t show the flying structures, let alone where they’d fallen when the magic went away. 
 
      
 
    “It seems logical ... ah ... that we should start looking around the southern districts of the city,” Von Rupert said.  “The map indicates the presence of a set of research labs, rather than outright forgeries and other production centres.  Ah ... it is possible we might find something useful there.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven frowned as a staffer entered, carrying a modern map.  The lands surrounding the city were carefully detailed - I noted with some amusement that they’d listed settlements I hadn’t seen on the other maps - but the city itself was just a red splodge on the landscape.  I remembered what Andre had said and shivered.   If the city streets changed every time someone walked down them - I had no idea how and why that happened - the districts they wanted to visit first might be anywhere.  We might find ourselves walking in circles - or worse.  It was starting to look as though we needed a bigger team. 
 
      
 
    I yawned.  It was hard to follow the discussion.  My head felt as if it were crammed with cotton wool.  My body was aching ... I wished, suddenly, for a hot bath.  I doubted there was anything more than a basic shower, if that.  The adventure stories had left that out, too ... 
 
      
 
    Caroline stood.  “Cat and I are going to bed,” she said.  “I suggest the rest of you get some sleep as well.” 
 
      
 
    She helped me to my feet, then led me through the door.  It was dark outside, save for a handful of glimmering lights in the distance.  I looked up, feeling cold despite the warmth.  There were no stars overhead.  The darkness was absolute.  I wasn’t sure how that was even possible.  Caroline spoke briefly to a guard, then helped me to a small tent.  It barely seemed large enough for one person, let alone two.  I watched her open the flap, then crawled inside.  Caroline cast a lightglobe, but it started to spark and splutter before finally dying out.  I’d never seen anything like it, not since ... 
 
      
 
    “They do have a habit of talking and talking and talking, don’t they?”  Caroline muttered another spell, generating just enough light for us to find our sleeping bags.  “Are they always like that?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re amongst the cleverest people I know,” I said.  “And they’re the best in their fields.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline didn’t look impressed.  “We really need more people out here,” she said.  “And keep the eggheads back until we know the city is safe.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  “And when is that going to be?” 
 
      
 
    “Hah.”  Caroline met my eyes.  “Cat, can I give you a word of advice?” 
 
      
 
    “... Maybe.”  I tensed.  Caroline sounded rather like Alana, when she was trying to boss Bella and me around.  “It depends what you have to say.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t see the ghosts,” Caroline said.  “And you clearly don’t sense the city, either.  You are ... you are crippled here.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face under tight control.  She was sharp.  Everyone had been glancing towards the city ... everyone, but me.  I wondered when she’d been watching.  I’d been sure she was paying attention to the conversation ... not me.  And ... pride warred with common sense as I tried to think of an excuse to ignore her.  She wasn’t my sister ... either of my sisters.  It was hard to believe she wanted to hurt me. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” I said, finally.  I tapped the goggles in my hair.  “But I’m not completely blind.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Caroline echoed.  “If spells are unreliable here, how do you know your creations won’t be unreliable, too?” 
 
      
 
    Good point, I conceded.  Too good. 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “What’s your point?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline didn’t flinch at my rudeness.  “When we’re in the city, you stay behind me,” she said.  “If we run into trouble, you run and don’t look back.  Understand?” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes were suddenly very hard.  I had no trouble believing Caroline would do whatever she felt she had to do, just to keep me safe.  I could envisage her tying me to the bed or chaining me to the wall or something, in the name of protecting me.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “Tell me something,” I said, instead.  “Pretend you’re blind, facing a sighted man.  What would you do?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline’s eyes seemed - incredibly - to harden still further.  “What’s your point?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d use a light spell,” I said, answering my own question.  “It will blind your opponent while leaving you unharmed.  Here ... me being immune to the city’s magic may make the difference between success and failure.” 
 
      
 
    “It might,” Caroline said.  “But you being unable to use magic doesn’t make you immune to it.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  “But it doesn’t make me useless, either.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Caroline said.  “Now, get some sleep.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Adam said.  “I trust you slept well?” 
 
      
 
    I made an incoherent sound as I stumbled into the dining hall and staggered towards the coffee pot.  The tent had veered between being freezing cold and uncomfortably hot, while the sleeping bag had been too thin to provide any real protection from the hard ground.  The spells woven into the cloth had either failed long ago or simply collapsed when they tried to draw on magic I didn’t have.  Either way, my body felt as if I’d been brutally beaten.  I would have killed to go back to one of the inns. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a lovely day,” Adam continued.  “The air is lovely and warm.” 
 
      
 
    I glared.  “How are you so ... cheerful?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve slept in worse places,” Adam assured me.  “Back when I was doing basic training, they forced me to sleep in the open air, with a bunch of gorse for my pillow.  And then they taught me how to cope with torture by torturing me.  And then ...” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to know.”  I shook my head in irritation.  I had never had much tolerance for boasting.   Adam might be a commoner, and thus required to talk himself up at every opportunity, but ... I shook my head.  It was just annoying.  “When did you go to bed?” 
 
      
 
    “An hour after you, give or take a couple of hours,” Adam said.  “We spent half the night talking.” 
 
      
 
    I shot him a cross look as I drank my coffee.  It tasted foul, worse than anything I’d ever tasted, but it jerked me awake.  Adam kept talking, chatting about his final year at Jude’s before he’d joined the King’s service.  I wasn’t sure if he was bragging, trying to find some common ground, or trying to flirt with me.  The nasty part of my mind insisted he’d be a good match for Alana.  He wouldn’t try to overshadow her, but he wouldn’t put up with her nonsense, either.  The rest of my mind pointed out it was a foolish thought.  Adam might be handsome - and extremely capable - but the family wouldn’t be likely to see him as a good match. 
 
      
 
    “We have a rough plan,” Adam continued.  “We’re going to sweep through the outskirts of the city first, then consider our next move before heading deeper into the city.” 
 
      
 
    “And see if we can localise the energy surges,” I finished.  I understood the temptation to try to find an old research lab, if not an old library, but our real goal was to find out what was actually happening.  “When are we going to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “When everyone is ready?”  Caroline strode into the room, looking ready for anything.  I felt a flash of pure dislike.  She’d been in the same tent and yet she looked as if she’d spent the night in a featherbed.  “It may be some time before everyone is ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly, and forced myself to eat.  The food wasn’t very tasty, and it gave me flashbacks to being held prisoner, but it was better than nothing.  Adam and Caroline talked in low voices, discussing the ghosts, the written reports from the base camp staffers and the plans for the day.  I listened to them, doing my best not to show it.  I didn’t think they were fooled.  Adam had been known for brilliance and ambition even as a firstie.  Caroline wouldn’t have become a Kingsman if she hadn’t been just as good. 
 
      
 
    Magisters Niven and Grayson joined us.  “Hugh is remaining in his bed,” Niven said, shortly.  “He’s not in a good state.” 
 
      
 
    I winced.  I was eighteen, reasonably strong and fit for my age.  Magister Von Rupert was easily old enough to be my granddad.  If I felt wretched, after several days on the road, I dreaded to think what he must be feeling like.  He probably wanted to stay in bed for several days.  I hoped he’d been given one of the interior rooms.  He was too old to use a tent. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Adam said.  There was a hint of affection in his voice.  It reminded me that he’d been taught by Von Rupert, too.  “I hope he’ll be better soon.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven produced a map - the same one we’d seen the previous night - and laid it out on the table.  “The five of us will make our way through this part of the city, as we discussed,” he said, drawing out a line on the map.  “The researchers believe it is relatively safe, although it cannot be guaranteed.  Should we run into anything we can’t handle, we will try to avoid it and return to base.” 
 
      
 
    “We need more men,” Caroline said.  “Can you not ask for more?” 
 
      
 
    “Practically, I agree with you,” Magister Niven said.  “Politically, it would be an international headache.  The king couldn’t send us more men without risking disputes with the other kingdoms, which would be more trouble - I think - than he’d consider it worth.  If they sent separate contingents ...” 
 
      
 
    “I get the point,” Caroline said, tartly.  “But we’re talking about a whole city.  The entire team cannot do more than scratch the surface.” 
 
      
 
    “At least until we localise the energy surges,” I said.  “That’s why we’re here.  The rest of the city can wait.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven nodded.  “As fascinating as exploring the majority of the ruins might be, that is not why we’re here,” he agreed.  “Our goal is to figure out what’s happening and hopefully do something about it.” 
 
      
 
    I saw Caroline scowl and nodded to myself.  We were a very small team, even if we were rich in expertise.  A small army of teammates would make life a great deal easier.  And yet ... I sighed, inwardly, as we finished our breakfast and made our way to the dressing rooms.  It had been hard enough, from what Dad and Akin had said, to get international agreement to station even a small team near the city.  If we asked for a hundred men, the various kings would say no. 
 
      
 
    “These are your warning badges,” Andre said, when we’d washed and changed into fresh clothes.  I took a green badge and eyed it quizzically.  “The badges change colour depending upon the level of wild or tainted magic in the air.  If they turn yellow, you’re brushing against the danger zone; if they turn red, get out at once.  Do not, and I mean do not, try to use your own magic.  There is a very good chance you’d blow yourself up and take the rest of the team with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Adam said.  “How much magic can we use while the badges are green?” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, once you cross the city limits,” Andre said.  “Even simple spells can become dangerously unpredictable.” 
 
      
 
    I had a different question.  “Is there something to shield us from the wild magic?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been tried,” Andre said.  “But they inevitably failed.” 
 
      
 
    Adam nudged me.  “Perhaps you can come up with something new.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, wordlessly.  The sheer concentrations of tainted magic in the city were terrifyingly high.  They’d be very dangerous, even if we didn’t use magic in the red zones.  I wondered, numbly, what would happen if we stayed there for too long.  A stray thought might just be enough to start a cascade, putting our lives in danger.  I made a mental note to inspect the base camp’s facilities, later on.  I could probably forge an Object of Power to protect us.  I just wasn’t sure what else it would do. 
 
      
 
    My heart started to race as we walked down the corridor and out into the open air.  The wind blew hot and cold, gusts of dry heat alternating with freezing cold blasts that left me shivering.  The air tasted of wet ashes, of tainted magic ... it struck me, suddenly, that the tainted magic was perhaps the only magic I could feel.  My skin prickled as we stared at the ruins.  I’d studied the maps long enough to memorise them, as well as every book on the city I could find, but it was clear I’d wasted my time.  The landscape had been warped and twisted beyond recognition.  Anything that had survived the Fall had probably shifted position over the years.   
 
      
 
    “There was a road around the city that marked the outer edge of the city limits,” Andre commented.  “Once you cross, you’ll be in the city itself.  Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said, sourly. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven squinted at the city, then started walking down the path.  The others followed, their faces suggesting they were staring into the sun.  I reached for my goggles and held them, gingerly, over one eye.  The city was a blinding light, layer upon layer of magic washing through the ruined buildings until they all blurred together into a single horrific sheet of twisted power.  I’d hoped to isolate the separate strands, perhaps to turn them into a power source or neutralise them entirely, but it was impossible.  The tools I’d had were completely unsuited to the task. 
 
      
 
    I removed my goggles.  The city still looked warped and twisted.  The more I stared, the harder it was to make out any detail.  My perspective kept shifting.  The city was so tiny I could crush it with a single hand and so huge it dominated the skyline, perhaps even the world.  I had to fight the impulse to turn and flee back to the base camp, even though I was blind to the magic running through the city.  The others had to have it worse.  Adam and Caroline stood their ground, with an effort, but the two older men kept stumbling as they made their way forward.  I glanced at the badge on my breast and winced.  It was shifting constantly between green and yellow. 
 
      
 
    The world seemed to shift again, the moment we started to cross the road.  It was incredibly wide, easily wide enough for a dozen carriages to travel side by side.  I felt as if I were a tiny bug, crawling across a plane of glass.  I’d been turned into bugs before - my sister had practiced her curses on me - but this was different.  I’d never felt so small.  The wind howled around me without ever quite touching me.  The howling in my ears was terrifyingly loud. 
 
      
 
    My perspective shifted, once again.  The city was all around me.  Towering buildings, loomed over us.  I whimpered, suddenly convinced they were about to collapse and bury us.  The sensation was so strong I nearly fell over backwards.  I bumped into Adam, almost knocking him over.  He caught my arm and held it until I steadied myself.  I didn’t understand how he remained so calm. 
 
      
 
    His lips moved, but I heard nothing.  The wind - the impossible wind - was just too loud.  He leaned forward and put his lips against my ear, something that - in Shallot - would have earned him a slap or a hex.  I could tell he was shouting, but his voice sounded as though he was whispering.  His words came in fits and starts.  He had to repeat himself twice before I realised he was telling me to look at the ground. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to look down.  The material beneath my feet - I had no idea what it was - felt reassuringly stable.  The world seemed to calm down, just a little.  The buildings fell back, snapping into their normal place.  I rubbed my forehead, gritting my teeth as I leaned against him.  It wasn’t something I would normally have allowed, even for a second, but it was different here.  I promised myself Akin would never know.   He would understand - I was sure of it - but his family might have different ideas. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” I managed.  My legs felt unsteady.  “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Adam let go of me.  I took a breath and looked at the nearest building.  It looked chillingly unfriendly, as if someone had taken a cheap apartment block from South Shallot and merged it into a jail.  There was nothing remotely individual about it, or its neighbours.  It was so perfectly put together, so completely uniform, that I wondered if they’d used meksects or some other mechanical automatons to put them together.  Even the apartment blocks back home had some individuality. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to take a breath.  The buildings were disturbingly bland, untouched by the ravages of time.  And yet ... the pavements and gutters were crammed with something that resembled lichen.  I wanted to look inside and yet ... an instinct told me it would be a dreadful mistake.  My goggles suddenly felt warm against my hair, as if I stood in the sun.  I felt them warily.  They were starting to grow hot. 
 
      
 
    Adam cleared his throat.  “I thought this was meant to be a safe part of the city?” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven smiled.  “It is,” he said.  “Relatively.” 
 
      
 
    “You ...”  Adam swallowed the rest of the sentence.  “What is the rest of the city going to be like?” 
 
      
 
    “Bad.”  Magister Niven glanced at me.  “Cat?  Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I looked around, careful not to look up.  The buildings were starting to curve ominously, as if we were trapped in the bottom of a snow globe.  My skin prickled as the wind picked up.  “I don’t think we should stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline fell in beside me as we walked down the street.  “Is it like you remember?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “I was held prisoner on the other side of the city, I think,” I said.  I’d looked at the maps long ago, trying to determine where we’d been kept and where I’d discovered the truth about magic, but I’d drawn a blank.  We just hadn’t had the time to make an exact note of our location.  “And it was still pretty bad.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you.”  Caroline looked as if her usual poise had deserted her.  “Be glad you can’t see everything.” 
 
      
 
    I risked the goggles, again.  This time, there were whorls of magic everywhere.  I saw them gliding through the buildings as though the interior walls weren’t there.  Other things - smaller things - darted along rooftops or flashed through the sky, rising and falling before vanishing into the background.  My eyes hurt as I tried to follow them.  I removed the goggles, too late to prevent a headache.  I gritted my teeth.  I was going to have to improve the goggles before I risked using them again. 
 
      
 
    The city seemed to keep changing as we made our way on.  Buildings shifted whenever we looked away, falling into new shapes in the brief seconds before we looked back.  I saw lights flickering in the distance, even humanoid shapes that glowed in the shadows before fading again.  The shadows themselves seemed to crawl after us.  I thought I saw teeth and claws within the darkness, hovering at the corner of my eye.  I told myself, firmly, that it was an illusion. 
 
      
 
    “Ancients.”  Adam’s face shone with sweat.  “What is this place?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  The apartment blocks had given way to vast and completely incomprehensible pieces of machinery.  They were huge, easily twice the size of a clipper ship; scorched, pitted and completely beyond repair.  I couldn’t even guess at their purpose.  They towered over me to the point I honestly wondered if we had been shrunk.  Shrinking spells were possible, but dangerous.  It was easy to get seriously hurt, if not killed.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    You wouldn’t think you’d been shrunk if you saw a clipper ship, I told myself.  But then, you’d recognise and understand a ship even if it was much bigger than anything you’d seen before. 
 
      
 
    “Look at the ground below it,” Magister Niven said, quietly.  I hadn’t even noticed him walking up behind me.  “It fell out of the sky.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  He was right.  The giant ... the giant flying machine rested in what was clearly an impact crater.  It had to have been burning even as it fell ... I tried to calculate how fast it had fallen, but drew another blank.  It was a very strange design.  Perhaps it had been part of something much greater.  The sails on a clipper ship were the most important part of the vessel, or so I’d been told, but they were hardly the only part.  There would be the wooden hull and cabin and everything else the sailors needed as they sailed.   
 
      
 
    “That might have been the Object of Power that kept the ... the flying machine aloft,” I said, slowly.  Whatever it was, it was so charred I couldn’t even begin to trace the power lines running through the machinery.  “The spellform must have been spluttering before it collapsed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s odd,” Magister Niven said.  “Why would that happen?” 
 
      
 
    I had no answer.  A Device of Power might start to decay, the magic losing its effectiveness until it was gone; an Object of Power worked right up to the moment it didn’t.  There was no middle ground between working and not working, no point where repairs might be conducted.  Once it started to fail, it failed.  I’d managed to repair a handful of broken Objects of Power, but my failures far outnumbered my successes ... 
 
      
 
    It didn’t break, I reflected.  I was fairly sure that was true.  The Object of Power that had destroyed the city, and brought down the Thousand-Year Empire, hadn’t destroyed its fellows.  It was starved of magic. 
 
      
 
    I had the feeling, looking at the ruins, that I was on the edge of understanding something important.  There was something right in front of me, something I was missing ... something I needed to know.  What ...? 
 
      
 
    “Get down,” Adam shouted.  I turned, hearing the alarm in his voice.  “Get down ...” 
 
      
 
    Too late.  A flash of magic darted out of nowhere and slammed into my chest. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I stumbled back, shocked. 
 
      
 
    The magic blurred around me, a haze of collapsing spellwork.  It hadn’t been meant to harm me, I realised, as I caught glimpses of the spell’s structure.  It might have done me real harm if it had.  I caught myself quickly, reflexes honed by my sister’s constant pranks, and dropped to the ground.  The remainder of the hex flashed out of existence.  I had no time to determine what it had actually been meant to do. 
 
      
 
    “Stay down,” Caroline snapped.  She held her spellcaster up, throwing a series of hexes towards our new enemies.  Half the spells went wonky, a fireball wobbling drunkenly before exploding in a flash of light.  “Don’t let them see you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, drawing my own spellcaster as I crawled for cover.  The hexes flashing over my head seemed to come from nowhere, as if whoever was casting them was hidden behind an invisibility spell.  They wobbled too, back and forth as if they hadn’t been cast very precisely ... or possibly an effect, I realised, of the city’s warped magic.  Our enemies hadn't had any time - or the expertise - to adapt their magic to the city’s unique conditions.  I told myself that was a good thing as I kept crawling, determined to get under cover before it was too late.  It wasn’t the first time I’d been chased through the ruined city. 
 
      
 
    But this time I’m older, I thought.  And I have trained help. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t get a lock on them,” Adam shouted.  He ran forward, spitting magic into the distance.  “How many are there?” 
 
      
 
    “At least four,” Magister Niven said.  I remembered he’d been an adventurer in his youth and smiled.  The odds might favour us more than the enemy thought.  “Perhaps five.” 
 
      
 
    I stayed low as more spells darted towards us, pressing myself against the ruined machinery.  The enemy spells hit the metal and splashed, harmlessly.  They really weren’t trying to kill us, I noted, although it was hard to be sure they’d succeed.  Their spells were as wonky as ours.  A hex intended to freeze the victim in place might easily crush them instead.  It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  My protections had their limits. 
 
      
 
    Caroline cursed.  I looked up and saw a row of cloaked men running towards us.  Adam fired hexes towards them, hexes which passed harmlessly through them ... illusions, I realised grimly.  Or perhaps an effect of the city itself.  I heard someone shouting in a language I didn’t recognise, which was ... odd.  I knew a dozen languages, from the Imperial Tongue itself to more modern variants.  What was it?  Hangchowese?  I found it hard to believe.  Hangchow was on the other side of the world. 
 
      
 
    It might be a local variant, I told myself.  The Thousand-Year Empire had worked hard to stamp out unapproved languages and cultures, to the point of insisting that all business - of whatever sort - be conducted in the Imperial Tongue.  And yet, some of the older languages had persisted until the empire met its end.  Or someone might be using it to hide their intentions. 
 
      
 
    The metal felt warm against my skin as I reached the corner and inched into a small crawlspace that opened up into something much larger.  The chamber was dim, lit by ... a shiver ran down my spine as I realised I didn't know.  The light seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere.  I stood, peering up at the metal ceiling.  The damage was maddeningly inconsistent.  One section would be as smooth as a baby’s bottom, the next was as rough as my skin after spending hours forging an Object of Power.  I kept moving, feeling oddly isolated even though I knew my friends weren’t that far away.  Where was I?  A warehouse?  A factory?  Or ... was I inside a giant engine? 
 
      
 
    I kept moving.  The interior was definitely not designed for humans.  It felt more like a child’s playhouse than anything else, with pipes and honeycomb chambers and weird lights that flickered in and out of existence at the corner of my eye.  The air became oppressively hot, sweat prickling down my back as I made my way through the honeycomb.  My eyes ached.  It struck me, suddenly, that I might have walked into danger.  I looked down at my badge and swore.  It was slowly turning red. 
 
      
 
    Move, I told myself.  I didn’t dare go back - I had no idea what I’d encounter - so I hurried forward.  Raw magic wouldn’t be that dangerous - or so I told myself - as long as I didn’t use magic.  That wasn’t a problem.  I darted through a set of chambers, finally reaching a gash in the side of the ... of the machine.  It looked as though it had landed badly, pieces of torn debris lying around it.  I couldn’t determine what metal had been used to make it, but it was tough.  What the hell is this thing? 
 
      
 
    I touched the metal lightly, wonderingly.  It was new.  No, very old.  I’d worked with rare metals since I’d earned my first degree in forging, back when I’d been a child, and I’d never felt anything like it.  My fingers just seemed to skitter over the metal, as if they couldn’t quite touch it.  My mind raced.  Had the metal been changed in some way, during the Fall?  Or was it something invented just before the Fall, something that had never made it into the record books?  It wasn’t impossible and yet ... there was an awful lot of it just lying on the ground.  I found it hard to believe the metal, whatever it was, had been in short supply.   
 
      
 
    A figure came into view, already raising a spellcaster.  I lifted mine, too slowly.  He jabbed his spellcaster in my direction, hurling a hex at me. The magic crackled around me, then snapped out.  He stared, then raised a hand and started to chant a far darker spell.  I didn’t give him the chance to finish it.  I pointed my spellcaster at him and triggered the spell.  It should have turned him into a small statuette, rendering him harmless until I released the spell.  Instead, there was a flash of green-black light and his body came apart.  Blood and gore splashed everywhere. 
 
      
 
    I retched.  I’d seen death - and horrific accidents, ones that had crippled unlucky forgers - but this was different.  This was ... I fell to my knees, sick.  I’d killed him.  Whoever he’d been, whoever he’d served ... I’d killed him.  I swallowed hard, trying not to throw up.  I’d tried to convince myself that the other deaths hadn’t been my fault, or that I hadn’t had a choice, but ... 
 
      
 
    “Cat!”  I heard someone running towards me.  The voice was so distorted I couldn’t tell who it was, but if they knew my name they probably weren’t bad guys.  “Cat, what happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    I turned.  Magister Grayson hurried towards me, his face grim.  I felt a mad urge to run.  He’d always been a strict teacher, with good reason.  It dawned on me, a second later, that he was actually worried about me.  I glanced back at the gory mess and shuddered.  It was steaming, as if the blood was starting to boil.  I knew curses that could do that - or worse - but I’d never been able to cast them.  I’d never even considered forging something to cast the spell myself.  I’d never felt the need. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your head down,” he snapped, as he came up to me.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “He attacked me,” I managed.  My voice shook.  I hadn’t meant to kill him.  I’d had no reason to believe that my spell would kill him.  I looked down at my badge and saw it was back to yellow.  “We can’t stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Magister Grayson caught my arm.  “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled me back towards the shouting, around the edge of the giant machine.  I stared at it, my head hurting.  Was it bigger on the inside?  Or had I shrunk?  Or ... or what?  I heard magic being tossed through the air as the other three fought back, trying to force the attackers to keep their distance.  I kept my head down, as ordered, as we rounded the corner.  Caroline and Adam were holding the line, using another piece of metal for cover.  Magister Niven was trying to cast a spell to take the fight to the enemy.  It didn’t look as though he was having any luck. 
 
      
 
    “Cat got one,” Magister Grayson said.  He sounded inordinately pleased.  “He was trying to come up behind us.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Caroline didn’t look back at me.  “Right now, they’ve got us pinned down.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I lowered myself to the ground.  The metal seemed perfectly capable of absorbing or deflecting enemy magic.  It was easy to use it as a shield.  But they’d have us the moment we tried to run, unless we inched backwards into the red zone ... I glanced down at myself, remembering all the horror stories from the first explorers who’d entered the city.  It didn’t look as though I’d grown an extra arm or mutated into something utterly inhuman ... 
 
      
 
    My head ached as more magic crackled over our heads.  The spells still seemed oddly unreliable - I tried to determine a pattern, but I couldn’t pick one out - yet it was just a matter of time before they flushed us out.  Magister Grayson was watching our back, keeping an eye out for the moment when the enemy realised they could get someone inching up behind us ... I swore under my breath.  My young relatives had been fond of tag, where a person had to transform or be transformed, but what was the worst that could happen?  An hour as a toad was infinitively preferable to death.  My stomach churned.  If they caught us, they were going to kill us.  Or worse. 
 
      
 
    “Magister, I want you to take Cat and head back the way we came,” Caroline ordered.  “I’ll use magic to make it look as though you’re still here, at least long enough for you to get out.” 
 
      
 
    “Too risky,” Magister Grayson said, flatly.  “That’s a red zone back there even if they don’t notice us ...” 
 
      
 
    Caroline shot him a sharp glance.  “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re stuck,” she snapped, angrily.  “Keeping their eyes on us might be our only hope of getting Cat out of here!” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to argue, to tell them not to worry about me.  It would be futile.  They’d sworn their oaths.  They might have some leeway - they might be able to convince themselves that knocking me out was a way to protect me - but not enough to save their lives.  We were pinned down, trapped.  It wasn’t as if they were just going to trap us, then spend the next few hours gloating.  They were going to capture or kill us.  I wondered, suddenly, who might be behind the attack. 
 
      
 
    Magister Grayson caught my arm.  “Cat, this way,” he said.  “Now.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I said.  “My protections still work here.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline and Adam exchanged glances.  I saw, just for a second, a working partnership ... and, perhaps, something more.  “Give them to us,” Caroline said, finally.  “We’ll take the risk.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then removed the amulet and the bangle.  “Keep them in contact with your bare skin,” I told them.  “As long as they’re touching you, you should be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.”  Caroline eyed the amulet doubtfully, then put it over her neck.  “I feel ... funny.” 
 
      
 
    “Here.”  I passed her one of my spellcasters, then slipped the other to Adam.  “Your spellcaster may not work, as long as you are wearing the amulet.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Grayson frowned.  “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, as if I didn’t know.  Better to pretend ignorance than admit the truth.  The amulet blocked magic, all magic.  Anyone wearing one couldn’t draw on the magic field to cast spells.  It didn’t make any difference to me, but Adam and Caroline would find them somewhat disturbing.  I wondered, as they braced themselves, if they’d find it easier to explore the city while wearing my protections.  They might not be able to see ghosts. 
 
      
 
    And what you can’t see can hurt you, I thought, numbly.  Who knows what’ll happen if a ghost catches me? 
 
      
 
    Caroline hefted her spellcaster.  “We shouldn’t leave you without protection,” she said.  “Are you sure ...?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said.  I had three protections, not two, but I wasn’t about to tell anyone about the third.  “Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    Adam grinned at me, then stood and walked around the chunk of metal.  A flash of light struck him ... and spluttered out of existence.  I smirked as Caroline joined him, walking down the street as casually as a pair of young nobles who wanted everyone to see them.  More magic sparkled around them, flashing and flaring before fading back into the ether.  They picked up speed, jabbing their spellcasters towards the enemy.  I heard someone scream, the sound cut off so abruptly I feared the worst.  I’d killed him, as much as I’d killed his friend ... 
 
      
 
    They’re trying to kidnap or kill you, I reminded myself.  They have only themselves to blame if they get hurt or killed in the process. 
 
      
 
    “Stay low,” Magister Grayson reminded me, as Caroline and Adam vanished around the corner.  The sound of fighting grew louder, then tailed off.  “We might have to run at any second.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, my thoughts churning.  I forced myself to stay down and think about something - anything - else.  I was going to have to devise better protections for all of us and then ... better goggles, definitely.  I hoped the base camp had enough tools for me to fiddle with the lenses and spellcasters, if nothing else.  I might have to put in a request for more supplies and hope they could be shipped to us, before it was too late.  The city was clearly growing more dangerous.  I could see the sky twisting over us, wild magic sweeping through the air.  It was hard to believe we’d be safe for much longer ... 
 
      
 
    Adam came into view and beckoned.  I stood, brushing ancient ashes off my trousers and hurried towards him.  He was grinning from ear to ear, his smile bright enough to light up the room; he tossed my bracelet to me with one hand, daring me to catch it.  I caught it neatly and returned it to my wrist.  Caroline was kneeling on top of a young dark-skinned woman, keeping her pinned to the bloodstained ground.  I looked at the gore and shuddered.  It was all too clear what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t think to bring cuffs,” Caroline said.  She sounded as if she were trying very hard not to laugh.  “Did anyone think to bring cuffs?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help myself.  I giggled.  The woman - she couldn’t be more than a few years older than me - stared at us, her face torn between anger and desperation.  She wore a simple shirt and trousers, hair hidden behind a hat.  It struck me, just for a moment, that she looked very much like Caroline.  I wondered just why she’d come to the city.  She didn’t look that dangerous.  It was hard to imagine her as part of a bandit gang. 
 
      
 
    Appearances can be deceptive, I reminded myself.  Magic was the great leveller.  Outside the city, she might be powerful enough to take both Caroline and Adam in a straight fight.  And you should know it. 
 
      
 
    “Put this on her,” I said, passing Caroline the bracelet.  “It should keep her from causing trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline nodded curtly, then took some rope from her bag and tied our captive’s hands behind her back.  The woman kept glaring at her, even when she was hefted to her feet and pushed down the road.  I looked around, wincing as I saw the sky.  It looked as if a storm was brewing, a storm tainted with wild magic.  Flashes of eerie greenish light lit the sky.  I swallowed hard, tasting something unpleasant on my tongue.  We had to get moving, fast. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven had the same idea.  “It looks like it’s going to rain,” he said, curtly.  “We don’t want to be here when it does.” 
 
      
 
    “The mountain is in that direction,” Adam said, pointing down the road.  I followed his finger and saw the distant mountain loom out of the cloudy sky, as if it were a great deal closer than the map suggested.  “We’d better hurry.” 
 
      
 
    Andre was right, I decided, as we made our way down the road.  The moment we started to make it clear we were leaving, the city let us go.  The buildings we’d walked past on our way into the city seemed to part, to allow us to walk straight out without interruption.  Caroline kept an eye on our captive, one hand clutching her shoulder while her eyes swept the city - and surrounding countryside - for serious threats; Adam studied my spellcaster, turning it over and over in his hand as we walked on.  I wasn’t too worried.  The king’s forgers would already know how to forge something similar.  They just didn’t have the talent to make it work. 
 
      
 
    A child could do it, given a few months of practice, I thought.  The king - and everyone else - had to be looking for more Zeros.  It wouldn’t be that hard.  The Thousand-Year Empire had simply cast a light spell on each and every child, then waited to see how long it took for the spell to wear off.  It’s just a matter of time before someone reinvents the test and puts it to work. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven came up beside me as we left the city and crossed the road.  “I don’t like this,” he said.  “We need to get some answers from our friend - and quickly.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “Another bunch of grave-robbers,” Andre said, when we finally made it back to base camp and marched our captive into the building.  He sounded personally offended as he studied the bound woman.  “Scott, fetch the truth potion.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, sir,” Scott said. 
 
      
 
    Caroline gave Andre a sharp look as she tied our captive to a chair.  “Does this happen often?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s very common, like I said last night, for grave-robbers to try to enter the city.”  Andre sounded impatient.  “We simply don’t have the manpower to surround the outer edge of the city and keep them from getting in and out.  We can’t even crack down on the illicit trade in working Objects of Power.  As long as finding one working artefact can turn someone into a wealthy man overnight, there’s nothing we can do to stop it.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing as I studied our captive.  She looked defiant and yet ... I could see a glimmer of fear in her eyes.  I didn’t know what she could expect, when she was shipped back to face justice.  Technically, no one - including the various kings and city-states - had any authority over the Eternal City and the surrounding regions.  We could cut her throat and it would be perfectly legal.  I wondered, idly, what had happened to the rest of her friends.  Were they all dead?  Or had they abandoned her?  It must have been a shock to see Adam and Caroline walking towards them, utterly untouched by hexes and curses.  The smarter grave-robbers might have decided to run before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    Magister Grayson caught my eye.  “Are you sure you want to be here for this?” 
 
      
 
    I shot him a sharp look.  I had a feeling he was trying to order me out without actually saying so.  It was ... annoying.  I wasn’t his student and I hadn’t been for over six years, ever since I’d left Jude’s.  And besides, I was sick of things being kept from me.  Dad hadn’t said a word about the king wanting me - and Callam - until I’d found it out for myself.  I knew I should be heading to the forgery, to consider what I could do to make it easier to explore the city, but I also wanted to know why the grave-robbers had attacked us.  It was quite possible they’d been hired to kidnap or kill us. 
 
      
 
    Scott returned, carrying a small vial in his hand.  “You know how to use this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Caroline said, with heavy patience.  “I know exactly how to use it.” 
 
      
 
    I watched, feeling oddly unsettled, as she pushed the captive’s neck back and forced her to open her mouth, then dribbled a handful of drops and made her swallow.  It was ... crude, crude and unpleasant and ... I shuddered, watching as the captive scowled.  I guessed her mind was racing, trying to determine what she could say that would be both true and misleading.  Dad had taught us how to evade the truth, if we were dosed.  He’d also admitted, when Alana had pressed him, that a skilled interrogator could trick his subject into answering, simply by constantly rephrasing the question or switching subjects randomly to make it harder to consistently mislead the interrogator. 
 
      
 
    “The potion encourages you to talk,” Dad had said, years ago.  “It takes great determination to maintain one’s misdirection, in the face of an overwhelming urge to say the truth and nothing but the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline relaxed, slightly, and settled back into her chair.  “What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Astra,” the captive said.  She looked shocked at how quickly her tongue had betrayed her.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    She shut her mouth with an effort.  Caroline smiled.  “Where do you come from?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, watching as Caroline asked the same questions in several different ways.  Astra didn’t seem to be trying to mislead us, although it was hard to be sure.  Misleading only worked, Dad had told us, if the interrogator didn’t realise he was being misled.  Caroline wasn’t taking any chances.  She rapidly discovered that Astra was from Garstang, that she’d been expelled from a school of magic there and fallen in with a band of looters, that they’d been badly spooked by the city and attacked us out of fear ... 
 
      
 
    “You could easily have broken contact and fled,” Caroline said.  “Why did you attack us?” 
 
      
 
    Astra’s face twisted.  “We thought you’d kill us if we were caught,” she said.  “We didn’t dare try to hide in the city.” 
 
      
 
    I felt uneasy as Caroline kept prodding.  Astra had seen ... things ... within the city, from strange lights to ghosts and weird surges of magic.  Some of her comrades had vanished for a few hours, before reappearing unaware that anything had happened to them; others had simply disappeared and never been seen again.  I shivered as she kept rolling out the stories - things she’d experienced personally, things she’d heard through the grapevine - and wondered how many of them were actually true.  Astra believed them, but that was meaningless.  Just because she believed something to be true didn’t mean it actually was. 
 
      
 
    Adam took over and tossed a handful of other questions at her, ranging from details of just how she’d joined the looting band to what happened to the artefacts they’d recovered from the ruins.  I’d known there were plenty of people prepared to pay good money for artefacts, books and other items from the city, but I hadn’t realised how extensive the networks were.  I couldn’t help wondering how many of the broken Objects of Power I’d seen over the last six years had been pulled from the city.  Astra didn’t know who the ultimate buyers were - of course - but I was sure they included people I knew.  The Great Houses were always in the market for working Objects of Power. 
 
      
 
    “Why were you expelled?”  Caroline took the lead again.  “What made them kick you out?” 
 
      
 
    Astra grimaced.  “I caught my boyfriend cheating on me and hexed him.  I wanted to hurt him.  I didn’t want to permanently cripple him, but ... the spell I used nearly killed him and left him a cripple and the head teacher told me I had massively overreacted and expelled me and it wasn’t ... it wasn’t ... it wasn’t ...” 
 
      
 
    “Fair?”  Caroline snorted.  “It sounds to me as though you were lucky you were only expelled.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Jude’s felt like a warzone at times, with students playing pranks or casting dangerous spells on each other.  Magic could heal almost anything, but not everything.  I knew curses designed to make life difficult - or deadly - for the healer who tried to lift them and repair the damage.  I didn’t want to know what spell Astra had used on her ex-boyfriend, but if the effects had been permanent it had to be one of the really nasty ones.  Caroline was right.  Astra was lucky she hadn’t been summarily shipped to a maximum-security prison. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” Caroline said, finally.  “We may have some more questions for you later.” 
 
      
 
    Astra glared at her.  “Where do you think I’d go?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline ignored her as she ordered Scott to keep an eye on the prisoner, then led us into the next room.  “What are we going to do with her?” 
 
      
 
    Andre shrugged.  “Our general procedure is to put a geas on prisoners, so they can’t cause trouble, and then put them to work until they pay off their debt to society or get shipped home for trial.  There’s never any shortage of unpleasant duties they can do for us ...” 
 
      
 
    “You enslave them?”  I felt a flash of pure horror.  Slavery was technically illegal within Shallot - and the kingdom beyond - but there were ways around the law if one had money and connections.  “You ... you turn them into slaves?” 
 
      
 
    “The only other option is to kill her,” Andre said.  He sounded bored, rather than annoyed at my tone.  “This isn’t a proper garrison.  We don’t have the facilities to house her as a prisoner nor do we have the manpower to provide a guard or the supplies to feed her while she cools her heels in the cell we don’t have.  We have tried transfiguring prisoners into objects until they could be shipped home, but spells are unreliable so close to the city.  What else would you have us do?” 
 
      
 
    “She wasn’t hired to kill us,” I pointed out.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    “The fact remains that they did attack us,” Caroline said, curtly.  “And we don’t have many options for keeping her under control.” 
 
      
 
    I balled my fists.  I’d been enslaved.  My captors hadn’t been able to cast compulsion or enslavement spells on me, but they’d cast them on Akin and Rose.  Akin had been made to punch me ... my stomach twisted, remembering how he’d slammed his fist right into my chest.  I knew it hadn’t been his fault - I didn’t blame him or Rose for what they’d been made to do - but I still had nightmares about our captivity.  The idea of doing the same to someone else, even a looter, was horrific.  I would sooner have chained her permanently to a wall, perhaps in a magic-resistant cell, than stolen her free will. 
 
      
 
    “I will not be making anything to help you keep her under control,” I snarled.  I didn’t think I’d brought anything that could be adapted into a slave collar.  “Is that clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Crystal.”  Magister Niven silenced Caroline with a sharp look.  “We will keep our new friend until we can send her back home for trial ...” 
 
      
 
    “Why not ask for her oath instead?”  I met his eyes, desperately.  “What if we hire her?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not trustworthy,” Andre said.  “We don’t know they attacked us by accident.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe that,” Caroline said.  “Anyone who wanted to set an ambush, and knew who they were facing, would have done a better job.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  My protections weren’t perfect.  A charmed blade might be useless against me - the charms would vanish the moment they encountered my protections - but a perfectly mundane blade would go through my skin and bury itself in my heart.  If the attackers had known about me, and researched old-style protections, they could probably work out how to bypass them.  They might even have succeeded quite by accident.   
 
      
 
    “An oath would keep her trustworthy,” Adam said.  “And I’m sure she’d be glad of the chance to work for us.” 
 
      
 
    “And then what?”  Andre gave him a sardonic look.  “You intend to just let her go?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure a few years of service will make up for her crimes,” Adam said.  “A decade here, a decade in prison ... what’s the difference?” 
 
      
 
    Andre snorted.  “If you wish to attach her to your team, and you can convince her to take the oath, you may do so.  If not, you are to enslave her and put a spellbinder on to make sure the spell stays firmly in place until she’s returned to face justice.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.”  Adam saluted, smartly.  I heard a hint of mockery in his voice.  “It will be done as you command.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Andre, perhaps wisely, chose not to rise to the bait.  “My staff need to debrief you on your first venture into the city.  After that, you can start planning your second venture.” 
 
      
 
    I caught his eye.  “I need to see the forgery first,” I said, tapping my goggles.  “I need to adapt them to the city.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll show you the way,” Andre said.  “And we’ll leave the bleeding hearts to their own follies.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing until we were out of the room and walking down the corridor.  “Why can’t you simply keep her a prisoner?” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the question I wanted to ask.  Andre was stomping around like a bear with a toothache and Adam wasn’t much better.  I didn’t understand what Adam hoped to gain by baiting Andre, unless he was just screwing with his mind for the hell of it.  It wasn’t as if anyone was going to be impressed. 
 
      
 
    Andre stopped and turned to look at me.  “You know how this place works?” 
 
      
 
    He went on before I could answer.  “The city dominates everything.  The more time we spend here, the more it bleeds into our thoughts.  No one stays here any longer than they absolutely have to, which means we have a constant turnover of personnel and no one has the time they need to get used to the environment.  I’ve been here nine months and that makes me one of the longest-serving people ...” 
 
      
 
    His voice trailed off for a long moment.  “We should have more people, and more guards,” he added.  “The kingdoms refuse to send more themselves, because it is very hard to get people willing to come here, and refuse to allow their rivals to send more either.  The grave-robbers and looters come in, do their stuff and get out again ... if they survive.  The most fanatical of researchers, the ones who come up with crazy theories like the city being alive or trapped in an alternate dimension or even weirder ideas like the city being nothing more than a mass hallucination ... even they don’t stay for more than a few months.  I’m surprised you came back.” 
 
      
 
    “We know something is happening within the city,” I said, quietly.  “We have to find out what.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Andre turned away and headed down the corridor.  I had to scamper to keep up.  “You’re not the first person to say that.  There are researchers back home who write long and detailed proposals, insisting the king sends thousands of men to dig from one end of the city to the other.  Some of them even get permission to come here.  And then they change their minds very quickly, if they survive.  A number just walk into the city and don’t come out again.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  The city was dangerous - I had no doubt of that - but I didn’t feel it intruding into my thoughts.  But then, I had no sensitivity to magic.  I’d known wards designed to ... convince ... intruders to turn around and walk away, or make them increasingly uncomfortable until they broke and ran, but they didn’t always work on me.  The city might be glowing with poisonous magic, glowing so brightly that the glare could be seen through canvas and walls alike, yet ... I was blind.  I couldn’t see the glow.  I reached for my goggles and pulled them over one eye.  The wall between me and the city was noticeably brighter than the others. 
 
      
 
    “You could add some more buildings, then try to shield them,” I said.  I didn’t know if I could block the tainted magic, but it might be possible to suck it away.  “The tents don’t provide much protection ...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Andre agreed, as he led me into a small workshop.  “But the king - the kings - are strongly opposed to us setting up a more permanent encampment.  It took years to convince them to set up even a handful of buildings, decades ago, and they even refused permission to rebuild the ones that fell down.  This building is so simple because spells - even construction spells - are unreliable here.”  
 
      
 
    “So you keep saying.”  I remembered the ballroom collapsing and shuddered.  “Do you have to keep reminding us?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe not you,” Andre said.  “But everyone else ...?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  I’d known too many magicians who’d regarded me as a cripple.  Hell, Callam had punched out a magician who’d been too stupid or ignorant to realise that Callam was bigger than him, stronger than him, faster than him and very used to manual labour in the countryside.  I still smiled, every time I thought about it.  The idiot hadn’t even stopped to wonder if he should freeze Callam first, before starting to gloat.  He’d deserved everything he’d gotten and worse. 
 
      
 
    “My staff will debrief you later,” Andre said.  “I’ll let them know you’re here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  My eyes swept the workroom.  It was tidy, but a faint sheen of dust suggested it hadn’t been used in quite some time.  The tools looked to be in good condition - a handful remained in their original packaging, something that made me smile - and there was a good supply of raw materials.  I could do something here, as long as the rest of the staff stayed well clear.  “Can I ask a question?” 
 
      
 
    “If you must,” Andre said. 
 
      
 
    I studied him for a moment.  He was strikingly disrespectful, to me and the rest of the team.  It was madness.  I was an aristocrat, the older men were tutors at the most prestigious magic school in the kingdom, Adam and Caroline were Kingsmen ... it was hard to believe anyone below a senior aristocrat would risk showing us any disrespect.  And yet, Andre was clearly unimpressed.  Why? 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t something I could ask directly.  Not now. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been here a long time,” I said.  “Why did you come here in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    “The king needed someone to manage the base camp,” Andre said, “and I made the mistake of not jumping backwards when he asked for volunteers.” 
 
      
 
    He started to turn away, then stopped.  “People have been poking and prodding at the city’s remains for centuries.  Lots of people have gone into the city, all convinced they would either find something that would make them rich or unlock the secrets of the ancients.  I once believed we - I - would find something, something special.  But we haven’t found anything.  I don’t get my hopes up any longer.” 
 
      
 
    I found something, last time I was here, I reflected.  But that was hidden so only a Zero could find it. 
 
      
 
    I watched him go, feeling a twinge of sympathy.  I was sure he hadn’t told me the whole story.  If the base camp was so unpopular, it was likely he’d been sent into exile.  Or saw himself as having been sent into exile ... 
 
      
 
    “Get to work,” I told myself.  “You can worry about the rest later.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    I tensed, suddenly. 
 
      
 
    I’d never liked people sneaking up on me, particularly before I discovered how to use my talents.  Alana had been fond of casting spells to muffle her footsteps and hide her breathing as she came up behind me, ready to cast a spell to humiliate me.  I’d developed a sense for when something wasn’t quite right - a tiny sound, a faint shift in the air - something that might mean someone was trying to sneak up on me.  I reached for the spellcaster at my belt, hoping whoever was behind me was just being careful.  I didn’t want to start hurling spells in the workshop.  The magic would disrupt my forging for far too long. 
 
      
 
    I spun around, ready to start blasting or dive to the floor.  Adam stood in the doorway, his eyes widening in surprise.  I glared at him, trying to quiet my beating heart.  He didn’t look as though he’d been trying to sneak up on me, but ... he raised his hands as I pointed the spellcaster at his heart.  I gritted my teeth, then lowered it to my belt and clipped it back into place.  Adam probably didn’t have bad intentions.  He’d have to be out of his mind to do anything stupid here. 
 
      
 
    “I come in peace,” Adam said, lightly.  “Can we talk?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him for a long moment.  I’d heard a little about him, from Akin and Alana, but ... I hadn’t really paid much attention.  Adam hadn’t struck me as an interesting person ... perhaps that had been a mistake.  Anyone who thought they could do the Challenge alone - and Adam had come quite close to winning - was either a very skilled magician or the most conceited blowhard in the school.  My lips twitched.  If that was the case, Adam was up against some very stiff competition. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I motioned for him to stay away from the desk.  “Don’t come too close.  Your magic might spoil my work.” 
 
      
 
    Adam nodded.  “Did you find a way to protect us from the city?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been looking at ways to improve my goggle designs,” I said.  “Right now, looking at the city is like looking into a blinding light.  I think it should be possible to improve upon the design to follow the ebb and flow of magic, rather than either being blind or blinded.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you can do it,” Adam said.  He stepped back, then frowned.  “Where can we sit?” 
 
      
 
    “The floor,” I said.  “I’m afraid the designers didn’t think to attach a sitting room.” 
 
      
 
    Adam grinned as he sat in the corner, making no protest at the thought of sitting on the hard stone floor.  My sisters would have pitched a fit ... of course, they would probably have been wearing an elaborate dress rather than loose trousers.  It struck me, not for the first time, that Adam was strikingly handsome.  I felt a twinge of guilt at the thought.  I was betrothed - and besides, I was sure Adam and Caroline were very close.  I wondered what their superiors thought of that.  Probably not much, if I was any judge. 
 
      
 
    “What a terrible oversight,” he said, mildly.  “You’d better file an official complaint.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, then sobered.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    Adam made a show of thinking about it.  “Can you design anything to protect us from the city?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted.  “Right now, I might be able to shield you from magic at the cost of effectively preventing you from using your own magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Which we’re not meant to use in the city anyway,” Adam said.  “Unless we get attacked, of course.  I still don’t understand why half our spells went so ... crazy.” 
 
      
 
    “The tainted magic within the city disrupted the spellforms,” I told him.  It was a fairly accurate answer, although I suspected surges in the background magic field had made things worse.  “You were taught how to be precise when you went to school, but you also learnt that raw power could make up for any flaws in your spellcasting.  Normally, it wouldn’t be a problem.  Here ... it creates gaps in your spellforms that can lead to disaster.” 
 
      
 
    Adam frowned.  “How come your spellcasters work so much better?” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face blank with an effort.  Adam had been in the top of his class.  Magisters Von Rupert and Grayson would have drilled him in magic theory, even if he’d chosen not to specialise in it.  If I gave him a completely honest answer, he might start wondering things that would - eventually - allow him to deduce the existence of the magic field.  And then ... 
 
      
 
    “Your spellcaster is designed to focus and amplify your magic,” I said, finally.  It was true, as far as it went.  “Your power and mindset, again, allows you to simply push your way through any flaws.  My spellcasters are somewhat different.  They draw on power from the raw materials I used to forge them.” 
 
      
 
    “Much like potions,” Adam said.  “And that’s why even a tiny flicker of magic can cause problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I hoped he wouldn’t have the insight to realise I’d misled him.  It was true - the magic in the metal triggered the spellform - but incomplete.  There just wasn’t enough magic in the metal to make a spellcaster work.  All it could do was link the spellcaster to the background magic field.  Thankfully, it was all it needed to do.  “That’s why you have to keep your distance.” 
 
      
 
    Adam nodded.  “Could you not forge at a distance?  You could craft a set of automated arms and use them to forge ... anyone could use them, if they stayed a safe distance ...” 
 
      
 
    “I tried something like that,” I told him.  “It didn’t work.  The automated arms simply didn’t have the precision to actually forge a working Object of Power.  I tried asking an artificer to charm them for me, but it was just the same as asking a ... a non-Zero to forge with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  Adam grimaced.  “I heard about you and Rose.  She came very close to getting expelled.” 
 
      
 
    I looked down.  Rose had nearly been expelled and ... it would have been my fault.  I hadn’t known what would happen, when she’d been just a little too close to the potion, but there’d been warnings - serious ones - I’d chosen to ignore.  I’d hoped the rumours had been forgotten, over the last few years, but that had been wishful thinking.  The Grande Dames would probably still be talking about it when my grandchildren went to school.  I wondered, not for the first time, how my children would turn out. 
 
      
 
    “It was good of you to defend her,” Adam said.  There was a hint of something familiar in his accent.  “There aren’t many aristos who’d put themselves at risk for her.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a friend,” I said.  I’d begged Dad to pull strings, to save Rose from expulsion and her family from ruin.  “And none of it was her fault.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I finally placed his accent.  Water Shallot.  “Is there a point to this question?” 
 
      
 
    “It speaks well of you,” Adam said.  “His Majesty was very impressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, I suppose,” I said.  I wasn’t sure that was true.  “I doubt he cares about me that much.” 
 
      
 
    Adam met my eyes.  “Do you intend to continue to play politics in Shallot?  Or would you rather join the Kingsmen?” 
 
      
 
    The question brought me up short.  “I don’t play politics.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mere existence is political,” Adam pointed out.  “You can either play politics or have politics played upon you.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger.  “I don’t play politics.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mere existence changes the world,” Adam said.  “Yours and Callam’s.  It is only a matter of time until a third Zero appears, one who might be more interested in amassing power or assisting - willingly or not - someone who wants power for themselves.  You have to decide what you want to do with yourself, before someone else does it for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Like you?”  I scowled at him.  “Or the king?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone,” Adam said.  “You have a list of enemies as long as” - he stopped and clearly rethought his next few words  -“as long as my arm.  Your marriage will bind two families together and force the remainder to unite against you, while threatening the position of the king and everyone else.  They’re all looking for a third Zero.  What will you do if our neighbours find one, put him to work and then invade?” 
 
      
 
    “There are limits to how much I can produce,” I said, curtly.  “If I worked every hour of every day forging spellcaster after spellcaster, do you think I could produce enough to supply an entire army before I collapsed?  If I worked every waking hour ... there’d still be limits.  I can no more forge a flying machine or an ironclad battleship than I could wave my hand and cast the simplest of spells.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Objects of Power might still make the difference between victory or defeat,” Adam pointed out.  “What if a third Zero figured out how to make teleport gates and launched an army right into Shallot?” 
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” I said, flatly.  “If my calculations are correct, he would need a number of assistants - fellow Zeros - to make it work.” 
 
      
 
    Adam looked at me for a long moment.  “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible I got the equations wrong,” I said.  It was possible.  I didn’t like to admit it, yet I couldn’t deny the truth.  “It’s quite possible my lack of experience with forged teleport gates and suchlike has led me to overlook something.  But my equations were checked by experienced magicians deeply grounded in charms theory.  They agreed with me.” 
 
      
 
    “The point remains,” Adam said.  “What will you do if a third Zero appears?” 
 
      
 
    “Zeros are rare,” I said.  “Callam and I are the only ones known to exist.” 
 
      
 
    “And no one knew Callam even existed until his ... his girlfriend made a terrible mistake,” Adam said.  “That wasn’t clever of her.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  Adam would have known Isabella too, vaguely, before she was sent into exile.  Clearly, his opinion of her hadn’t been very high.  And yet ... Isabella hadn’t been that stupid.  Most people would have treated an Object of Power as if it were a piece of fine-bone china, something so expensive it was effectively priceless.  But not Akin.  Akin was betrothed to the one person in the world, as far as he knew, who could replace it.  He hadn’t even hesitated when it became necessary to destroy it. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know there aren’t others?”  Adam leaned closer.  “How do you know our neighbours haven’t found one or more already?” 
 
      
 
    “Kirkhaven is a long way away,” I pointed out.  “And Isabella was smart enough to keep Callam a secret.” 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  There had been times, over the last few centuries, when children with low magic had been sent to the country, out of sight and out of mind.  It made me wonder how many of them had been born completely without magic.  And ... it wouldn’t be that hard to test every child in a school for a lack of magic.  The Thousand-Year Empire had done it.  There was no reason we couldn’t do the same.  If Isabella could do it, why not House Bolingbroke?  Or one of our other enemies? 
 
      
 
    “Isabella could have turned against us, with assistance from her boyfriend,” Adam said, “and she would have been very hard to stop.  There was a great deal of panic when news reached our headquarters, when we realised how badly things could have gone.  What would have happened if Callam had forged an Infernal Device or something worse, just so Isabella could wreak revenge?” 
 
      
 
    “It would have been bad,” I agreed.   
 
      
 
    “And you won a magician’s duel and later escaped captivity when you were twelve,” Adam added.  “What can you do now?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, unsure where he was going.  “Enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to ask,” Adam said.  “How do you fight a Zero?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I said.  Sandy had figured out at least one possible answer, although I could have countered it if I’d known what to expect.  “We’re not that powerful.” 
 
      
 
    “But dangerous,” Adam said.  “What happens if we have to stop an evil Zero?” 
 
      
 
    I considered my answer carefully.  Adam was no fool.  He wouldn’t have broached the topic with me unless he had orders from high above, orders that would cover him if I - or my father - took exception.  And I was pretty sure he already knew some of the possible answers.  The Kingsmen had helped clean up the mess, after the attempted coup.  I’d be astonished if they hadn’t interviewed Sandy, as well as everyone who’d shared a dorm with me.   She’d been mad at me, not without reason.  I wondered, suddenly, if that was why Isabella had given her a job. 
 
      
 
    “The thing you have to understand about Zeros is that we have no magic,” I said, finally.  It hurt, a little, to put it into words.  “We simply have no magic whatsoever.  We are, by your standards, cripples.  You cannot understand what it is like to be us, any more than you can understand the feelings of a legless man.” 
 
      
 
    “I could freeze my limbs for a few hours,” Adam pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “But you would still know that, eventually, the spell would wear off,” I countered.  “Magic is a part of you.  You could swear never to use it, yet ... you might as well swear never to breathe.  Magic runs through your blood and bone, sparkling through your very being.  You simply cannot imagine a life without magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe.”  Adam nodded, slowly.  “What does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot see magic directly,” I said.  “I cannot sense its presence.  I ... if someone plants a transfiguration hex on my seat, I won’t have the slightest idea it’s there until I sit down and find myself turned into a frog.  If the spell in question emits light, or otherwise disturbs the environment, I can see it ... or, rather, I can see the light itself.  A very precise spell might as well be invisible.  To me, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “And you can’t see ghosts, either,” Adam mused. 
 
      
 
    “Not unless someone lights them up,” I said.  “Point is, a Zero is hopelessly vulnerable as long as she doesn’t have protections.  If you want to beat a Zero, you have to separate them from their protections.” 
 
      
 
    “Or find an indirect way to attack one,” Adam said.  “What if I dropped a rock on your head?” 
 
      
 
    “It would kill me,” I said.  “Unless I was wearing charmed armour, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Adam said.  His eyes narrowed.  “Are you telling me that someone could kidnap Callam - or you - and simply compel you to do as they wished?” 
 
      
 
    “More or less,” I said, vaguely.  I didn’t think anyone, apart from my circle of friends - and perhaps Callam - had worked out that spells cast on Zeros rarely lasted longer than an hour or so.  I didn't intend to share that piece of information, not when it might be forwarded to the king and his council.  “Now you know why Dad was so reluctant to let me go.” 
 
      
 
    “No wonder Isabella gave you such a hard time at first,” Adam said.  “You literally couldn’t zap her back.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I shook my head.  “I don’t really want to remember it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Adam said.  “What are you going to do with your life?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I said.  If I hadn’t been engaged, I might have considered moving to the base camp permanently.  “Right now, I’m just waiting to get married.” 
 
      
 
    Adam let out an odd little sound.  “Do you want to get married?” 
 
      
 
    I tensed.  That was an improper question.  The only people who could ask that were my parents and, perhaps, my siblings.  Alana would never understand, if I’d wanted to change my mind; Bella might wonder if she’d be ordered to take my place.  And the hell of it was that I didn’t want to change my mind.  I wanted to marry Akin.  I just didn’t want to spend the rest of my life cooped up in his mansion, rather than going out and seeing the world. 
 
      
 
    It would have been so much easier if he’d been the one threatening to lock me up, I thought, sourly.  I’d heard whispers about controlling partners, male and female.  But none of this is his fault.  If I’d been born with magic ... 
 
      
 
    Adam cleared his throat.  “Cat?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I’d better get back to work,” I said.  It was hard to keep the ice out of my voice.  Alana would have castigated him with her tongue, just for daring to stick his nose where it didn’t belong.  “We should be able to explore more of the city, if I can devise newer and better protections.   Even being able to see magic as it flows around the city will help us locate the epicentre of the power surges ...” 
 
      
 
    Adam took the hint.  “I’ll see you at dinner,” he said, with a bow.  “Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    He stood and left the room, closing the door behind him.  I scowled at the wooden door.  Adam had been fishing for information, which meant ... what?  Was there a third Zero?  If Isabella could keep Callam’s existence a secret, the king could easily do it too ... except Adam had been asking about fighting Zeroes.  Did that mean the king thought his neighbouring monarch had a Zero?  Or was he worried about me? 
 
      
 
    I stared down at my hands.  They could perform wonders, with the right tools.  Without them, I was powerless.  Adam and his superiors weren’t fools.  They could easily deduce most of my limits, just by interviewing everyone who’d known me at school.  And then ... 
 
      
 
    You’ll have to bring it to Dad’s attention, I told myself, as I stood and smoothed down my trousers.  Right now, you need to go back to work. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “We were ... you know, exploring that part of the ruins,” Astra said.  “We spotted some active ... things ... there.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at her.  Magister Niven had assured me that Astra’s oath had no loopholes, but I had my doubts.   Two days watching her sitting beside Magister Von Rupert, helping him sketch out unreliable maps, had done nothing to assuage my fears.  It beat putting a slave spell and spellbinder on her, I supposed, but still ... I would almost have sooner sent her back home for trial.  Someone who’d maimed a fellow student permanently in a fit of jealous rage could hardly be trusted, no matter how many hard lessons she’d learnt along the way. 
 
      
 
    “Why were you there?”  Adam sounded curious, rather than angry or suspicious.  I wondered what he was thinking, behind his blandly handsome face.  Magister Niven had told me, in strict confidence, that Adam had changed in the months since he’d left school.  “It’s right on the edge of the danger zone.” 
 
      
 
    “You get the best pickings right on the edge,” Astra said.  I dragged my attention back to her.  “The outer sections of the city have already been picked clean, while the innermost sections are extremely difficult to penetrate and most people who try don’t come back.  It’s pretty grim.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  Astra had been an eye-opening source of information, although there were limits to what she knew.  The looting cartels were largely made up of the lost and dispossessed, young people who hoped to find something that would allow them to retire while they were still young enough to enjoy it.  They reported to distant masters, who rarely - if ever - showed their faces to their servants.  I had to admit their paranoia was justified.  Astra hadn’t hesitated to tell us everything she knew in the hope of winning her eventual freedom. 
 
      
 
    Magus Court will have to investigate, too, I thought.  The network of grave-robbers might easily lead all the way back to Shallot. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven cleared his throat.  “That’s very interesting,” he said, finally.  He made a show of studying the map she’d sketched, although I doubted he thought it was useful.  Astra had done her best, but the city was difficult to chart.  “Cat, did you manage to improve upon our protections?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, curtly.  “The bracelets” - they looked crude, but I’d had no time to make them elegant as well as functional - “will provide a limited degree of protection from wild or tainted magic.  The rings will provide much more protection, at the cost of cutting you off from your own magic as long as they’re pressed against your bare skin.  I’ve also improved my goggle designs, but - so far - I haven’t been able to slim the designs down into something wearable.” 
 
      
 
    I lifted the makeshift collection of lenses and ignored Adam’s snicker.  It looked like a device right out of an optician’s shop, a device used to measure precisely how good a person’s eyesight actually was before the optician could design a pair of glasses to match.  I’d tried to balance it on my nose, but it had been too heavy to wear for long.  I didn’t dare lighten the weight.  As it was, the structure was so fragile that a gust of wind would be enough to do serious damage.  If they fell off, the ground would reduce them to powder.  I was sure I could forge something a little more practical, in time, but I couldn’t give them a schedule.  There were just too many issues that needed to be overcome. 
 
      
 
    Caroline nudged Adam, sharply.  “Do you still want to come with us today, or stay back here?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming with you,” I said, firmly.  “Right now, I need to test the protections in the field so I can determine what needs to be improved.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, inwardly, as Magister Niven issued final instructions before leading us into the open.  I’d tried to tell them that the protections would work a great deal better if they were designed to dispel all magic, including theirs, but they’d been unenthusiastic.  I wasn’t surprised.  It wouldn’t be fair to ask them to cut off their legs, even if there was a valid reason to do so.  I just hoped they’d have the sense to keep their magic usage as low as possible.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  Alana and Bella would never use their hands where magic would do.  They’d sooner cast a spell to summon a maid than raise their hand to pull on the bellpull. 
 
      
 
    The air felt calmer somehow, although the city was as strange as ever.  There was no wind , but the scent of ashes still pervaded the air.  I checked my protections as we circled the city, feeling - once again - as if I was a tiny creature crawling over something vast and utterly incomprehensible.  I’d thought Shallot was big, but the Eternal City was far larger.  It would take hours to walk around the entire city.  We’d been warned not to take our horses any closer. 
 
      
 
    “We always headed into the city here,” Astra said, as we reached a crossroads.  “It was safe enough until we neared the danger zone.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to peer towards the city.  My vision kept shifting, sparks of pain shooting through my head.  The city was tiny, so small I could simply step over it; the city was immense, so big I was just an ant in comparison.  The buildings seemed to unfold in front of me, great housing blocks that appeared intact contrasting oddly with piles of stone and metal.  The air grew heavy, waves of heat pulsing through the air.  My eyes continued to hurt.  I hastily looked at the cobblestones.  Strange green plants had sprouted between the stones.  Mum had grown herbs from all over the world in our greenhouses, and she’d made me study them, but I didn’t recognise the plants below.  Up close, they looked warped and twisted.  They seemed to move slightly when I wasn’t looking. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to collect a sample for Mum, I thought.  She’ll want to take a look at them, see if they can be used for anything ... 
 
      
 
    Caroline stepped up beside me.  “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I lied.  My head was pounding and we hadn’t even entered the city.  “Shall we go? 
 
      
 
    “Keep your eyes open,” Caroline reminded me.  “We don’t know how many others are out there.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  Astra hadn’t been able to give precise numbers.  The Eternal City was so vast that a multitude of grave-robbers and looters could come and go - or vanish within the twisted streets - without ever being aware of anyone else.  And yet, when they did meet, they often fought.  Astra had cautioned us that some looters didn’t so much loot the city as waylay their fellow looters, when - if - they found something that would make them rich.  Her band had attacked us, at least in part, because they’d feared we were just another band of thieves.  I guessed it was true.  There was no honour amongst thieves. 
 
      
 
    I felt a sense of deep foreboding, like someone had stepped on my grave, as we crossed the city limits.  I was suddenly cold, so cold I thought my bones had turned to ice.  I hugged myself tightly, wishing I’d thought to bring a heavier cloak.  The others seemed to be having different problems.  Caroline and Magister Niven were drenched in sweat, clothes clinging to their skins, while Adam and Magister Grayson looked unaffected.  So did Astra.  She led the way with a spring in her step.  I couldn’t help wondering if she thought something would happen to us, allowing her to leave without technically breaking the oath.  It was far from impossible. 
 
      
 
    My eyes flickered from side to side as the buildings grew darker, more ominous.  I thought I saw things moving in the shadows, faint shapes appearing within the gloom or dancing at the corner of my eye.  Lights danced from building to building, sparks of magic that mocked my powerless bones.  The sky darkened so sharply I wondered if someone had snuffed out the lights, before growing so bright I had to cover my eyes.  Thunder rumbled in the distance.  It sounded ... it sounded wrong.  I thought I saw a bolt of lightning, frozen in time, dart across the sky before vanishing again.   
 
      
 
    Magister Niven came up beside me.  “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him.  “I’m fine,” I said.  It felt as though I was wading through water.  My legs were tired and achy.  “How about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been better,” Magister Niven said.  “But I’ve been worse, too.” 
 
      
 
    I saw him glance at the rest of the team and nodded.  I knew what he wanted to discuss ... the one thing we couldn’t talk about, not anywhere near the others.  The background magic field was warped here, warped and twisted and ... and different.  I wondered, suddenly, if the laws of magic themselves were different here.  I didn’t think it was possible, but ... who knew?  I certainly didn’t.  
 
      
 
    We pressed on.  Gravity tugged at us, pulling us down.  I seemed to be growing heavier with every step. Cousin Daneel had done his armsman training in an enhanced gravity field, or so I’d gathered from his bragging, and he’d insisted it had made him stronger.  Right now, it was just making us tired.  I wanted to sit down and rest, or simply take a drink from my canteen, but I didn’t dare.  The city was just too dangerous. 
 
      
 
    “The buildings are changing again,” Magister Niven mused.  “What do you think they were for?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  The buildings looked ... asymmetrical, as if the builders had slavishly followed designs that were just slightly off, each tiny flaw adding up to a building that looked subtly wrong.  They might have been anything from a small schoolhouse to a temple, a place where the ancients would have gathered to pray to their ancestors.  They looked so strange I was sure they hadn’t been intentionally designed that way.  It was as if someone had taken a design for a house and scaled it up without bothering to actually think about what they were doing. 
 
      
 
    “We should take a look,” I said.  “Caroline, you come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline and Adam exchanged glances, then nodded stiffly.  I let Caroline go first as we approached the building and peered through the open door.  The interior was disconcertingly stretched, the room before us too large to seem real.  I stared at the floor and wondered if the interior had once been larger on the inside, like the old stories suggested.  The roof was ridiculously high, the doors far larger than they needed to be.  The legends had insisted that the ancients had been giants, who’d bestrode the world and bent it to their will.  I found myself wondering if the stories had been literally true. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” Caroline muttered. 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I inched into the building.  A large painting hung on one wall, depicting an idealised family scene.  The menfolk were staring towards the painter, the womenfolk looked ... strange, as if their necks had been twisted so completely they were staring away from the painter.  I frowned in bemusement.  The Thousand-Year Empire had rarely, if ever, depicted a woman’s face.  I’d seen the pattern before, in the handful of artworks that had survived the Fall.  No one, not even Akin and his family, had any idea why.   
 
      
 
    Lightning flashed, outside.  I saw a humanoid form standing in the doorway.  Caroline gasped, one hand dropping to her spellcaster as the form vanished again.  She backed away slowly ... I shivered as I realised the ghost was still there, only invisible to me.  Caroline could still see it.  Her hand trembled as she raised her spellcaster.  I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that it would be worse than useless.  We had to get out before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” I snapped.  I caught her hand.  She was shaking.  I didn’t have time to worry about her.  “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    The ground seemed unsteady as we ran.  I thought I heard someone laugh in the distance, a snigger torn from a very inhuman throat.  Caroline didn’t resist as I pulled her back through the door.  Another flash of lightning lit up the room.  The ghost was still standing there, one indistinct hand reaching towards us.  It was gone again the next second, as though it wasn’t there at all.  I bit my lip to keep from panicking as we stumbled outside.  The skies had darkened again.  It looked as though it was going to rain. 
 
      
 
    Adam stared at us.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “A ghost,” I said.  Caroline was still trembling.  It scared me.  Caroline was tough.  “There was a ghost inside and it ...” 
 
      
 
    “What did it do to her?”  Adam seemed as shocked as I was.  “What did it do?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, reaching for my goggles.  The city lit up as I pressed them against one eye.  The building was glowing with ... something.  Magic?  Caroline should have sensed that ... I looked at the badge and cursed under my breath.  It was green.  As far as the badge was concerned, there was no tainted magic in the area.  I swept my gaze around the city, noting the protective spells the others had woven.  I hoped they wouldn’t come to regret it.  Their magic might turn against them. 
 
      
 
    Astra screamed.  I spun around and stared.  A faint white light shimmered over the cobblestones.  Lightning flashed, turning the shimmer into a mob of ghosts.  There were barely humanoid, little more than rough sheets of light, but I was sure they knew we were there.  They had no visible eyes.  My goggles made them look like clouds of magic, gliding towards us. 
 
      
 
    “We need to move,” Magister Grayson said.  He glanced east, further into the city.  “This way.” 
 
      
 
    Adam looked as if he wanted to object, but couldn’t find the words.  Caroline was still leaning against me, almost completely out of it.  I wrapped my arm around her, helping her as we started to move.  She was heavier than she looked.  I’d picked up Alana once and carried her out of my room, but my sister had been several years younger and a great deal lighter.  Caroline was loaded down with everything from spellcasters to healing kits.  There was no time to frisk her, let alone abandon everything we didn’t need.  I gritted my teeth as I picked up speed.  The ghosts were still following. 
 
      
 
    “I could try a dispersal spell,” Adam said, grimly.  “We don’t want to go any further into the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Not here,” Magister Grayson said.  “There’s too much tainted magic.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It wasn’t easy to keep the goggles pressed to my eye as I carried Caroline away from the ghosts.  Flashes of magic darted around us, splashing against our defences and spinning away into nothingness.  Ghosts - whorls of magic - emerged from the buildings, as if the entire city had turned against us.  I saw them with my naked eye every time lightning flashed.  Behind them, streets and buildings started to twist and flow in directions my eyes refused to comprehend.  I saw a building warp out of shape so roughly I was sure it was an illusion.  Any real building treated like that would shatter ... 
 
      
 
    Caroline shifted, and almost fell.  I staggered, muttering words I wasn’t supposed to know.  I’d never expected her to be dead weight.  Adam slipped up beside me and took Caroline, throwing her over his shoulder.  I shot him a smile of relief and then looked around, trying to balance what I saw with the naked eye with the view through the goggles.  The magic was growing stronger, as if the ghosts were blurring into one entity reaching out for us.  No, they were blurring into the magic field.  They were ... they were part of the magic field. 
 
      
 
    Obviously, my thoughts mocked.  Without magic, they couldn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to think as I swept my gaze over the towering buildings.  Some were glowing with magic, practically blurring into the field themselves.  Others ... were dark and cold, as if the magic refused to touch them.  I stared into the darkness as the lightning flashed again.  The buildings looked empty.  They lay in ruins, but ... I didn’t see any ghosts. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” I snapped.  There were more ghosts, dead ahead of us.  We were trapped.  I didn’t know what they could do to us, but I didn’t want to find out.  “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    Adam followed me as I led the way into the building.  Inside, it was a wreck, as if an angry giant had picked up the building, shaken it violently and then dropped it.  A flying mansion?  It was possible.  The ghosts seemed unwilling or unable to follow us into the gloom.  They stayed at the door, preventing us from escape.  I hoped - I prayed - they would fade with the storm. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t use magic,” I said, quietly.  “Don’t even think about using magic.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re trapped,” Astra said.  She was shaking.  “I ... we’re stuck here!” 
 
      
 
    “You never got chased by ghosts before?”  Adam lowered Caroline to the ground and inspected her quickly.  “Not even once?” 
 
      
 
    “Not like this,” Astra insisted.  “There were never so many!” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Magister Niven said.  He shot me a warning look.  “I’m going to check out the rear, see if there’s a way out.  Stay here unless they come after us.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, understanding his unspoken message.  The ghosts might have been drawn to me. 
 
      
 
    Astra’s team didn’t include a Zero, I thought, as he slipped into the darkness.  If they came after me ... 
 
      
 
    I heard a crash, and a man cry out, and then nothing. 
 
      
 
    Adam scrambled to his feet.  “He’s fallen,” he snapped.  “Fuck!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-One: Rebecca 
 
      
 
    The messenger arrived in the middle of my morning session, while I was brewing the potions for the afternoon customers and tending to a handful of long-term projects.  Like most guild messengers, he was remarkably full of himself and insisted on Jill showing him - at once - into my workshop so he could deliver his message, although the way his eyes went wide when he saw my face suggested he hadn’t bothered to check my file before hurrying to the shop.  I guessed he was new.  An older and wiser messenger, one paying his dues before starting a formal apprenticeship or learning a trade, would have checked.  There were potioneers who wouldn’t take it too kindly if they were interrupted in the middle of their work.  He was lucky I hadn’t been brewing something time-consuming or expensive. 
 
      
 
    He struck an absurd pose, puffed out his chest and opened his mouth.  “The Guild demands your immediate presence, in the Guildhall.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said, dryly.  I wasn’t sure how much of his act was actually real.  Years ago, I’d spent most of my time at Bolingbroke Hall bowing and scraping, but the messenger was overacting to the point it was hard to take him seriously.  “And by immediate, does that mean within the next hour or two?” 
 
      
 
    The messenger hesitated, losing his pose.  I wondered idly if I’d broken him.  Messengers tended to take the message and run, before whoever was giving the orders could give them a few more.  It was a hard life.  A messenger might be blamed for carrying bad news or for not delivering bad news.  They tended to err on the side of caution.  Whoever had given him the message might not have wanted me there immediately, but ... he didn’t know for sure. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there as soon as possible,” I said.  I took a coin out of my pocket and tossed it to him.  He caught it with practiced ease.  “You may go.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, dropped a low bow and practically fled out of the shop.  If I was any judge, he intended to skive off as long as possible, perhaps spend some time buying sweets or flirting with young women or whatever else young men did with their spare time.  He’d probably not go very far, just to make sure he spotted me when I left the shop.  His master would ask some tough questions, if I beat him to the Guildhall.  If, of course, he noticed.  I’d long suspected that most Potion Masters regarded the guild as a necessary evil at best and resented having to donate any of their time to keeping it going.  I wasn’t looking forward to it myself. 
 
      
 
    Better that than leaving the guild in the hands of amateurs who don’t know what they’re doing, I told myself.  I locked the door, walked up to our bedroom and hastily splashed water on my face before changing into a simple dress.  They’d keep demanding the impossible and generally getting in our way. 
 
      
 
    Jill waved to me.  “Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, wanly.  It had been two weeks, more or less, since the disastrous exam.  I hadn’t heard anything from the guild, which bothered me.  They were normally very quick to either certify the candidate, tell them to retake the exam in a year or two or - at worst - permanently ban them from brewing.  That was rare, certainly for someone who’d already climbed so many steps, but ... I shook my head, tying my hair back in a loose ponytail.  I should have cut it short, technically, yet ... it would have drawn unwanted attention.  Jill and I were happy.  There was no need to risk our happiness by advertising it to the world. 
 
      
 
    The streets outside were busy, students thronging the shops to buy everything they needed for the upcoming term while their parents chatted with their fellows and schemed to ensure their children received the best possible start in life.  Jill and I would be doing a roaring trade for the next week, selling potion kits to children and their parents.  It made me wonder just how many of them had arranged for private tuition, as well as sending the kids to school.  I felt a flicker of envy.  Master Travis had given me a good grounding in potions and alchemy, but every time I cracked open a book I was reminded of what I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    A broadsheet crier ambled past me, waving copies of the latest in the air.  “Extra!  Extra!  Read all about it!  Explosion at Sandhurst Docks!  Read all about it!” 
 
      
 
    I passed him a coin and took a copy, then read as I made my way towards the Guildhall.  My stepfather - I hadn’t seen the wretched man in five years - had worked at Sandhurst Docks, although I was fairly sure he’d been fired long ago.  I certainly wouldn’t have tolerated him ... my bones ached as I remembered his drunken beatings and just how close he had come to killing me.  I’d been told there were worse stepfathers out there, but I found it hard to believe.  What sort of monster beat a little girl to the point she coughed up blood? 
 
      
 
    The story, as always, was long on sensationalism and short on actual detail.  There had been an explosion ... but little else.  I snorted in irritation.  It didn’t say what had exploded or why, let alone how many docksmen had been killed or injured in the blast.  I allowed myself to imagine, just for a moment, my stepfather being blown into bloody chunks before remembering he was my mother’s sole source of income.  She’d be on the streets soon enough, with her other children, if he was no longer drawing a salary.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.  My mother hadn’t done anything to protect me, but ...  
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I was not going to entertain any excuses.  She’d let him beat me bloody, without so much as even trying to stop him.  I didn’t care why she’d allowed him to do it.  All that mattered was that she had.  My good mood faded, as if the world had suddenly turned to ice.  I folded the paper and tucked it into my handbag, and kept walking.  The messenger should have had ample time to get back to the hall before me.  If not ... it wasn’t my problem.   
 
      
 
    The Guildhouse itself was by the river, right next to the bridge to North Shallot.  I had often wondered if it was meant to symbolise a kind of independence from the aristos, although - if that was the case - I doubted anyone was fooled.  There were only a handful of guildsmen, not including me, who didn’t have aristocratic patrons to support and promote their careers.  They could have established the Guildhall in Water Shallot and it wouldn’t have been any more convincing.  I snorted, then stopped at the gates and frowned.  They were closed.  That was rare, almost unknown.  A shiver of disquiet ran through me.  It felt like I’d walked into a trap.   
 
      
 
    A guardsman appeared, seemingly nervous.  “Name?” 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca Travis,” I said.  Master Travis had posthumously adopted me.  He’d been more of a father, even in his grouchy moments, than my stepfather had ever been.  I liked to think he’d thought of me as a daughter.  “I was summoned to the guildhall.” 
 
      
 
    The guard checked a clipboard, hesitating just long enough for me to wonder if I was the victim of a practical joke, then opened the gate.  I stepped inside and walked up the path to the guildhall itself.  The garden was small, planted with a dozen different rare herbs from around the world.  I’d heard the older masters tended to them personally, rather than trusting their apprentices to handle them.  I had my doubts.  The herbs might be rare, but they weren’t that fragile.  The only thing keeping them rare was the guild’s reluctance to encourage growers to grow more. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth.  I’d worked in two shops.  I knew how expensive certain ingredients could be.  I wasn’t the only one, either.  But the guild preferred to keep them rare.  I didn’t know anyone outside the aristocracy, or Jude’s, who could afford to buy them in anything like enough quantities.  It was enough to make me consider setting up a greenhouse or two.  Perhaps I could convince my regular customers to invest ... 
 
      
 
    “Master Brewer Travis?”  A young dark-skinned girl, barely entering her teens, looked me up and down as I entered.  “Please come with me.  They’ll be ready for you shortly.” 
 
      
 
    I tensed, clasping my hands behind my back to keep them from shaking.  Master Brewer was my formal title ... at least until I passed the final exam.  Afterwards ... I’d have the right to call myself a Potions Mistress and take apprentices of my own.  I felt sick as I followed her through a maze of corridors, noting a tension in the air that had nothing to do with me.  How could it?  The last time I’d visited, the corridors had been packed with masters, apprentices, broadsheet writers and general busybodies.  Now ... the giant building seemed deserted. 
 
      
 
    The girl showed me into a waiting room, then curtsied.  “Would you like something to drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Water, please,” I said.  I met her eyes.  “What’s happening here?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not allowed to talk about it,” the girl said.  Her eyes flickered from side to side, a grim warning that the walls really might have ears.  “I’ll fetch you some water.” 
 
      
 
    I took a seat, my stomach churning.  What was happening?  I couldn’t imagine it had anything to do with me and yet ... the sense it was all my fault refused to go away.  The door was open ... I could stand, hitch up my dress and run before anyone could stop me.  And yet ... how could it be my fault?  The guild wasn’t given to wasting time.  If it had wanted to fail me, or even ban me from brewing, it could have done it without summoning me to the hall and ... and what?  My imagination drew a complete blank.  What was going on? 
 
      
 
    The girl returned, carrying a glass of cold water.  I took it and sipped, studying her thoughtfully.  She was a commoner, unless I missed my guess - an aristocratic apprentice would have been given a better level of scutwork - and she was scared.  The way she dropped a second curtsy and backed out of the room proved it.  My heart hammered in my chest.  Did they expect me to turn on them?  Or ... or what?  A dozen theories ran through my head, but none stood up to even a moment’s examination.  They could have thrown the book at me if they thought I’d stolen an idea from someone else - I could have claimed the credit for making the idea work, if I’d acknowledged the source - but I knew I hadn’t.  They could have confirmed it easily, with a truth potion or spell. 
 
      
 
    It felt like hours - it couldn’t have been more than ten minutes - before she returned once again and curtseyed.  “The board will see you now.” 
 
      
 
    I stood, trying not to show fear.  My heartbeat was so loud I was sure she could hear it as I followed her through a pair of heavily warded doors and into a small chamber.  Nine senior guildsmen - I didn’t see anyone I recognised - sat at a long desk, facing me.  A single chair was positioned on the other side, clearly waiting for me ... I dropped a curtsey of my own and waited.  It felt like hours - again - before the spokesman pointed to the chair and waited for me to sit.  I wished, suddenly, that I’d brought the water.  I needed a drink. 
 
      
 
    The spokesman looked me in the eye.  He was clearly an aristocrat, but I didn’t know him.  I told myself he’d know his stuff.  Aristocrat or not, he wouldn’t have qualified as a Potions Master or Master Brewer - the minimum requirements to sit on the board - if he hadn’t been good at his job.  I hoped he took the position seriously.  I’d met a handful of guildsmen who’d resented being dragged into guild matters ... 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca Travis,” he said.  His tone was very formal.  “We have reviewed both your written submission and the review report submitted by Potions Mistress Sofia Aguirre.  On paper, your proposal looks good - indeed, revolutionary.  In practice, the results are a little mixed.  We have been unable to duplicate your results.  Why do you think this might be so?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  The potions journals were crammed with theoretical pieces of work that were rarely, if ever, practical.  The guild might reward someone who came up with a new theory, but those rewards would be very limited unless they managed to make it practical.  My theory was sound - I knew it was - and yet I was not the first person to consider the problem and try to find a solution.  My heart sank.  I was in trouble.  Just not the sort of trouble I’d expected. 
 
      
 
    “I practiced repeatedly,” I said.  I bit my lip to keep from pointing out that I’d covered the research and development process in my written submission.  I hadn’t hidden the sheer number of failures from them.  “It took months of experimenting to determine the precise point when a potion’s spellform could be frozen, then placed in semi-permanent suspension.  A brewer who was not aware of the precise point ...” 
 
      
 
    “Our brewers are Master Brewers,” a woman injected.  “Are you suggesting that you, and you alone, are the only person who can make the process work?” 
 
      
 
    An older man snorted.  “That is not what she said,” he snapped.  “We do not expect a callow apprentice to be capable of brewing the most advanced potions overnight, whatever his promise.  It takes time to develop potential into actual skill.” 
 
      
 
    The woman looked irked.  “Our brewers are not callow youths!” 
 
      
 
    “But they are doing something new,” the old man said.  “The Master Brewers do stumble over established recipes, when they are brewing them for the first time.  This is no different.” 
 
      
 
    The spokesman cleared his throat, loudly.  Silence fell. 
 
      
 
    “Please continue,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “The procedure requires a degree of understanding and experience,” I said.  “I took months to master the process for a handful of relatively simple potions.  I don’t know which potions your brewers tried” - ancients forbid they’d deign to tell me - “but they would need to be extremely familiar with the potion in order to apply the process at the right moment.  It is not a forgiving process.  A single mistake ...” 
 
      
 
    “You made a mistake yourself,” the woman snapped.  “Sofia Aguirre’s report was quite clear on that point.  Your process failed!” 
 
      
 
    “She isn’t the only one to have had a failure in the last few weeks,” a younger man said, stiffly.  “There have been an entire string of incidents, none of which have been explained.” 
 
      
 
    “The fact remains the process failed,” the woman said, sharply.  “It is unclear if it ever worked at all.” 
 
      
 
    “You have ways of testing me,” I said, before I could stop myself.  I knew it worked.  I’d seen it work!  “You could use a truth spell or ...” 
 
      
 
    The spokesman held up a hand.  “Your theoretical work is fine.  Our assessors didn’t find any visible issues.  They checked your references, then gave you full marks.  However, the practical side of the assessment was not completed.  Our attempts to duplicate the process, and to confirm its reliability, have failed.” 
 
      
 
    “It works,” I insisted. 
 
      
 
    “You have been unable to demonstrate it to our satisfaction,” the spokesman said.  “Fluke results are not uncommon, when someone wants a successful result.  Under the circumstances, we cannot validate the practical side of your research or confirm you as a Potion’s Mistress.  Sofia Aguirre stated, in her testimony, that you did the best you could and there were signs the process worked, at least at first.  Accordingly, we will allow you to retake the exam in six months.  You may ...” 
 
      
 
    The world seemed to dim.  I barely heard his reassurances, his attempts to sweeten the pill.  I’d failed.  Even if I passed the second time, I’d failed.  There was no legal difference between someone who passed the first or second time, but everyone would know.  I stumbled to my feet, the moment I was dismissed, and staggered out.  My thoughts ran in circles.  They’d failed me.  I’d failed. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy to get home.  My legs felt as if they were made of rubber.  I wanted ... I thought I understood, for the very first time, why my stepfather had done his damndest to drink himself to death.  He was royally screwed in life and he knew it.  He’d work until he dropped and then be put out on the streets, along with his family ... 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca?”  Jill was suddenly in front of me, holding me.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  I’d promised myself I’d take Jill as my first apprentice, if she wanted to learn.  It wasn’t entirely proper, but who gave much of a damn?  It wasn’t as if we were formally married ... 
 
      
 
    “I failed,” I said, between sobs.  “They failed me.” 
 
      
 
    Jill wrapped her arms tightly around me.  I felt her breasts pressing against mine.  “Hold on,” she said.  She’d always been more practical than me.  “I’ll get you upstairs and then we can have a drink and you can talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    “They failed me,” I repeated.  I wanted to scream in frustration.  “I ... I failed.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you didn’t fail,” Jill corrected.  “They failed you.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    I inched forward carefully, wishing I had a light.  The gloom was almost a living thing as we made our way deeper into the building, following Magister Niven’s path before he’d taken a fall.  The crashing suggested he’d fallen through several floors, but ... I felt the floor start to tilt in front of me and scrambled back, nearly crashing into Adam.  He held my arm until I was steady, then dug into his pocket and produced a tiny lantern.  I tensed as he lit it - using magic here might bring the ghosts down on us - then shivered as I saw the hole.  I’d come very close to falling as well. 
 
      
 
    “Crap,” Adam breathed.  “How far did he fall?” 
 
      
 
    The darkness below pulsed as if it were alive.  I reached for my goggles and pressed them to one eye.  There was a web of tangled magic, pulsing in ways that defied my understanding, below us.  Magister Niven had plunged right into it.  I raised my eyes, looking around in desperate hope he’d fallen somewhere - anywhere - else.  But there was nothing.  He’d fallen into the gloom and vanished. 
 
      
 
    “I could lower someone into the pit,” Magister Grayson said.  “If I levitate them down ...” 
 
      
 
    “The magic will react badly and go wild,” Adam snapped.  He didn’t take his eyes off the dark pit.  If it looked bad to me, I dreaded to think what it might look like to him.  “We don’t even know he’s alive!” 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward and shouted, pitching his voice into the pit.  There was no response, not even an echo.  The silence was palpable.  I felt my protections grow warm against me, as if even Objects of Power were affected by the magic.  It made me wonder if I should devise something to channel the raw magic, to absorb the power or direct it into something more useful.  But without my tools and a forgery, I couldn’t hope to put something together in time. 
 
      
 
    Caroline sounded shaken.  “We could go back and fetch help.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no guarantee we’d find the right place in time,” Magister Grayson said.  His tone insisted there’d be no guarantee of finding the right place at all.  “We can’t even get down there safely.” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” I said.  “The raw magic isn’t so dangerous to me.” 
 
      
 
    “You should stay here,” Caroline said.  “We don’t know how far he fell ... we don’t know if he’s still alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “But I’m not going to leave him behind.” 
 
      
 
    “He would understand,” Magister Grayson said, quietly.  “Cat, if you ran into trouble down there, we wouldn’t be able to help you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I understood.   Magister Niven might as well have fallen head-first into a furnace, as far as they were concerned.  If he’d tried to use magic to slow his fall, it might have made things a great deal worse.  And ... if there were ghosts down there, they might try to hurt me, too.  Just because I couldn’t see them didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous.  Cold logic insisted we should try to fetch help, to get Andre and the rest of his team down here.  But I couldn’t leave him behind.  Magister Niven was the first teacher I’d truly liked.  He was certainly the only person - apart from me - who knew the secret ... 
 
      
 
    “I’m going after him,” I said.  I silently blessed my sisters for all the times they’d levitated me into the air, or refused to help me when we’d scrambled up trees and along the mansion walls.  As much as I’d hated it at the time, it was good training.  “You have a rope.  You lower me down, gingerly.  If I reach the end without finding him, you bring me up and we try to think of something else.” 
 
      
 
    “We should try to think of something else now,” Caroline insisted.  “This is too dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the only one who can do it,” I said.  The nasty part of my mind suggested Astra should go instead.  The practical part pointed out that she’d be as vulnerable as the rest of the team to the magic.  “Give me a moment to rig my goggles, then we’ll get started.” 
 
      
 
    I saw Adam and Caroline exchange glances, again, as I took the goggles and carefully removed a lens.  It wouldn’t render the other lens useless - I’d designed them as two separate units, allowing me to repair one without damaging the other - but it was going to give me a headache.  I practiced opening and closing each eye, trying not to get disoriented by the constant shifts below.  It wasn’t easy.  I made a mental note to come up with a new design when I had a free moment ... my lips twitched.  Right now, that was likely to be around the same time as I became a grandmother.   
 
      
 
    “If you give us one tug, we’ll stop lowering you,” Adam said.  He tied the rope carefully around my waist, expertly securing it to my body.  “Give us another tug and we’ll resume lowering.  Two tugs, we’ll bring you up as fast as we can.  Three tugs, you found him and he’s alive.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, stiffly.  There’d be no need for a unique signal if Magister Niven was dead.  It would be difficult, if not impossible, to recover his body.  I devised a handful of plans, then dismissed them.  It was going to be hard enough to find him, if he was dead.  After we knew for sure, we could decide if it was worth the risk of trying to recover it. 
 
      
 
    “The rope was woven without magic,” Caroline said.  “The charms to make it unbreakable were added afterwards ... they might fail, down there, but the rope itself should remain unbroken.  However, if it rubs against the side of the pit ...” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said, cutting her off.  I didn’t want to think about the rope accidentally being cut by a sharp edge and me plunging into the darkness.  “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline didn’t seem pleased.  “Be careful,” she said.  “And don’t hesitate to yank on the rope if you want to be pulled out in a hurry.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  I walked to the side of the pit, my heart beating like a drum.  Up close, the darkness seemed even more intimidating.  If Mum or Dad had been with us, they would have flatly forbidden me from even trying.  “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    I turned, made sure they were holding onto the rope - and that the far end was secured to the distant wall - and then lowered myself over the edge.  It had been a long time since I’d gone scrambling with my siblings and cousins and that had been in the mansion’s gardens ... I gritted my teeth as I lost my footing, the rope tightening around my chest as I was lowered further into the darkness.  My naked eye couldn’t see a thing, save for faint glimmers of light that might have been nothing more than floaters; the goggles cast an eerie shimmer over the entire scene.  Magister Niven had fallen through at least two floors.  I could see another hole below, perhaps two.  I steered myself down, looking around with interest.  The walls and ceiling looked like they’d melted, as if they’d been scorched by fire ... 
 
      
 
    My skin prickled as sparks of magic darted around me.  My hair tried to stand on end as blue lights, visible even to the naked eye, flashed up and down the rope.  The perspective seemed to shift as I kept heading down through the second hole.  It took me a long moment to realise I was actually being lowered down a corridor.  I studied it in confusion, unsure of what had happened.  The flying mansion seemed to have fused with the ruins.  It made no sense.  I’d done my best to collect as many stories of the empire, and its magical marvels, as possible and none of them had suggested that interpenetration was even possible.  I couldn’t quite understand it.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    Worry about it later, I told myself, sharply.  The rope was long, but it wasn’t infinite.  Where is he? 
 
      
 
    I peered down into a scene from hell.  The environment looked as if it had been torn apart by a tornado.  Pieces of debris, from long-mummified bodies to pieces of machinery that had been incomprehensible even before they’d been torn to ruins, lay everywhere.  I forced myself to keep my eyes open, even as I wondered if Magister Niven’s body had been torn apart.  The raw magic was starting to hurt.  I closed both eyes, just for a second.  It was hard to open them again.  It felt as if someone was driving nails into my arms. 
 
      
 
    “Magister!”  I shouted as loud as I could.  “Magister!” 
 
      
 
    There was no reply.  The air seemed frozen.  I kept going down, my head spinning as the perspective kept shifting.  Where was he?  Had his body been flash-mummified and then torn apart?  I couldn’t believe it, but Astra had told us of looters who’d walked into a building and came out years later, seemingly unaware that any time had passed.  I couldn’t think of a spell that could send someone walking into the future, yet ... one could be held in suspension, by magic, without even being aware of it, until the spell faded and died.  Alana had tried it on me once.  In hindsight, the results had been an early clue to my true nature. 
 
      
 
    Light flared, ahead of me.  I covered the goggled eye and peered forward.  Magister Niven lay on the ground, his eyes staring at nothing.  His hands moved feebly, as if he was trying to ward something off.  I looked at the light through the goggles and sucked in my breath.  Magister Niven was surrounded by ghosts.  It looked as if they were feeding on him. 
 
      
 
    I yanked on the rope, once.  My fall slowed, then stopped.  The ghosts were just sheets of light in humanoid forms.  They weren’t looking at me ... not as far as I could tell.  And yet ... I swallowed, hard, as I realised what was happening.  They really were feeding on him.  They were draining his magic.  What would happen when he ran out? 
 
      
 
    If they feed on magic, I thought slowly, they can’t feed on me ... 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, caught between my desperate need to save him and fear for my own life.  My thoughts churned.  What if I was wrong?  What if they could feed on me?  What if ... I cursed myself for a coward and yanked on the rope again, bracing myself.  The rope quivered, then started to move again.  My feet touched the ground a second later.  The ghosts were growing brighter, but ... they didn’t seem to notice me.  I hoped that meant they couldn’t sense me.  If I’d been in their place, I would have paid more attention to the one who couldn’t run away. 
 
      
 
    Gritting my teeth, I ran forward.  The air turned so cold my breath became steam, puffing in front of me, but the ghosts didn’t seem aware of me.  Ghostly fingers passed through the air - through me - without ever quite touching.  And yet ... I felt ice in my veins as their spidery fingers passed through.  For the first time in my life, I was glad - truly glad - I had no magic.  Alana would’ve been dead - or worse - within seconds. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven was delirious, flailing at me as well as the ghosts.  I staggered as his palm struck my cheek, his eyes going wide with shock for a brief moment as he touched something solid.  It hurt, but there was no time to worry about it.  I looked him up and down, noting the broken leg and - possibly - damaged arm, then wrapped my arms around him and yanked on the rope twice.  The rope tightened - I braced myself for a fall, fearing the worst - before we were pulled up.  I felt the rope wobble and cursed my own mistake.  I could - I should - have tried to tell them I’d found him, or perhaps turned him into something small I could easily carry.  But the shock might have pushed him over the edge. 
 
      
 
    I looked down and regretted it.  The ghosts were standing, arms reaching towards us.  There were no recognisable faces, nothing to suggest they were even looking, but I felt a sense of indescribable malice as we rose higher.  It struck me, suddenly, that there was nothing stopping the ghosts from flying after us.  They didn’t have to stay on the ground.  I prayed to the ancients that they’d give us a chance to escape, that we’d make it up before all hell broke loose.  I mentally promised myself I’d convince Dad to fund better - and magic-less - equipment for the base camp.  We were so dependent on magic that operating without it was, at best, extremely difficult.   
 
      
 
    Magister Niven wriggled against me.  I gripped him tighter, hoping he wouldn’t try to break free or slam his head into my nose.  He was rambling under his breath, gasping words in a language I didn’t recognise.  A couple of words seemed linked to words I knew, but it was meaningless.  Just because they sounded alike, it didn’t mean they were.  Everyone who considered themselves educated, rightly or wrongly, spoke the Imperial Tongue.  My tutors had made it clear the lesser languages had devolved in different directions. 
 
      
 
    My head banged against something hard.  For a horrible moment, I thought Magister Niven had hit me, before I realised I’d cracked my skull against the broken ceiling.  I kicked out, getting us moving an instant before the rope would’ve touched the metal and snapped.  A ghost stared at me from the far side of the pit, unseen eyes burning into mine.  I gritted my teeth as we kept rising.  The ghost didn’t step into the air and levitate towards us.  I counted that as a minor victory. 
 
      
 
    They sense magic, I reflected, numbly.  They don’t see me, but they see anything with a magic signature ... perhaps including the Objects of Power. 
 
      
 
    The light dimmed as we were pulled back to the top floor.  Caroline stepped forward and dragged us out, while Adam and Magister Grayson held us steady.  I almost kissed the ground beneath my feet.  My eyes hurt and my head felt as if someone had hit it with a crowbar, but ... I’d made it!  Astra took my hand and helped me away from the pit, pressing a canteen of water to my lips.  I sipped, breathing a sigh of relief.  That could have been very dangerous. 
 
      
 
    “He’s broken both legs and one of his arms,” Caroline said.  She removed her shirt, tore it into strips and started binding Magister Niven’s wounds.  She didn’t seem bothered by her near-nakedness.  “There’s no way we can do more for him here.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Magister Grayson agreed.  “Right now, a healing spell would do more harm than good.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  Here, in the dead zone, the spell might not even work. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven whimpered.  Adam looked at me.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The ghosts were draining him,” I said.  It was hard to be sure what I’d seen, as if the memories were slipping out of my mind, but ... I bit my lip, forcing myself to focus.  “They didn’t seem to notice me.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to tell him what had happened, even though my mind was elsewhere.  If the ghosts really were drawn to magic, what did that mean?  Why were they here, where the magic field had been drained and warped?  Why ... what was I missing?  I’d gone to some trouble to source clothes for myself that had been made completely by hand, without a trace of magic.  There was magic in my tools, but ... they were Objects of Power.  My mind ran in circles.  There was something I was missing.  What? 
 
      
 
    “The storm appears to be fading,” Astra said.  I looked up.  She stood by the door, looking grim.  “We should go.” 
 
      
 
    Adam nodded.  “Grayson and I will carry Magister Niven,” he said.  “The rest of you are to keep going, whatever happens.  If we get separated, we’ll meet up again at the base camp.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.”  My limbs hurt as I forced myself to stand.  I needed a hot bath and a good night’s sleep.  I doubted I was going to get either.  If nothing else, I was going to make sure the base camp got some luxuries.  A few extra rooms, with a proper bathroom and actual beds, wouldn’t break the bank.  “Don’t let the ghosts get near you.  They’ll drain your magic.” 
 
      
 
    “One latched on to me,” Caroline said.  She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.  “It was so cold.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Astra said.  The confidence in her voice surprised me.  “The city will let us go.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing.  The ghosts had gathered under the city ... under us.  They might not have been able to get into the dead zone, but ... I swallowed, hard, as I considered the implications.  Had they been drawn to Magister Niven?  Or had they already been under the dead zone, working on ways to drag us out?  If the latter, it showed a degree of tactical thinking that scared me.  Ghosts were normally harmless, but these weren’t ... 
 
      
 
    And ghosts normally cluster near ancient ruins, I reminded myself.  This is the biggest ruin of them all. 
 
      
 
    Adam paced to the door and peered out.  “The ghosts have gone,” he said.  “Did they draw power from the storm?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” I said.  “But I really don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “A question for another time,” Magister Grayson said.  “For the moment, let’s concentrate on getting back home.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating,” Magister Von Rupert said.  “You say ... ah ... they were drawn to magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  I’d wanted a hot bath.  I’d had to settle for a shower and a change, while the base camp staff tended to Magister Niven.  I’d gone back to the briefing room afterwards to find Von Rupert waiting for me.  “They showed no interest in me, even when their fingers were touching me.  It was as if I didn’t exist for them.” 
 
      
 
    “You might not have, if they could only see or sense magic,” Von Rupert said.  “They might not see at all ... ah ... as we understand the concept.” 
 
      
 
    He stroked his goatee, thoughtfully.  “Ghosts are strange creatures.  The general theory is that they’re created when a powerful magician dies, his power leaving an impression on the surrounding environment rather than dispelling into nothingness.  It might explain why most ghosts are little more than flickering shapes ... ah ... endlessly wandering the rooms and passageways of their former homes.  Dangerous ghosts are rare and easily dispelled if they prove a threat.” 
 
      
 
    “Caroline tried to dispel the first ghost,” I said.  “It didn’t work.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Von Rupert agreed.  “It’s possible the more powerful ghosts are harder to dispel.  The Eternal City was practically the home of magic.  If the legends are even remotely true, every last citizen was a greater magician than any alive now.  They might all have become ... ah ... ghosts.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I knew, even if he didn’t, that the last traces of a magician’s power should have dispelled into the ether when he died.  If he’d left an impression, it was on the magic field itself.  My thoughts ran in circles.  It was just possible the impressions had become hungry, to the point they were draining magic from the magic field as well as anyone unlucky enough to get too close.  And yet ... I had a nasty feeling I was missing something vital.  If the ghosts pervaded the city, why hadn’t they drained the magic dry? 
 
      
 
    The magic field flows into the city, I mused.  Perhaps the ghosts aren’t draining enough to make a real dent in the flow. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been studying the maps,” Von Rupert said.  The sudden change in subject threw me, although it was par for the course with him.  He had a habit of jumping from subject to subject in a manner that seemed designed to confuse slow-witted students.  I’d heard a rumour he did it deliberately.  “I think I’ve located an old foundry near the epicentre of a magical surge.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed.  “How can you be sure the maps are accurate?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been tracking energy pulses and comparing them to the old maps,” Von Rupert informed me.  He sounded confident, at least.  “It isn’t easy, but I think we can be fairly certain that anything on the ground before the Fall remained on the ground.  We should be able to get there without trouble.” 
 
      
 
    And run straight into it, I thought.  The ghosts might be waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    Adam poked his head into the room before I could think of a more diplomatic way of pointing out the dangers.  “Cat?  Magister Niven is awake.  He wants to see you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and stood, feeling a tinge of relief.  I’d feared the worst.  Magister Niven hadn’t been in a good state even before the ghosts had started draining him of life and magic.  The base camp’s staff weren’t used to dealing with anything beyond physical injuries.  It wasn’t easy to repair brain damage, or replenish depleted magical reserves.  Booster potions tended to come with unpleasant side effects. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go see him now,” I said.  “And then I’ll see you afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    Adam looked oddly perturbed, as if he’d been thinking about something else.  I shrugged and hurried away.  He’d have to move quickly if he didn’t want to spend the next hour or so listening to Von Rupert’s theories.  I barely recalled Adam as a younger man - it wasn’t as if we had shared a dorm - but I was all too aware that Von Rupert was regarded as a crushing bore, if one wasn’t interested in magical theory.  There weren’t many people who’d dare say that out loud.  Magister Grayson was vicious enough for both of them. 
 
      
 
    Andre met me as I reached the makeshift ward.  “He’s alive and coherent, but very tired,” he said.  “Try not to push him too hard.  I would prefer him to get some sleep, if nothing else, but he refuses to even consider it.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    The makeshift ward was little more than a simple chamber, smaller than my bedroom back home.  Magister Niven lay on the bed, covered with a simple sheet.  Someone had cut off his clothes - I could see them piled on the further table - and replaced them with a simple medical gown.  I felt oddly uncomfortable, as if I was intruding on a private moment, as he beckoned me to enter and pointed to the chair.  I pushed the door closed and walked over to join him.  A small clipboard rested on the nearer table.  I glanced at the medical jargon, then shook my head in irritation.  It was beyond my comprehension. 
 
      
 
    “Cat,” Magister Niven said.  His voice was stronger than I’d expected for a man who’d broken several bones and then been attacked by ghosts.  “Thank you for coming.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly, as I took the chair.  His arm and legs had clearly been mended with magic, although it would be several days before he was fully healed.  I’d had broken bones myself and the healers had made me stay in bed, at least until they were sure everything had knitted itself back together.  I doubted Magister Niven would follow instructions, if they’d even been given to him.  It was far more likely he’d be back on his feet within the day.  The aches and pains would be a small price for mobility. 
 
      
 
    He looked back at me, evenly.  I felt my heart sink, sure I was in trouble even though I wasn’t sure why.  I’d saved his life.  I didn’t regret it.  There was no way in hell I would have left him down there, even if I hadn’t known the ghosts were there.  And yet ... the last time anyone had looked at me like that, it had been when I’d played a nasty prank on Alana.  She’d deserved it.  Mum hadn't agreed. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to speak.  “How much do you remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much.”  Magister Niven looked disgruntled.  He had built a career based on his questioning mind and the thought of losing it had to be terrifying.  There weren’t many people who could take his place, let alone people who might get away with it long enough to build a reputation.  “The floor gave way beneath me.  I tried to catch myself and it only made things worse.  Then ...” 
 
      
 
    He looked haunted, just for a second.  “Everything gets hazy from that point.  There were flashes of light and pain and ... the next thing I remember clearly is waking up here. Adam told me you went down after me and saved my life.” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” I confirmed.  I briefly outlined what I’d seen below the dead zone.  “The ghosts would have killed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Magister Niven looked me in the eye.  His voice suddenly hardened.  “Tell me ... what, in the name of the ancients, were you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a hot flash of anger.  “I saved your life!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Magister Niven’s eyes didn’t leave mine.  “But why did you put your life at risk?” 
 
      
 
    “To save yours,” I snapped.  “I was the only one who could do it!” 
 
      
 
    “Cat ...”  Magister Niven stopped and started again.  “Cat, I’m forty-nine years old.  I’m old enough to be your father.  There is no way in hell you should have put your life at risk to save mine.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists.  “You ...” 
 
      
 
    “Your talents and skills make you effectively unique,” Magister Niven continued, before I could say something about ungrateful bastards.  “Even if that wasn’t true, you’re barely out of your childhood.  You should not have put your life at risk for mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a child,” I said, hotly.  “And you have no right to scold me for saving your life!” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven smiled.  “Do you believe adults are free from being scolded by their superiors?  Or from facing far worse punishments if they make mistakes?” 
 
      
 
    I had a sudden mental image of the Castellan ordering naughty teachers to write lines and almost giggled.  It would have been funny, if I wasn’t being scolded ... 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “But as an adult I am free to make my own decisions.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish that were true,” Magister Niven said.  “I know people who have been fired - or worse - for making their own decisions.  I also know people who faced consequences for doing what they thought was the right thing, only to discover - afterwards - that their superiors disagreed.  It is very easy to be misled by one’s feelings. I understand how you felt, Cat, but you shouldn’t have taken that risk for me.  Your life is more important than mine.” 
 
      
 
    I took a long breath, forcing myself to relax.  “I didn’t want to lose you.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t want to lose me either.”  Magister Niven smiled, rather wanly.  “But I swore an oath to your father that I would protect you, even at the risk - or cost - of my own life.  I take that oath very seriously.” 
 
      
 
    You could hardly do otherwise, I thought, nastily. 
 
      
 
    “And that leads to a second question,” Magister Niven continued.  “Why didn’t the rest of the team stop you?” 
 
      
 
    “They knew I was the only person who could get down there,” I said.  “It had to be me.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t know I was still alive to be rescued,” Magister Niven said.  “They swore to protect you.  Letting you go into a bottomless pit, the sides lined with sharp edges that could easily have cut the rope and send you plunging into the darkness, was not protecting you.  They should have understood the dangers and prevented you from going, physically if necessary.  Why didn’t they?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked, surprised.  “They might not have understood the risks ...” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven snorted.  “Grayson, for the record, was an adventurer.  Adam and Caroline are trained Kingsmen, survivors of a training course that - I assure you - includes a great deal of abseiling and spelunking.  Even Astra” - his lips twisted - “has spent a chunk of her life exploring an extremely dangerous city.  There is no way they didn’t understand the risks.   So tell me ... why didn’t they stop you?” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I swallowed, hard, as the question echoed through my mind.  He was right.  They should have known I was going into danger and prevented me.  They would have wanted - I hoped - to recover Magister Niven, but not at the cost of my life.  The oath wouldn’t have let them rationalise their way around it.  “I ... I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  Oaths couldn’t be evaded, not consciously.  It was possible they hadn’t realised I was going into danger ... possible, but - as he’d pointed out - extremely unlikely.  They might have assumed I knew what I was doing ... no, that wasn’t too likely.  Even an expert would have gone into danger.  And I was no expert.  An expert might have thought twice about trying.   
 
      
 
    “Oaths are unbreakable,” Magister Niven said.  “Or so we are told.  Why didn’t they drop dead on the spot?” 
 
      
 
    “It was a dead zone,” I said, finally.  “There was no magic there.  The oaths might not have bitten them because ...” 
 
      
 
    I cursed under my breath.  Adam was a man of action, if Akin was to be believed, and Caroline was probably much the same ... but Magister Grayson wasn’t.  It wouldn’t take long for him to realise that the three of them had broken their oaths, broken them and survived.  And then ... and then what?  He might reason that they’d assumed I’d be safe, that I wouldn’t be in any real danger, but that wouldn’t stand up to any real scrutiny.  If the oaths hadn’t killed them ... why? 
 
      
 
    He might deduce the truth, I thought.  The oaths didn’t work because there was no magic to power them. 
 
      
 
    “That’s my theory,” Magister Niven said.  “But why didn’t my levitation spell work when I fell out of the dead zone?  It just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing about this makes sense,” I muttered.  I rubbed my forehead in frustration.  “Why ...” 
 
      
 
    I knew what had happened to the city.  And yet ...  
 
      
 
    “Here’s another theory,” Magister Niven said.  “When you forge an Object of Power, you put the components in place to create and stabilise a spellform ... right?  What if, when the city fell, a number of ruined artefacts accidentally triggered more spellforms when the magic flowed back into the ruins?  What would that do?” 
 
      
 
    “It would create a series of random spells,” I said.  “The results would be totally unpredictable.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and started to pace.  “The Objects of Power were starved of magic,” I said.  “That’s why they failed.  And when the magic came back, it was too late to restart the ruined Objects of Power.  Yet ... if some of them survived long enough to be triggered ...” 
 
      
 
    “It’s worth considering,” Magister Niven said.  “If the magic field was surging randomly, it might have made the Fall a great deal worse.  It might even have turned the population into ghosts.  And then ...” 
 
      
 
    “We still don’t understand what we’re playing with,” I said.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “I drained the magic field in Jude’s to save our lives,” I said.  I’d done the same years later, to save Akin and Isabella from their uncle.  It wasn’t something I wanted to discuss with anyone, even him.  “And the wardstone was never the same afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Magister Niven said.  “It’s possible the magic spluttered in random directions before it failed completely.  It’s also possible you damaged the local magic field permanently.  Do you have any way to measure the field?  To study the ebb and flow?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I said.  I knew how to trace the field, and how to drain it, but little else.  “I’ll work on it.” 
 
      
 
    “You should,” Magister Niven agreed.  “If the magical field is different here, the laws of magic might also be different.  No wonder our spells are so wonky.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven let out a sigh.  “I’m very grateful you saved my life,” he said, after a long moment.  “I owe you a debt and I will repay it, when called upon.  That said, you should not have put your life in danger for mine.  Your father will not be pleased with me when the secret gets out.  If you were my daughter ...” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “I’m sorry to have to say this, Cat, but being an adult doesn’t make you free from consequences.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, stiffly.  “I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I’d just turned and left you to die.” 
 
      
 
    “And I am grateful,” Magister Niven said, again. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t sound very grateful,” I snapped.  “Sir, with all due respect, I saved your life.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you had died down there, the mission would have died with you,” Magister Niven told me.  “I understand your feelings, and I am grateful for your actions, but I cannot ignore the dangers you chose to overlook.” 
 
      
 
    I rested my hands on my hips.  “Are you going to tell me to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Magister Niven let out a heavy sigh.  “I should.  I should tell you to stay in the base camp and forge, crafting devices we can use to explore the city.  We know more about the risks now, allowing us to plan more carefully.  But ...” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t stay here,” I said.  I sounded like Alana and I hated it, yet I couldn’t stop.  “I need to be with everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven gave me a look that suggested he knew exactly how I was feeling.  “Do you think adults always get what they want?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  My parents had wanted three powerful daughters.  They’d wound up with two powerful daughters and me.  I’d complicated their lives even as I’d opened up whole new vistas for the family.  “But I think adults don’t get treated like children.” 
 
      
 
    “Adam played a terrible prank on a fellow student last year, for which he was put in the stocks for a week,” Magister Niven said.  “If he did the same thing now, as an adult, he’d get a one-way ticket to Skullbreaker Island instead.  What do you think he’d prefer?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother to answer.  There was no point.  Skullbreaker Island was an inescapable prison.  The stories I’d heard made it clear the prisoners rarely survived more than a few years, at most.  Being put in the stocks sounded horrible, but it wasn’t a death sentence.  I wondered, numbly, what Adam had actually done.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    “There are plenty of times when I have been lumbered with tasks I didn’t want to perform, because I was on the bottom of the totem pole,” Magister Niven added.  “And quite a few moments when I have felt left out, or isolated, because my talents were required elsewhere.  Being an adult means you don’t get to whine about what is or isn’t fair.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  I grinned.  “I have some older cousins who will be very surprised to hear it.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven laughed.  “Go eat your dinner, then get some rest,” he ordered.  “We’ll need to spend a couple of days writing reports before making our next foray into the city.  You can be excused, if you want to spend the time forging instead.  I won’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sorry I saved your life,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    “Nor am I.”  Magister Niven smiled.  “But I have to acknowledge the risks, too.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “You will stay close to Hugh,” Magister Niven said, two days later.  “And if we run into trouble, you are to get him out without worrying about the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  Magister Von Rupert had insisted on accompanying us, once he’d proved - to his satisfaction - that he had a way of navigating the city.  I didn’t want him to come, simply because he was too old to run if we encountered another set of ghosts or grave-robbers.  I supposed Magister Niven was trying to teach me a lesson.  It wouldn’t be easy to protect the old man while protecting myself at the same time.  Really, I would have preferred for Magister Von Rupert to stay in the base camp. 
 
      
 
    Which is what they would probably prefer for me too, I thought.  Caroline had given me a long lecture on not putting myself in danger again, although Adam had actually winked when his partner had been looking the other way.  They would insist on leaving me behind if they didn’t need me. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my head as Magister Von Rupert went through his theory one final time.  He’d studied the energy pulses and calculated, somehow, that they weren’t as random as we’d thought.  I didn’t pretend to understand his explanation - apparently, the magic had warped and compressed local reality into a tesseract of pocket dimensions - and he’d lost me when he’d started talking about ten-dimension hyper-cubes, but he’d used his projections to predict when and where the next energy surge would occur.  And he’d gotten it right.  We might not understand quite what was going on, but we were making progress. 
 
      
 
    Adam nudged me.  “Did you understand any of that?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “Apparently, we can get burnt before we light the match,” I said.  “And that energy pulses twist and turn in multiple dimensions.” 
 
      
 
    “We were able to calculate where the next energy pulses will occur,” Caroline said.  “And that is all that matters.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.”  Adam smiled, rather blandly.  “Are you ready for another fun-filled day of death-defying antics?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline gave him a look that was anything but friendly.  I turned away, trying not to roll my eyes.  Adam was very wearying, even in small doses, but Caroline was almost worse.   I didn’t blame her for being worried about my safety - and hers, if she broke her oath - yet I didn’t need to be lectured time and time again.  It was bad enough knowing Dad would give me yet another lecture, when I got home.  He wouldn’t be happy.  And if he started thinking about why the oaths hadn’t taken effect ... 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Magister Niven called.  “Don’t hesitate to shout if you’re having problems.” 
 
      
 
    I fell into step beside Magister Von Rupert and listened as he outlined more and more of his theories, including a number that would have been well past outlandish if they’d come from anyone else.  I had thought myself well-grounded in magical theory, but the older man was so far ahead of me that I couldn’t follow half the jargon he used.  I kept a mental tally of words and concepts I didn’t recognise, planning to look them up when I got home.  The base camp didn't even have a library.  It was something else I was going to have to organise. 
 
      
 
    The city loomed in front of us, once again.  I tensed as we crossed the road and headed into the ruins, feeling magic flickering around us.  It seemed quieter today, as Magister Von Rupert had predicted, but I wasn’t reassured.  The sky changed colour with terrifying speed.  One moment, it was a bright sunny day; the next, it looked as if it was going to rain or snow.  I almost wished it would.  I’d seen letters and postcards from friends and family who’d gone to the mountains to ski.  It sounded fun, but it never snowed in Shallot.  The weather was sunny all year round. 
 
      
 
    I kept my eyes on the ground as we kept going, trying to ignore the flickers of light from the shadows and the doors gaping invitingly wide.  Had they changed since we’d last walked down the street?  Had it even been the same street?  I wasn’t sure.  Magister Von Rupert had insisted that he could predict shifts within the city, as well as energy surges, but it was difficult to be certain his calculations were accurate.  I wondered if I should risk discussing the magical field with him.  If he kept studying the city, he might deduce its existence anyway and tell everyone before I could stop him. 
 
      
 
    Would it really be so bad?  The thought nagged at my mind.  If everyone knew the truth, what would they do? 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly.  Whirlpool wasn’t a particularly complex Object of Power.  I could make one within an hour, one powerful enough to bring the family mansion or a school of magic crashing down when the magic went away.  Given time, any forger could make one ... maybe it wouldn’t be as effective as one of mine, but it would still do a great deal of damage.  The Great Houses - and the Monarchy - rested on their control of magic.  What would happen if it went away?   
 
      
 
    Magister Niven slowed as we turned the corner.  I stared at his back.  Two days ago, he’d been crippled, on the verge of death.  And he’d been healed.  I knew - from Caroline - that he’d barely stayed in bed for a night.  Without magic, how long would it have taken for him to heal?  Could he have healed?  I doubted it.  I’d learnt the hard way that I healed slower than my sisters, that even something as simple as a cut or a bruise lasted longer - on me - than it did on them.  I swallowed hard, looking at my scarred hands.  Mum had healed me, time and time again.  Without her, I might have wound up a cripple. 
 
      
 
    Without the magic field, I wouldn’t even be a forger, I thought.  What would any of us be? 
 
      
 
    The thought disturbed me as we trudged on.  The wind blew hot and cold, flickers of light - as always - dancing at the corner of my eye.  I hoped the new set of bracelets I’d forged would provide some protection if the ghosts appeared.  Adam had complained they were deadening, and they were, but using them was better than being drained.  I wasn’t sure what would happen if the rest of the party was drained completely.  On one hand, I survived without magic; on the other, I’d been born that way.  A magician who suddenly lost his powers might be crippled - or worse.   
 
      
 
    We paused, long enough to catch our breaths.  The buildings were changing, shifting from towering blocks to giant structures that reminded me of the foundries and workshops back home.  Many were in ruins, clearly devastated by the Fall, but a number were surprisingly intact.  I hoped the interior remained untouched.  Astra had insisted this part of the city had hardly been explored by the grave-robbers, but there was no way she knew everything.  She was barely older than me or Caroline.  There weren’t many looters, if Astra was correct, who’d stayed in the city more than a year or two.  I hated to think how much might have been discovered, lost, rediscovered and then lost again. 
 
      
 
    Not that they could risk keeping good notes, I thought.  They’d be proof of their visits to the city. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Magister Niven said, as we stared at the complex.  He glanced at me.  “Do you think it is really a foundry?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  It did look like a foundry, but that could be meaningless.  Form didn’t always follow function.  The books had talked, in maddeningly vague terms, of wonders that were left permanently unexplained, of things the authors glossed over because their audience already knew what they were.  I’d expected a wonderland of magical automation, with Objects of Power making more Objects of Power.  And yet ... the dark building rising in front of us was surprisingly mundane.  It was larger than I’d expected - bigger than the family mansion, as far as I could tell - with only a handful of visible entrances. 
 
      
 
    “The maps insisted it was a foundry and more besides,” Magister Von Rupert said.  He was practically twitching with eagerness.  “Shall we go inside?” 
 
      
 
    “Carefully,” Caroline said.  “Adam and I will take point.” 
 
      
 
    They inched towards a door that looked large enough to take two horse-drawn carriages at once.  I watched them, keeping a wary eye on one of the other devices I’d forged.  It was a glowing light, so simple a child could forge it ... utterly dependent on the magical field.  If we walked into another dead zone, the light would die as well.  Adam and Caroline reached the door and peered inside.  I waited, heart thudding in my chest.  There could be more ghosts in there and I wouldn’t have a clue, not until it was too late.  I’d improved my goggles, but I wasn’t sure how well they’d work.  I wouldn’t know until we encountered more ghosts. 
 
      
 
    Caroline looked at us and beckoned.  Magister Von Rupert practically ran forward.  I followed him, one hand lingering on my protections.   The door seemed to grow larger as we approached, until it dominated my sight.  Inside ... 
 
      
 
    I stared.  Foundries back home were rows upon rows of tables, wood and metalworkers carving out components for the artificers and forgers to craft into Devices of Power.  I’d seen a couple and watched the apprentices doing their work, mastering each aspect of their trade before moving up to the next level; I’d accompanied my mother to a potions workshop to see more apprentices preparing potions for the forgers.  The larger foundries had been very much like apartment blocks, with each floor devoted to the work.  Here ... it was very different. 
 
      
 
    My head hurt.  The warehouse was one giant chamber that stretched as far as the eye could see.  It was crammed with machinery, giant mechanical constructions that were a long way beyond my comprehension.  I found myself walking forward, almost against my will.  The tools and machinery were shiny and new, as if the workers had simply put everything down and walked away.  My skin itched as I forced myself to stop.  Time itself seemed to hang on a knife-edge. 
 
      
 
    “Fantastic,” Magister Grayson breathed.  “Be careful where you put your feet.” 
 
      
 
    I followed his finger and winced.  Someone had carved complex patterns and runes into the floor.  I recognised some of them, but others ... others were new.  Magister Von Rupert pushed past, too lost in his wonderment to realise he’d shoved me aside.  I dug into my pocket for my notepad and hastily started to sketch the runes, trying to determine what they did.  They didn’t look related to anything I’d seen in the old books and yet it was hard to believe they were completely new.  I reminded myself that the Thousand-Year Empire had known more about magic than anyone in the modern age, including how it actually worked. 
 
      
 
    The runes could be linked to the magic field, I thought.  I didn’t know how that worked - runes needed a magic surge to get them started - but it was possible.  Or something else ... 
 
      
 
    The silence was oppressive.  I tapped my feet, trying to make a sound.  It faded and died before it could reach the far end of the complex, let alone echo back.  Our voices sounded weak and tinny as we kept moving, careful not to put our feet directly on the runes.  I pulled my goggles over my face and looked around.  There didn’t seem to be any traces of magic on the machinery and yet my hair kept trying to stand on end.  There was something in the complex, I was sure.  I just couldn’t see it. 
 
      
 
    “Curious.”  Magister Von Rupert sounded tired, all of a sudden.  “The equations on the walls are far beyond me.” 
 
      
 
    “Astra, support him,” Magister Niven ordered.  “We’ll continue to explore the chamber.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, staying with the two as the rest of the team spread out a little.  The complex was linked to another complex - it was daunting to realise they were both actually bigger than the family mansion - crammed with weird-looking devices out of legend.  A bat-winged structure stared down, the metallic form topped with an eye ... a flying machine?  I’d seen pictures of strange craft effortlessly crushing resistance, but ... my eyes flickered over the device.  Could it really fly?  My flying machine had been an ugly monster compared to the elegance before me ... 
 
      
 
    A flash of light shot through the chamber.  I turned, just in time to see Adam’s hand pressed against the machinery.  Blue light flashed around his skin and up into the metallic network.  Magister Niven reached for him, then thought better of it and donned gloves before trying to pull him free.  Adam seemed unmoving, as if his hands were jinxed to the machine.  The blue light kept growing brighter, until Adam finally slumped and fell.  Something whirred.  I looked up.  Pieces of metal - tools - were descending to the floor.  The whole complex was coming to life. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Astra snapped.  She caught my arm and pulled me back.  “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, backing away.  The lights were glowing brightly now as pieces of machinery rose and fell.  I felt like a rat in a trap.  The machines didn’t feel hostile, but ... they’d crush us effortlessly if we were in the wrong place at the wrong time.  I caught Magister Von Rupert’s other hand and yanked him back, ready to carry him if he stumbled.  There was no way to get to the others.  We’d have to get out, back into the city, and hope the others made it out, too.  Magister Niven had made it clear I wasn’t to put my life at risk saving theirs again. 
 
      
 
    Ungrateful bastard, I thought, again. 
 
      
 
    The lights grew brighter.  Mist floated in the air.  A giant hammering sound echoed throughout the complex, as though we were trapped inside a giant.  I thought we were on a walkway and yet ... the machinery was far too close for my peace of mind.  My understanding of the complex was practically non-existent.  I forced myself to keep going, despite a growing fear we were running in circles.  The pathways kept opening and closing, trapping us in a nightmare of ever-shifting pieces of metal.  I thought I saw someone, as the pathways opened again for a second, then shook my head.  It might just have been my imagination ... 
 
      
 
    The ground heaved.  A giant insectoid creature appeared out of nowhere.  I froze, sweat trickling down my back.  It looked like a giant mantis, made out of metal and bristling with tools and equipment I didn’t recognise.  There were no visible eyes, not as far as I could see, but I had the oddest feeling it was looking at me.  It knew I was there. 
 
      
 
    “A meksect,” Magister Von Rupert said, happily.  “I’d never so much as hoped to see a live one.” 
 
      
 
    Astra’s voice trembled.  “It’s going to kill us.” 
 
      
 
    I was inclined to agree.  It was a struggle to remain detached.  I’d read about meksects, although the old books hadn’t gone into details about how the mechanical servants were actually forged.  The insect-like automaton in front of me was remarkable.  I’d never seen anything so complex, not even in the vast collection of broken and ruined Objects of Power my family had amassed over the centuries.  The records had suggested they were rare, almost unknown, outside the Eternal City itself.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “Run,” Astra said. 
 
      
 
    The meksect scampered forward.  There was no time to admire the sheer perfection of the device.  Whoever had forged the meksect outshone me like the sun outshone the moon.  And yet ... I turned, holding Magister Von Rupert up as we fled.  It was hard to reach the far wall, let alone get back to the door.  The meksect came after us, moving with a silent grace that would have impressed me if it hadn’t been in hot pursuit.  I tried to tell myself that Astra was wrong, that the meksect wasn’t allowed to harm - let alone kill - people, but there was no guarantee that was actually true.  It was often quite easy to turn a harmless device into something lethal, with a little effort and a complete lack of scruples ... 
 
      
 
    My feet twisted as the floor dropped away beneath us.  For a horrible moment, I thought we’d fallen through another hole in the floor before realising the corridor was sloping down into another corridor.  This one was lined with meksects, their legs folded beneath their bodies.  They seemed unmoving, but ... I saw glimmers of life.  The one behind us picked up speed.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not forging a blasting spellcaster.  The tools on my belt wouldn’t even annoy the meksect. 
 
      
 
    Astra yanked us around a corner and stopped, dead.  The room was an empty dead end.  A faint blue light lit the walls, coming from nowhere I could see, but ... we were trapped.  I turned, hoping we could get out again before it was too late ... but it was already too late.  The meksect glided forward like a hunting dog, extending claws of shining metal.  I grasped for my multitool, desperately, as it pressed us back against the wall.  Perhaps I could dismantle it or disrupt the control system or something.  Nothing else came to mind.  I didn’t dare order Astra to transfigure us.  Here, the spell might go badly wrong - or worse.  
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert was shoved against the wall.  I saw blue light spinning through the stone, then ... 
 
      
 
    ... We were somewhere else. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    It was dark.  Too dark. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, my chest feeling as though I’d been punched - and punched hard.  No one had hit me - I was sure I would have noticed - but my stomach still twisted painfully.  The darkness felt ... weirdly normal, as if we were suddenly a long distance from the epicentre.  A thought struck me and I reached forward, touching hard stone.  It had been behind me a second ago. 
 
      
 
    Astra coughed.  “What ... what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I said.  I dug into my pocket, looking for a matchbook and candle.  It hadn’t been easy to find one that didn’t rely on magic.  Thankfully, whoever had set up the base camp had been a survivalist.  He hadn’t wanted something that might lose its potency over the years.  “Give me a moment.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy to light the match in the gloom, but I made it.  The light drove back the darkness, just a little.  I pressed the match to the candle and breathed a sigh of relief as the light grew brighter, then sorted through my pocket for a second candle.  Astra took the first one and held it up, shedding flickering light over the scene.  I lit the second candle and looked around.  We were very definitely somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    The chamber was dark, dank and cold.  An archway - a blocked archway - stood right in front of us.  I’d seen something like it in the old books, but it still took me a few seconds to realise I was looking at a teleport gate.  It felt dead and cold to the touch, yet ... I remembered the last few seconds and shivered.  The other gate had also been dead, until Magister Von Rupert had touched it.  My head spun as I pressed my fingers against the stone.  The previous gate had drawn on Magister Von Rupert’s power and sent us ... here.  Where was here? 
 
      
 
    “The complex drew on our power to restart itself,” I said.  Adam had touched something, from what I’d seen, and the whole complex had come to life.  My mind churned as I tried to understand the implications.  Adam was powerful and extremely capable, but ... I doubted he had enough power to restart the whole complex.  “That’s ... interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure,” Astra said.  “How do we get out of here?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at her, feeling a flicker of disgust.  She’d sworn a powerful oath and yet ... so had the others.  And their oaths hadn’t stopped them from letting me risk my life.  If she realised the truth, she could turn on me at any moment ... if, of course, we were in a dead zone.  I glanced at the light on my bracelet and realised it had gone out.  Either we were in a dead zone now or we’d passed through one.  I had no way to determine which was actually true. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  If Magister Von Rupert had powered the gateway, perhaps Astra could do it too.  “Try touching the stone.” 
 
      
 
    Astra gave me a sharp look, then did as she was told.  I watched, torn between hope and fear.  There was no guarantee the gateway would take us back to the Eternal City - and, even if it did, we might walk straight into the meksect and get killed.  And yet ... I didn’t have the slightest idea where we were.  I was almost disappointed when nothing happened.  We might be gone for a very long time. 
 
      
 
    “Keep touching it,” I told her.  “Can you feel anything?” 
 
      
 
    Astra stared at me.  “It’s stone,” she said.  “Why don’t you try?” 
 
      
 
    I bit down a sharp reply.  I didn’t know if they’d told Astra who I really was - Caitlyn was hardly an uncommon name, although it was normally spelt Caitlin - but I didn’t want her to know.  If she did manage to break the oath, or lose it somehow, it could end very badly.  She had magic and I didn’t.  My protections would shield me from direct attack, but they didn’t make me invincible. 
 
      
 
    The stone felt cold and dead against my fingers.  I ran my hand over the gateway, trying to parse out the runes.  They were still incomprehensible, yet I’d seen enough to make me wonder.  The more I thought about it, the more I wondered if they were designed to draw on power and direct it into the surrounding spellforms.  If they’d been keyed to draw on the magic field ... 
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert groaned.  I cursed myself for my lack of compassion.  He was old - and his power had jump-started the teleport gate.  I knelt beside him, holding the candle lightly.  His face looked pale, although it was hard to be sure.  The candle didn’t provide enough light.  I checked his pulse, gritting my teeth.  He looked physically unhurt, but ... his years might be catching up with him.  He’d been a teacher longer than I’d been alive. 
 
      
 
    Astra stalked around the room.  “Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    I watched her as her candle revealed piles of jagged metal and broken stone, considering my answer.  The stories insisted that one could step from the Eternal City to anywhere in the blink of an eye.  There were ancient ruins scattered across both Maxima and Minima ... we could be in any of them.  Or we could be just a few short miles from the ruined city.  There were abandoned cities up and down the country, all vacated in the wake of the Fall.  I had no way to even guess the truth.  We could be on the other side of the known world. 
 
      
 
    “We could be anywhere,” I said, finally.  “I don’t know precisely where.” 
 
      
 
    “Great.”  Astra kicked a pile of debris, scattering it across the floor.  “Just great.” 
 
      
 
    I took my canteen from my belt, pressed it gently against Magister Von Rupert’s lips, then took a sip myself.  We could survive several days without food, I’d been assured, but water would be the real killer.  If we ran out of water, we were doomed.  And yet ... I gritted my teeth.  Three canteens, one for each of us.  We had to find more before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “Stay with him,” I ordered, as Astra returned.  “I’m going to look around.” 
 
      
 
    The candle felt warm in my hand.  I glanced at it, worriedly.  There didn’t seem to be anything we could burn in the area, not even our clothes.  The goggles weren’t as effective as I’d hoped.  I could see Astra - a living blaze of magic - but little else.  I didn’t know what that meant.  The magic field might be low here, if it wasn’t non-existent.  I had the feeling, not for the first time, that the rules were changing before I’d got the hang of them. 
 
      
 
    My heart beat faster as I reached the far wall.  The chamber opened into a small corridor, barely large enough for a grown man.  Adam would have problems walking down it ... I felt a flicker of humour, swiftly quenched by fear.  We were alone, so completely alone that the others would have no hope of finding us.  They’d have to send a message back to Shallot, asking - begging - my father to try to use blood magic to track me down.  I wasn’t sure it would work, not on me.  This time, I didn’t have Akin by my side. 
 
      
 
    The thought cost me a pang as I held the candle against the wall, studying the runes.  They were weird, as if they were yet another set.  It made no sense and yet ... I had the maddening feeling that, if I stared at them long enough, they would fall into a pattern I could understand.  I pressed my fingers against them, noting how the metal moved from smooth to rough and smooth again so rapidly I could barely keep track.  A splash of hot wax dripped against my hand and I grimaced.  I was used to being burnt - I knew how to control the pain, to keep it from overwhelming my mind - but this was different.  It was a grim reminder we might - we would - eventually burn the candles to a nub. 
 
      
 
    We were stupid idiots, I thought, as I turned to make my way back to the others.  We should have loaded up with everything from water to candles and other non-magical stuff. 
 
      
 
    Astra looked up at me, her face worried.  “What now?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the response that came to mind, something about her having spent far more time near the ruins than me.  Instead … 
 
      
 
    “Try a lightspell,” I ordered.  “A very tiny lightspell.” 
 
      
 
    Astra nodded and cast it.  The lightglobe wobbled into the air, vibrating oddly.  I had the feeling it was permanently on the verge of flickering out and dying.  I looked around as the chamber came into sharp relief.  The room was bigger than I’d thought, but barren of anything that might help us.  The piles of burnt and broken debris looked odd, yet ... I shook my head.  It didn’t look like I was going to be able to build a flying machine this time.  Even if I’d had my tools, the metal was so warped and twisted it might be actively dangerous. 
 
      
 
    The lightglobe sputtered.  Astra stared at it in disbelief.  “What ...?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep it moving,” I said.  I blew out my candle and pocketed it, then motioned for her to do the same.  “There’s some interference in the air.” 
 
      
 
    I helped Magister Von Rupert to his feet and half-carried him towards the door.  Astra followed, directing the lightglobe so it drifted ahead of us.  I didn’t like having her behind us, but there was no choice.  Outside, the corridor was tighter than I’d realised.  It felt as if it had been designed for children, or people with very odd proportions.  A handful of stories insisted the folk of the Thousand-Year Empire had been literal giants, their feet resting on the ocean and their heads poking out of the planet’s atmosphere, but I was fairly sure that was complete nonsense.  The only actual giants in existence lived up north, in the frozen wastes.  And even they weren’t that large. 
 
      
 
    And besides, Akin is a direct descendent of the founders and he isn’t a giant, I thought.  Akin was tall, but hardly freakishly so.  Isabella was about the same height as Alana.  The city wasn’t designed for giants. 
 
      
 
    The lightglobe turned sickly, then vanished.  I tensed as the corridor grew dimmer, a faint light glistening in the distance.  I reached for the matchbook, then hesitated.  The corridor had been clear and I didn’t want to waste the remains of the candle, not when we might need it later.  I kept moving towards the light, as quickly as I dared.  My eyes started to ache.  I hoped that wasn’t a sign there were ghosts nearby.  The goggles seemed worse than useless.   
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert shifted against me, his heartbeat dangerously erratic.  I felt my heart clench.  He shouldn’t have been here.  He should have stayed in the camp, working on his theories and leaving the hard work to us. 
 
      
 
    Sure, my thoughts mocked.  And you would be happy, wouldn’t you, if they’d insisted you stay behind, too? 
 
      
 
    I bit down on the thought, hard, as we stepped into a giant room.  It was ... strange, more like the interior of a beehive than anything human.  The ceiling pulsed with a strange grey light, as if it was permanently twilight.  I reached for the goggles and pulled them over one eye, trying to trace the magic embedded in the stone.  It was strange, as if it was both extremely complex - a lattice of power running through the ceiling - and yet strikingly simple.  I looked from side to side, noting just how clean the room was.  There wasn’t even a layer of dust on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Astra said.  “Where do we go from here?” 
 
      
 
    I shot her a sharp look.  There were three entrances on the other side of the chamber, with nothing to suggest which one might lead us in which direction.  Even if we got out of the complex, whatever it was, there’d be no guarantee of finding our way anywhere we wanted to go.  We could be anywhere ... I groaned under my breath.  We could be a handful of miles from Shallot, or on the other side of the world, and we wouldn’t know it.  The thought kept spinning around and around in my mind.  We could be anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  My breathing came in fits and starts.  The air felt disturbingly thin.  “We’ll take a break, then pick a door.” 
 
      
 
    Astra nodded as we lowered Magister Von Rupert to the floor, then sat beside him.  “So ... what are you?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Half the team are enforcers, there to make sure you do your job,” Astra said.  Her lips curved into a faint smile.  “The other half are academics, like our friend here.  And then there’s you.  You’re not a fighter, so you can’t be an enforcer; you’re not old and bearded enough to be an academic; you’re not respectful enough to be an apprentice.  You could be a supervisor, but you’re not stuck up enough for it.  Probably too young, too.  I heard the old boy chewing you out for saving his life, which he wouldn’t do if you held the purse strings.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes glittered with amusement.  “So ... what are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Part of the team,” I said, finally.  “And that’s all that matters.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed?”  Astra leaned forward.  “Don’t I have a right to know?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I stared back at her, evenly.  “You were caught looting the city, which would be quite bad enough even if you and your team hadn’t tried to kill us as well.  What makes you think you have a right to anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I gave your master my oath,” Astra said.  “But I can hardly carry out my word if I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, then asked a question I knew she didn’t want to answer.  “What did you actually do to get expelled?” 
 
      
 
    Astra’s face twisted.  I allowed myself a moment of relief.  Astra was still bound by the oath.  She might not want to answer the question, but there was no way to avoid it.  If she had been able to lie to me ... I wasn’t sure what I would have done.  Drawn my spellcaster and put a fireball in her back?  Or ... or what? 
 
      
 
    “I was seventeen and in love,” Astra said.  “Blair - his name was Blair - was handsome and generous and pretty much wonderful.  I gave him my virginity.  I ... shortly afterwards, I caught him in bed with another girl.  He had the nerve to tell me he could never have married a slattern.” 
 
      
 
    “Bastard,” I said.  “You slept with him.” 
 
      
 
    Astra’s lips twisted.  “I hit him with a nut-breaking curse.  It shouldn’t have lasted forever, but ... I overpowered the spell and castrated him.  I ... I was expelled immediately afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her, torn between sympathy and horror.  A young girl, around the same age as myself, who gave up her virginity before she married was risking everything.  I’d never so much as let Akin slip his hand into my underwear, let alone go further ... not until we were married.  It wasn’t fair - I knew there were boys who lost their virginity long before they so much as met their future wives - but there was no way to stop it.  Even I would be in real trouble if I lost my virginity before I married and High Society found out ... 
 
      
 
    And yet, she’d also destroyed any hope of her victim having children of his own. 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  I found it hard to come up with something to say.  I dreaded the thought of hurting someone so permanently and yet ... my heart twisted.  I’d been angry, deep inside, when I’d heard that Ayesha McDonald had kissed Akin, and that Saline Califon had kissed him, too.  “I’m sorry that happened to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet you are,” Astra said.  She looked resentful.  “Tell me, would anyone dare to cheat on you?” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to say something cutting, then froze as I saw something insectoid emerging from one of the far entrances.  Astra bit out a curse.  I stumbled to my feet and dragged Magister Von Rupert up, breathing a sigh of relief as Astra cast a levitation spell to hoist him into the air.  The meksect stopped dead, staring at us with unseen eyes, then started to glide forward.  The smooth motion was almost hypnotic.  I felt a wash of envy and admiration, once again, for the forger.  He was so far ahead of me ... 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Astra snapped. 
 
      
 
    We ran, the meksect gliding after us in a manner that suggested it was waiting for us to tire before it ran us down.  The corridors blurred together as we ran up and down flights of stairs, Magister Von Rupert hovering behind us.  I tried desperately to think of a plan, but nothing came to mind.  We were going to run out of energy, then killed and ... 
 
      
 
    “Here.”  Astra yanked me into a sideroom, then hurled a blasting hex at the meksect.  It stopped, magic flaring around before fading into nothingness.  I had the weird feeling it was actually offended, as if it had just been trying to play.  “Hit it ...” 
 
      
 
    A piece of stone flew down the corridor and crashed straight into the meksect.  It stumbled, staggering back just before a second piece of stone smashed through the armoured skull and sent it to the ground.  The floor shuddered beneath us.  I turned, just in time to see a masked figure pointing a spellcaster at us.  An instant later, ropes spun out of nowhere and wrapped themselves around us.  I fell to the ground, trapped. 
 
      
 
    “Well.”  A cold voice echoed through the air.  “Who might you be?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    The figure inched forward, keeping his spellcaster aimed at us.  I stared back at him, testing the bonds as best as I could.  The ropes had come out of nowhere, suggesting they’d been formed from raw magic itself ... they wouldn’t stay in existence long, not without a spellbinder, but anyone powerful enough to create them would certainly know it.  The figure was wrapped in shadow, wearing a hood that obscured his face; I tensed, just briefly, as I saw bone-like fingers clasped around the spellcaster.  A warlock.  A dark magic savant.  A ... 
 
      
 
    I shuddered, helplessly.  Warlocks were nasty.  They delved into the deepest, darkest magics and became monsters, monsters condemned to be executed on sight.  The man - or woman; it was impossible to be sure - knew he was doomed, if he fell into enemy hands.  It would make him ruthless, ruthless and cruel.  My heart sank.  Isabella had beaten a warlock once, somehow, but I didn’t know if I could do it.  My spellcasters were out of reach and I could barely move.  The ropes might have been made from raw magic, but they felt as real as the floor beneath. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the warlock said.  “What have we here?” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to listen.  His voice was cracked and broken, accented in a manner I didn’t recognise.  I’d met people from all over the continent.  Was he from further away, perhaps one of the semi-legal settlements just inside the Desolation?  Or had he just been here for so long he’d forgotten how to speak properly?  Isabella sounded a little provincial to my ears and she’d only been in exile for six years.  The warlock before me might have been in exile longer than I - or my father - had been alive.  Given his state, it was unlikely he’d ever had the chance to return to civilised lands. 
 
      
 
    Which suggests we’re still somewhere isolated, I thought.  It wasn’t reassuring.  I’d hoped we’d find ourselves in one of the abandoned settlements, close enough to a living town to find help and transport ourselves home.  A warlock wouldn’t have risked setting up a base somewhere he might be discovered at any moment. 
 
      
 
    My mind raced as the warlock went on and on, rambling.  What did he want?  I knew more about dark magic than the average teenager - Dad had let me learn, in hope it would spark something inside me - but not enough to say with any certainty.  I knew he wouldn’t let us go, not when we could bring the Kingsmen down on his head.  He’d try to enslave or kill or sacrifice us or ... the old books had talked about stomach-churning rituals, orgies of blood and bone that - somehow - granted power to the participants.  And then there was the other possibility.  Astra and I were young and female and apparently helpless ... 
 
      
 
    The warlock studied Magister Von Rupert for a long moment, then tapped his spellcaster against the older man’s forehead and muttered a single word.  “Obey.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth as Magister Von Rupert twitched.  In his state, fighting off the compulsion was likely impossible.  His magic reserves were drained, suggesting the curse might wear off quicker than the warlock expected, but he was in no state to take advantage of it.  Astra struggled against her bonds as the warlock approached, her eyes wide with fear as he leaned towards her.  He tapped the spellcaster against her and her eyes went blank.  I shuddered, helplessly.  The spell was powerful, too powerful.  It would be a long time before she recovered, if she recovered at all.  The protections she’d been carrying hadn’t been enough to ward off the spell ... 
 
      
 
    But mine are, I thought.  If he doesn’t realise I’m protected ... 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to study her as the warlock stepped towards me, then turned my attention to him.  There was something odd about his movements, as if his legs weren’t working quite right.  I braced myself as the spellcaster rose and tapped against my forehead, hard enough to hurt.  I went limp, hoping and praying the warlock didn’t look too closely.  His magic didn’t produce any light.  There shouldn’t be anything to suggest the magic had been dispelled, instead of turning me into a slave.  The warlock looked at me for a long cold moment, then turned and inched away.  His robe hid his legs, but there was definitely something odd about them.  I’d seen a captain once who’d worn a peg-leg and refused to have his limbs regrown.  I wondered, numbly, if the warlock had lost both of his legs. 
 
      
 
    The warlock waved his spellcaster, seemingly randomly.  The ropes fizzled and sparked out of existence.  I didn’t like the look of that.  The warlock was clearly powerful enough to be extremely dangerous.  I eyed his back, wondering if I could slam him into the ground before he cast a spell to stop me.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  If he was smart enough to realise that his spell hadn’t worked on me, he might not waste time trying to attack me directly and summon more ropes - or rocks - instead.  And that would be the end. 
 
    
“Stand,” the warlock ordered. 
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert staggered to his feet.  He looked drunk ... no, worse than drunk.  His arms hung limply at his side, drool pouring from his lips ... I felt a hot flash of anger I had to hide.  Magister Von Rupert was a good man, a solid and dignified teacher ... he didn’t deserve to be reduced to a shambling ruin.  It struck me, suddenly, that the warlock might not bother to ask questions before putting a curse through his skull.  Magister Von Rupert didn’t, on the surface, have anything to appeal to a warlock.  And yet, if the warlock knew the truth ... 
 
      
 
    I stood too, standing behind Astra.  She looked barely more alert than Magister Von Rupert, head bowed as she waited.  I wanted to believe she was shamming as well, but I knew better.  I’d seen too many compulsion spells in my short life.  She would do as she was bid, even if she was ordered to take a knife and cut her own throat.  My mind churned as I lowered my head, watching the warlock out of the corner of my eye.  He was muttering to himself in a language I didn’t recognise, pacing back and forth as he spoke.  Chanting?  It was hard to be sure.  I couldn’t see any hints of magic shimmering into life, but that meant nothing.  Not to me. 
 
      
 
    The warlock stopped and turned.  “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert shambled forward, like a puppet who’d lost half of his strings.  Astra followed, arms dangling limply at her sides.  I was tempted to hang back in hopes the warlock wouldn’t notice I wasn’t following, but it was just too dangerous.  I didn’t have the slightest idea of where I could go ... better to let him think I was safely under his control, at least until I had to run.  We weren’t in immediate danger.  He would have killed us - or worse - if we were. 
 
      
 
    The lights - I wasn’t sure where they actually were - seemed to grow brighter, then dim to near-darkness randomly.  The walls were odd, a strange mixture of metal and stone that didn’t seem real.  I spotted passageways leading in all directions, corridors that nagged at my mind, hinting I’d seen something like them before I’d left for the Eternal City.  I tossed the thought around and around, trying to tease the memory out.  It refused to come. 
 
      
 
    My eyes watered as we passed through a set of compartments, a nasty stench - I didn’t want to think what it might be - hanging in the air.  The chamber looked like an indoor marketplace, with stalls everywhere, but ... it appeared to have been abandoned years ago.  And yet ... there were hints it was occupied, that people had passed through well after the Fall.  I couldn’t help thinking of rats and mice setting up shops in abandoned homes and warehouses, or hermit crabs stealing shells from other creatures.  The warlock kept moving, seemingly unbothered by the signs we weren’t alone.  I shivered, helplessly.  There were stories of underground cities of evil, where dark arts were practiced by evil men, where the strong ruled and the weak suffered and the only way to advance was to become evil yourself.  I’d always thought they were just morality tales, heavy-handed texts issued to children to teach us how our older relatives thought we should behave, but ... could there be some truth in the stories?  It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  The writers might have great difficulty acknowledging childish and teenage issues, but they’d dwelled at length on the horrors of evil-doers.  Their villains had always been so obvious it was hard to believe anyone thought, even for a second, they were anything but. 
 
      
 
    We kept moving as the corridor narrowed, then widened.  The lights dimmed to almost nothing, the darkness pulsing around us.  I thought I saw something spark in the distance, a flash of something ... a painfully-bright lightglobe appeared in front of us, a spell cast by our captor.  I frowned as I saw it threatening to spin out of control.  He wasn’t inept, whatever else he was.  The magic field had to be fluctuating randomly.  Oddly, I felt as though that was good news.  We might be closer to the Eternal City than I’d thought. 
 
      
 
    Sure, my thoughts mocked.  A few hundred miles would be close, wouldn’t it? 
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert stumbled, his legs giving out.  I had to bite my lip to keep from hurling myself forward to grab him an instant before he tumbled to the floor.  The warlock stopped and turned, his unseen face seeming to radiate annoyance.  Magister Von Rupert was trying to get up, but he looked like a tortoise who’d been turned on his back and couldn’t flip himself back over.  His arms and legs pawed weakly at the air as he tried to carry out his orders.  My stomach clenched.  There were lighter spells that wouldn’t force their victim to carry out their orders or die trying.  The warlock hadn’t used them. 
 
      
 
    “Get up.”  The warlock sounded peeved, rather than angry.  “Now.” 
 
      
 
    He waited for a long moment, then lifted his spellcaster and pointed it at Magister Von Rupert.  I knew, without knowing quite how I knew, he was going to kill him.  I knew ... I darted forward.  The stench of foulness and decay assaulted my nostrils as I crashed into the warlock, sending both of us tumbling to the ground.  Light flared around his hand - I realised, to my horror, that his hand had long-since been stripped of flesh - and darted at me.  The spell dissolved into nothingness.  I drew back my fist and punched him as hard as I could.  It felt as if I’d tried to hit jelly.  An instant later, his robe came to life and tried to strangle me.  I yanked myself back, rolling away and scrambling to my feet.  Perhaps I could get the spellcaster out in time ... 
 
      
 
    The warlock muttered a spell.  The ground started to liquefy, rising up like a tidal wave.  I glanced at Astra - unmoving, eyes still blank - and darted back as I yanked the spellcaster from my belt and jabbed it at him.  He should have been frozen in his tracks.  Instead, he snorted and pointed a bony finger at me.  Dark light flickered and flared around me, before crackling out of existence.  He hadn’t realised there was no point in attacking me directly.  My protections would dispel anything aimed at me.   
 
      
 
    Something moved behind me.  Years of experience alerted me; I darted to one side an instant before a stone hand came down on my head.  The creature - the animated statue - moved with surprising speed, catching my hand with inhuman strength.  I yanked it back, too late to keep it from crushing the spellcaster.  My hand hurt, but there was no time to worry about it or to try to pick up the remains.  I had to move. 
 
      
 
    The warlock growled, waving his spellcaster towards me.  I turned and ran, darting around another pair of stone monsters as they rose from the floor.  There was nothing I could do for Magister Von Rupert or Astra now, nothing ... I hoped and prayed the warlock would keep them alive, now he knew I’d thrown away a priceless tactical advantage to save the older man’s life.  A stone crashed into my back as I reached a corner, throwing me to the ground.  I forced myself to get up again and keep running, pounding footsteps behind me suggesting the warlock was in hot pursuit.  Magic crackled past me, aimed at the floor beyond; I stepped into it, against decades of training, in hopes of dispelling it before the spellform could take effect and produce more monsters.  My skin prickled uncomfortably as the magic sparkled around me and faded out of existence. 
 
      
 
    Move, I told myself. 
 
      
 
    The corridors opened up.  I ran through a set of crossroads, hoping I could simply outrun him.  But he kept after me, spells darting through the air in a desperate attempt to slow me enough before he caught up with me.  I reached for my other spellcaster, considering ways to turn and catch him by surprise, yet ... I’d seen him absorb a spell that should have stopped him in his tracks.  It shouldn’t have been possible.  The lights faded again, a chill running through me as the footsteps came closer.  It felt as if I was running through a maze. 
 
      
 
    A doorway opened , a flight of stairs leading up.  I didn’t hesitate.  I threw myself up the stairs, wondering - too late - if I was about to jump from the frying pan into the fire.  I heard a bellow of rage behind me and looked back to see the warlock at the bottom of the stairs, waving his spellcaster.  The temperature plunged rapidly.  I swore out loud - Mum would have made me wash my mouth out with soap, just for knowing such a word - and ran on, even as the chill started to soak into my bones.  The lights were brighter here, the corridors wider.  I hoped that was a good sign. 
 
      
 
    My heart stopped, just for a second, as a meksect glided out of a solid metal wall and turned to face me.  I skidded to a stop, almost falling over myself.  Another appeared a moment later, blocking my way.  I stared at the wall, wondering if it was an illusion or another teleport gate.  The old legends had suggested the ancients had been able to construct doors out of magic, tuning them to the point unwelcome guests couldn’t even find the doors ... I didn’t know anywhere, outside Magus Court, that could do anything even remotely close to that and Magus Court was an Object of Power in its own right ... 
 
      
 
    The meksects started to glide forward.  I forced myself to move to one side as they advanced, tools and claws swiping through the air.  They really were wonderful pieces of work, I decided; watching them move was almost hypnotic.  And yet ... they were trying to kill me ... no, they were ignoring me.  I wasn’t in their way.  The warlock ran around the corner and stopped, his unseen eyes staring at the automatons.  I saw his bony hand shake as he raised his spellcaster, suddenly unsure of what to do.  They kept moving, gliding towards him.  They didn’t even stop when he fired a pair of hexes at them.  The magic struck their silver hulls and splashed off.   It only made them faster. 
 
      
 
    They’re like the ghosts, I thought, as I pressed myself against the wall.  The warlock fled, followed by the two meksects.  They’re drawn to magic.  They can’t see me. 
 
      
 
    It seemed unlikely, but ... I forced myself to think.  Magister Von Rupert and Astra had been with me, when I’d first encountered the meksects.  They could have killed me earlier, if they’d wished.  Instead ... it seemed unlikely they would have willingly risked crashing right into me, although there was no way to be sure.  It was hard to believe they weren’t living creatures.  They might be made of metal, but they moved like ... like real insects.  I wasn’t sure where to even begin forging them. 
 
      
 
    The ancients really knew what they were doing, I thought, numbly.  It was humbling.  I prided myself on my skill and yet, the ancients outshone me ... I wondered, suddenly, if I would live long enough to master their skills.  I wasn’t even sure where to begin.  I’m barely scratching the surface of what they can do. 
 
      
 
    My stomach growled as I leaned against the metal wall.  I reached for the ration bars I’d crammed into my bag, then stopped.  I’d only packed three ... Adam and Caroline had sworn blind that the bars could keep someone alive for a few days, but I wasn’t sure I believed them.  They tasted like ... like meat that had been cooked for so long it looked like raw leather and probably tasted worse.   Probably.  I lifted my canteen to my lips and took a sip, then shook my head.  I was alone, in a strange place, my comrades enslaved and surrounded by monsters ...  
 
      
 
    ... And, if I couldn’t figure out a way to free them, we might never make it back home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    I leaned against the metal wall, heart pounding like a drum. 
 
      
 
    It was hard, so hard, to focus.  Magister Von Rupert might already be dead.  Astra ... I hadn’t liked her, even after her confession, but I didn’t want her dead or enslaved or sacrificed, her blood and bone rendered down into raw material for dark magic.  I wanted to believe the warlock would treat them well, or at least refrain from killing them, yet ... my heart clenched in pain.  It was quite likely Magister Von Rupert was already dead.  The warlock might not bother to ask him any questions before killing him. 
 
      
 
    And if he does ask questions, the treacherous side of my mind whispered, it might actually be worse. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, telling that part of me to shut up.  Alana or Isabella might have been able to write Magister Von Rupert off without a second thought.  My sister and my rival - if no longer my nemesis - had a certain level of ruthlessness I knew I could never hope to match.  They would always put the good of their family first, even if it meant sacrificing an elderly man well past his prime and a wanted criminal.  It was sickening to realise that my survival - and the discovery of my talents - had been dependent, more than I’d ever realised, on my father choosing to ignore the family’s demands.  I wondered, sometimes, just how many relatives - the ones who tried to suck up to me - had demanded I be sent to the countryside, hidden from the world.  But I really didn’t want to know. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts kept spinning helplessly.  I had a spellcaster that could cast a single spell, a small toolkit, a handful of survival tools and very little else.  In hindsight ... I shook my head.  None of us had anticipated the meksects, or the foundry coming back to life, or the working teleport gate.  We’d tracked energy surges within the city.  We’d never even considered that parts of the city might still be functional.  It had been drained of magic, long enough to snuff out all life ... 
 
      
 
    Adam touched the machines in the foundry and brought them back to life, I thought.  He must have provided the spark that lit the fire and ... and what? 
 
      
 
    I felt the wall vibrate against my back and rested my fingers on the metal.  It was smooth, warm to the touch.  I could feel a faint thrumming.  On impulse, I pressed my fingers against the concealed entrance ... if indeed it was an entrance.  Nothing happened.  It felt as solid as the rest of the wall.  A moment later, the metal wobbled - like water - and a meksect slid out of the wall.  It ignored me completely as it glided down the corridor, heading back towards the stairs.  The warlock might be waiting for me ... it occurred to me, just for a second, that the meksects might have caught the bastard and turned him into a power source.  I wanted to head back down and see ... 
 
      
 
    My legs felt wobbly as I inched down the corridor, keeping my distance from the insect machine.  It betrayed no hint it had noticed my presence, even though its antennas were whirring and clicking.  I wondered, idly, how it perceived the world.  Did it think, as I understood the term?  Or was it just a very clever machine, following orders from above?  I had no way to know. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, suddenly.  There’d been Zeros in the Thousand-Year Empire.  They’d built the flying machines and cities and weapons and everything else that had been used to conquer most of the known world.  And ... it was possible, perhaps, that they’d designed the meksects specifically to ignore their presence.  I could easily see the advantages.  They might want to evade detection one day, just as I’d learned to sneak around my sister’s wards.  The meksects were just machines, unable to go beyond their programming, while their owners wouldn’t understand what was happening.  They couldn’t close the blind spot if they couldn’t so much as comprehend it was there. 
 
      
 
    The stairwell wasn’t there any longer.  I stared, convinced I’d walked past it.  I hadn’t run that far when I’d reached the top of the stairs, had I?  The meksect kept moving, heading further into the distance.  I hesitated, unsure what to do.  If the corridors were changing around me, or ... or what?  I turned and looked back towards at I’d been, when the meksects had forced the warlock to run.  It looked just like the rest of the corridor; metallic walls, lights with no discernible source ... I heard clicking behind me and darted to one side.  A pair of meksects walked past, heading in the other direction.  They kept moving until they were out of sight. 
 
      
 
    My head spun.  It was possible - probable, even - that there were directions engraved on the wall, invisible to my eyes.  I pulled the modified goggles over my eyes, kicking myself mentally for forgetting them, and looked around.  There were threads of magic running through the walls, faint lines that pulsed in a pattern I was sure wasn’t entirely random, but nothing that even hinted at directions.  I shook my head and forced myself to start down the corridor.  It was possible I was just walking in a circle ... I told myself to be positive.  The meksects - and the intelligence that had crafted them - hadn’t intended to trap me.  There would be a way out.  I refused to think otherwise. 
 
      
 
    The corridor seemed endless, stretching to infinity.  I gritted my teeth and kept going, telling myself it was better than sitting down and waiting for death.  The thrumming within the walls seemed to be growing louder, although it was hard to be sure.  It might just have been wishful thinking.  A pair of meksects appeared behind me and glided past, paying no attention - once again - to my presence.  I forced myself to run after them.  I’d once heard a story of a king who’d insisted on setting his subjects to digging holes and then filling them in again, for some reason the storytellers had left out, but I couldn’t believe the meksects were just ambling for no reason at all.  Sweat drenched my leggings as I ran behind them, close enough to touch the silvery metal.  I didn’t dare.  They might notice I was there.  I had no idea how they’d react. 
 
      
 
    I felt the air shift, a moment before the corridor opened into a vast chamber.  The meksects didn’t slow down as they walked inside, me hard on their heels.  The air shifted again and I looked behind me, realising the wall behind us had closed.  I was trapped, again.  I spun around and stared at the chamber.  It was ... I thought it was a foundry, although a very unusual one.  Dozens of meksects, ranging from insectoid designs to devices that were almost humanoid, worked on incomprehensible tasks.  The latter meksects seemed almost part of the machines they were using, something that puzzled me until I realised there was no need for them to be wholly human.  There were laws against creating homunculi that could pass for human.  I suspected the Thousand-Year Empire had had similar laws. 
 
      
 
    The machines worked in eerie silence.  I had the impression they were pushing and shoving, like lowerclassmen desperate to eat before the upperclassmen arrived, but there didn’t seem to be any collisions.  It was more like a dance, one of the really complex formations that was rarely risked in High Society ballrooms.  It wouldn’t do to have dancers crashing into each other, perhaps even hurting themselves.  Even Alana had been unable to master the hardest dances.  The only people I knew who could perform them effortlessly were professional dance troupes. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, inching forwards.  Foundries could be dangerous places - my hands ached in grim memory - but this place, whatever it was, was worse.  Anyone who clowned around in a forgery would be lucky if they weren’t kicked out and blacklisted on the spot - I knew people who’d been harshly punished for even joking about fooling around - because the risk of someone getting seriously hurt was just too great.  But here ... the machines really weren’t aware of my presence.  They kept moving, gliding like dancers who were unaware someone had blundered into the dancing circle.  My sisters and I had done that once, before my lack of power had become all too apparent.  Mum had shouted at us after, but that hadn’t been the worst of it.  It had been the fear in her eyes that had silenced us, even Alana.  She’d known we could have been seriously hurt - or worse - and there would have been little she could do about it. 
 
      
 
    The air hummed as I made my way through the complex.  Meksects seemed to lunge at me - I cried out in fright before realising they didn’t even know I was there - and passed before and after me as they continued their work.  Sparks of light darted across my eyes, the air seeming to thin before clearing again; I tried to breathe deeply, only to feel my chest tighten as the air thinned again.  I wondered, for a horrible moment, if I’d just made a terrible mistake before I passed the section and the air became breathable again.  There was no time to take a breath.  The meksects were constantly on the move. 
 
      
 
    I’m in a machine, I thought, numbly.  I’d once helped an elderly uncle dismantle a grand piano.  There’d been little magic in the combination of wood and wire, he’d explained, just a network of strings and pulleys to make notes on demand.  He’d talked about finding a mouse inside one of his pianos once, when he’d been a child ... I thought I understood, now, what the poor creature must have felt.  I was trapped inside a giant machine, too, things I couldn’t even begin to comprehend crashing down on me.  I’m inside a giant watch. 
 
      
 
    Oddly, the thought of being inside a machine made me feel better.  I silently traced giant pieces of machinery as I kept moving, darting from side to side to evade meksects carrying out tiny aspects of the overall work.  The complex - the machines, the meksects - was just a single piece of clockwork, humming away as it performed its incomprehensible duties.  It wasn’t friendly or hostile or even random, I decided.  It simply was.   
 
      
 
    It felt like hours before I reached a clear space, on the other side of the chamber.  My body ached so much, it was all I could do not to collapse.  If a meksect or two had come up behind me, I had the nasty feeling I would just have let it push me out of the way. 
 
      
 
    I lowered myself to the ground and prayed to the ancients I would have a few moments to catch my breath.  My clothes were soaked with sweat.  I’d designed them for forgery conditions, where being hot and sweaty was part of the job, but this was worse.  I stared back at the machinery, wondering how I’d even managed to get through without being crushed.  The machinery was starting to blur, as if they reached into dimensions the human mind couldn’t comprehend.  They were just like Objects of Power ... 
 
      
 
    Idiot, I thought.  They are Objects of Power. 
 
      
 
    The metal floor shivered slightly underneath me.  I pressed my hand against the floor, trying to determine what was happening.  Something was pulsing beneath, faint tingles of energy sparking through the air.  Magic?  I wasn’t sure.  I couldn’t sense magic directly ... I forced myself to stand, despite the urge to just stay where I was and accept my fate.  The air was growing warmer, as if I stood in the middle of a giant kiln.  I looked at the meksects and winced.  They were designed to operate safely in high temperatures.  I wasn’t.   
 
      
 
    A pair of meksects glided past and headed towards a blank wall.  I followed, making sure to stay close behind.  The room seemed to blink, as if someone had flipped the lights off and then on again.  The door appeared, as if it had been there all along.  I followed them through the door, breathing a sigh of relief as the temperature dropped to a more normal level.  The meksects kept gliding down the corridor.  I hurried after, making sure to stay as close as possible.  I didn’t want to be trapped in the corridor.  The building - whatever it was - was just too strange ... 
 
      
 
    Another door appeared.  The meksects - and I - stepped through, into a large chamber that reminded me of a school library.  A thrill of anticipation ran through me as I spotted rows of scrolls, all neatly placed in their alcoves; I’d read about scrolls and readers, yet none of them - as far as anyone knew - had survived the Fall.  I looked around, leaving the meksects to continue their duties.  The chamber was vast, oddly designed; I wondered, suddenly, if it had been designed for Zeros.  A reader wouldn’t need magic to reach the shelves.  There was a simple network of stairs, balconies and mobile ladders to help them get wherever they needed. 
 
      
 
    My heart sank as I kept looking around.  There were no visible readers ... unless, of course, I simply couldn’t recognise them.  They’d been relatively new, according to the books; there’d barely been any reference to them in anything that dated back more than fifty years before the Fall.  I wasn’t even sure what a reader would look like.  Logic suggested it would be designed to take a scroll, but ... there was nothing that seemed to fit that description.  I paced the library, swallowing increasingly unpleasant words under my breath.  I was in a library that had belonged to the Thousand-Year Empire, one that might have been created specifically for the empire’s Zeros, and I couldn’t use it.  The scrolls were long sheets of indents and carefully-cut holes and ... they might as well have been from Hangchow, for all the good they were to me.  There were probably spells that would allow a magician to use them - they reminded me of my uncle’s organ, which he swore blind used as little magic as possible - but I didn’t know them.  I couldn’t even cast them. 
 
      
 
    I sat on a chair and shook my head in dismay.  The library was useless and yet I didn’t have the slightest idea where to go or how to find my way there.  I wanted to curl up on the chair and sleep and yet ... my comrades were in danger.  Unless the warlock had been killed ... I had no idea what would happen to his enspelled victims, if he never returned.  The spell would wear off, eventually, but would it wear off in time?  It was quite possible they’d both be dead before their minds returned ... 
 
      
 
    Tears prickled at the corner of my eyes.  I’d never given up, not even when I’d been held prisoner with my friends as my unwilling gaolers.  I’d managed to figure out how to trick my captors, how to escape and free my friends ... but here, there was no one to fight.  The meksects weren’t hostile.  They didn’t intend to keep me captive.  I didn’t know where the warlock was or how to find him or ... I didn't even know if my friends were alive!  I didn’t know what had happened to the rest of the group, either.  They might be searching the ruins, looking for us, or they might already be dead.  I curled up on the seat, my thoughts dim.  It had been too long a day, and I was tired ... 
 
      
 
    And then it fell into place.  The regular patterns below, the corridors ... even the meksects.  I had seen something like it before, back in Magus Court.  I was inside a giant Object of Power and that meant ... I forced myself to stand, trying to recall the rest of the legend.  If I was right ... I hurried towards the middle of the library, eying a staircase that seemed to go nowhere.  It was completely pointless... I scrambled up it, trying to ignore the fact it appeared to have been designed for a child half my size.  Vertigo threatened to bring me down as I kept moving up, gritting my teeth and keeping my eyes on the stairs.  If the stories were accurate, and if the system was still working, there should be a way through to the next level.  If ... 
 
      
 
    The world twisted around me.  I found myself in a much larger chamber, lit by a pair of flickering lanterns.  A handful of crystals had been placed around the compartment, a dozen smaller crystals orbiting one large one in the exact centre of the room ... I looked up and saw stars overhead, twinkling.  It was the middle of the night and I was right on top of the building.  I was ... I felt my mouth fall open, a mad giggle escaping my lips.  It wasn’t a building, not properly.  It was ... it was a flying city.  It was grounded, but once it had been able to fly. 
 
      
 
    I found myself caught between laughing and crying as it dawned on me.  The city had fallen out of the sky, but it wasn’t dead.  Not quite.  And perhaps, with a little help, it could fly again. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much, I decided as I brushed away my tears, but it was the only hope I had. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    It was hard, very hard, not to throw down my bag and get to work at once.  I had dreamed of finding a piece of working machinery from the Thousand-Year Empire for most of my life, as indeed had most of my peers.  Astra would have been thrilled to stumble across an intact and operational - or at least partly operational - flying city, although I doubted she could have sold it to anyone.  They would probably have feared they were being conned.  Forged maps to vaults of abandoned machinery were big business, although most of them raised the obvious question of precisely why their owners weren’t recovering and selling the items themselves.  They were worth a hell of a lot more than the maps ... 
 
      
 
    Even if she did convince them to investigate, the city is literally priceless, I thought.  There was no shortage of ruined and powerless cities scattered across the landscape, but an active city would be a prize that could not be valued.  They couldn’t possibly pay a finder’s fee of even a tenth of the city’s value. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to stay calm as I stepped away from the ladder and looked around the bridge.  It was larger than I’d realised, although it didn’t seem to have the chairs and steering wheels a clipper ship would take for granted.  The ceiling was a glass-like dome, allowing the pilots to peer over the city without being touched by the elements.  I looked at the dark sky and shook my head in dismay.  It was midnight, perhaps even early morning.  No wonder I was tired.  And yet ... my head hurt as I remembered time zones and how they confused international travellers.  It might still be the middle of the day back in the Eternal City.  I might only have been gone for a few, short hours. 
 
      
 
    No, I corrected myself.  It’s been hours since you fell through the teleport gate. 
 
      
 
    I paced to the window and peered out over a darkened city.  There were no lights, as far as I could see, but I saw shifting shadows and structures within the darkness.   It occurred to me that the flying city might have fallen and crashed right on top of a more regular city, the people below crushed like bugs before they’d known they were in danger.  The Eternal City was littered with the remains of flying machines, from tiny flyers to mansions larger than my family’s home.  Why not here?  And yet, the city had landed reasonably intact. 
 
      
 
    Light flickered, in the distance.  The lightning looked wrong, as if it was charged with tainted magic.  Perhaps we weren’t that far from the Eternal City.  It was the most likely possibility.  The foot of the continent was littered with old ruins, some picked clean by looters, some so dangerous that even the hardiest of looters would think twice before daring to step through the shattered doors.  I remembered the warlock below and shivered.  There was so much wild magic in the air nearby that a whole army of warlocks would be assured of remaining undetected as long as they kept their heads down.  The thought chilled me.  There was no guarantee the meksects would keep the warlocks from coming after me, if they ever figured out I was up here.  They might not be bright enough to realise the danger. 
 
      
 
    Not that it matters, I thought, grimly.  You’re still dangerously short of food and water. 
 
      
 
    I took one last look over the city, then turned away and peered across the bridge.  The design was unfamiliar, reminding me of my flying machine ... the one that had lurched back and forth like crazy before finally falling out of the sky.  The orbiting crystals were a strange mix; a couple looked cracked and broken, with the remainder intact but as dark as the rest of the city.  The stone in the centre ... I frowned as I stepped towards it and realised it had actually been worked together, piece by piece.  It was an Object of Power in its own right as well as part of something greater, an order of magnitude more complex than anything I’d tried to forge.  The more I looked at it, the more I thought I understood how it channelled power.  The principle was relatively simple.  It was getting it to work that was tricky, impossible for anyone who had even the slightest flicker of magic. 
 
      
 
    A flightstone, I thought, as I took my notebook out of my bag and started to scribble down what I was seeing.  The goggles, unreliable on the lower levels, could at least trace out the magic as it pulsed through the crystal lattice.  Did they name it a stone because they wanted to be dramatic or because they wanted to hide its true nature? 
 
      
 
    It took nearly an hour, and I ended up with a headache, before I finally had an idea how the flightstone actually collected and channelled power.  I’d forged wardstones and other defences, but the flightstone was far more advanced ... hell, it wasn’t completely broken or my idea of using it would have been utterly hopeless.  The power drain had knocked the city out of the sky - it was big, even if it wasn’t any larger than North Shallot - but enough had remained to allow the pilots to cushion the fall.   I wondered, absently, if there’d even been any pilots on duty.  It wasn’t as if we kept a wardmaster or two on duty below the mansion at all times, ready to handle a sudden threat to our interests.  What could the poor guy do, I asked myself, if the magic really did go away?   Wave a stick around, chanting words that no longer worked?  If that happened, even for a moment, the world would be forever changed. 
 
      
 
    It already happened, I thought, as I looked down at my notes.  It wouldn’t be so bad this time - Shallot wasn’t orbited by flying cities - but it would still be disastrous.  We don’t want it to happen again.  
 
      
 
    I frowned, shaking my head as tiredness threatened to overcome me.  The flightstone should be repairable, if I had the right tools.  I thought I could cannibalise the smaller crystal elements and shove them into the flightstone, at least long enough to start to channel more power through the system.  The meksects might prove a problem - I wasn’t sure where they were getting their power - but they did seem to be trying to repair the city.  A little more power might make the difference between success and failure.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    My head pounded.  I was missing something.  The flightstone was impressive - and it was clearly capable of levitating the entire city - but I had to be missing something. I wasn’t sure what, yet ... the city was tough, no doubt about it, yet it wasn’t really designed to fly.  How had it?  My head continued to ache as I stared at the notes, trying to understand what I saw.  I could go back down to the library and do ... do what?  I needed to find a reader or devise some other way of reading the books or ...  
 
      
 
    I needed Akin.  A sense of loneliness threatened to overwhelm me.  I missed him, dreadfully.  He might lack my talent - and my ability to repair broken Objects of Power - but his theoretical knowledge was just as good as my own.  He might even have an insight that would solve the mystery before I did. 
 
      
 
    And you miss his kisses, too, my thoughts teased.  Don’t you? 
 
      
 
    I shook my head in annoyance.  If I couldn’t repair the flightstone, what other options did I have?  I couldn’t see any way out of the bridge that didn’t involve going back through the library and then picking my way through the ruined corridors - streets - below.  I’d seen signs that people lived there, warlocks and common criminals and refugees and ancients alone knew what else.  My protections would give me a slight edge, but would that be enough?  I stared out, wondering if the glimmer of light in the distance was dawn or ... just more tainted magic?  Time was not on my side, and yet ... 
 
      
 
    My legs wobbled.  My stomach growled warningly.  I opened a ration bar and took a tiny nibble.  It tasted worse than Adam had suggested - boiled leather would probably taste better - but it was filling.  I forced myself to chew the rest of the bar, sipping a little water to quench my thirst, then made my way back down the stairs into the library.  The couch looked as comfortable as anything I’d seen back home.  I glanced around, just to be sure there were no meksects nearby, then lay on the couch and closed my eyes.  Despite my tiredness, sleep was a long time in coming. 
 
      
 
    The warlock knows I’m here, I thought.  The feeling refused to go away.  What if he comes looking for me? 
 
      
 
    I slept poorly, even though I was utterly exhausted.  I hadn’t felt so awful since I’d been a little girl, when Alana had insisted on waking Bella and me to open our presents before Winter’s Day had truly dawned.  She’d had a knack for getting up a minute after midnight, when it was technically time to start unwrapping ... I felt sick, almost feverish, at the memory.  Things had been better then, before we’d started to learn magic ... 
 
      
 
    My dreams kept shifting, as if my thoughts were wandering even in the depths of sleep.  I dreamed of the final days of the city, of the horror that must have gone through their minds when they realised the city was falling and their magic was failing and there was no hope of saving their lives.  They weren’t beings of myth and legend; they were people with hopes and fears, lives and loves and children ... they’d died, swatted out of existence by cold-blooded magic and a magic field they’d barely understood.  I had nightmares about what might happen, if the king or even the rest of my family realised the truth.  Would I be killed?  Would Callam be killed?  Would a warning go out across the world, urging all the kingdoms and cities and whatever to kill Zeros wherever they might be found? 
 
      
 
    I tensed in my sleep, dreaming that Akin was kissing me.  His body was pressing against me.  His hands ... it wasn’t him, not any longer.  The warlock was pressing me down, his bony hands tearing into my flesh and blood even as ... my eyes snapped open, staring in confusion at the lighted chamber.  A figure was coming into the room ... panic shot through me as I scrabbled for my spellcaster, desperate to defend myself even though I feared it would be hopeless.  I almost screamed before the figure glided past.  A meksect.  A humanoid meksect.  My mouth was so dry I could barely swallow.  It was all I could do to open my canteen and take a sip.  I wanted to drain it, even though I knew it had to last me as long as possible.  I stood on wobbly legs, nearly falling back onto the couch.  My body ached painfully.  My clothes felt dirty. 
 
      
 
    “Akin, I wish you were here,” I said, out loud.  “I miss you.” 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me as I stood - I wasn’t hungry, at least - and stumbled around the library until I could walk.  The scrolls were as useless as ever, great rolls of information that might as well have been on the far side of the world.  I stared at the desks near them, wondering if they’d worked Objects or Devices of Power into the wood to assist visitors in reading the books.  The thought nagged at me.  It was what I would have done, if I’d been setting up the library, but - for all I knew - the original designers had had different ideas.  They’d taken so much for granted, before the Fall, that it was hard to imagine what they might have overlooked.   
 
      
 
    My head throbbed, again, as I started to make my way back up the stairs.  The bridge looked unchanged, as if I hadn’t visited at all.  The city beyond the dome was wrapped in white mist.  I saw strange structures, some looking almost organic, before the remainder of the city was lost in the mist.  I’d hoped to see some landmarks - mountains I might have recognised, perhaps - but there was nothing beyond the inner city itself.  I shook my head and regretted it, then dug into my set of tools and started to work.  It wasn’t a good idea to try to forge, let alone something as complex as repairing a damaged Object of Power, when one was sick, but I didn’t have a choice.  I didn’t have time!  I wasn’t sure how long I’d been asleep - I couldn’t see the sun - but Astra and Magister Von Rupert were being held prisoner by a mad warlock.  As miserable as I felt, I was certain they felt worse.  I tried not to think that they might already be dead. 
 
      
 
    The warlock would find them very useful, I told myself.  It was a ghastly thought - and, under other circumstances, it would have horrified me - but I clung to it.  My teacher could help the warlock learn even more and darker magics, Astra would make a good slave ... I promised myself I’d get them back, even if I meant descending from the bridge and rescuing them personally.  He’ll keep them alive long enough for me to rescue them, won’t he? 
 
      
 
    Something clicked in my mind.  I’d seen odd runes down below, runes that hadn’t seemed quite right.  I thought I saw it now.  The runes were transdimensional.  I’d seen a tiny aspect of them, as an ant might see the bottom of my shoe, and assumed it was all there was to see.  I wished Magister Von Rupert was with me - he’d understood more about multidimensional magics than anyone else, including me - as I sketched out the pattern.  The flightstone didn’t host a spellform.  It generated the spellform, casting it over the entire city.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not seeing it sooner.  The entire city, when it had been at its height, was wrapped in a ball of power that was linked directly back to the flightstone.  And … 
 
      
 
    Another piece fell into place.  I’d assumed I was dealing with an Object of Power and I was, but ... I was also dealing with Devices of Power.  The books hadn’t suggested anything of the sort, yet ... it was possible the designers hadn’t really drawn a line between the two.  I’d seen Objects of Power break Devices of Power as if they were made of fine bone china ... in hindsight, I should have realised the opposite was also true.  The spellform compensated neatly for the weaknesses in the Devices of Power, while allowing them to help steer the city over the land.  I wondered, suddenly, just how high the city could go.  If my equations were correct, there shouldn’t be any limits at all. 
 
      
 
    There are probably quite a few limits, I thought.  We won’t know what they are until we start testing the city properly. 
 
      
 
    It took hours before I finally felt ready to start removing damaged components from the spellform and slotting in the makeshift replacements.  I wished, time and time again, for a proper forgery, with proper supplies.  I would have done anything for a teleport gate linked directly to Shallot, allowing me to do the work on my personal workbench.  The flightstone seemed designed to be easy to repair, which made it better than most Objects of Power, but ... I was all too aware that I was jury-rigging replacements from raw materials that might easily have structural flaws and weaknesses that would cause disaster - or worse.  I would never have dared do anything of the sort if the city had been flying, for fear I would send it falling out of the sky.  The risk would have been just too great. 
 
      
 
    The crystal lattice opened in front of me.  I tasted something unpleasant in the air as I picked up my tools and reached into the first section, teasing the damaged component free.  My hands threatened to shake, despite years of experience, as I carefully slid the replacement into position.  The lattice lit up, a warm glow spreading through the structure.  I hoped that was a good sign.  It hadn’t exploded in my face, at least.  I pushed on before my nerves got the better of me, uncomfortably aware I didn't know as much as I wanted about the spellform.  I had the feeling magic was brewing around me, beyond my ability to sense.  I could only pray my protections would save me if something went wrong. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself, an hour later, as the last of the components slid into place.  The flightstone lit up brightly, the light spreading along the floor and into the smaller crystals.  I thought I felt the ground quiver under my feet, just for a moment.  I half-expected the city to rise into the air, once again.  Instead, a faint orb of light appeared over the flightstone.  It hung in the air, waiting.  I peered at it through my goggles.  There was a handprint clearly visible in the magic.  It seemed to be waiting for someone to touch it. 
 
      
 
    I touched it.  The magic fizzed, as if it was bending around me.  I’d seen something like it before, back when I’d been studying my father’s wards, but it made no sense to see it here.  If a Zero had put the flightstone together, why would he make it impossible for a fellow Zero to use? 
 
      
 
    And then it struck me.  I removed my amulet and bracelet, then - hesitating - my third protection.  I was naked, to all intents and purposes.  I felt ... 
 
      
 
    Bracing myself, I touched the orb again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    My mind expanded, rapidly. 
 
      
 
    It was all I could do not to reel as my thoughts were yanked out of my body and thrown into a maelstrom of raw power and newborn spellforms.  I had never had any gift for telepathic magics and no one, as far as I knew, had ever been able to read my mind.  Even Great Aunt Stregheria would have thought twice about using such spells.  I’d been hit with compulsion spells before - Alana had always enjoyed making me humiliate myself - but this was different.  My thoughts felt as if they were being flattened, like a piece of dough. 
 
      
 
    Light flared within my skull.  I recoiled, as awareness of the city hammered itself into me.  It was part of me, as if it were grafted to my body ... I had the sudden sense I’d donned a suit of armour, something that was both part of me and yet something I could remove at will.  The power sparkled around me, carrying my thoughts throughout the city.  Red flashes of light - warning signs - sparkled in my head.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    I was lost in awe as the power grew stronger.  It was ... it was the first time I’d ever truly seen magic, let alone wielded it.  I could forge tools to manipulate or negate magic - and I had - but this was different.  I understood, suddenly, just why so many people thought I was a cripple.  I’d been born in a world that valued magic above all else.  I might as well have been permanently trapped in a wheelchair, dependent on others to help.  If my family had been more inclined to sweep its problem child under the carpet and pretend I’d never existed ... I shook my head, mentally, as my thoughts swept from one end of the city to the other.  It was in a bad way - I saw hundreds of damaged or destroyed sections, including a number of compartments in the lower levels that had been completely separated - but it wasn’t dead.  My eyes narrowed as a thought struck me.  The city had been grounded for nearly a thousand years.  Why hadn’t the meksects managed to repair it yet? 
 
      
 
    The thought triggered off a cascade of reactions within the magic.  A tidal wave of information flowed in and threatened to overwhelm me.  I groaned in pain, trying to understand what I was being told.  A trained pilot would have known, instantly.  I was forced to guess.  The city was slowly - haltingly - coming back to life, power steadily filling its network once again.  And yet ... I frowned to myself as I studied the ebb and flow of magic.  It looked oddly familiar. I forced myself to think.  The pattern wasn’t anything I’d ever used myself, but I’d definitely seen it  ... 
 
      
 
    It hit me a second later.  A powerful magician could use the sheer power of his magic to make up for any deficiencies in his casting.  Alana could power her way through any flaws in her spells, overriding pitfalls and channelling her magic through problematic sections that would otherwise have torn her spellform apart.  A weaker magician would have to do everything perfectly, from hand movements to pronunciation, to produce the same results.  Dad had drilled me extensively, back when he’d hoped I still had at least a spark of magic.  I could say and do everything perfectly and yet ... nothing had ever happened.  In hindsight, he’d done me a favour.  I knew more of how magic actually worked than most of my peers.  But it hadn’t felt that way at the time. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the thought - and all the emotions that came with it - aside as I concentrated on what the city was trying to tell me.  It had been dead, until recently.  There was a big gap in its onboard records, a gap it didn’t seem to know existed.  I could only deduce the gap’s existence through applying my historical knowledge.  The city had started to come back to life and channel power, using it in a bid to command the meksects to make repairs so the city could fly again.  But the meksects were operating on their last set of instructions and the city couldn’t alter them.  And ... 
 
      
 
    It’s just a very complex automaton, I thought.  There were tales of artefacts that actually thought for themselves, but the city wasn’t one of them.  It was permanently trapped in a loop.  Its attempts to repair itself kept failing, which kept it trying to repair itself ... it couldn’t work out the problem and attempt to fix it.  It needs help. 
 
      
 
    I felt an odd kinship as I sat back, my mind still linked to the city.  I could work wonders, with the right tools, but I lacked the instinctive understanding of magic my sisters enjoyed.  I could prepare potions and chart out runic networks, yet ... everything had to be perfect or the spellform would simply collapse.  The city ... I had the sudden impression of a man working within a containment chamber, where he donned heavy gloves and peered through a heavy glass wall to work with components so dangerous that no one, not even someone as reckless as Isabella, would take them lightly.  The slightest mistake would mean total disaster. 
 
      
 
    You came back to life, I thought, to the city.  Why? 
 
      
 
    There was no answer.  I shouldn’t really have expected one.  The city didn’t seem aware it had been dead, not in any real sense.  It felt as if it had gone to sleep and woken up without any awareness of actually being asleep.  I winced as I reached out, trying to assess the true scope of the problem.  The city needed to reprogram the meksects.  It needed me to open the network so it could send its commands to them. 
 
      
 
    I fell back into my own body, stumbling back and falling to the ground, landing on my derriere.  My vision blurred.  It felt as if I’d been crying.  I swallowed hard, staring at my hands as a wave of despondency overcame me.  I’d never really understood just how much I’d been denied by an accident of birth, until now.  No one, save perhaps Callam, could truly understand.  A sorcerer who had his powers bound could still hope for their return.  I could not.  The urge to put my hands back against the crystal console was almost overwhelming.  I told myself, sharply, that I couldn’t do that.  It would mean certain death.  I’d stay linked to the city until my body gave out and I died.  I might even take the city with me. 
 
      
 
    My stomach growled as I looked around.  Faint lights were visible in the smaller crystals ... visible, I realised dully, because I was no longer wearing my protections.  I pressed my secret protection against my bare skin and winced, inwardly, as the lights vanished.  Faint letters could be seen on the ground, arrows pointing to the shaft leading down into the library.  I kicked myself, mentally, as I slipped the protection into my pocket.  It had never occurred to me that I’d blinded myself.  It really should have. 
 
      
 
    I stood, brushing down my shirt and trousers.  The city was already coming to life ... I wondered, grimly, just what had awakened it.  Was it the source of the energy pulses we’d detected near the Eternal City?  Or ... I had the nasty feeling I was again missing something as I made my way back to the shaft and clambered down to the library.  The foundry had drained magic from Adam and the teleport gate had done the same to Magister Von Rupert, but I refused to believe they’d had anything like enough power to reactivate long-dead machinery.  Their magic must have been the spark that triggered the spellform, allowing it to draw power from the magic field.  And that meant ... I shook my head.  I’d worry about it later.  If I could take control of the city, and convince it to repair itself, I could turn the whole situation around. 
 
      
 
    My stomach growled, again, as I reached the bottom of the stairs.  Faint lights were everywhere, letters glowing above the scrolls.  It wasn’t easy to figure out what they meant.  The Imperial Tongue had clearly changed a little in the last thousand years, even though my tutors had insisted I would have no difficulty talking to one of the great figures of the long-dead empire.  My lips twitched in bitter amusement.  Maybe we could talk to each other, but why would they want to talk to me?  The very thought was absurd. 
 
      
 
    My eyes lingered on the tables as more letters appeared.  It was hard to be sure - whoever had written the messages had assumed the user would know what she was doing, which might have been true a thousand years ago - but they seemed to be suggesting the user should put the scroll on the table.  My fingers itched as I stared, tempted beyond words to try.  The scrolls might be the key to unlocking the secrets of the empire, to producing everything from ironclad warships to flying machines and mansions.  And yet, I simply didn’t have time.  My stomach was constantly warning me I was short on food and water.  If that ran out, I would die in the midst of ancient wonders. 
 
      
 
    There’s probably a machine that produces food, I thought, wistfully.  The myths and legends insisted that no one had ever starved in the empire, although I took such claims with a pinch of salt.  People insisted the streets of Shallot were paved with gold, too, and I knew for a fact that wasn’t true.  I just don’t know where to find it, or how to use it, or even if it is still working after a thousand years. 
 
      
 
    I tensed, despite myself, as I stepped out of the library.  The doors - the previously invisible doors - were clearly visible now, shadowy words hanging in the silvery material.  I reached out to touch them and frowned.  The words looked like magical projections, projections actually within the walls ... I wondered, idly, if it was just how they’d been programmed to present themselves.  They might not be visible to a proper magician.  The designers who’d planned the city hadn’t had magic themselves ... 
 
      
 
    They couldn’t have built the entire city on their own, I thought.  It was hard to imagine there’d been enough Zeros to build one flying city, let alone an entire fleet of them.  I knew how long it had taken me to forge a wardstone and that was several orders of magnitude smaller than the giant city.  Magicians created the hull, while the flightstone and its attendant nodes were forged by the Zeros. 
 
      
 
    A thought nagged at me as I made my way down the corridor, pausing long enough to admire the foundry before shaking my head and moving on.  There were signs of damage everywhere - I saw them, now - nodes and components the meksects should have removed and replaced long ago.  It was strange to realise they were just dumb automatons, for all the craftsmanship that had gone into their forging.  I wondered, not for the first time, how the Zeros had managed to make so many without running into hard limits. 
 
      
 
    The empire probably had dozens of Zeros, I told myself.  They might even have bred them. 
 
      
 
    The thought chilled me.  Magicians were normally encouraged to marry for power.  Rose was a commoner and yet her magic was enough to make her attractive to any of the Great Houses.  If I’d had a brother, Dad would have encouraged him to court Rose.  I wouldn’t be too surprised to discover my cousins were being urged to consider asking for her hand in marriage.  And yet ... Alana had asked, once, if Akin and I would have magicless children.  It was a strange thought.  They might have my talent and yet they wouldn’t be able to claim their birthright, because of my talent.  Akin ... I wondered if his father had ever discussed the problem with him.  It would be ironic indeed if both my and Isabella’s children were born without magic.  House Rubén might find itself without a suitable heir. 
 
      
 
    Worry about that later, I told myself, as my stomach grumbled again.  I took a bite of a ration bar, trying to eat as little as possible.  Right now, you have other problems. 
 
      
 
    I kept walking down the corridor, silently tracking the meksects as they glided around the complex.  They might not be intelligent - and they certainly weren’t guided by malice - but that wouldn’t stop them being dangerous if I got in their way.  They might crush me beneath their feet without ever knowing what they’d done.  I followed a pair of meksects as they descended further into the city, making their way through corridors that showed clear signs of abandonment.  It was hard to tell what they were doing.  The denizens of the lower levels seemed determined to stay out if their way. 
 
      
 
    Good, I thought. 
 
      
 
    It felt like hours before I finally located a meksect that was completely alone, isolated from the rest of the automatons.  It was standing in front of a burned-out spellform node, trying to repair it.  I could tell it was a waste of effort.  The spellform lattice was a charred mess, pieces of ash and soot dropping to the floor beneath the meksect.  Something glimmered at the back of my mind as I inched forward, studying the ruined lattice.  I’d seen something like it before, back ... something clicked.  The ruined ward network back home had looked very similar, right down to the inexplicable pattern of interior damage.  And that meant ... 
 
      
 
    I dug into my knapsack for a rope and used it to make a makeshift tripwire.  It wouldn’t slow the meksect for more than a few seconds, at best, but it would give me a chance to bring it to its knees.  I could see a hatch behind its mechanical head, a way to get into the automaton’s systems and hopefully reprogram them.  The meksect ignored me, even though I wasn’t wearing my protections.  I wasn’t sure if it still couldn’t see me, because I lacked magic, or because it simply wasn’t intelligent enough to care.  I picked up a chunk of rock and hurled it at the meksect.  It bounced off the rear of the automaton and hit the floor.  The meksect ignored it. 
 
      
 
    I cursed under my breath, then drew my spellcaster and triggered a simple spell.  The meksect started - I had the sudden impression of someone who’d just been goosed - and turned, advancing towards me.  I braced myself, resisting the urge to run.  The automaton might not be intentionally malicious, but its claws and teeth - manipulators, if the old books were to be believed - could effortlessly tear me apart.  I stood my ground, ready to run, as the meksect brushed against the charmed rope.  For a horrible moment, I thought the rope was going to snap.  The meksect stumbled, then fell to its knees.  I hurried forward, leaving the spellcaster behind, and hastily wrapped the rope around its ankles.  It seemed to stop as its programming tried to figure out what was going on.  Proof, as if I hadn’t already known, that it couldn’t think.  A human would have either snapped the rope - if possible - or simply untangled itself. 
 
      
 
    And it will start screaming for help, I told myself.  I tried to estimate how long it would take for other meksects to arrive, but drew a blank.  It might be anything from five minutes to an hour to never.  The meksects might not even notice one of their number was missing.  I have to hurry. 
 
      
 
    I tightened the rope, trying to trap the manipulators before sticking a multitool in my mouth and scrambling onto the automaton’s back.  The metal was slippery and I had to struggle to keep from falling off.  The meksect might be the same size as a horse, roughly speaking, but it clearly wasn’t designed to be ridden.  I stayed focused as I reached the top and hung on with one hand as I took the multitool with the other and pried open the inspection hatch.  The meksect let out an odd little sigh and sagged.  I had the inescapable sense I might have killed it.  I bit my lip to keep from feeling guilty as I peered into the crystalline lattice below.  It was weird, both simple and very complex.  I couldn’t escape the feeling that the designers had assumed that anyone who tried to repair it wouldn’t have the slightest idea what they were doing.  They might well have been right. 
 
      
 
    Switch the crystal to link it back to the city, I told myself.  The city could tell the meksects how to repair the city, if it could talk to them.  Hurry. 
 
      
 
    I heard something shuffling along the corridor and forced myself to work faster.  The multitool twisted in my palm as I pressed it against the crystal, trying to manipulate a force I couldn’t see.  I felt sweat beading on my back as I pushed down hard, the meksect seeming to shiver below as I pulled back and shoved the hatch back into place.  The automaton twitched underneath, sending me slipping and sliding to the floor.  I had a brief glimpse of retracted cutters, hidden within the metal folds, before they were out of sight again.  The meksect quivered, antennae twitching like mad.  I hoped that was a good sign.  The sounds from the corridor were louder.  The other meksects were on the way ... 
 
      
 
    Someone sniggered, behind me.  I spun around, too late, as I heard the spell. 
 
      
 
    Darkness.   
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    My head hurt. 
 
      
 
    I fought my way back to wakefulness through a tidal wave of pain that threatened to drag me back into the darkness, a nightmarish trap that howled and raged at the back of my mind.  My memories were a jumbled mess, flashes and images mocking me as I struggled to remain awake.  I’d trapped a meksect.  I’d reprogrammed a meksect.  And then something had been behind me.  Someone had cursed me. 
 
      
 
    Awareness came in fits and starts.  I was lying on the hard, metal ground.  My body was an aching mass of bruises.  Someone was nearby ... I could hear their breathing, loud and raspy, pounding against my skull.  The warlock we’d met earlier?  I thought there was only one person, but it was hard to be sure.  He could have killed and eaten - or worse - his other captives.  Or ... who knew?  My captor had bound my hands behind my back, so tightly my wrists were already aching.  It was ... odd.  I would have expected a warlock to use magic to bind or control me.  Unless the warlock knew who I was ... 
 
      
 
    A boot kicked my ribs, hard.  My eyes flew open.  I stared into the face of the ugliest person I’d ever seen, uglier even than Great Aunt Stregheria.  Male?  Female?  I wasn’t sure.  The figure was so badly scarred, and wearing a shapeless robe that had clearly seen better days, that I couldn’t tell what they had looked like before they’d gotten into dark magic.  It wasn’t the same warlock I’d seen earlier, I noted.  The city was definitely big enough for two. 
 
      
 
    The warlock made a gesture.  An invisible force rolled me over.  I forced myself to look around, despite the panic bubbling at the back of my mind.  My protections were in my pocket ... they might as well have been on the other side of the world.  As long as they weren’t touching my skin, they were useless.  The warlock could kill me or enslave me or ...  I tried not to think about the other possibilities.  It wasn’t as if they had anything to fear.  They would be executed, without trial, if they were arrested by the forces of law and order, but those forces were a very long way away. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the warlock said.  The voice sounded feminine, although it was hard to be sure.  It was so raspy I had to struggle to make out the words.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    I tried to look away.  The meksect I’d brought down and tied up was still kneeling on the floor.  I clearly hadn’t been knocked out for long, if the warlock hadn’t bothered to move me.  She - I decided the warlock was female - had probably used a spell to forcibly wake me.  I guessed that explained the headache.  She wanted answers before she took me somewhere else and ... 
 
      
 
    She kicked me again, hard.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Kitten,” I said.  My sisters had called me Kitten, when we’d been younger.  I had the feeling that giving her my real name was a very bad idea.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    The warlock jabbed a finger at me.  Every atom of my body screamed in pain.  The agony was brief, but ... it was hard, so hard, to realise when it had stopped.  My throat hurt.  I’d screamed so loudly ... I swallowed hard, realising I was at her mercy. Alana or Bella might have been able to get the drop on her, by using their magic.  I was helpless.  She could do whatever she liked to me and ... 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth.  I wasn’t helpless.  But I needed to think of a plan. 
 
      
 
    The warlock seemed to smile at me.  Her face was so scarred it was hard to be sure.  “I will ask the questions,” she said.  “How did you wind up here?” 
 
      
 
    “Accident,” I managed.  It was unlikely she would believe a sob story about perfectly harmless experiments that had somehow drawn the wrath of Magus Court.  Warlocks weren’t noted for working together, not when they were experimenting with the darkest arts - which brought out the worst in their users - and permanently hunted by the king’s agents.  “We touched a teleport gate and found ourselves here.” 
 
      
 
    She stared down at me for a long moment.  I looked away, trying to let her think I couldn’t meet her stare.  It wasn’t too far wrong.  She was ... terrifying.  It was all too clear she was insane.  I might be able to bargain with Isabella, or Great Aunt Stregheria, but someone too far gone to know what she was doing just couldn’t be trusted.  She made a sound, drawing my attention back.  Sparks darted around her fingers and I flinched, despite myself.  I had grown up surrounded by powerful magicians and yet none of them, not even Alana, had been insane.  The warlock might turn me into a slug and step on me for no reason I could hope to understand. 
 
      
 
    I looked away, again.  The meksect was unmoving.  It crossed my mind to wonder if I’d disabled it.  The automaton might not be smart enough to realise it could simply snap the ropes ... perhaps it was programmed not to exert itself.  Or perhaps it had assumed it was broken and called for help.  Another meksect might already be on the way to carry out repairs.  I wondered, numbly, if it would be able to see the rope or if it would spend hours trying to fix a problem that wasn’t really there. 
 
      
 
    The warlock glared at the meksect, then back at me.  “What did you do to that monster?” 
 
      
 
    “I had to stop it,” I managed.  I didn’t want to risk telling her the truth.  “There was no choice.” 
 
      
 
    She raised her hand.  I cringed back, bracing myself as best as I could.  The curse was still agony.  Absolute agony.  I saw her face as the pain receded and felt a flash of panic.  She was enjoying making me suffer.  My heart skipped a beat.  She would keep cursing me until I died or went mad.  I knew what the dark arts could do.  Repeated torture curses would eventually cause permanent damage, if not death.  I wasn’t sure if there was anything I could do about it, once the damage took hold.  The magic itself would be long gone. 
 
      
 
    I looked away.  My spellcaster was on the ground.  She’d ignored it, probably assuming it was a common or garden-variety device.  I tested my bonds, trying to determine if I could free myself.  It didn’t seem likely.  I knew a few tricks to escape that didn’t involve using magic, but they assumed I’d be awake when I was tied up.  I’d been too unconscious to do anything that might give me a chance to wriggle free when she turned her back. 
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “You’re a pretty dumb magician, aren’t you?  You’re just torturing me.” 
 
      
 
    She raised her hand again.  “You ...” 
 
      
 
    My body exploded with pain.  Again.  The agony seemed to last for hours.  I screamed, hoping desperately that she wouldn’t push me over the line. I’d seen some of the poor bastards in the long-term curse damage ward, people who no longer had any control over their bodies.  I didn’t want to live if I couldn’t use my hands.  Forging was my life. 
 
      
 
    “Hah,” I said, as the pain receded.  “I bet you can’t turn me into a frog.” 
 
      
 
    She growled, then jabbed her hand at me.  My body twisted and warped, my clothes falling around me as I shrank.  I yanked my hands free of the bonds before the transformation was even finished, then dived into my pocket and pressed my transfigured body against the protection.  My body snapped back to normal so quickly I heard cloth tear as I pressed against it, realising - too late - that I could have easily killed myself.  The warlock stared in disbelief, baleful magic crackling around her fingertips and lashing out.  I braced myself, but there was no pain.  The protection countered the magic.  I didn’t give her a chance to think of something more effective.  I punched her as hard as I could, knocking her out.  Magic crackled around her body as she fell and hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    I darted to the side as two more meksects entered the room.  One shoved a manipulator against the warlock’s body, draining what was left of her power.  The other made contact with the meksect I’d trapped and stopped, apparently unsure what to do.  My hand shook as I pulled the rope free, allowing the first meksect to move.  It touched the second - my lips twitched; it looked as if they were kissing - and then glided out.  I staggered to the floor, only dimly aware I was naked.  It was a relief to be alone, I decided, as I sat and shook.  I wasn’t sure I could have borne the humiliation if anyone else had been there.  No one had seen me naked since I’d learnt to wash myself, save for the maids. 
 
      
 
    Akin will see you naked soon, my thoughts whispered.  And you’ll see him naked, too. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the thought out of my head as I gathered myself, before standing, picking up my clothes and pulling them on.  My shirt was torn, unsurprisingly.  I’d been lucky I hadn’t worn something stronger or my skull might have been crushed when I’d returned to human form.  My trousers and underwear, thankfully, were intact.  I pulled them on, wondering what my parents would make of it if they saw me.  Mum hadn’t liked my outfit when it had been intact.  What would she make of it when I looked like a pirate lass right out of a bad bodice ripper, with the tops of my breasts exposed for all to see? 
 
      
 
    Nothing, I told myself.  Thankfully, I hadn’t had any trouble getting dressed.  If my hands hadn’t been able to manage something as simple as pulling on my clothes, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to forge again.  She’ll never see you wearing it. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, rather thinly, then scooped up my spellcaster and peered down at the warlock’s twisted body.  It was already decomposing as the magic faded, suggesting it was the only thing that had kept her alive.  I’d read horror stories about witches who bathed in the blood of young virgins to maintain their beauty well beyond their time, but - according to the darker books - they eventually reached a point of diminishing returns.  The warlock’s soul had flown to join her ancestors.  The vindictive part of my mind hoped they’d turn their back on her. 
 
      
 
    My legs ached as I forced myself to stumble towards the library.  I kept one hand in my pocket, ready to grab my protections if needed.  The city was big.  There was easily room for three or four or more warlocks ... or worse.  It was hard to believe there was a small army of warlocks below, but it was possible.  I felt my hand shaking and shivered, telling myself I’d recover in time.  I’d go back to the Workshop and forge ... perhaps, just perhaps, I’d never leave Shallot again.  My wanderlust had been quenched for the moment. 
 
      
 
    Assuming you ever get home, my thoughts pointed out.  You’re not out of the woods yet. 
 
      
 
    I struggled as I made my way back up the stairs.  The air smelled ... different, somehow.  A small army of meksects were sweeping the corridor, carrying out repair and replacement operations.  I felt a dull rumble echo though the air as I peered into the foundry.  The operational tempo seemed to have changed.  I hoped it was starting to churn out replacement components, perhaps even Devices of Power.  If so ... were there enough raw materials in the city?  I wasn’t sure.  None of the original owners had ever had any reason to think they might need them. 
 
      
 
    A handful of meksects glided past.  I stepped to one side to let them go, then followed them to the library.  It was hard to be sure, but it looked as if there were dozens - perhaps hundreds - of the automatons coming out of storage.  I stepped into the library and sagged on the couch, trying not to close my eyes and fall asleep.  My body still ached.  My head hurt.  I pressed my canteen to my lips, taking another sip of water.  It wasn’t going to last much longer.  I told myself, firmly, that the warlocks couldn’t have survived on magic alone.  They would have found something to eat and drink, within the city.  I tried not to think about the possibility they’d been eating each other.  After practicing the darkest of dark arts, cannibalism was a very minor thing indeed. 
 
      
 
    The city seemed to hum with life and power.  I could feel vibrations humming through the floor as I sat, bracing myself.  I wanted to stay sitting down, but ... I swallowed, hard, as I forced myself to stand once again and clamber up the stairs.  It wasn’t easy.  I was reduced to crawling like a baby by the time I reached the top and scrambled into the control room.  The crystals were brightly lit, incomprehensible messages glowing above them.  I was sure they meant something, but my understanding was far too limited to make any real sense of the messages.  Images of the city - I had the impression it looked like a spinning top - appeared above the flightstone, covered in red splodges of light.  I rather suspected they weren’t reporting good news.  The city was practically covered in them. 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then touched the flightstone again.  This time, awareness came quicker.  The city had finally managed to engage its self-repair functions and was bringing more and more of the meksects online, while automated systems were cataloguing a depressingly long series of components that needed to be repaired or replaced.  I felt my heart sink as I looked at them.  It was hard to determine, as I studied the growing list, which ones were truly important and which ones could be allowed to remain unfixed for the moment.  I had a feeling the city wasn’t applying any real intelligence, either.  It didn’t have the capability to prioritise urgent repairs over problems that could wait. 
 
      
 
    My mind washed through the network, darting through the city and in and out of the meksects - and other, stranger, automatons - as they performed their duties.  It was amazing and yet humbling, a testament to how much we could achieve and yet a grim reminder of how easily our world could come tumbling down.  I saw glimpses of the world through their mechanical eyes, flickers of magic and energies that seemed to be beyond magic as we knew it.  I wondered, not for the first time, just how much knowledge was stored in the scrolls below.  There was no reason to think all the answers I sought were in the library - the family library included everything from our personal archives to collections put together by long-dead members of the family - but there had to be something.  The city pulsed around me as I pulled back, my stomach rumbling again.  This time, a piece of information flashed in front of me.  There was a food processor in the next room. 
 
      
 
    I grinned as I pulled out completely - this time, it was not so disorienting- and stepped around the flightstone, finding the door in the rear of the compartment.  It opened at my touch, leading me into an office that reminded me of the nerve centre of House Rubén.  Akin would probably have found it very familiar.  I smiled as I found the food processor and poked it carefully.  A globule of ... something ... dropped from the nozzle and splashed to the floor.  I let another globule drop into my hand and gingerly tasted it.  It was bland, and the water from the next nozzle was so pure it was almost tasteless, but it was edible.  I told myself, firmly, that it would be safe to eat.  The processor was an Object of Power.  It either worked, or it didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Strange food, I thought.  The Eternal City had been known for importing food from all over the empire, from stuffed sheep’s stomachs to curried dishes from my family’s distant homeland.  Everyone, if the old books were accurate, had been a gourmand.  Even the poorest of the poor had eaten better, the books insisted, than modern-day kings.  Why this pap instead of something nicer? 
 
      
 
    I puzzled over it for a long moment, then forced myself to eat and drink my fill.  The sideroom was a toilet, allowing me to answer the call of nature.  I stepped back into the command room and looked around, studying the displays.  They still didn’t make much sense, not to me, but some of the red lights had vanished.  I hoped that was a good sign.  The network was so torn and broken, from what I’d seen earlier, that some sections were completely dark.  It might take a while before they were put back into service. 
 
      
 
    Outside, lightning flickered.  It seemed to be growing dark.   
 
      
 
    I scowled.  How long had it been since I’d escaped the warlock?  The first warlock?  Hours?  A day?  I didn’t know.  But ... my friends might already be dead.  It might be preferable.  Magister Von Rupert knew too much to be allowed to remain in enemy hands.  He could teach the warlock how to stabilise his powers ... or worse.  I couldn’t leave my friends in captivity.  I had to figure out a way to save them. 
 
      
 
    Let the meksects do their job and repair the city, then look for a way to rescue your friends, I told myself.  And then ... who knows what you can do? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-One: Rebecca 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca,” Jill said.  “You cannot sit around like this.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t look up.  I’d spent the last week in a funk, seething under the bitter injustice of it all.  I’d done well - I knew I’d done well - and yet I’d been denied my mastery through a combination of bad luck and outright malice.  I’d devised a workable theory, enough to earn the rank even if I failed to make the theory practical.  There were Potions Masters who’d done less than me and still reached the highest rank in the guild. 
 
      
 
    Bitterness tore at my heart.  I knew I hadn’t messed up.  The broadsheets - the tabloids - were full of stories about brief magic surges, leaving chaos and destruction in their wake.  The guild knew, as well as I did, that I’d just had a stroke of very bad luck.  They could have given me the mastery or, at the very least, arranged for me to retake the test in the Guildhall itself.  If they’d suspected I’d cheated, it would be the simplest way to find out.  But instead ... 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, too depressed to care.  I hadn’t been able to concentrate on brewing even the basic potions for the shop, let alone the backlog of more advanced potions requested by our more discerning customers.  My thoughts had just churned, trying to think of a way to demand justice without compromising my - limited - independence.  I had contacts in House Bolingbroke, people who might speak for me ... at the cost of putting myself in their debt.  My skin itched.  Technically, I shared the blood of the Great House.  It would be an interesting legal case if I ever demanded recognition as a full member of the family.  And yet ... the price was just too high. 
 
      
 
    They saw another half-caste and decided she didn’t matter, I thought.  Someone with better connections would have passed the test, even if their potion exploded, too. 
 
      
 
    Jill walked over and knelt in front of me.  “I think you and I need to go out for the night,” she said.  Her tone made it very clear it was an order.  “Get dressed and come with me.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled, but stood - somehow - and stumbled to the closet.  Jill had much more of a social life than me, despite her best efforts.  I’d never had many friends even before Master Travis’s death.  Jill made friends easily, but I found it hard to lower my barriers enough to let someone - anyone - into my heart.  I pulled a simple dress over my head, then put my hair into a bun and hid it under a scarf.  Jill pushed a simple cloak at me, a dark green hood that suggested I was middle-class, but otherwise completely anonymous.   I frowned, wondering just what she had in mind.  I had no intention of visiting one of the more extreme watering holes, certainly not the establishments on the other side of the bridges.  She knew better than to try to take me there. 
 
      
 
    “You look good,” Jill said.  She’d donned a similar cloak over a plain green dress.  “I could eat you alive.” 
 
      
 
    I gave her a sharp look.  Jill had always been so open with her affections, while I ... I’d found it hard to admit my feelings to myself, let alone her.  She could easily flirt, delivering absurd lines and ridiculous comparisons and - somehow - it worked.  For her.  I knew it wouldn’t work for me, if I ever tried.  I didn’t know what she saw in me, sometimes.  There were days when I wondered if she’d just walk off one day and never come back. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said, finally.  “You’re looking ... suspiciously plebeian.” 
 
      
 
    Jill smiled.  “We might not want to be recognised,” she said.  She waved a hand in front of my face, casting a glamour.  “Shall we go?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the questions that came to mind as we hurried down the stairs and stepped onto the streets, locking and warding the door behind us.  Night was falling over the city, but the streets of North Shallot were as active as ever.  Broadsheet criers and heralds stood at each and every crossroads, howling their news at anyone who stood still long enough to listen.  I felt a flicker of hunger as we walked past a handful of carts, each selling cheap food and drink to passers-by.  Jill paid them no heed as we walked on, leaving the shopping district behind as we headed to the river.  The wind shifted, blowing salt air towards us as we reached the riverbank.  A handful of ships were anchored in the channel, carefully positioned to ensure they weren’t blocking boats and barges as they made their way down the river and onto the open sea.  I felt an odd twinge of wistfulness as I spotted a Hangchowese clipper ship, holding position near the river mouth.  My father had arrived on one of those ships, if my mother was to be believed.  He’d lingered long enough to sire me, then departed before I was born.  I still wondered, sometimes, who he’d been.  And yet, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    Jill slipped her hand in mine.  “We’re nearly there.” 
 
      
 
    I allowed her to lead me to a cluster of warehouses by the edge of the river.  It had been a long time since I’d been anywhere near them, or their counterparts in Water Shallot.  A gaggle of loadsmen stood by the water, smoking and chatting as they waited for ... something.  I sensed, more than saw, them looking at us, but the normal catcalls were gone.  A faint prickle ran down my spine.  Something wasn’t quite right. 
 
      
 
    “Jill,” I said.  “Where are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “There,” Jill said.  She pointed to a large warehouse.  “I think you’ll like it.” 
 
      
 
    I spotted two more groups of men as we approached.  They were laughing and drinking, but there was something oddly fake about it, as if they were just pretending to be drunk.  I’d never known a bunch of drunken docksmen to be so respectful of women, particularly when they didn’t know one of the women was a sorceress.  My stepfather had led the hooting, from what I’d been able to learn from his drunken bragging.  It hadn’t made me feel any better disposed towards him.  Quite the opposite.  I’d prayed he’d hoot at the wrong woman and get his ass kicked - or worse. 
 
      
 
    The warehouse opened up in front of us.  A pair of young women spoke briefly to Jill - I didn’t catch their words - and pointed us towards the floor.  It looked like one of the giant theatres we’d attended from time to time, when we’d had the money.  I’d never been quite sure what to make of it.  Some had been fun, very well acted; some had started poorly and gone downhill.  Here ... there was a large and growing crowd in the warehouse, standing room only.  I put a hand on my purse as we reached a place in the crowd and waited.  There were so many people in the room that I knew pickpockets would be having a field day.  I doubted the guards outside would be able to stop them. 
 
      
 
    Jill squeezed my hand.  “It’ll start soon.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned close, my lips brushing her ear.  “Jill ... what is this?” 
 
      
 
    “A gathering,” Jill said, vaguely.  “And an invitation.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to ask more questions, all the while mentally kicking myself for not asking earlier, when the lights dimmed.  I looked forward.  A stage - more of a podium - sat in front of us, brightly lit.  A ragged cheer ran through the crowd as a young woman - her hair was down, but she didn’t look older than twenty at the most - took the stand.  I studied her as the cheer grew louder and more enthusiastic.  She was about the same height as I, with long blonde hair and a face a little too sharp to be conventionally pretty, with her eyes partly obscured by a pair of heavy spectacles.  She wore a simple grey shirt, loose enough to barely hint at her breasts, and a pair of pantaloons that were clearly designed to let her run if she needed to make a hasty escape.  I thought about the dress I’d donned and shivered.  I might have to tear it off if I needed to run, too. 
 
      
 
    “Louise,” the crowd chanted.  “Louise!  Louise!” 
 
      
 
    Jill’s hand tightened on mine.  I stared.  This was the Louise?  I’d heard of her, of course.  Who hadn’t?  The young woman who’d gotten herself selected as a guild representative, with a seat on Magus Court itself?  The aristocratic broadsheets had either said little about her victory or raised dire suspicions of cheating; the commoner broadsheets had hailed it as a victory for common sense over aristocratic privilege.  I had to wonder quite how she’d managed to get on the list for the Dockworkers Guild.  Her stocky build suggested she was used to working with her hands - Jill and I were far less muscular - but she still looked fragile compared to my stepfather.  I was pretty sure he hadn’t voted for her.  He would sooner cut off his manhood than vote for any woman, certainly not one young enough to be his daughter. 
 
      
 
    Louise raised a hand.  The crowd fell silent.  I felt Jill’s excitement.  It was ... strange.  Louise wasn’t that pretty and yet she did have a presence.  I wondered, not for the first time, if I was missing something.  Perhaps it was just the result of my upbringing.  My stepfather had made it clear I wasn’t his, that I’d be going into service as soon as I was old enough to cope.  I supposed I was lucky he hadn’t done worse.  There were horrors on the streets of Water Shallot that most decent people preferred to pretend didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    “We have won a great victory,” Louise said.  Her voice was quiet, but firm.  She must have been using magic to project it, because I could hear her perfectly even from the other side of the giant warehouse.  “The aristos were too busy fighting amongst themselves to realise that I - little me - was making my own bid for election.  If they had combined their efforts, they could have crushed my bid with ease.  They didn’t, and that is why I am your representative today.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered, loudly.  The cynic in me wondered if it had been rehearsed.  Louise basked in the cheers for a few moments, then held her hand up again.  The cheers slowly faded, allowing her to speak again. 
 
    
“I pledged, to the dockworkers and everyone else, including you, that I would work to reform the city,” Louise said.  “I would not seek to destroy everything that has come before, but to make it better.  I would reform the electoral system to make it more representative while, at the same time, making it harder for the aristocrats to rig it in their favour.  I would reform the tax system so the aristocratic families and their industries pay their fair share.  I would seek more investment in Water Shallot, to create new jobs and opportunities for people who would otherwise turn to crime, without the gentrification that is dispossessing the poor and driving them towards the docks and, eventually, into the water.  And, perhaps most importantly of all, I would seek to fund more scholarships of magic, to ensure that more trained magicians come from the poorest parts of society.  I do not seek to destroy everything, as I have said.  But I do mean to address the inequalities in our society.  We are a wealthy city.  Do we need to keep so much of our population poor?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” someone cried.  The cry echoed through the air, joined by more and more voices.  “No!  No!  No!” 
 
      
 
    Jill squeezed my hand, again.  I was happy for her and yet ... I was worried.  I was a small businesswoman.  I knew how hard it could be to run a business - and how easy it was for someone who hadn’t even tried to make things worse, in the guise of making them better.  Jill should know, too.  She’d helped me with the accounting and everything else from the day I’d obtained the shop.  It wasn’t that easy to change the world.  Louise wasn’t the first person who’d tried.  She would hardly be the last. 
 
      
 
    “The aristos are already running scared,” Louise informed us.  “Only a few short months ago, they tried to create a pretext to crush us.  They framed me for murder.  They harassed our supporters, pressing them to disown and turn against us.  They sent toughs to beat up some of our members, threatening their families to make them compliant.  Even now, they scheme to close ranks against us.  They think they can render me powerless, that I will be able to do nothing for you ... that, when the time comes, I will be defeated by a candidate put forward and backed by the Great Houses in unison.  They think they can play a waiting game, that - eventually - I will go away.   
 
      
 
    “Do you think they would do that, I ask you, if they were not scared?  Do you think they would be doing everything in their power to render me harmless if they thought I couldn’t do anything to them?  Why would I scare them, unless there was reason to be scared?” 
 
      
 
    Her words hung in the air for a long, cold moment.  I tried to think logically.  House Bolingbroke had never, as far as I could tell, paid much attention to the reform or socialistic movements.  Some of its members had gone slumming in Water Shallot, looking for pleasures forbidden even to those of their high rank, but otherwise they’d largely ignored the district.  And yet, I recalled the Infernal Devices with a shudder.  If someone had been so desperate to stop the socialist movement that they’d resorted to blowing up parts of their own city, it suggested Louise had a point.  The Great Houses might be weaker than we thought. 
 
      
 
    “We must show them that we can stand together as one,” Louise said.  “It is not enough to play the game by their rules.  It is not enough to force them to prove, as they have proven reluctant to do, that they do play by the rules.  We must show them that we are a force to reckon with, that we can and will demand our rights as citizens.  What will they do, I ask you, if we step back and withdraw our labour?  What will they do if we demand equality as the price for our continued participation in the city?  What will they do if we demand reform? 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you say.  But they have magic.  They can stop us in our tracks with a wave of their hands.  Some of their servants are lesser family themselves, bound to their superiors through family magics.  Others signed contracts that will kill them - or worse - if they try to break free.  They are so strong and we are so weak and all we can do is obey orders.  Right?” 
 
      
 
    She paused, dramatically.  “Wrong.  We have magic, too” - light sparkled over her hand - “perhaps not as powerful as theirs, but nonetheless deadly.  The second known Zero is a commoner and, statistically speaking, the third or the fourth is far more likely to be one of us than one of them.  And third ... the magic itself is breaking down.  Who can forget the disaster at Aguirre Hall?  Who can forget the spectacle of an entire ballroom caving in and burying the dancers, leaving a number dead or injured?  Since then, there have been many more incidents of magical mishaps.  Something is happening, something big.  It is, I believe, something we can exploit to demand reform.” 
 
      
 
    Her words echoed in my ears.  “I do not promise instant reform.  There will be a long, hard slog to convince them to listen - to force them to listen - before we finally start making progress.  They will do everything in their power to avoid making concessions, from continuing their subtle campaign against us to denying we need even the slightest hint of reform.  The system has worked very well for them, over the centuries.  They have no incentive to change.  Why should they? 
 
      
 
    “We must give them a reason to change.  And we must do it quickly. 
 
      
 
    “I swear to you, all of you, that I will do everything in my power to push for reform,” she finished.  “But you, all of you, must work for it, too.  If we stand apart, they will break us and crush us.  If we stand together, we will be unstoppable.” 
 
      
 
    She stepped back from the podium as the crowd cheered.  I cheered, too, sucked up in the moment even though my inner cynic feared it would end in tears.  Jill spun me around and kissed me deeply, her lips promising a wild night when we got home.  I melted into her kiss, trying not to think of the watching eyes.  There were other couples kissing as if there was no tomorrow.  Jill winked, then led the way to the door.  Small groups of people were handing out leaflets, or issuing invitations to talk.  I took one of the leaflets as we left the warehouse and headed away from the riverside.  I couldn’t wait to go home. 
 
      
 
    Jill leaned closer to me.  “Impressive, isn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I wondered ... if the magic was going wrong, what would that mean for me?  For us?   Was that why my brewing had failed?  “If she’s right ...” 
 
      
 
    “You worked in House Bolingbroke,” Jill said.  She pressed her lips against my ears, sending a shiver down my spine.  “What would you give to see them humbled?” 
 
      
 
    Too much, I thought.  It would be worth any price. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said.  “Here goes nothing.” 
 
      
 
    I sat in front of the flightstone, studying the lights as best as I could.  It hadn’t been easy to tease instructions out of the network - the designers appeared to believe that anyone who got access would know what they were doing - but I’d made considerable progress just by concentrating and applying logic and reason.  There was a curious simplicity about the network that reminded me of Devices of Power, as if the designers had intended it to be used by people who didn’t understand what it did.  I’d forged tools to work with power I could neither sense nor touch.  It was possible, I reflected, that the empire’s craftsmen had devised tools to do the exact opposite. 
 
      
 
    My fingers brushed against the flightstone.  My mind expanded, once again.  The network was growing stronger as more and more meksects came online, repairing or replacing damaged components.  My mind flowed through them, as if they were nothing more than fingers on my hand.  It was easy enough to take control, to direct them towards the lower levels.  The interior of the city opened up in front of me, revealing the precise location of the teleport gates.  They were still offline, apparently, but the warlock who’d captured my friends couldn’t be far away.  I sent the meksects down the stairs, directing them to take up position around the warlock’s lair.  It had to be somewhere in that sector. 
 
      
 
    Or so you hope, I thought.  The meksects were tough, and resistant to direct attack, but they weren’t invincible.  The warlock had smashed one a day or so ago.  They’re not very bright. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth as I issued more orders, hoping and praying to the ancients the orders stayed in effect.  It wasn’t easy.  The meksects couldn’t tell the difference between my friends and hostile warlocks, nor were they aware of how much damage their manipulators could do to human flesh and bone.  If I told them to grab my friends, there was a possibility the meksects would rip their arms right off.  I directed the meksects to block all approach routes and wait.  Hopefully, the warlock wouldn’t be aware of their presence.  It was just a shame I couldn’t control the meksects directly. 
 
      
 
    The thought led to a flurry of instructions, flowing directly into my head.  A chill ran through me.  I’d never liked the thought of having my mind read and ... and this machine had seen my thoughts and responded to them.  It was no comfort to know it wasn’t intelligent enough to give much of a damn about me, or to care about my deepest, darkest secrets.  I felt violated and abused and ... I swallowed hard, telling myself it didn’t matter.  The machine had responded to my thoughts.  It hadn’t peeked into my head deliberately. 
 
      
 
    I pulled out, falling back into my own body.  The images the flightstone had shown me contrasted oddly with the dusty flight deck, but I had no trouble finding the compartment and removing a heavy helmet.  It felt oddly unpleasant, although I wasn’t sure why.  I bit down on the feeling and placed it on my head, skin prickling as it made contact.  One lens was designed to cover my eye, allowing me to see the control system.  My hand was surrounded by light, allowing me to direct the linked meksects.  I wished I had time to practice.  But I didn’t know how long my friends had left. 
 
      
 
    They might already be dead, my mind whispered.  You might be going into danger for nothing. 
 
      
 
    I told that part of me to shut up, then refilled my canteen and walked down to the library.  It was glowing with light, the helmet enthusiastically showing me where everything was stored.  I made a mental note to come back later, perhaps with help, and copy everything that might be even remotely useful.  A trio of meksects entered the chamber, awash in bright light.  I stared at them for a moment, then started waving my hand in a spellcasting pattern.  The meksects began to move, mimicking my motions as best as they could.  I felt a twinge of guilt, even though I knew they were automatons.  I’d been forced to dance at my sister’s command ... I gritted my teeth.  The meksects were just machines.  The moment I lowered my hand, they resumed their previous duties as if nothing had happened. 
 
      
 
    My heart started to pound as I made my way through the network of corridors and back down the stairs.  The lower levels were coming to life, the dimmed lights growing brighter as the city repaired itself.  I wondered, idly, what the warlocks made of it.  They were probably used to the lights changing randomly, growing brighter before dimming again, but this was different.  I forced myself to hurry.  The warlocks might not have realised the city was designed to fly - I hadn’t, not until I’d seen the command centre - but they must have noticed the vibration as the city started to come back to life.  The smarter ones might already be heading for the exits. 
 
      
 
    I kept my ears peeled, drawing on all the skills I’d mastered over years of being the only magicless person in a hall of magicians.  Alana and Bella - and even some of my older cousins - were often careless, relying on their magic rather than developing their other skills.  They didn’t have to be stealthy when they could cast spells to turn invisible or cloak their footsteps.  I told myself the warlocks would be just the same.  The dark arts caused their practitioners to steadily lose their reason, to eventually get drunk on power.  It was quite possible that none of the warlocks would expect me - or anyone - to take control of the city and go on the offensive.  The first warlock we’d encountered might even have assumed I was dead.  Or worse.  He certainly wouldn’t think I might come back to free my friends. 
 
      
 
    The teleport gates were dead and cold.  I stepped into the room - it felt like weeks since we’d stumbled through the gate - and looked around.  The gates didn’t seem broken, as far as I could tell, but they were so completely drained of magic that it might be difficult to power them up again, even if I used Astra or Magister Von Rupert - or a warlock - as a source of power.  My eyes lingered on the runes surrounding the gates, noting - as I peered at them through the lens - how the sigils in front of me were part of a greater whole.  One part here, in front of me; the other part ... somewhere in the Eternal City?  I frowned as I thoughtfully studied it.  I’d read the stories, but I’d never really considered the implications.  A nobleman of the empire could walk through the gates to anywhere.  He could live on the far side of the world and attend senate meetings in the city, every day.  It was awesome and terrifying.  I wouldn’t be very comfortable having a teleport gate in the basement of my flying mansion.  Who knew who’d find a way to break the wards and slip into my house? 
 
      
 
    No time to worry about that now, I told myself.  You have to find your friends. 
 
      
 
    I walked down the corridors, silently retracing our footsteps.  It wasn’t easy.  We’d been running so fast I hadn’t had time to watch for landmarks.  I thought I was heading towards the right section, but it was hard to be sure.  It was easier to understand the city’s design now that I knew what it actually was, all the corridors laid out so precisely it was simple to navigate.  The smaller corridors were actually designed for the meksects and their bigger brothers, rather than their human masters.  They were basically the same as servant corridors, allowing servants to get around the hall without being seen by their betters, with fewer access points to the more public parts of the city.  It made me wonder if the empire’s nobility had ever been truly comfortable with the automatons.  The meksects could be reprogrammed to turn against their masters - their former masters.  And there would be no stopping them if they did. 
 
      
 
    The meksects were waiting for me at the bottom of the corridor.  I stared at the nearest, lifting my hand.  It lifted its own manipulator in response.  I frowned, trying to input a series of commands.  It was weirdly counter-intuitive.  The trick was to pretend I was doing magic, powerful magic, to be precise without being too precise.  I had a feeling Alana or Bella would have done a better job, if they’d been able to wear the helmet.  I wasn’t sure they could have safely worn it.  It would be like shining a brilliant light into their eyes. 
 
      
 
    I directed two of the meksects to advance down the corridor, then followed.  The air was hot and heavy, stinking of things I didn’t want to think about.  I saw a decomposing body lying in the darkness, the sight nearly making me panic before I realised the dead man was too small to be anyone I knew.  I gave the body a wide berth as I kept walking, swallowing hard to keep my gorge under control.  The lights were growing brighter, revealing everything from white bones on the floor to dead animals and human waste.  It was like walking into a wild animal’s lair.  I couldn’t understand how the warlock lived in such a place.  Isabella’s warlock had had a whole mansion to himself. 
 
      
 
    And no one knew he was a warlock, either, I thought.  I wasn’t sure how much of Isabella’s wild stories I actually believed, but it was clear she hadn’t realised the truth until it was almost too late.  This one is too far gone to have any hope of keeping his nature concealed. 
 
      
 
    The air shifted again.  I heard a labouring sound and raised my spellcaster.  The vents were opening and closing, trying desperately to purge the air.  I wondered, suddenly, what would happen if the city rose really high.  I’d had trouble breathing on my flying machine and that had been much smaller, although it had also been open to the elements.  I thought I understood, now, just what I’d done wrong.  In my defence - my lips twitched - no one had had any experience with flying machines for nearly a thousand years. 
 
      
 
    Someone cried out, ahead of me.  It sounded feminine ... Astra?  I winced and ordered the meksects to move forward, trying to use the helmet to see through their eyes.  It didn’t seem to work.  My mind puzzled over it for a moment - maybe it was working and I simply couldn’t understand what I saw, which wasn’t impossible - before I put the matter aside for later contemplation.  I didn’t have time now.   
 
      
 
    The meksects kept advancing down the corridor.  I stayed behind them, bracing myself.  The warlock had to know we were coming.  The sound of old bones crunching under their feet was so loud I thought it could be heard on the other side of the city. 
 
      
 
    He has to move now, I thought.  If I understood the layout properly, there was only one entrance to the warlock’s inner chamber.  He had to run for his life or be trapped ... unless he thought he could destroy two meksects.  If he stays in his chamber ... 
 
      
 
    I saw the shadows billow, an instant before the warlock emerged and glared at the advancing automatons.  It was the first time I’d seen him clearly and ... it was all I could do not to throw up on the spot.  He looked like a carcass that had been picked half-clean by wild animals.  His skull was half flesh, half bone ... I’d heard horror stories about warlocks who became trapped in their own decaying flesh or dead bodies reanimated by the darkest of magics, but this ... this was real.  He raised a bony hand and pointed it at the nearest meksect, casting a yellow-black curse at it.  The magic crackled around the meksect and vanished.  He stared - I saw a patch of flesh fall from his skull - and jabbed his finger again.  I didn’t give him time to think of something more effective, like hurling rocks from a distance.  I pointed my spellcaster at him and triggered the spell.  He wavered - a normal person would have been stunned instantly - and stumbled, falling to the floor with an almighty crash.  I directed the meksects to crush his skull before he could recover.  His brain looked as decayed as the rest of his body. 
 
      
 
    Definitely no way this one could have pretended to be normal, I thought, trying to keep myself from throwing up.  How did he even survive? 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  The dark arts damaged everyone who tried to use them - I’d had that drilled into my head, before Dad allowed me to look at his collection of proscribed books - and yet ... there had to be limits.  The brain matter below the meksect was steaming.  I honestly couldn’t understand how he’d survived for a day, let alone ... however long he’d been lurking in the city.  There was no way he should have been alive.  He should have run out of magic long ago.  And yet ... I gagged, stumbling back as his body twitched.  Perhaps he was a zombie.  Perhaps the original warlock had died years ago, leaving a monster in his place.  Perhaps ... 
 
      
 
    I directed the meksects to crush the body to a pulp - I tried not to look at the maggots swarming the corpse - and walked into the next chamber.  It was a nightmare, a potions lab combined with a forgery designed and operated by someone too far gone to realise the whole design was an explosion waiting to happen.  Mum would sooner have cut off her hands and forsworn potions forever than leave her lab in such a state.  I dreaded to think what she’d say - or do - to us if we did the same.  Giant bottles of dangerous ingredients were crammed onto a stack of shelves that looked permanently on the verge of collapse, which would almost certainly produce a spark that would trigger an explosion.  The air was heavy with the stench of decay, rotting flesh and discarded ingredients that blended together to produce something unspeakable.  I pressed my hand to my nose as I inched into the chamber.  I’d smelled some bad things over the years - Alana had once devised her own stink spell, when she’d been experimenting with different magics - and this was a thousand times worse.  I didn’t want to think about what the warlock might have been doing. 
 
      
 
    The next room managed to be even more terrifying.  It looked like a butcher’s shop, with whole carcasses hanging from hooks, but ... the carcasses were human.  Some were men, some were women, some were children ... some were so badly mutilated that I couldn’t tell what they’d been before they’d been captured and butchered like hogs.  The walls were lined with transparent jars, crammed with everything from human brains to genitals and blood.  I forced myself to walk on as I heard a scream.  There’d be time to clear the butchered bodies and give them a proper cremation later. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself as I walked into the third room.  Astra was on a table, her eyes wide and staring.  Her face was badly bruised, as if she’d been hit repeatedly; her clothes were ripped and torn.  I ran forward, desperately looking around.  Magister Von Rupert was tied to a chair.  He looked dazed, as if someone had cast a handful of spells on him, but he was alive.  I told myself to be grateful for small mercies. 
 
      
 
    “You ...”  Astra stared at me.  She sounded dazed.  “He said you were dead.  He said you were one of his people now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m alive,” I said, firmly.  I had no doubt the warlock had taunted her with the complete hopelessness of her situation.  He would have piled spells on her, just to make sure she couldn’t use magic herself.   I struggled with the bonds, then dug a multitool out of my kit and pressed it against the rope.  It frayed and broke.  “Can you walk?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Astra said.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    She slid off the table.  I caught and steadied her, an instant before she fell to the ground.  Her pale skin was marred by bruises, as well as nasty red marks where the ropes had been.  I wondered, as she leaned against me, if Isabella’s warlock had had his own chamber of horrors.  What had he been doing?  Anything that involved blood - and human body parts -was dubious at best, if not outright dark.  It was rare for anyone outside the Great Houses - and the Kingsmen - to be given permission to work with such magics. 
 
      
 
    No one ever did anything like this, I thought.  Not legally. 
 
      
 
    Astra twitched against me.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I helped her to sit down, then hurried over to Magister Von Rupert.  Up close, his eyes were blank.  I gritted my teeth, took a spellbreaker from my kit and pressed it against his skin.  His eyes went wide, staring around as if he was suddenly aware of his surroundings.  I undid the ropes and helped him to his feet.  I wanted to get them both back to the library before something - anything - else happened. 
 
      
 
    “Cat?”  Magister Von Rupert sounded shocked.  “Ah ... what ... what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said.  I took my canteen and pressed it to his lips.  “Right now, we have to get out of here.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    “I need you to cast a levitation spell,” I said to Astra, as I helped Magister Von Rupert to his feet.  “We can’t stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Astra looked at me as if I’d said something stupid.  “Do you think I’m in any state for magic?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at her.  Astra looked as if she stepped into a boxing ring and lost so badly it wasn’t even funny.  It was a minor miracle the warlock hadn’t broken a few of her bones.  I had the oddest feeling, looking at her, that the beating had been more deliberate, more calculated, than I’d thought.  If he’d wanted to hurt her, to beat her into submission, without actually doing any permanent damage ... I didn’t want to think about what it might have meant.  But ... I couldn’t cast the spell myself. 
 
      
 
    “One spell,” I said.  “And then you can follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Astra waved a hand at Magister Von Rupert.  He drifted slowly into the air.  I took tight hold of his leg and pulled him after me, back through the chamber of horrors.  Astra gagged as she followed, her breath coming in fits and starts as she tried not to vomit.  She retched, loudly, as we reached the lab.  I promised myself I’d return to clear up the mess later, before it exploded, if I couldn’t figure out a way to simply dump it.  The meksects might have to be dispatched to deal with it.  The city could repair or replace them.   
 
      
 
    The meksects were waiting for us.  I ignored Astra’s gasp of shock as I directed them to take the lead, then followed, Magister Von Rupert bobbling in my wake.  There was no way I could trust them to carry him.  They might easily hurt or kill him, quite by accident.  I sensed more than heard Astra’s reluctance as we found the nearest flight of stairs and headed up into the uppermost levels.  The meksects were so active that I was sure any other warlocks would have run a mile, rather than try to confront them.  It was just too dangerous to try if one didn’t understand what the automatons actually were.   
 
      
 
    Astra caught my arm.  “What is this place?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a flying city,” I said.  Technically, the city wasn’t that large.  I had a feeling it would be classed as a town, rather than a city, if it wasn’t a giant flying machine.  “Grounded now, but ... it can still fly.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned despite myself as I dragged Magister Von Rupert into the library and laid him on the couch.  He looked as if he’d been through hell, first by having his magic drained and then being held captive by a warlock.  I tried to remember the first aid I’d been taught, testing his body for broken bones, open wounds and other signs of injuries, oddly uneasy at poking and prodding a man in public.  But there was no one else who could do it.  Astra wasn’t in a much better state.  I hoped she’d recover, quickly.  I rather suspected I was going to need her magic. 
 
      
 
    Astra cleared her throat.  “Is he ... is he going to be okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  It cost me a pang to say the words.  Magister Von Rupert had been a good teacher, back when I’d been at Jude’s.  “He wasn’t that badly hurt, but he was sorely abused and ...” 
 
      
 
    “The warlock battered me.”  Astra’s voice was faint, as she relieved the horror of her captivity.  “He beat me time and time again, as if he were trying to hammer me into a pulp.  He ... he just kept doing it.  He didn’t do anything else.  He never ... he never touched me.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  I’d seen the bodies.  I couldn’t help wondering if the warlock had been trying to tenderise her.  The thought made me gag.  What had he been trying to do?  Kill her?  Rape her?  I couldn’t imagine anything that required so much blood and gore ... where had it even come from?  The abandoned towns and villages?  I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said, shortly.  “I think ... I think he was too far gone to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    Astra snickered, then sobered.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Cat,” I said.  “I’m Cat.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the Zero,” Astra said.  “Aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  I hadn’t realised Adam and Caroline hadn’t told her who I was.  Astra wouldn’t have seen me performing magic, of course, but that wasn’t proof I didn’t have magic.  Except ... I’d asked her to cast a simple spell, in her battered state, that would have been a great deal easier and simpler if I’d cast it myself.  Which, of course, I couldn’t.  I winced, inwardly.  She was sharper than I’d realised.  And I had no idea what she’d do with the information.  She’d sworn her oath, but ... here, there was a very good chance she could break her word or find a loophole and get away with it. 
 
      
 
    I briefly considered lying, only to dismiss the thought seconds later.  “Yes,” I said.  “I’m Caitlyn.” 
 
      
 
    Astra stared at me for a long moment.  “You ... you were up here, enjoying yourself, while we were being held captive?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I let out a breath, silently kicking myself for not having been there when Adam and Caroline had laid out the oath for her.  I didn’t know what she’d sworn.  I didn’t know where the loopholes were, if any.  And that could bite me hard.  “I was up here trying to figure out how to take control of the city so I could get you away from a mad warlock.” 
 
      
 
    “Really.”  Astra didn’t sound impressed.  “And you think we can just walk out of here?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “I think we can fly out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Astra blinked, then started to laugh.  “The city is a wreck!” 
 
      
 
    “It was already repairing itself,” I said, quietly.  She had a point - in her experience, there was no one who could repair a broken Object of Power - but I knew better.  “I just gave it a push.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  Astra started to laugh again.  “And you’re sure it’s going to work?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so.”  I stood and held out my canteen.  “If you want to jump ship right now, go.  I can’t stop you from leaving.  Go.  But if you want to stay, you can help me understand what I’m doing here.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes bored into mine for a long moment.  It wasn’t much of a choice.  She could leave with my blessing and try to sneak her way out of the city, but who knew what else was lurking on the lower levels?  There might be more warlocks or something worse ... much worse.  And ... did her oath permit her to leave?  I opened my mouth to ask what she’d actually sworn, then closed it without saying a word.  Just asking the question would be far too revealing.  I would have no way to be sure I could trust her answer. 
 
      
 
    “The city is huge,” Astra said.  “Can you repair it all?  Personally?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I shook my head.  “But I can repair enough of the damaged systems to let it fly again.  And then we can simply ride it home.” 
 
      
 
    I strode over to the scrolls and pulled one of them off the shelf.  The signs insisted it was a plan of the city itself.  I placed it on the table and watched as a three-dimensional image materialised above the wood.  The diagram was astonishingly detailed, showing everything from master bedrooms - not too far from the library - to hidden compartments that didn’t seem to be accessible.  I puzzled over them for a long moment, trying to understand.  I’d explored the mansion back home and I knew there were hidden sections that had been buried by repeated renovations that were extremely difficult to access, but it seemed odd to have them on a flying city that had been built from scratch.  The sheer size of the project awed me.  I’d watched clipper ships take shape in the family dockyards, and this was several orders of magnitude bigger than any of them.  Why would anyone waste space? 
 
      
 
    “They could teleport,” Astra pointed out, when I said that out loud.  “Perhaps they simply teleported in and out of the compartments.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed.  “But it would still be a great deal of wasted effort.” 
 
      
 
    I put the thought out of my mind as I swept through the rest of the diagram.  The city was smaller than I’d thought, roughly half the size of South Shallot, but it was still pretty big.  There were enough bedrooms to house an army, gardens probably designed to grow potion ingredients, large chambers crammed with flying machines ...  I wondered, slowly, if Astra was right.  There were quite a few oddities about the design, but if one assumed the owners could teleport around the city at will everything made a certain kind of sense.  It would certainly explain the weirdly decentralised design of the city itself. 
 
      
 
    “Ah ...”  Magister Von Rupert staggered upright.  “Cat ... what happened?  Ah ...?” 
 
      
 
    “Rest,” I said, gently.  I was more worried about him than I was willing to admit to Astra - or Magister Von Rupert himself.  “I need you to rest, while I ...” 
 
      
 
    “This is a library of the ancients,” Magister Von Rupert said.  His breaths still came in fits and starts.  “I need to ... ah ... see it.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, then found him a scroll on how the ancients had manipulated gravity fields through a combination of Objects and Devices of Power, inserted it into a table and helped him to sit in front of the image.  The projector seemed designed to work for magical and magicless people alike, allowing him to scroll through a series of increasingly-complicated magical texts.  I tried to follow some of the math, but it was well beyond me.  Magister Von Rupert might be able to make sense of it.  I hoped he’d be able to explain it to me later. 
 
      
 
    Astra caught my eye.  “What now?” 
 
      
 
    “We check on the repairs,” I said.  “And then we figure out where we are.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Magister Von Rupert, who seemed completely immersed in his scroll, then led the way up the stairs to the command centre.  The lights were glowing brighter, suggesting the repairs were well underway.  I touched my fingers to the flightstone, checking to see just how much needed to be done.  The network was reporting power surges in the lower levels ... I decided they were probably warlocks who were starting to realise something was very wrong.  The nasty part of my mind was tempted to designate them power sources and order the meksects to round them up, but it would probably have led to more destroyed meksects. I wasn’t sure how many more the city could produce before it ran out of raw materials.  And that made me wonder just what the meksects actually were. 
 
      
 
    Devices or Objects of Power, I thought.  Or something else? 
 
      
 
    I collected a list of what needed to be done, then fell back into my own body.  Astra was standing in front of the crystals, staring.  I wondered just what she could see.  The system might be designed to allow a magicless person to use it, but ... 
 
      
 
    She looked up.  “What is this thing?” 
 
      
 
    “A flightstone,” I said, curtly.  “I repaired it.” 
 
      
 
    Astra blinked.  “How did it survive?  How did any of this survive?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “We accidentally reactivated a foundry back in the Eternal City,” I reminded her, thoughtfully.  “It’s possible one of the warlocks accidentally did the same.” 
 
      
 
    But I was sure, even as I spoke, that it wasn’t the right answer.  The warlocks were powerful, but they weren’t that powerful.  The city needed a bigger spark than all the magic a single warlock possessed ... I shivered as I picked up my toolkit and headed back to the stairs.  The pattern I’d seen was starting to look alarmingly familiar. 
 
      
 
    “I never saw anything like this, not in all the time I was here,” Astra said.  “And none of us ever reactivated anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you just got lucky,” I said.  “Or maybe you simply didn’t look in the right place.” 
 
      
 
    She followed me as I walked back down the stairs, checked on Magister Von Rupert and then headed for the door.  I was tempted to ask her to keep an eye on him, and make sure he had something to eat and drink every so often, but ... I needed someone to watch my back.  I passed her my protective amulet, told her it would ward off anything as long as it was touching her bare skin, then kept walking.  The meksects were still buzzing through the corridors, repairing the damage piece by piece.  I felt a sudden surge of warmth as we walked past them.  Astra stayed close to me, as if she was afraid.  I supposed she had a point. 
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn,” she said, finally.  “Do you really think this will work?” 
 
      
 
    “It should,” I said.  “If we can bring the remainder of the network back into shape, we can let the automated systems do the rest of the work.” 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to appreciate the sheer genius of the ancient craftsmen as we made our way down the corridor.  We’d always assumed they relied solely on Objects of Power, but - in hindsight - that had never been true.  The flightstone itself was an Object of Power - it couldn’t be anything else - yet the remainder of the nodes were Devices of Power, allowing the flightstone’s influence to spread throughout the city.  I supposed it explained the odd, saucer-like design.  It might have worked better with a sphere ... no, the precise shape of the city itself didn’t matter.  It was the bubble of focused magic that had to be precise. 
 
      
 
    That explains how it flew, I thought.  They steered by altering the bubble ... 
 
      
 
    We reached a crossroads and stopped.  One side was relatively clean, by the standards of the city; the other was so filthy my mother would have had a heart attack.  The dirt and grime formed a solid line, marking the edge of the network’s influence.  The lights beyond were flickering constantly, as if they were permanently on the verge of burning out.  I saw a half-opened hatch in the bulkhead and prised it open with my multitool.  A cascade of dust and soot poured out. 
 
      
 
    “Crap,” Astra said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I peered into the darkened section, then started to brush away the remainder of the dust.  There was absolutely no hope of repairing the damaged section.  My lips quirked in droll amusement.  Calling it a damaged section was like saying the ocean was wide or my father was powerful, observations that were both true and yet considerably understated.   “I think it will have to be replaced completely.” 
 
      
 
    I used the helmet to send a note to the network - a meksect should be able to replace the missing component, as long as it stayed on the right side of the line - and then went further down the corridor.  Dust billowed around my feet, staining my trousers.  Astra hung back, clearly worried, as I kept walking.  The air grew colder and colder.  I shivered, despite myself.  The lack of footprints on the floor suggested there were no warlocks nearby, but ... I still felt dangerously exposed. 
 
      
 
    The next component wasn’t as badly damaged as I’d feared.  I pulled it out of its section and poked at it with my multitool, then pushed it back into place.  The lights brightened, just for a second.  It would be a few hours before the section as a whole came back to life - I feared it would be several hours before the previous section was repaired, allowing power to flow from the flightstone into the current section - but it was working.  I thought ... 
 
      
 
    Astra coughed.  “Cat, look up!” 
 
      
 
    I looked.  The darkened corridor was empty.  The air was growing colder ... I twisted the helmet and recoiled as I saw humanoid figures gliding towards me.  Ghosts ... Astra was already backing away, her finger pointed at the air.  There was a flash of blinding white light.  I saw the ghosts with my uncovered eye, just for a second, before they were gone again.  But I could tell they were still there. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” I snapped.  I stumbled to my feet and pulled her down the corridor, back to the brightly-lit section.  If I was right, the ghosts couldn’t go anywhere near the meksects or they’d be absorbed into the automatons’ power network.  If I was wrong ... I tried not to think about it as the air grew colder still.  My skin turned to ice.  “Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    I thought I heard someone howling behind me as we picked up speed.  The corridor seemed to twist and stretch, as if - no matter how fast we ran - we could never reach the end.  It seemed like a nightmare and yet ... light flared around us as we plunged into the next section and almost crashed straight into a meksect.  I dodged, slamming into the wall hard enough to hurt.  The helmet was knocked from my head.  I barely managed to catch it before it hit the ground.  The meksect ignored us.  I turned to look back at the darkened corridor.  It looked empty.  I knew it wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    “They’re looking at us,” Astra said.  She sounded terrified, no longer the tough grave-robber we’d met ... it felt like years ago.  “They’re standing on the line, looking at us.  Can’t you see them?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  “No,” I said.  I started to put the helmet back on, then stopped myself.  “I don’t think they’re interested in me.” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky you,” Astra said, sardonically.  “But what you can’t see can kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  It was hard to keep the bitterness out of my voice as I repacked my tools. “I know.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    “This is really quite brilliant,” Magister Von Rupert said, several hours later.  “But I don’t understand where the city gets the power to fly.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I’d spent the last few hours replacing and repairing a number of components, allowing the city’s network to complete its list of basic repairs.  It had been incredibly difficult to remain focused, even after dodging a pair of warlocks and another cluster of ghosts.  Astra had done her best to help, but she couldn’t handle being anywhere near the ghosts.  I’d reluctantly left her to supervise Magister Von Rupert while I completed the work myself. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s a closed loop,” I said, although I knew it wasn’t true.  Magister Von Rupert was smart enough to realise a closed loop wasn’t anything like as powerful enough to levitate a whole city, and smart enough to look outside the box for an answer he knew had to be there.  “Once the spellform is created, it remains constant unless the pattern is disrupted, at which point the spellform simply falls apart.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it should be ... ah, dead now,” Magister Von Rupert insisted.  “The city shouldn’t be coming back to life.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged as I made my way up the stairs and clambered into the control room.  There was no reason for anyone to think outside the box when smaller Objects of Power were concerned, simply because the standard explanation for their existence was believable.  It fitted into how magicians knew magic worked, discouraging them from looking any further.  But Magister Von Rupert was right.  A spellform that drew power from the inherent magic in the city itself wouldn’t be powerful enough to stabilise itself, let alone regenerate after the city fell out of the sky.  He was on the verge of deducing an external source of magic, which meant ... 
 
      
 
    If he figures out the truth, I asked myself, what am I going to do? 
 
      
 
    I winced, wishing Magister Niven had come through the gate with us, too.  He could have convinced Magister Von Rupert not to talk about the magic field, if he deduced its existence.  I hated the thought of trying to convince him on my own.  Magister Von Rupert was a decent man, but ... I was young enough to be his granddaughter.  He was unlikely to take my concerns seriously.  Instead, he’d publish the truth and then ... who knew what would happen?  It was easy - very easy - to make something capable of sucking up all the magic in the vicinity.  Shallot was nowhere near as dependent on magic as the Eternal City, before the Fall, but the results would still be absolute chaos.  And there would be no way to put the genie back in the bottle once it broke free. 
 
      
 
    The flightstone glowed in front of me as I sat down and rested my fingers against it.  I felt a surge of welcome as my mind plunged into the network.  It was growing stronger, each replaced or repaired component opening the path to the next set of damaged or destroyed components.  A handful of meksects had run into warlocks - and what I thought were ghosts - but they’d had no trouble dealing with them.  I’d ordered the meksects to defend themselves if they were attacked. 
 
      
 
    Which might come back to bite us, if anyone uses magic before I can countermand the instructions, I thought.  We’ll have to be careful. 
 
      
 
    I summoned a map and studied it.  The flying city had been hovering nearly a hundred kilometres from the Eternal City when ... something happened.  The network knew something happened, but the records were so distorted that it had no idea just what had caused the city to crash or that the city’s awareness, such as it was, had been frozen for a good few centuries before the trickle of power finally brought some of the systems back online.  It was deeply frustrating, like reading the first and final chapters of a book and wondering what had happened in the rest of the text.  I would have found it maddening if I hadn’t known what had happened.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    This could go horribly wrong, I thought.  And this time we might not walk away from the crash. 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  I’d seen the damage ... the suspiciously familiar damage.  I’d repaired or replaced a dozen components, just to let the meksects complete the repairs, but ... it was quite possible something would go wrong.  The flightstone itself was perfect, yet ... I couldn’t say the same for the rest of the nodes.  It was tempting to think we should abandon the city and make our way on foot, except the hellscape outside was infested with mutated wildlife, warlocks and bandits.  I doubted there was any real hope of escaping, unless we flew.  And ... in truth, I didn’t want to abandon the city.  The library below me was key to solving all the unanswered mysteries of the empire.  I wanted to take it home. 
 
      
 
    It would make one hell of a dowry, I thought, as I braced myself.  Akin’s family is going to be shocked. 
 
      
 
    I smiled at the thought, then concentrated.  An image of the city appeared in front of me.  The nodes came online, channelling power from the flightstone ... from the magic field itself.  I felt the floor shuddering beneath my feet, the gravity suddenly growing stronger before lightening to the point I felt I could fly.  I calmed it with an effort, watching as more and more power flowed.  The spellform was taking shape, an invisible bubble surrounding the city.  It was easily the biggest working I’d ever seen and yet, the city was small compared to the legendary cities.  There was one, if the stories were to be believed, that had been bigger than Shallot itself. 
 
      
 
    And Shallot is quite small compared to the Eternal City, I reminded myself.  They might have considered my hometown little more than a village. 
 
      
 
    The floor shuddered, again.  It crossed my mind, too late, that it had been nearly a thousand years.  The city was partly buried under centuries of mud and displaced soil - and the remains of whatever it had crashed on, when the magic failed - and it might have to shake itself free.  The warlocks below might have burrowed through the base of the city, without any idea of what they were actually doing.  I shuddered, then told myself it didn’t matter.  They were warlocks.  They would have raped or enslaved or killed me, if I’d fallen into their hands.  And none of them would be granted any mercy, if they were captured ... 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to compose a warning.  “Attention.  This city is about to take off.  Anyone still onboard in ten minutes will be thrown off, without further warning.  Abandon the city now or die.” 
 
      
 
    My words rippled through the hull, carried by the meksects as they patrolled the lower levels.  I saw brief flickers of running men, fleeing in all directions ... it struck me, suddenly, that they’d never known what the city actually was.  They were as ignorant of its true nature as I’d been, back when we’d fallen through the teleport gate.  They might not believe me, although the shaking might prove an argument in my favour.  They might not even know which way to run.  I told myself, again, that they were warlocks.  They deserved to die. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to wait, taking advantage of the brief pause to run a handful of stress tests.  A couple of components failed, but the rest remained active ... for the moment.  I promised myself I’d get them repaired, once I had a chance to catch my breath.  It was obvious, now, why none of the researchers had realised the empire had used a combination of Objects and Devices of Power.  The former might have broken, during the Fall, but the latter had crumbled to dust.  There’d been no evidence left by the time the first researchers arrived in the ruined cities. 
 
      
 
    It’s time, I told myself.  Let’s see ... 
 
      
 
    I pressed my mind into the system.  The city shuddered, again and again, until the shuddering blurred together into a constant racket.  I heard something crashing in the distance, something falling off the wall or ... something.  The city had probably been levitated first, before the owners had moved in and made it their own.  Dad had once told me that all new Devices of Power were thoroughly tested before they were shown to the Great Families or the King, even though they’d both be told it was the very first time ... not, he’d added, that anyone believed them.  I wondered, suddenly, why the owners had felt so safe on a floating city.  It could have been brought down by something far more predictable than a sudden drain in the magic field. 
 
      
 
    The bubble grew stronger.  I had the impression of it digging into the ground below the city, bubbling up parts of the landscape as the city started to rise.  The crashing sound grew worse - I hoped Astra would make sure Magister Von Rupert remained strapped down - as the floor shuddered violently, the city bobbling back and forth like a boat trying to make its way out of a cramped harbour.  The gravity field grew stronger again - it felt as if a sudden weight had descended on my shoulders - before the entire city jerked.  I lost contact with the flightstone, slamming back into my body even as I fell back.  The chair crashed to the ground, my head snapping back and cracking against the metal.  The pain nearly knocked me out.  I had to bite my lip to stay awake. 
 
      
 
    Light flared.  I stared, confused.  The grey clouds were breaking, scattering ... I forced myself to stand as we broke through into blue skies, the gravity field growing stronger as the city kept rising.  If we kept going ... my stomach heaved, as if I was suddenly seasick.  It was all I could do not to throw up, again, as I realised we might be thrown away from the planet itself or worse.  I stumbled forward, nearly tripping over the fallen chair, and pressed my hand against the flightstone again.  The city shuddered to a halt - I heard more crashing - and then started to fall again.  I had to force myself to concentrate as we plunged back through the clouds.  If we hit the ground again, the force of the impact would be utterly devastating.  The impact might be felt as far away as Shallot. 
 
      
 
    Float, I ordered, numbly. 
 
      
 
    The city lurched again - and stopped.  I commanded it to hold position and pulled back, my head spinning mercilessly.  Grey light poured in through the windows.  I stumbled forward, the floor shifting oddly under my feet.  It felt as though I was on a boat - I had happy memories of sailing, before my lack of magic became too apparent to ignore - but ... different.  I wasn’t sure quite what it meant.  The shuddering had faded, replaced by a faint humming sound that made my ears hurt.  I wondered if the original residents of the city had gotten used to it, as absurd as it seemed, or if they’d simply cast spells to keep it out of their ears.  I could imagine the latter.  There were no shortage of spells to make someone partly deaf. 
 
      
 
    I reached the window and peered out.  The city was a flattened saucer, studded with small buildings that looked to be partly in ruins.  The framework was still intact, I thought, but many of the additions had collapsed.  Beyond the city, I could see a distant mountain range ... the one, perhaps, we’d driven through only a few short weeks ago.  I realised, numbly, that it would be very easy to simply fly over the mountains, to take the city back to Shallot.  The thought made me smile.  There’d be no hope of hiding something large enough to pass for a mid-sized city.  I wondered, suddenly, just what the locals would make of it. 
 
      
 
    My head hurt.  I touched the back of my scalp.  There was a nasty bump underneath my hair, but - thankfully - no blood.  My ears ached as I sat down and forced myself to take a sip of water.  The city would be visible for miles around, hanging in the air like a ... my lips twitched in droll amusement.  It would look like a flying city out of legend. 
 
      
 
    “It is a flying city out of legend,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    The stairs rattled.  I braced myself, one hand dropping to my pocket to touch the protections inside.  I hadn’t been able to wear them while the city had been taking off.  The hatch opened, allowing Astra to clamber into the chamber.  She looked tired, but also awed.  I watched as she stared out the window, the second person in post-Fall history to see the world from a flying city.  The innocent look on her face made my heart soften.  Perhaps I could arrange something for her, when we got home.  She could do community service or ... or something.  I knew what she’d been feeling, when she’d discovered she’d been betrayed.  I wouldn’t have taken it very calmly if Akin had done the same to me. 
 
      
 
    Astra turned.  “What now?” 
 
      
 
    I felt the city vibrate again.  “Now?  We get our bearings and head back to the city.” 
 
    
“We can try,” Astra said.  “Can you navigate this thing?” 
 
      
 
    “The old maps aren’t that outdated,” I said, purposely misunderstanding the question.  “The city may be in ruins, but its location hasn’t changed.  We should be able to get back to the city without problems.” 
 
      
 
    I recovered the chair and put it by the flightstone, then sat down.  “You take care of the magister,” I said.  “I’ll see to the city.” 
 
      
 
    The network rose up around me as I touched the flightstone.  The city framework was definitely intact - the lower hull seemed undamaged, despite my fears - but part of the command network was starting to give under the strain.  I commanded the meksects to start repairing the damage, then sweep the lower decks for unwanted guests.  The network grew stronger as it swept through the city, locating a handful of warlocks as they made their way towards the upper levels.  I ordered the meksects to take care of them before they reached us.  I didn’t want to have to deal with them personally. 
 
      
 
    No ghosts, I thought.  Interesting. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, appreciating - once again - just how much craftsmanship had gone into the city.  The designers had built multiple redundancies into the framework, to the point that - by my rough calculation - the city could lose two-thirds of the nodes before it started to fall out of the sky.  I suspected that the redundancies had been all that saved the city from complete disaster.  There had been just enough power stored within the nodes to lower the city to the ground before it gave out.  I promised myself I’d add more, when we’d dealt with all the other problems. 
 
      
 
    And find a way to store magic that doesn’t rely on wards, I added, mentally.  They wouldn’t survive if the magic field was drained again. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly four hours - and I was exhausted - before I was fairly sure we were safe.  The warlocks were gone.  There was no sign of the ghosts.  The meksects were busy repairing additional sections, pushing their way through corridors that were suddenly piled high with rubble.  Alerts flared through the network, reporting an explosion on the lower levels ... I remembered the makeshift potions lab and cursed under my breath.  The damage had been contained - whatever the framework was made of, it was tough - and yet it was a worrying sign of whatever else might be down there.  I made a mental note to ensure the city was searched from top to bottom, once we returned home.  The meksects couldn’t do it.  They didn’t have the insight to spot anything dangerous. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a right mess down there,” Astra said.  She was sitting by the window, next to Magister Von Rupert.  “Everything’s come off the walls and piled on the floors.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, that’s the least of our worries,” I said.  The weather outside didn’t seem to bother the city - I thought I saw lightning dancing over the distant mountains - but it was starting to get dark.  I yawned, despite myself.  The throbbing in my skull had refused to go away.  “I think we all need to get some sleep, then we can head back to the Eternal City.” 
 
      
 
    “There really isn’t enough power,” Magister Von Rupert said.  He waved a hand at the dome and the darkening clouds beyond.  “It just doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
      
 
    “The ancients were very good at forging,” Astra said.  “They might just have devised something to trigger off a set of cascade reactions, each one a step forward that eventually led to a solid spellform ...” 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t work,” Magister Von Rupert insisted.  “It would be like” - he waved his hands as he tried to think of an analogy - “saying you have to spend money in order to make money, but not making enough money to meet your expenses let alone earn any profit.  The energy surges would have reached the point of diminishing returns, then negative returns, well before they generated enough power to lift the city.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet, it flies,” Astra said. 
 
      
 
    I ground my teeth.  Magister Von Rupert was too smart and knowledgeable to fall for any attempt to misdirect him.  Worse, he - or Magister Grayson - would know I’d tried to misdirect him and then start asking why.  And then ... 
 
      
 
    “Bed,” I said, as I yawned.  It started the other two yawning too.  “We’ll continue this discussion tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    And hopefully I can think of a way to steer you away from the truth, I added, silently.  If you tell the entire world ... 
 
      
 
    I shivered.  I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep well that night. 
 
      
 
    The couch was comfortable, as I had expected, and I was quite some distance from Magister Von Rupert - who was so much older than me in any case - but I tossed and turned for what felt like hours before finally falling asleep.  The faint humming was a constant reminder we were trapped on a flying city that was dependent on machines I didn’t fully understand, that some of the sections were nothing more than ash and soot and there was a good chance - too good a chance - that something would fail and the city would fall to the ground.  If that happened ... 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth as I jerked awake, again.  Magister Von Rupert was snoring loudly ... I glared at him, trying not to think about just how quickly he might deduce the truth.  If he did ... I swallowed, hard.  Was I prepared to kill him to protect the secret?  Or should I assume it was just a matter of time before the secret came out anyway?  All it would take was one person, one person capable of thinking outside the box.  I stared down at my hands as the first glimmers of light broke over the distant horizon.  I wasn’t prepared to kill him.  I liked him too much to plan his death.   
 
      
 
    And yet, if he deduced the truth, civilisation as I knew it might come to an end. 
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold.  Dad had spoken of hard choices, of putting aside one’s personal feelings to do what must be done.  Cold necessity, he’d said.  I felt a stab of pity for Alana.  She was more calculating than me, more capable of putting her emotions aside ... I wondered, suddenly, if she’d end up a monster.  There were matriarchs and patriarchs who made Great Aunt Stregheria look like a decent human being.  I’d thought that was pretty much impossible. 
 
      
 
    Alana won’t wind up like them, I told myself. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts laughed at me.  How do you know? 
 
      
 
    I put the blanket aside and forced myself to stand.  The floor - the deck - quivered under my bare feet, a reminder we were high above the ground.  I touched the flightstone lightly, just to check that the meksects were continuing to repair the city, then headed into the office to get some food and water.  The slop might be filling, but it was about as appetising as gruel.  It struck me as odd.  Anyone who owned a flying city was surely rich enough to afford something that was a little tastier. 
 
      
 
    It’s been nearly a thousand years, I told myself.  The food stocks would have decayed a long time ago. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as I searched the office.  It was nearly magicless, without the protective charms my father and his peers took for granted, but there was almost nothing of interest within.  The cabinets were empty, or filled with dust.  I guessed the paperwork had decayed too, over the years.  The family archivists worked tirelessly to cast and recast preservation charms on papers that dated back hundreds of years, but ... if any such charms had been used here, they’d faded long ago.  I wondered, again, just why parts of the city had started to come back to life.  It was hard to believe the warlocks had done it by accident. 
 
      
 
    Adam reactivated part of the city by accident, I reminded myself.  The warlocks could easily have done the same. 
 
      
 
    I heard a groan and hurried back to the control room ... the bridge, I supposed.  Astra was sitting up, rubbing her head.  Magister Von Rupert’s eyes were open, but he wasn’t moving.  I found them both water, my stomach growling angrily as it reminded me it had been several days since I’d eaten anything better than ration bars or dispenser slop.  The sooner we made it back to base camp, the better.  I watched Magister Von Rupert as he sipped his water, feeling unsure of just what to do.  Maybe I could find something to keep him distracted long enough to pass the question to Dad or Akin or someone - anyone - other than me. 
 
      
 
    And Dad won’t be happy you kept the truth from him.  I bit my lip.  I thought I’d made the right choice - I was sure of it - and yet, Dad wouldn’t be pleased.  Akin won’t be happy, either. 
 
      
 
    “So.”  Astra stood, brushing down her grimy clothes.  “What now?” 
 
      
 
    “We head back to base and link up with the rest of the team,” I said.  “And then we take the city home.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking,” Magister Von Rupert said.  “We need to bring an entire team of experts onboard.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth as I turned back to the flightstone, thoughts churning.  What should I do?  I could crash the city somewhere isolated, somewhere safe ... it might be better, in the long run, than taking it home and having entire armies of magicians crawling over it.  I might even be able to fake a crisis that would lead to the city falling out of the sky ... it might even be real.  There were so many damaged sections that it was quite possible one of them would fail without any help from me.  And yet ... the secret would come out, sooner or later.  Perhaps it would be wiser to speak to Dad or Akin first, then reveal the secret gradually ... 
 
      
 
    A map appeared in my mind, the moment I touched the flightstone.  The city quivered as I directed it towards the Eternal City, trying to steer a course that would avoid flying directly over the ruins.  The magic surrounding the city was dangerously unpredictable.  I didn’t want to risk crashing on top of my friends.  Better to take the long way around than risk disaster.  Besides, it would give me time to think of a way to get to the ground.  It would be difficult to land the entire city anywhere near the ruins. 
 
      
 
    I pulled back and looked through the dome.  The clouds were moving slowly ... the city was moving slowly.  My makeshift flying machine had been faster ... I shook my head, telling myself to be grateful for small mercies.  I was incredibly lucky the city was still capable of flight.  The network of Objects and Devices of Power that held it in the air could easily have been damaged beyond repair, sometime over the last thousand years.  It was sheer luck the warlocks hadn’t done more damage. 
 
      
 
    Astra glanced at me.  “How long?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “Hours, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll see us coming,” Astra predicted.  “What do you think they’ll do?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, again.  The base camp wasn’t particularly well defended.  It was unlikely anyone could do much, if they thought the city was hostile.  I stared at the distant landscape and shuddered, suddenly aware of just how my ancestors must have felt when they’d seen the empire’s forces gliding towards them.  The city was a giant target, visible for miles around, but practically untouchable by anything short of an Object of Power.  My ancestors must have been scared out of their minds.  No wonder they’d surrendered so quickly. 
 
      
 
    It won’t be long until there are more flying cities, I thought.  If I was any judge, the other kingdoms would dispatch much larger teams to the ruins as soon as they figured out what I’d done.  This city can’t be the only one that can still fly. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly, as Magister Von Rupert headed back down the stairs to the library.  Poor Callam might be in danger … no, would be in danger as soon as the news spread across the continent.  I would be more worried if he wasn’t, because that would suggest there were other Zeros.  I scowled, remembering how I’d thought we’d become a happy band of brothers and siblings.  Callam was nice enough - I still didn’t know what he saw in Isabella - but he wasn’t interested in making a name for himself as a forger.  The third of my peers might be a monster or ... or worse.  I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go take a look at the flying machines,” I said, standing.  “We’re going to need to get down to the ground, somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “A ladder is the traditional way.”  Astra smirked at me.  I rolled my eyes.  “Or you could just land in the bay.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  The waters near the Eternal City were renowned for treachery, storms and twisted magics.  Even the bravest of sailors gave the poisoned sea a wide berth.  I didn’t know what would happen if I tried to land the city in calm waters, let alone tainted waves that could prove as dangerous to the city as ourselves.  Hell, I had no idea if the hull was watertight.  We might land in the bay outside Shallot and sink. 
 
      
 
    The city looked ... cleaner somehow, although it was hard to be sure.  The upper corridors were almost empty as the meksects made their way through the lower levels, repairing and replacing damaged components as they moved.  I kept a wary eye out for trouble as we reached the flying machines and thoughtfully studied them.  There were seven mid-sized machines, all looking more like metal bats than the ramshackle machine I’d built.  Only one appeared to be in working order. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” I mused, after an hour of digging through the ruined machines to cannibalise parts for the sole survivor.  “Six out of seven flightstones were destroyed beyond repair.  Why?” 
 
      
 
    Astra coughed.  “You’re asking me?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t look up from my work.  “I’m asking myself,” I said, with a little irritation.  “But if you have any insights, feel free to share them.” 
 
      
 
    “I have none,” Astra said.  “Is there something special about the survivor?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, slowly.  The design was fantastically complex, compared to the one I’d lashed together, but the basic principles were the same.  “There’s nothing to separate it from the others.” 
 
      
 
    The thought kept nagging me as I repaired the flying machine, then walked back to the library.  We were slowly advancing on the base camp ... it struck me, suddenly, that there was going to be absolute panic if we flew over the land on our way back to Shallot.  It might be wiser to fly over the ocean instead.  We could circumvent the poisoned waters if we stayed overland until we were well clear of the city, then headed out to sea before turning west and making our way home.  I silently promised myself again that I’d do something for Astra.  It would be easy to find her something to do, if she wanted it. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’m starting to understand how the teleport gates work,” Magister Von Rupert said, as we reached the library.  “They’re very clever, but also very limited.  I think the gates below us are solely linked to the ones in the foundry and ...” 
 
      
 
    Astra leaned forward.  “Can you repair them?” 
 
      
 
    “They are in working ... ah ... order,” Magister Von Rupert said, curtly.  “If they weren’t, we wouldn’t be here.  I think they’re just powered down.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I clambered back to the command centre.  I couldn’t recall Magister Von Rupert ever being annoyed before, even with the rowdier students.  He normally left such matters to his partner.  But ... I scowled as I contemplated what he’d said.  The gates needed a power source to work and ... 
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t be hard to rig something capable of channelling power into the spellforms, I thought grimly.  Magister Von Rupert’s magic hadn’t recovered.  Not yet.  Or we could find someone at base camp to power the spell. 
 
      
 
    I touched the flightstone and ordered the city to stop and hover, well clear of the Eternal City itself.  The flightstone seemed to be having a breakdown, as if it couldn’t decide if it should keep going or pull back and avoid the storms.  I had a sense of air currents - some magical, some not - blowing around me.  The city was too large to be seriously affected, but my tiny flying machine ... I scowled as I realised, for the first time, why our flight had been so rough and ended so badly.  We might as well have sailed a ship into a waterspout, one we hadn’t the slightest idea existed until it was too late ... 
 
      
 
    “Worry about it later,” I told myself.  Andre and his team would have seen us coming, but they wouldn’t have the slightest idea it was us.  I dreaded to think what might be going through their heads.  “We have to make contact before they do something drastic.” 
 
      
 
    I walked back to the library, collected the other two and led them down to the flying machine.  It was smaller on the inside, somewhat to my disappointment - the old stories insisted many of the empire’s buildings and vehicles had been bigger on the inside - but there was enough room for the three of us.  I rested my hand against the flightstone and the panel on top, admiring the design as the flying machine drifted into the air and headed straight for the hatch.  It opened as we approached, allowing me to take the machine outside.  The air grew choppy as soon as we were clear of the city - I had a flashback to my first flight - but I had no trouble remaining in control.  I circled the city once, admiring the mixture of shining hull and broken towers, then headed for the ground.  The Eternal City looked wrapped in a haze of tainted magic.  If it looked bad to me, I didn’t want to know what it looked like to everyone else. 
 
      
 
    I landed neatly outside the base camp.  Andre hurried forward, backed up by two men I didn’t recognise.  I stood - my legs felt shaky - and made my way to the hatch.  He stared in disbelief as I stumbled out, the ground quivering unsteadily beneath my feet.  It took me a moment to realise that it was me, not the ground.  I’d grown so used to the city’s constant quivering that the unmoving ground felt strange. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Cat,” Andre said.  He stared past me, at the flying machine and the city beyond.  “What ... what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story.”  I turned to look at the city.  It was so big, hanging against the sky, that it was hard to believe it existed.  I knew it was there and yet it was hard to grasp how big it truly was.  A pool of shadow rested beneath the hull.  I thought I saw flickering lights within the darkness.  “Where’s Magister Niven?” 
 
      
 
    Andre stared at me.  “He’s not with you?” 
 
      
 
    Ice washed down my spine.  “They never made it back?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Andre gave me a sharp look, as if he couldn’t quite decide how he should treat me.  “I think you should tell us the story now.” 
 
      
 
    “After we’ve had something to eat,” I said.  It was hard not to take offense at his tone.  Alana would have hexed him on the spot.  And yet ... it was hard not to feel a little sorry for him.  If we’d never returned, the odds were good Andre would have gotten the blame.  “And then we need to find the others.” 
 
      
 
    Andre nodded and led us inside, straight to the kitchen.  I devoured a pair of sandwiches - basic fare, but far superior to gruel - and then started to explain what had happened, starting with the discovery of the foundry and the teleport gate within.  Andre listened quietly, without asking any questions.  I had the feeling he was still stunned by the sheer immensity of the flying city.  It might be smaller than Shallot, but it was still the largest thing any of us had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    “None of them made it back,” Andre said.  “We sent messengers to the nearest garrison, asking for reinforcements so we could search the city, but as of yet there’s been no answer.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  I wanted to tell him off for not sending his men to search the city at once, the moment he’d realised the exploration team was overdue, but I knew it was pointless.  Andre had his orders.  He was not to risk the core of his team within the city, not even for us.  I figured his team was about to become a great deal bigger, when the world realised what we’d found.  If nothing else, the various kingdoms would want to deter grave-robbers and looters from looking for more flying cities.  The balance of power would shift, sharply, if a flying city fell into enemy hands. 
 
      
 
    And all the other kingdoms will say it has already shifted, I thought.  It was too late to pretend the city I’d found didn’t exist.  I could drop the city in the ocean, well clear of the land, and it would still be too late.  They’ll start looking for cities of their own. 
 
      
 
    “We need to find the rest of the team,” I said.  I needed Magister Niven.  He, unlike everyone else, knew what was at stake.  “And quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been three days,” Andre said.  He made no attempt to soften the blow.  “They might already be dead.” 
 
      
 
    “They had enough supplies,” I said, although I wasn’t sure that was true.  Our supplies would have run out yesterday, if we hadn’t found a food source.  “They might just be lost within the foundry.” 
 
      
 
    “And the city has been more active than usual,” Andre pointed out.  “We’d logged hundreds of buildings changing their positions in the last five hours alone.  How do you intend to even find the foundry, let alone the rest of the team?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, despite my irritation.  “Funny you should ask,” I said.  “I’ve had a brilliant idea.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Andre said.  “Your plan involves relying on a piece of machinery that is over a thousand years old, based on principles none of us really understand and has been powered down for centuries?” 
 
      
 
    “We do understand the principles,” Magister Von Rupert said, as we stood in front of the teleport gate.  “The actual mechanics are beyond us, at least for the moment, but the basic principles are the same.  When powered up ... ah ... the gates create a transposition bridge that, from a practical point of view, link two distant places together.  They are, for a few brief seconds, the same place.” 
 
      
 
    Andre gave him a sharp look.  “And what happens if it powers down again, after Lady Cat steps through?  She’ll be trapped.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand the risks,” I said.  “And I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    I touched the spellcasters at my belt.  I’d taken a few moments to collect my spares from my trunk, then recalibrated two of them to channel a burst of raw magic that should - at least in theory - power up the gate again long enough for us to make our escape.  If, of course, I found the others.  I didn’t blame Andre for being sceptical.  He was going to wind up in deep shit if none of us made it back home.  There’d be no shortage of people who’d insist he should have prevented me from stepping through the gate, by force if necessary.  I promised myself I’d do something for him, too, when we got home.  He was on the verge of tossing his career away. 
 
      
 
    “I still feel you shouldn’t go alone,” Andre said.  “I could accompany you, or Scott, or ...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  I’d shown Andre the meksects earlier.  “The meksects are drawn to magic.  I should be safe.  The rest of you will just attract attention.” 
 
      
 
    I checked my kit one final time, then stepped forward.  The gate was a blank wall.  The only sign it was anything other than a wall were the runes, arrayed in a pattern that suggested they were only partly within the human realm.  It had saved them from complete collapse when the magic failed, I decided, although it was hard to be sure.  The runes were icebergs.  Nine-tenths of them were below the surface, invisible to my eye. 
 
      
 
    Andre swallowed, audibly.  “Good luck, Lady Cat.” 
 
      
 
    I pressed the spellcaster against the gate.  There was a brief flicker of light - my skin tingled, unpleasantly - and the wall ... shifted.  My eyes recoiled, my head unwilling to even look at the gate.  It went in directions I couldn’t even begin to comprehend, into dimensions I hadn’t known existed ... dimensions, I reflected, that could only be deduced - never seen - by mortal men.  I stepped forward, squeezing my eyes shut.  There was no sense of transition as I stepped through the gate.  If the temperature hadn’t risen sharply, I would never have known it had happened. 
 
      
 
    My eyes opened.  I was standing in a metallic compartment, the air hot and muggy.  Mist floated, illuminated by flashes of green and yellow light.  It was so hot I felt sweat beading below my clothes.  I took a step forward and the noise hit me, as if I’d just passed through a silencing spell.  The air pounded, great machines - lost somewhere within the mist - hammering away on incomprehensible tasks.  I gritted my teeth, wishing I’d thought to bring earplugs.  The noise was going to give me a headache... I forced myself to walk forward, despite the racket of the vibrations hanging in the air.  It felt as if an invisible man was in front of me, constantly swiping the air before my nose.  It took all of my nerve to continue through the mist. 
 
      
 
    I wondered, grimly, if we’d been wrong, if the gate had sent me to the wrong place.  I looked around, fearing the worst, before realising the foundry had still been coming to life when we’d fallen through the gate.  It took me several moments to get my bearings, to match what I was seeing to half-remembered impressions from our desperate flight from the meksects.  In hindsight, they hadn’t been chasing me.  They’d been after Magister Von Rupert and Astra instead ... 
 
      
 
    The mist parted, slightly, as I reached the top of the ramp.  I found myself staring into a scene from hell.  Giant machines moved, clattering loudly as they thumped metal and hammered ... it felt, not for the first time, as if I was a tiny insect inside a piece of clockwork.  There were patterns, I thought, but so much of what I was seeing was just beyond my comprehension I couldn’t make head or tail of it.  The foundry was just too large.  Meksects glided through the mist, carrying out their own inscrutable tasks.  This time, they ignored me.  I knew that might be about to change. 
 
      
 
    If this goes wrong, I’ll have to run, I thought, as I pulled Magister Von Rupert’s charm out of my pouch.  There was very little magic in the charm, he’d insisted, but there was no way to know if it would draw attention.   And if that happens, I’ll have to think of something else. 
 
      
 
    The charm vibrated in my palm, pulling me on.  I made a careful note of the direction, then hastily put the charm back in my pouch before it was too late.  A pair of meksects had stopped, antennas waving in the air as they tried to track down the rogue magic.  I didn’t give them a chance to take note of me.  I darted away, then followed the direction as far as I could.  The foundry didn’t get any better.  There were more machines, each more incomprehensible than the last; I shuddered, my ears threatening to burst under the constant racket.  I thought I felt liquid in my ears.  It might be blood.  I didn’t dare check.   
 
      
 
    Magister Grayson is somewhere along this line, I told myself.  Magister Von Rupert had insisted the charm would lead me directly to Magister Grayson.  He has to be. 
 
      
 
    The temperature dropped, rapidly, as I reached the edge of the foundry.  I’d thought I’d walk out of the complex, back into the city, but instead ... this part of the foundry seemed dead and cold.  There were no lights.  The walls were scorched, as if a massive firestorm had swept through the building and turned it into a burned-out shell.  I pushed my goggles into place, careful to make sure only one eye was covered.  The complex became a little lighter.  I shivered, feeling as though my sweat had turned to ice.  There was so much darkness that even my goggles couldn’t see much.  I swallowed a handful of nasty words as I checked the charm again.  It was still pulling me into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    I kept walking, trying to ignore the way the silence gnawed at me.  The machines had been deafeningly loud, but this was different.  I touched my ears, wondering if I was deaf, then clicked my tongue.  The noise was so loud it made me jump, but faded so quickly I half-wondered if I’d imagined it.  The silence was almost physical.  I glanced back and saw nothing but darkness.  The lights were far behind. 
 
      
 
    Something loomed out of the shadows.  I recoiled, stepping to one side as a humanoid shape careened past.  It was a man - I didn’t recognise him - who looked almost drunk, his limbs flopping as if he wasn’t quite sure how to walk.  He didn’t seem to be aware of my presence.  I stared as he vanished into the distance, wondering if he was a homunculus or a humanoid meksect.  It wasn’t impossible and yet ... the body had looked too real to be artificial.  Maybe it had been an illusion.  The city was known for everything from mirages to ghosts. 
 
      
 
    The charm vibrated against my hand.  I kept walking, even though the darkness was now defeating my goggles.  I held out a hand, hoping I’d have at least a moment’s warning before I walked into a wall.  My mind raced, wondering if I was going into another dead zone - or a trap.  I tensed at the thought.  If my comrades were in a dead zone, the charm shouldn’t be able to work and yet ... 
 
      
 
    Light flared ahead of me, so brightly I instinctively tore off the goggles.  People lay on the ground, eyes wide and staring.  Seven people ... I spotted my comrades amongst them, but the remainder were strangers.  Looters?  Grave-robbers?  Did it matter?  They looked cold, bodies shaking as I ran forward.  Magister Niven was so pale in the light I feared he was dying.  He might not even have the magic to warm himself any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Magister,” I said.  His skin was cold to the touch.  His heartbeat was faint, erratic.  “Magister!” 
 
      
 
    “...” Magister Niven made a faint noise.  I had to strain to hear his words.  “Run.” 
 
      
 
    A chill ran through me.  “Magister …?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you ...”  Magister Niven twitched, violently.  One hand waved weakly towards the shadows.  “See them?  Run,” 
 
      
 
    I looked up.  There was nothing there.  Or ... I knew, with a certainty that could not be denied, that something I couldn’t see was looking back at me.  My hand fumbled for the goggles, my heart thudding in my chest as I lifted them to my eyes.  I didn’t want to know.  I really didn’t want to ... I pushed the lens against my eye, then stumbled back in shock and fear.  The ghosts were standing there, more detailed than ever before.  Their eyes seemed to look past me. 
 
      
 
    “Run,” Magister Niven managed.  “Run.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  The ghosts didn’t seem to see me.  I forced myself to think.  It felt as though the ghosts were sapping heat and warmth - life itself, perhaps - from their victims.  The temperature was still dropping, my bones feeling as though they were turning to ice ... I stared at the others, hoping they might be able to move under their own power.  It didn’t seem possible.  I might be able to carry Magister Niven and perhaps Caroline, but the other two were too big and heavy for me to easily move.  I grabbed hold of Magister Niven and pulled.  His body twitched violently.  The ghosts started forward.  Somehow, it became even colder. 
 
      
 
    Crap, I thought.  The ghosts couldn’t drain me directly, I thought - I had nothing to drain - but the cold would finish me if I stayed where I was.  What the ... 
 
      
 
    I heard something behind me and darted forward, just as something shot over my head.  I spun around and saw a man lumbering towards me, moving like the man I’d seen earlier.  His hands flailed, as if he didn’t quite know how to fight.  I dodged his swings, then threw myself forward and punched him in the groin with all my strength.  I was no weakling.  It should have put him down, screaming.  He didn’t even seem to notice.  His arms reached for me.  I jumped back before it was too late, then drew my spellcaster.  The magic froze him in his tracks, just for a second.  And then it was gone. 
 
      
 
    A thought ran through my mind.  I took another spellcaster from my belt and triggered the spell.  Magic flared in the air.  The ghosts were suddenly visible, even to the naked eye.  I saw a shape - a ghostly shape - hanging over the body, as if ... I swallowed hard.  The ghost was controlling the body, pulling the strings.  Its comrades were feeding on the magic.  I kept up the spell, allowing them to consume what they liked.  If I was right ... 
 
      
 
    The wall exploded inwards as the meksects arrived.  I threw the spellcaster to one side and darted the other way, an instant before the meksects tore through the ghosts as if they were nothing.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  The meksects were drawn to magic, consumed magic, and the ghosts were nothing but magic.  The possessed man stumbled, then collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  I watched grimly as the meksects walked past his body without bothering to so much as step on it.  The remainder of the ghosts were blinking out of existence, one by one.  I didn’t see them try to run.  I wasn’t sure if they were smart enough to know they needed to run.   
 
      
 
    Darkness fell, again, as the meksects completed their sweep and returned to the foundry.  I pulled my goggles into place, then hurried over to Magister Niven.  He looked better, although it would be a long time before his magic had fully recovered.  The others didn’t look any better.  I studied the others for a long moment, unsure if I should try to help them or leave them to get out - or not - on their own. 
 
      
 
    “Cat?”  Caroline sounded weak - and angry.  “Cat?  Is that you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I knelt beside her.  “Can you walk?” 
 
      
 
    “I can try.”  Caroline laughed, harshly.  “What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Later.”  I helped her to her feet, trying to ignore the self-loathing in her voice.  I knew how she felt - I’d felt the same myself, before I’d figured out how to use my talents - but it was pointless.  She didn’t need to beat herself up.  I didn’t think any of them could have escaped, once the ghosts caught them.  “If you have any energy potions left, take them.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” Caroline said.  I heard her rummaging through her belt, then drinking as I helped Adam to his feet.  “It isn’t working.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slowly.  If the ghosts had drained magic from her potions ... I glanced at the spellcasters on my belt.  They hadn’t drained those ... I frowned, convinced I was on the verge of a real breakthrough.  But there was no time to think.  I left Caroline to tend to Adam, then helped Magister Grayson to his feet.  His body was discomfortingly heavy.  He was so far out of it that he didn’t have any muscle control at all. 
 
      
 
    “Cat.”  Caroline sounded alarmed.  “They’re coming back!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced towards the shadows.  The air was already starting to shimmer.  I wished, as I scooped Magister Grayson up and threw him over my shoulder, that I’d thought to bring something that would drain the local magic field.  It might have shut the foundry and the teleport gates down permanently, at least until someone touched the wrong thing - again - but it might also have given us a chance to escape.  I stumbled under the weight, then forced myself forward.  Their magic was drained.  If we were lucky, the ghosts wouldn’t be drawn to us until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t use magic,” I cautioned.  The darkness was growing stronger.  It struck me, suddenly, that I was the only one who could see.  The reversal would have made me smile, if things hadn’t been so desperate.  This time, I was the sighted person in the kingdom of the blind.  “Follow my voice.  Don’t use magic.” 
 
      
 
    I heard them stumbling and crashing after me as we hurried down the darkened corridor.  It was hard, almost impossible, to remain upright.  I promised myself I’d spend hours carrying volunteers around, if it was the only way to practice, when I returned home.  Caroline was the strongest woman I knew.  Perhaps she could give me a few tips ... I breathed a sigh of relief as we reached the lighted foundry and looked back.  Adam and Caroline were stumbling forward, half-carrying Magister Niven between them.  They looked ghastly. 
 
      
 
    “We need to head outside,” Caroline said, stumbling over her own words.  “It isn’t safe here.” 
 
      
 
    “No, follow me,” I said.  Magister Grayson was getting heavier.  Somehow.  “And don’t use magic.” 
 
      
 
    The noise grew louder, once again, as we made our way through the foundry.  This time, it was easier to pick a way through the crashing machines.  I forced myself to keep going, glancing back from time to time to make sure they were following.  They had to find it confusing.  If my head was hurting, theirs had to be worse.  And they were in the habit of using magic to brush away their ills.  Doing it here was a good way to wind up dead. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, tiredly, as we stumbled down the ramp.  The teleport gate was dead and cold, but I plucked the spellcaster from my belt, glanced at them to make sure they were ready and pushed it against the gate.  It lit up, giving us a way out.  I motioned for them to follow and carried Magister Grayson through the gate.  They didn’t follow for a few seconds, long enough for me to fear they’d been left behind.  And then they stepped through.  My eyes narrowed as I saw them appear.  It looked, very much, as though they’d always been there. 
 
      
 
    “Cat?”  Caroline coughed, nearly dropping Magister Niven.  “Andre?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me take care of him,” Andre said.  He took the magister in his arms, half-carrying him towards the door.  “There’s food in the next compartment.” 
 
      
 
    Adam coughed, too.  “Cat ... what ... what have you done?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my knees buckle, as soon as I put Magister Grayson down.  “It’s a long story,” I said, tiredly.  I still felt cold, even though I’d walked through the hot foundry.  “Get something to eat and drink, then we can have a nap before we head home.” 
 
      
 
    “Home?”  Caroline sounded confused.  She sat on the deck, fingers pressed against the cool metal as she gathered herself.  “What do you mean, home?” 
 
      
 
    Astra laughed.  “You will not believe what we found.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    “This ... this ... is a giant flying machine?” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to laugh at Caroline’s confusion.  The city was immense.  Calling it a flying machine was like calling a clipper ship a dinghy.  We were going to fly home in comfort - relative comfort - instead of being crammed into bumpy carriages pulled by horses ... I kept my face under tight control.  Caroline and Adam had had enough shocks for one day.  The older men had gone straight to bed, in the rooms we’d opened for them.  They lacked the comforts of an inn, let alone a mansion, but they were so much better than the horse-drawn carriages that it was just no contest. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a flying city,” I said.  I’d gone up the stairs to the command centre and started the voyage home, then returned to the library.  “It’s very big.” 
 
      
 
    “As the actress said to the patriarch,” Adam muttered.  He was holding a hot mug of coffee in his hand, staring into the liquid without touching it.  “What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    Caroline nudged him, sharply.   
 
      
 
    I chose to ignore him.  “It’s a long story,” I said, not for the first time.  I had a feeling I was going to be telling it again and again, when we finally got home.  “What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?”  Adam looked up.  His face looked weirdly drained of colour.  “What happened was ...” 
 
      
 
    “We got split up from you when the machines came to life,” Caroline said, bluntly.  She sounded like someone who was trying to hide from an unpleasant truth.   “They chased us out of the foundry, then the ghosts caught us.  We tried to fight, but that only made things worse.  They” - she shivered, noticeably - “they got their hooks into us, then ...” 
 
      
 
    Her voice trailed off.  “I’m not sure how they got us into their lair,” she added, after a long moment.  “They just ... my memories are a mess.” 
 
      
 
    “You weren’t the only ones there,” I said, feeling a pang of guilt.  I’d left the grave-robbers behind.  “If they were draining you of magic ...” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t good,” Caroline said.  “I’ve never heard of ghosts doing anything of the sort.  Not ever.  Even the worst of the stories ...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, thoughtfully.  I’d never heard of anything like it, either.  Ghosts were just ... harmless shadows of long-gone magicians.  Not being able to see them was just another reminder I had no magic of my own.  And yet ... I touched the goggles lightly.  I was starting to think that not being able to see ghosts, and not having any magic they could drain, wasn’t exactly a handicap.  There was no way the Kingsmen would be able to go back and rescue the trapped looters.  They’d just walk straight into the same trap. 
 
      
 
    Unless I build a bigger Whirlpool and turn the entire complex into a dead zone, I thought, numbly.  But the magic will just come back ... twisted. 
 
      
 
    I shuddered as I sipped my own coffee.  Whirlpools had been used twice in Shallot, once under Jude’s and once under Rubén Hall.  The magic had been drained, for a time, and when it had come back it had come back wrong.  And a much bigger - or at least more powerful - Whirlpool had been used to destroy the Eternal City and bring down the Thousand-Year Empire.  No wonder the ruins were so weird and dangerous.  They’d been bathed in tainted magics for nearly a thousand years. 
 
      
 
    Caroline cleared her throat.  “How long until we get home?” 
 
      
 
    “Around five days,” I said.  “We’ll be cutting across the ocean once we’re clear of the city itself, then flying straight to Shallot.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Caroline stood.  “Are you sure you can keep the city in the air?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I kept my doubts to myself.  “It should be fine, as long as the flightstone remains intact.  Once we get back there, I’ll arrange for a team of experts to inspect the remains of the city.  There’s too much repair work for me to handle alone.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  Caroline nodded to Adam, who stood.  “If you don’t mind, we’ll get some sleep and see you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Try not to crash,” Adam said. 
 
      
 
    I snorted as they left the library, then scrambled up the stairs to the command deck and checked the flightstone.  Everything was nominal, as far as I could tell.  The network certainly didn’t think it had any cause for alarm.  I studied the smaller crystals for a long moment, certain they were designed to allow magicians to pilot the giant city.  Neither Astra nor Von Rupert had been able to make contact with the flightstone.  It was for the magicless only. 
 
      
 
    This whole city might have been for the magicless, I thought.  It was certainly designed to assist people who didn’t have magic. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought aside as I made my way back to the flying machines.  Andre and his team had insisted on going over the disabled machines, insisting they might be able to repair one or more of them.  It didn’t look as though they’d had any luck.  I nodded to Andre as I checked on the work, then turned and hurried back to the library.  Andre had requested permission to stay onboard, pointing out they could use the teleport gates to get back to the city in the blink of an eye.  I was fairly sure it was a bad idea - the meksects wouldn’t ignore them, even if they carried magic-blanking protections - but my father would want to talk to them.  So would the king and his advisors.   
 
      
 
    Magister Von Rupert sat at a table, studying yet another scroll.  I watched for a moment, fearing the worst.  The Thousand-Year Empire hadn’t deduced the true nature of magic until shortly before the Fall - it was unlikely there was anything in the library he hadn’t read a dozen times before, anything that might help him think outside the box - and yet I couldn’t help feeling uneasy.  I wanted to turn and find Magister Niven to ask for advice, but he was still recovering.  I clambered back up to the command centre instead and lay on the couch, trying to sleep.  I’d eaten a good meal - Andre and his team had loaded up enough food to feed an army - but I still felt uneasy.  I told myself that, in time, the feeling would pass. 
 
      
 
    It felt as if I hadn’t slept at all when Astra woke me hours later.  Bright sunlight was streaming through the giant dome.  I took a cup of coffee and sipped it, staring out at the waters below.  The sea was strikingly blue.  I’d heard stories about aristocrats who’d assumed false names and shipped out as common sailors, just so they could leave their former lives behind.  I thought I understood, now, why they did it.  The sea was ... fantastic. 
 
      
 
    It’s probably a good deal less safe in a clipper ship, I thought.  The city was so high above the waves that nothing, short of a waterspout, could hope to touch it.  The sailors I’d met, as a child, spoke of the sea as a living thing.  They prayed to the waters, not to their ancestors.  And the slightest mistake could lead to death. 
 
      
 
    “Adam and Caroline want to debrief me,” Astra said.  “Can I tell them everything that happened since we found the gate?” 
 
      
 
    “If they want to hear it from you, too.”  I didn’t look away from the sea below.  “Can you find Magister Niven first and send him up, if he’s well enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Astra said.  “He was inspecting the library when I last saw him.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, keeping my eyes on the waters as I heard her hurrying away and down the stairs.  I’d already told Adam and Caroline everything that had happened since we’d been separated.  Perhaps they wanted to hear about the warlocks.  Something would have to be done about them, before it was too late.  The king’s ambassadors could talk to the other kingdoms and put together a joint operation or something, perhaps send a small army or two to probe through the wilderness and root out the dark wizards ... or something.  After what we’d found, I doubted the wilderness - and the ruins within - would be left alone for much longer. 
 
      
 
    “Cat.”  I turned to see Magister Niven scrambling into the compartment.  “Last time you were here, you built a flying machine.  Now ...” 
 
      
 
    “I found one,” I said.  The humming seemed to grow louder, just for a second.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “Cold.”  Magister Niven touched his chest, his hand lingering over his heart.  “My magic is weak, barely recovering.  I’m not sure I could cast so much as a basic spell right now.  It might be months, if not years, before I’m back to normal.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly.  It would have been just, in a way, if Isabella or Alana had lost their powers long enough to learn what it was like to live without them.  I’d been tempted, more than once, to sneak a spellbreaker onto Alana’s body and see how she coped.  But Magister Niven had never been anything but good to me.  He’d been my favourite teacher for a reason.  If things had been different, I might happily have followed in his footsteps and become a teacher.  Teaching was hardly an unusual career for an aristocrat.  Mum had had an entire string of apprentices.   
 
      
 
    Though they would probably have preferred me to teach something a little more conventional, my thoughts whispered.  Better to have a social outcast teach Questioning Assumptions than someone who might get their entire family in trouble ... 
 
      
 
    “We should be able to speak freely,” I said, as I pulled a privacy stone from my belt and triggered it.  “Just ... we need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  “Magister Von Rupert might deduce the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “About the magic field?”  Magister Niven didn’t look surprised.  He was smart enough to have considered the prospect, shortly after I’d told him the truth.  Sooner or later, someone would figure it out.  “It’s a possibility.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  My mouth was dry.  “What do we do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he hasn’t done it yet, has he?”  Magister Niven leaned forward.  “He might never do it.  You may not need to do anything about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to believe it’ll never happen,” I told him.  “But what if it does?” 
 
      
 
    I stared down at my hands.  “The magic didn’t go away for long,” I said.  “Long enough to wreck the city, long enough to do immense harm on the other side of the teleport gates, but ... it didn’t go away completely.  As it flowed back into the void, it must have flowed through the damaged Objects of Power.  New spellforms must have been created, some for only a few brief seconds.  It must have made the damage immensely worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Magister Niven said, flatly. 
 
      
 
    “And the magic was also warped,” I added.  “It turned the remainder of the city into a nightmare.” 
 
      
 
    I met his eyes.  “And all he has to do is wonder, sir, where the power came from.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t impossible there were other visitors who were used as accidental power sources,” Magister Niven pointed out.  “It would be an odd jump from that, from seeing us used as power sources, to deducing the existence of a magic field.” 
 
      
 
    “We cannot see the air we breathe,” I countered.  “And yet, we can deduce its presence.  We die without it.  Flames cannot burn without it.  It’s possible to leap to the conclusion that something must be powering magic ...” 
 
      
 
    “You already know the right answer,” Magister Niven said, mildly.  “Anyone else, even an experienced magical theorist, will be guessing at something you see clearly.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged.  “You have three options.  You can do nothing and hope for the best.  You can extract an oath from him, then tell him the truth.  Or you can ... remove him right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Kill him, you mean,” I said, sharply. 
 
      
 
    “There are other options than simple murder,” Magister Niven said.  “But you would have to reckon with Magister Grayson.  The two men are very close.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.”  I shook my head.  “I don’t want to kill him, either of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Then leave him alone and hope for the best, or ask for his oath,” Magister Niven said, reasonably.  “There are no other options.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing for a long, cold moment.  It was possible I was jumping at shadows.  It was possible ... I grimaced.  If I got it wrong, the results were going to be bad.  Very bad. 
 
      
 
    “You could take it public,” Magister Niven said.  “If everyone knew the truth ...” 
 
      
 
    “It would be disastrous,” I said.  “Civilisation would come crashing down.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Magister Niven said.  “But if Whirlpool is an Object of Power, how many of them are there going to be?” 
 
      
 
    “Point,” I conceded.  “But how long will it be before someone forges a Device of Power that does the same thing?” 
 
      
 
    Not long, my thoughts added.  Whirlpool was not a complex piece of work.  I’d made my first when I’d been twelve.  Callam could make one too, if he saw the need.  The only thing keeping people from trying is the simple fact they don’t think there’s any point. 
 
      
 
    “There’s another issue,” I said, slowly.  “This city was heavily damaged, when it fell out of the sky.  But ... some of the damage was very odd.  It was ... you remember what happened at High Summer?” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t invited,” Magister Niven said, slowly.  “Your family didn’t consider me a suitable guest.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my cheeks heat.  Magister Niven was a freethinker.  The families might make use of him from time to time, but none actually liked him.  They certainly wouldn’t invite him to their balls.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not having put his name forward myself ... not, I conceded ruefully, that Mum and Dad would have agreed.  The invitations were meant to reward our friends, to show who was in and out and who was too powerful to be simply ignored.  And ... 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I inspected the damage, the following day.  The pattern was weird, as if ... as if someone had blasted random chunks of the ward network without taking it all out.  Or ... as if someone had stabbed someone in the heart without putting the blade through their ribs first.  It was as if the blade has passed through the flesh without actually touching it.” 
 
      
 
    “Curious,” Magister Niven said.  “That shouldn’t have happened at all.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  I knew I was rambling, but I couldn’t help myself.  There weren’t many people I could talk to, not so freely.  “But it did.  It was like a series of localised power surges, power overloads, that took out tiny sections of the network without taking down the rest of it.  Alana thought we’d been attacked, that it was a cunning trick to cripple the family as the first daughters came of age.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone who could do that would find a more effective use of it,” Magister Niven observed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I said,” I told him.  “The thing is, I looked at some of the damage here.  And it’s the same pattern!” 
 
      
 
    Magister Niven’s eyes narrowed.  “You think that ... that whatever happened to your wards also happened to the city?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  I felt a quiver running through the hull and shivered.  “But ...” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, hard.  “I was thinking.  I used a Whirlpool in Jude’s.  No side effects, as far as anyone knows.  But something is supposed to have happened to House Bolingbroke, shortly afterwards.  No one knows quite what, because they’re not talking.  And then, years later, Isabella uses a Whirlpool in House Rubén and, shortly afterwards, we have the disaster in my family’s mansion.” 
 
      
 
    My hands twitched.  “And then, someone uses a Whirlpool back in the Eternal City and the same pattern of damage materialises here.” 
 
      
 
    “The city was quite some distance from the epicentre,” Magister Niven pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “But linked to it through the teleport gates,” I countered.  “The distance might be meaningless.” 
 
      
 
    Astra popped her head through the hatch before Magister Niven could say anything.  “Lady Cat, Caroline has found something important below stairs,” she said.  Her face was tightly composed.  “She’d like you to come take a look at it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do some calculations,” Magister Niven said.  “But I don’t know quite where to begin.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “I’ll speak to you later,” I said.  The privacy spell had vanished the moment Astra had made herself noticed.  “And then we can decide what to tell Magister Von Rupert.” 
 
      
 
    The city quivered, again.  I stared over the sea - it looked as if there was a storm in the east, heading towards us - and then followed Astra down the stairs, through the library and past the meksect foundry.  They were still working, although - from what I’d been able to gather - they were running out of supplies.  I grimaced as we kept walking, past the makeshift cabins and other sections.  It might be difficult to find the materials to resupply them.  A number of the more complex Objects of Power, the ones I’d seen detailed in a dozen rare books, required so many rare or expensive materials they were effectively priceless.  I didn’t know what the meksects were made of.  I had a feeling that was a bad sign. 
 
      
 
    “She’s just down here,” Astra said. 
 
      
 
    Something moved, behind me.  I tensed, too late, then froze as I felt a knife pressing into my throat.  I felt a flash of panic.  My protections could stop magic, but not knives.  And everything I had on my belt might as well be on the other side of the world.  They were completely out of reach. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move,” Caroline said.  She sounded different.  Cold and hard and intensely focused on the job at hand.  “Don’t move or I’ll cut your throat.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    I squeaked, helplessly. 
 
      
 
    “I said, don’t move,” Caroline growled.  She was behind me, so close I felt her breasts against my back.  Her voice was cold and hard, with a hint of something I couldn’t identify.  “Keep your hands still.  Don’t touch anything.  Don’t move!” 
 
      
 
    I tried to remain still, my mind racing frantically.  Caroline had ... attacked me?  Her oath should have made it impossible.  We weren’t in a dead zone here or the entire city would already have fallen out of the sky.  Unless ... my heart sank as I realised the truth.  Caroline had sworn to protect me, unless it conflicted with her earlier oath to the king.  She wouldn’t have attacked me unless she thought what she was doing was in the king’s best interests. 
 
      
 
    Caroline’s hands ran over my body, removing my amulet and bracelet as well as my belt.  I heard her mutter something, too quietly for me to make out the words, followed by a curse as her hands resumed their search.  I shivered, helplessly, as she darted through my underclothes and removed the third protection.  Caroline was the only person who’d so much as guessed it was there.  I supposed, in hindsight, it was a little obvious.  Anyone who tried to touch me there would have crossed the line well before they could render me defenceless. 
 
      
 
    She muttered the word again.  I sagged, my body flopping to the deck like a sack of potatoes.  My thoughts dulled, becoming so slow I only realised the danger of accidentally collapsing on her blade well after the danger had passed.  Caroline searched me again, more carefully this time, then straightened up.  I heard someone approach and tried to look up, but my limbs refused to obey.  I hadn’t felt so helpless since I’d figured out how my talents actually worked. 
 
      
 
    Panic shot through my mind.  Caroline thought what she was doing was in the king’s best interests ... she had to be planning to take the city directly to her master.  Its mere existence would shatter the balance of power beyond repair, particularly if the king and his advisors couldn’t lay hands on a Zero of their own.  They might keep me prisoner and dare my father - and my betrothed - to do something about it, or they might simply crash the city in the ocean and send us all to the bottom of the sea.  It was rare for an oath to mandate suicide, or something so close to suicide it was practically the same, but if anyone could demand such an oath it was the king.  I’d heard a rumour that he’d grown more paranoid in the years since his son had turned on him.   
 
      
 
    “She can wait here, for the moment,” Caroline said.  There was a grim note to her voice, a suggestion her actions didn’t sit well with her.  “We’ll be back for her once we secure the command centre.” 
 
      
 
    There was a hint of doubt in Adam’s voice.  “Wouldn’t it be wiser to bring her with us?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t want her being hit by a stray hex,” Caroline said.  “Magisters Niven and Grayson are duelling champs and Von Rupert makes up in skill what he lacks in power.  We need to take the three of them out before they realise something’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to scream in frustration as I struggled against my bonds.  Alana or Bella could probably have mustered enough magic to free themselves, but ... I didn’t have a single spark of magic.  They’d hexed me, rendered me helpless ... a thought struck me and I relaxed as best as I could.  No matter how much power they’d put into the spell, it wouldn’t linger.  I might just be able to escape before they came back and forced me to fly the city directly to the king. 
 
      
 
    “Astra, stay here,” Caroline ordered.  “Do not speak to anyone, but us.  We’ll be back shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.”  Astra sounded angry.  I realised she’d sworn her oaths to the Kingsmen, not to the team as a whole.  In hindsight ... I should have noticed that a great deal earlier, before the oversight had bitten me. Hard.  “I’ll be here.” 
 
      
 
    I heard footsteps striding off into the distance and forced myself to wait.  It wasn’t as if I had any choice.  I wanted to believe the meksects would stop the two mutineers, that the entire city would turn on them, but I knew better.  The meksects weren’t intelligent enough to realise the danger.  Adam and Caroline had seen me use the helmet to give the automatons orders.  They could simply don the helmet themselves and order the meksects to stay out of their way. 
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold.  I’d yet to figure out how magicians flew the city.  It was quite possible they’d cast compulsion spells on me, to make me fly the city for them.  They wouldn’t last for long either, not unless they were constantly cast and recast, but there should be enough time for me to redirect the city before it was too late.  And then ... I felt my body twitch as sensation started to return.  I would only get one chance to escape.  If they tied me up, or locked me in an empty cabin, or simply turned me into something immobile ... I wouldn’t have a hope of escape before it was far too late.  My heart started to race as I risked a glance at Astra.  She was pacing the corridor, spellcaster in hand.  Her face was thunderous.  I guessed she didn’t like being used as a tool. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself, silently counting down the seconds.  I had no defences, no protections.  If she got a spell off, I was sunk.  The moment she turned her back, I threw myself up and lunged at her.  My body felt floppy and uncoordinated.  What should have been a neat little tackle turned into a drunken crash that sent both of us to the deck.  Astra’s hand waved in the air - something bright and deadly shot past me and slapped into the ceiling - before I banged her head against the metal.  She shuddered and lay still.  I saw blood pooling beneath her skull and shuddered.  Head wounds were dangerous.  Rose had told me that even the best healers had trouble repairing them, and even when they succeeded the patient was never quite the same.  I felt a pang of guilt, which I ruthlessly suppressed.  Astra had given Adam and Caroline her oath.  If she woke up, she would have no choice but to try to stop me.  She might not even be able to hold herself still long enough for the oath to kill her instead. 
 
      
 
    And Caroline had the wit to take all your stuff with her, I reminded myself.  It would have been a great deal easier if she’d left the spellcasters or my protections behind.  Damn her. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Astra, then forced myself to hurry down the corridor as I tried to come up with a plan.  There was only one way, as far as I knew, to get to the command centre and Adam and Caroline would be there already.  I wasn’t sure how long it had been since they’d hexed me and walked off, but they weren’t so incompetent they’d fail to seize the nerve centre of the entire city.  I’d left the controlling helmet up there, too.  I briefly considered a plan to damage the city enough to force it to set down, then dismissed the whole idea as certain suicide.  I didn’t like the idea any more than anyone else.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not spending more time working on my martial arts.  I’d grown too reliant on my protections to keep me safe. 
 
      
 
    My mind churned.  There was no hope of getting up to the command centre unless Adam and Caroline decided to surrender, and that wasn’t going to happen.  My tools were up there, too, with them.  There was no way I could forge something to deal with the two mutineers without my tools.  Andre and his team ... could they be trusted?  I turned and hurried towards the flying machines.  Maybe they couldn’t be trusted, not completely.  They were still the only option I had. 
 
      
 
    The air grew colder as I reached the flying machines.  There was no sign of any of the base camp’s team.  I looked around, my heart sinking as I realised Adam and Caroline had dealt with them already.  They could be locked up or tied up or ... it didn’t matter.  I stared at the ancient machines, then at the toolkits the forgers had left behind.  They weren’t perfect - they weren’t mine - but they would have to do.  There was no other option. 
 
      
 
    Except there isn’t much time, I thought.  It would take at least ten days to reach the capital - the city couldn’t fly any faster, as far as I could tell - but Adam and Caroline would check on me sooner rather than later.  They’d need me to reprogram the flightstone or they’d wind up near Shallot anyway.  Once they realised I was gone ... my skin crawled.  I felt uncomfortably naked, even though I was fully dressed.  The moment they start casting spells to look for me, they’ll find me. 
 
      
 
    I scooped up the toolkit, then stopped myself.  What was the point?  I still couldn’t get into the library, let alone the command centre.  The tools wouldn’t defend me ... they’d freeze me in my tracks and then ... I clenched my teeth in frustration.  I’d never backed down to Alana or Isabella, despite their torments.  Was I really so cowardly that I’d surrender to Adam and Caroline?  They might be more competent than my other tormentors, but ... 
 
      
 
    Think outside the box, I told myself.  Think ... outside the city. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself as I walked over to the hatch.  The flying machines weren’t boats.  They didn’t have to float in water or rest in dry docks.  I pushed the key and opened the hatch, finding myself staring over the city’s surface and peering at the blue waters beyond.  It was an awe-inspiring sight.  Cold clear air, pregnant with water droplets, brushed against my skin.  I hadn’t realised how badly the city smelled until I was out in the open.  I hefted the tools, stepped onto the surface and started to walk.  It wasn’t that far to the command centre. 
 
      
 
    They’ll have to look out if they want to see me coming, I thought.  But will they think outside the box long enough to try? 
 
      
 
    The city felt ... slippery, as if the upper levels were coated in ice.  It felt as though one slip would send me slipping and sliding right to the edge, where I would fall to the waters far below.  I could swim, but we were so far from the shore - and any of the shipping lanes - that even if I survived the fall, I had no hope of making it to land.  I lowered myself to my knees, then crawled on my hands and knees as the gradient started to rise.  There were gardens - or at least I thought they were - further towards the city’s edge.  The owners must have held parties, once upon a time.  I recalled some of the old stories, set in a version of the empire that was partly based on guesswork and partly made up out of whole cloth, and frowned.  It was strange to think the empire’s aristocracy hadn’t so much left home as they’d brought home with them. 
 
      
 
    I hesitated as I started the final climb, nearly losing my footing twice.  I couldn’t believe people hadn’t climbed on the roof, back when the city had been in its prime.  I had cousins who would do anything for a dare, even if the risks were high and the dangers almost insurmountable.  Perhaps there’d been charms woven into the hull to keep climbers from falling to their deaths.  It was quite some distance to the edge.  My mind suggested that anyone who slipped would find themselves caught well before they fell.   
 
      
 
    The dome loomed in front of me.  I kept my head down, trying to hide in the shadows as I made my way towards the office.  The designers had been the ancestors of the men who’d designed the mansions in Shallot, I was sure, and they’d been told to make sure there were a handful of secret ways in and out of the offices.  My father’s private rooms, I’d been told, had hidden access points that let him come and go without being noticed.  If whoever had designed the city had been thinking along the same lines, I might just be able to find a back door into the office.  My eyes swept the metal as I crawled around the dome.  Was that a hatch ...? 
 
      
 
    It was.  I pressed the multitool against it, praying to the ancients that it wasn’t keyed to a specific magical signature.  There was a dull click, followed by the hatch opening.  I peered inside, then crawled through the hole.  It was small, too small.  I had the feeling it had been designed for a child.  If I’d been any bigger, I might have gotten stuck. 
 
      
 
    I smirked as I dropped to the deck and looked around.  My trunk was on the floor, where I’d left it.  I inched forward, then hesitated.  There was no visible threat, but that was meaningless.  Adam or Caroline could have booby-trapped the trunk, secure in the knowledge I couldn’t sense the spell before it was too late.  Alana had been particularly fond of that trick.  I dug though the toolkit until I found a simple deflector, then carefully - very carefully - used a probe to nudge it against the lock.  There was a flash of light and a loud bang.  I jumped, then threw caution to the winds and yanked open the trunk.  If there was someone in the next room, they’d have to be deaf not to hear the sound.  The Kingsmen could have keyed the hex to send out a magical alert, too.  The door crashed open as I scooped up my final protections.  Adam burst into the room. 
 
      
 
    “You ...” 
 
      
 
    His eyes opened wide as he jabbed a finger at me.  Magic crackled around me, snapping and snarling before dissipating harmlessly back into the ether.  Adam didn’t hesitate.  He threw himself at me.  I yanked up the spellcaster and jabbed it at him, triggering the spell.  His body froze, but his velocity carried him straight into me.  I had the awful thought that the spell had failed as his weight threw me to the floor, before I realised what had actually happened.  I almost laughed.  It would be ironic if my spell was indirectly responsible for us both being trapped. 
 
      
 
    “You are a weight,” I muttered.  Adam was frozen.  He wasn’t trying to hold me down, but it was hard to free myself.  “And to think Alana thought you were handsome.” 
 
      
 
    I scrambled to my feet, checking the spellcasters.  One was broken - Adam had crashed into it, snapping the central link - but the other was intact.  I slipped my protections back into place, then inched my way into the command centre.  There was no sign of Caroline.  I wasn’t surprised - she would have come running after Adam, if she’d been there - but her absence worried me.  Where was she?  The flightstone looked undamaged - and I was fairly sure that she couldn’t have hung a hex on the Object of Power - but I was still reluctant to touch it, or the helmet on the couch.  Caroline might have anticipated me and ... and what? 
 
      
 
    No point in trying to ask Adam anything, I thought.  If I let him go, he might get the drop on me. 
 
      
 
    I braced myself, then inched down into the library.  Magister Von Rupert was sitting at a table, utterly unmoving.  He’d been frozen.  I felt a flash of pure hatred - he was an old man, damn it, and one of Adam’s old teachers - and then tensed as I heard someone hurrying through the foundry.  Caroline had to be on her way back ... no, there were two sets of footsteps.  Caroline and Astra?  I found a hiding place and waited.  If they hadn’t realised what I’d done, they might have assumed I’d gone down to the lower levels instead. 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Caroline hurried in.  I jabbed the spellcaster at her.  She jumped to one side - she was quick - and hurled a hex back at me, followed by two more.  I saw Astra behind Caroline, her hand shaking as she raised it; I froze her quickly and ducked behind a table as Caroline blasted another spell towards me.  She really was quick, I noted, as the table turned into a giant octopus-like creature.  She knew she couldn’t harm me directly, so she was trying to do it indirectly ... 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth, then picked up another table, slammed a levitation pebble against the underside and pushed it towards Caroline’s hiding place.  She slammed a minor blasting curse into the table, shattering it into sawdust.  I blinked in surprise, then decided - as I sniped at her - that she’d deduced I couldn’t be behind it.  Or simply decided my death was in the king’s best interests. 
 
      
 
    The deck shook as she aimed another spell towards me.  Lethal light flashed through the air.  I braced myself, suddenly finding it hard to breathe.  Isabella had done something similar, years ago.  I ran forward, waving my protection madly in hopes of dispelling the spell.  Caroline rose, stabbing a finger towards me.  I charged, allowing the spell to crash harmlessly into my protections before jabbing the spellcaster at her.  She froze, her body falling forward and crashing to the deck.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  Caroline had been a tough opponent.  She would have beaten Alana easily.  
 
      
 
    And even without magic, she would have kicked my ass in a fair fight, I thought.  Is that what the world is going to be like, if the magic goes away? 
 
      
 
    I put the thought aside.  There was work to be done. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Four days later, Shallot hove into view. 
 
      
 
    I stood in the command centre and watched as we made our way towards the city, our mere presence scattering the fishing and trading boats far below.  I’d never seen my hometown from so high, not even when I’d stood on the mansion’s roof and looked towards the bright lights of North Shallot.  The city looked weirdly incoherent, as if the buildings had been scattered randomly over the land.  It was nowhere near as well-planned as the Eternal City, let alone the flying city.  I could pick out a handful of landmarks, but little else.  The giant mansions were so small they might as well have been nothing more than building blocks. 
 
      
 
    “Home again, home again,” Magister Niven said.  He looked much better.  “Where are we going to land?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not,” I said, shortly.  “We’re going to hover just south of North Shallot and see what happens.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly.  No one had so much as seen a working flying machine for near a thousand years - no one, save for Akin, Rose and myself.  And that had been a tiny little machine, a framework of metal no bigger than a horse-drawn carriage.  The city - it struck me, suddenly, that it needed a name - was immense, easily large enough to flatten a sizable chunk of Shallot proper if it set down.  There’d be panic in the streets, I thought, although we couldn’t see anything from our height.  If we flew over the city, the panic would be a great deal worse. 
 
      
 
    A low quiver ran through the city as it glided to a halt and hovered over the waves.  I smiled at the thought of the shadow we were casting over the beach.  I’d enjoyed going to the waters, as a child, but it hadn’t been easy to go since my lack of magic had become apparent.  Akin and I had walked along the water a few times, like other young couples, yet ... it wasn’t quite the same.  We’d drawn too much attention, from old biddies of both genders keen to see one or both of us embarrass our families.  I wished, not for the first time, that it had been harder to attract attention. 
 
      
 
    You flew a giant city back home, my thoughts pointed out.  And you’re trying to avoid attention? 
 
      
 
    “We’re home,” I said.  I touched the flightstone lightly, giving the city the next set of orders.  It would hold position until ordered to do otherwise, nothing else.  “Can you make sure the prisoners are secured?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, Aye, Captain,” Magister Niven said. 
 
      
 
    I snorted as he left the compartment, then collected my trunk before heading down the stairs myself.  Adam, Caroline and Astra had been left frozen for the last few days, even though I knew from grim experience it was cruel.  I hadn’t been able to think of a way to unfreeze them without being stabbed in the back immediately afterwards.  There was simply no way to keep them under control, not without permanently harming or killing them.  They were going to protest their treatment to the king, and the king would make a formal protest to my father, but ... I shook my head.  That was someone else’s problem. 
 
      
 
    Astra will come home with us, I thought.  And we’ll see if we can break her oath. 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I walked down the corridors to the flying machine.  Andre and the rest of the team were already there, loading the frozen forms into the hold under Magister Niven’s direction.  They’d report to their superiors and then ... I sighed.  I was too tired, mentally if not physically, to think about it.  It was someone else’s problem, too.  It was just a shame I hadn’t been able to convince Magisters Von Rupert and Grayson to leave with them.  They wanted to spend more time going through the library. 
 
      
 
    And that’s something I’m going to have to deal with, I thought.  Who would have thought the Thousand-Year Empire, master of the known world and all the magical arts, was wrong about something? 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me.  I’d wondered, late one night, just how - if the empire hadn’t known about the magic field - they’d explained their own success.  It had taken me most of a day, digging through the scrolls, to find the answer.  They’d believed - and the evidence was on their side, at least on the surface - that the Object of Power was a closed loop.  Once the spark was lit, and the spellform took shape, it didn’t lose power because the power had nowhere to go.  I could see their logic, but I knew it was flawed.  Worse, the moment Magister Von Rupert looked at it, he’d know it was flawed, too.  And if he realised the empire had been wrong about something ... 
 
      
 
    I braced myself as the flying machine lurched, then turned into the air and headed towards Magus Court.  My father would be there, I hoped, as would Akin and Alana and enough armsmen to keep Adam and Caroline in custody until they could be handed back to their superiors.  I felt a flicker of pity, despite everything.  The king would probably have backed them to the hilt, if they’d delivered the city and me to him, but without it ... I shook my head sourly.  Treachery never prospered, as the saying went, because if it prospered no one dared call it treason.  They’d failed, and so they would have to pay a price even if their failure hadn’t been their fault. 
 
      
 
    The flying machine grounded in front of a crowd of staring citizens.  I let Magister Niven take the lead as we stumbled out of the craft, speaking loudly to the crowd while I searched for my father.  He - and Alana - were piling out of Magus Court, along with the rest of the representatives.  I saw no sign of Akin.  A blonde-haired woman I vaguely recognised stood at the back, eyes narrowing as if our arrival had personally offended her.  I guessed she’d been in the middle of a speech.  It wasn’t easy to get a chance to address everyone at once and ... I shook my head.  I hadn’t meant to do it. 
 
      
 
    “Cat.”  Dad walked up to me.  He sounded unsurprised, as if he had expected our arrival, but I could tell he was shocked.  He’d known we were nearly a thousand miles away.  His eyes lingered on the flying city, then the small flyer before turning back to me.  “What ... what is that thing?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll call it High Shallot,” I said.  “And ...” 
 
      
 
    The crowd surged closer.  I winced.  I’d never been that good with crowds.  “Dad, can we ...?” 
 
      
 
    Dad understood, bless him.  “Alana, have the carriage brought ‘round,” he ordered.  “We’re going home.” 
 
      
 
    Alana, for a wonder, did as she was told.  I kept looking for Akin, but there was no sign of him.  Surely, if it was a speech at Magus Court ... I wondered if he’d sent a representative, someone from his family who could speak and vote in his place, yet ... I hadn’t thought there was anyone he trusted that much.  Isabella was about the only person he could rely on not to put a knife in his back and, if they’d stuck to their plan, his sister was back in Kirkhaven by now.  I smiled as the carriage clattered towards us, the coachman scattering the crowd with a few sweeps of his whip.  Isabella was going to be mad she’d missed our arrival.  Probably. 
 
      
 
    And Callam would be very helpful, when the time comes to repair the rest of the damage, I thought, as we scrambled into the carriage.  It’ll take years for me to replace everything that cannot be repaired. 
 
      
 
    Alana sounded shaken.  “Cat ... what have you done?” 
 
      
 
    I was too tired to say something clever.  “I’ve brought home a dowry,” I said, sarcastically.  “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    Dad shot my sister a warning look.  Alana’s lips thinned - she looked as if she wanted to argue - but she knew better than to disagree with our father in public.  Dad had always encouraged us to debate matters, when we were alone, yet in public we had to present a united front.  I leaned into the comfortable chair, closing my eyes.  I didn’t quite drift off to sleep - the carriage felt unsteady, as if a giant was slamming his palm against the box time and time again - but it was still a surprise when the carriage rattled to a halt.  Dad helped me clamber down, then half-carried me into the hall.  I didn’t feel human again until the servants brought us tea and cakes. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” Dad said, when I’d drank enough to feel better.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I took a long breath, then started to outline most of the story.  The journey to the city, the grave-robbers, the foundry, the meksects, the warlocks, the flying city, the rescue ... and the attempted mutiny.  Dad’s eyes went very cold when I told him what the Kingsmen had done, although I saw a spark of amusement when I explained how I’d escaped and got the drop on them.  Alana didn’t seem too pleased.  If Dad had been considering Adam as a potential partner for her, and I could see the advantages, it was unlikely the plan would go any further. 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating,” Dad said, when I’d finished.  “And you think there might be more flying cities within the rubble, just waiting to be found?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, miserably.  I hadn’t mentioned the magic field to him.  I wanted to discuss it with Magister Niven - and Akin - first.  “And quite a few other things.” 
 
      
 
    Dad frowned.  “And they were the source of the power surges?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” I said, although I wasn’t sure that was true.  I wanted to go to the Workshop and run a handful of experiments.  “It’s possible some of the damaged machines gleaned enough magic from the surrounding environment to begin repairing themselves, triggering off a series of energy surges.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  Dad didn’t look convinced.  “We’ll have to send troops and armsmen to search for warlocks, of course.  It might provide a diplomatic fig leaf ...” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head.  “The king will want the city, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “High Shallot,” I corrected.  A surge of anger ran through me.  “It’s mine.” 
 
      
 
    Dad smiled, although it didn’t quite touch his eyes.  “I think His Majesty will have different ideas.” 
 
      
 
    Alana leaned forward.  “Is it armed?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said.  The legends had spoken of iron dragons that had blotted out the sun as they spat fire at anyone foolish enough to stand in their way.  High Shallot didn’t have any weapons, as far as I could tell, although I supposed that merely landing it on top of the enemy defences would be enough to smash them flat.  “If there was a need, I could rig something up ...” 
 
      
 
    “It might be better not to mention that to the king,” Dad said.  “His Majesty is going to have enough problems coping with an unarmed flying city in our hands, let alone a flying battleship.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slowly.  “If nothing else, I could take the city well away from his lands ...” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not worry about it yet,” Dad said.  “We’ll try to handle the matter diplomatically at first.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Dad,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Dad sat back in his chair.  “In other news, the marriage negotiations have been completed,” he said.  “And we have a date.” 
 
      
 
    “I handled the negotiations personally,” Alana put in.  “You’ll be pleased to hear that you’ll be submitting yourself completely to your husband, committing yourself to obey his every command ...” 
 
      
 
    “Alana.”  Dad’s tone was mild, but Alana shut up at once.  He looked at me.  “I made it clear to her, as the lead negotiator, that her wedding contract and marriage settlement will be an exact duplicate of yours, right down to any ... non-standard clauses in the agreement.” 
 
      
 
    I allowed myself a moment of relief.  I didn’t doubt my sister’s intelligence - or her ability to handle the negotiations.  I just feared she’d find a way to hamper me somehow ... it would be madness on her part, when Mum and Dad and a bunch of sharp-eyed relatives would be reading the contract before it was ever shown to me, but she might not think that far ahead.  I wondered, idly, who’d been handling the other side.  Akin didn’t have many people he could trust.  Perhaps he’d hired an outsider.  Or perhaps he’d threatened bloody murder if the negotiators made life harder for him. 
 
      
 
    Dad was speaking.  I realised, flushing, that I hadn’t been listening. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said.  There was no point in trying to pretend I’d been paying attention.  “I lost track of the conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “The contract has been assessed by the family lawyers and they’ve agreed it does a good job of balancing your interests and his.”  Dad’s lips twitched.  “Of course, they didn’t know you were going to bring home a flying city or they might have added a few more clauses.  We’ll have to look into that.  In the meantime, the draft agreement has been placed in your rooms for your assessment.  Make sure you read it carefully and ask about anything before you sign the contract.” 
 
      
 
    “And let the lawyers think about the city, too,” Alana inserted. 
 
      
 
    “Understood.”  I rubbed my eyes.  It would be a great deal easier if Akin and I simply eloped and got married somewhere on the far side of the border.  Maybe Isabella would put us up for a few days.  Who knew?  “When are we going to get married?” 
 
      
 
    “Winter’s Eve,” Dad said.  “It will be the event of the year.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, inwardly.  I’d heard the complaints from my cousins.  A wedding was supposed to be the best day of a young woman’s life, but it was hers in name only.  The older women would take control right from the start, dictating everything from clothing to the precise order of events ... the bride might be at the centre of events, yet she might as well be a china doll for all the say she had in her own wedding.  Mum wasn’t as bad as some others, I was sure, and it wasn’t as if I was the Heir Primus ... 
 
      
 
    “Akin and I could just get married in front of Magus Court,” I said.  “It would be so much easier.” 
 
      
 
    “What a wonderful suggestion,” Dad said, with heavy sarcasm.  “I think you should go tell your mother.  Immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Alana snickered.  I shot her a sharp look.  Mum really wasn’t as bad as most of the Grande Dames, but ... she wouldn’t be pleased if I suggested we forget everything, save for the ceremony itself.  She might understand if it was urgent ... I dismissed that thought before it could take root.  Mum deserved better.  I just hoped she’d calmed down from the previous disaster. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should,” I said.  I would ... when my brain turned to mush.  “Or maybe I should suggest she finds Alana a bridegroom instead.” 
 
      
 
    “We shall see.”  Alana shook her head.  “I had an offer from Simon Bolingbroke.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  Simon Bolingbroke, Patriarch of House Bolingbroke, was five years older than Alana, if I recalled correctly.  He was young for his role ... although older, I supposed, than Akin.  I wondered who, if anyone, had put him up to it.  Alana was Heir Primus.  If she married Simon, sorting out who took precedence to whom - and just how closely the families would merge - would be a major headache.  We’d had enough trouble with my betrothal.  I hoped it hadn’t been Alana’s idea.  Dad wouldn’t thank her for giving Simon the idea a bid for Alana’s hand might prove fruitful. 
 
      
 
    “Bella would have to take your place, as Heir Primus,” I said, out loud.  I couldn’t remember meeting Simon.  His younger sister had been in my year at Jude’s, but I didn’t recall much about her either.  “Poor Simon.  What did he do to deserve you?” 
 
      
 
    Dad cleared his throat before Alana could come up with a crushing reply.  “Like I said, read through the contract and see what the lawyers have to say before we sign it,” he said.  “At that point, the match will be ... inescapable.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you back out, you will be sued for Breach of Promise of Marriage,” Alana added.  I could just hear the capital letters thudding into place.  “That should make life more interesting.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the nasty response that came to mind.  Breach of Promise of Marriage suits were rare, not least because they resulted in a great deal of dirty laundry being washed in public.  I couldn’t recall one that hadn’t ended badly, with a great deal of ill feeling.  The only people who’d come out ahead were the gossipmongers.  Alana was right.  It would make my life - and Akin’s more interesting, just not in a good way. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll read the contract,” I said, curtly.  If there was one thing that had been drilled into me, it was always to read something before I signed it.  “And then I need to have a chat with Akin.  Alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Chaperoned,” Dad said, equally curtly.  “Take Rose.  Or Alana, if Rose is busy.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s still doing her exams,” Alana said.  I had the odd feeling she was trying to discourage me from taking Rose.  Petty spite ... or something more serious?  “I think they’ve got her working night duties at the Hospice, too. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll enjoy that,” I said.  Mum had probably arranged it.  She’d spoken in glowing terms of her time at the Hospice, during her brilliant apprenticeship.  “Can I send her a message later today?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Dad said.  “Just be aware she might not be free.  Things have been ... problematic here.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    “This is ... fantastic,” Akin said.  He was grinning from ear to ear.  “This is really ... fantastic.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned back.  The first visitors had been in awe of the flying city, but they’d also been disdainful of dusty corridors and concerned about unpleasant surprises left behind by fleeing warlocks.  A small army of family armsmen were making their way through the lower levels, trying to find any remaining warlocks while cataloguing anything that should be immediately removed before it could explode - or worse.  Akin, on the other hand, knew enough to understand just how remarkable the city truly was.  If every Forger in Shallot were forced to work together in perfect unison, they still wouldn’t be able to duplicate it.  The city was, as far as anyone knew, effectively unique. 
 
      
 
    At least until someone digs up another one, I thought.  Dad had told me a number of families had already dispatched teams to the Eternal City, breaking a whole string of agreements in a desperate bid to find another flying city.  I hoped they scattered the warlocks while they were there.  They’ll need help to repair or replace damaged flightstones. 
 
      
 
    “It is impressive,” I said.  “And it taught me what went wrong with the first flying machine.” 
 
      
 
    Akin grinned as we made our way through the library and up the stairs to the command centre.  I winked at Rose, motioning for her to stay below.  Magister Von Rupert had finally been convinced to take a nap, then report to Jude’s to request a leave of absence to study the scrolls more closely.  It would be a while before he returned, I was sure.  The Castellan was hardly likely to say no, not when Von Rupert could retire on his savings, but he’d still need to arrange for the cover tutor to stay for the rest of the year.   
 
      
 
    “It’s astonishing,” Akin said.  He stared at the flightstone so avidly that, if it had been human, I would have been jealous.  “You’re the only one who can fly it?” 
 
      
 
    “I think the magicians steered the ship through the smaller crystals,” I said.  “Their inherent magic would have damaged the flightstone, if they’d sent their thoughts into the network.  I think.  I don’t want to experiment.” 
 
      
 
    “Not when you might not be able to fix the damage,” Akin agreed.  He turned to face me.  “I missed you.” 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward and kissed him, feeling him shift against me.  We were alone.  We could ... his hands stroked my back, slipping further down ... I reached out, my hand touching his manhood very gingerly.  I felt a rush of excitement, mingled with fear, as his hand pushed my skirt back and slipped into my underwear.  I could go further.  I wanted to go further.  And yet ... I pulled back, very gently.  We couldn’t go too far. 
 
      
 
    Akin stepped back.  “Cat ...” 
 
      
 
    I met his eyes, then motioned to one of the chairs.  “We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.”  Akin sounded husky.  He cleared his throat as he sat facing me.  “I ... the family lawyers approved the contract, but that was before ... before this.” 
 
      
 
    He waved a hand at the flightstone.  I nodded.  Technically, High Shallot was mine by right of salvage.  The law was fairly clear on the point.  There was no suggestion I might have been responsible for wrecking the city in the first place and, as long as there were no other claimants, it was mine.  I had got there first.  Practically, both King Rufus and the other Great Houses were already trying to contest my claim.  I had a feeling they were looking for the descendants of whoever had originally owned the city.  That would be an interesting legal argument. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t sign the contract,” I said, softly.  “You need to understand that I didn’t sign it.  Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a glimmer of pain in his eyes, swiftly suppressed.  He’d known I hadn’t signed, of course, but he hadn’t known why.  He hadn’t even known it was my decision.  Dad had every right to refuse to permit me to so much as see the contract, let alone sign, until he’d extracted every last fragment of advantage from it.  And Alana would insist on having her say, too.  It would have been easy for him to blame the delay on my parents.  He wouldn’t have wanted to blame it on me. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to back out,” I said, “I will understand.  I kept something from you.” 
 
      
 
    He said nothing.  I thought I knew what he was thinking.  I might have fallen for someone else.  I might have had an affair.  I might have decided I liked girls more than boys ... it could have been handled, and it wouldn’t be the first time, but we were close.  It wouldn’t be easy to forgive me for what I’d kept from him, even if it wasn’t anything to do with him - or us - personally.  An affair would be almost preferable.  He’d call me everything under the sun and my reputation would sink like a stone, but at least it wouldn’t take the entire city with it. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “Do you remember when we last visited the Eternal City?” 
 
      
 
    “We were kidnapped,” Akin said, flatly.  “I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath.  “When we got away, we stumbled into a place made by Zeros and concealed within the ruins,” I said.  “It was designed to render magicians who entered ... immobile until they could be released.  I found ... I found something within the room.  A ... a confession.” 
 
      
 
    “A confession?”  Akin sounded completely puzzled.  “A confession of what?” 
 
      
 
    “I know what happened to the Thousand-Year Empire,” I told him.  “The magic was drained away.” 
 
      
 
    Akin looked at me as if I’d started babbling nonsense.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    I tried to explain, words coming out so fast they tripped over each other.  “There’s no such thing as a real magician.  You don’t power your own spells.  You’re drawing on a background field of magic, like ... you breathe oxygen from the air around us.  The magic field ... that’s why you need magicless people to make Objects of Power.  Every time you try to forge one, your connection to the magic field disrupts the spellform and the result is eventual disaster.” 
 
      
 
    Akin stared in complete shock.  I didn’t blame him.  He would have been less surprised if I’d told him black was white, male was female and ships sailed on dry land.  He’d worked magic since he’d turned five.  The thought of him not having any actual powers ... I understood his confusion.  I was telling him something that contrasted so completely with his experience that it not only seemed a lie, but an insultingly obvious lie.   
 
      
 
    “Cat ...”  Akin broke off, staring at me.  “Are you ... what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The Thousand-Year Empire figured out that Zeros could be used to make Objects of Power,” I said.  “The empire’s power rested on their work.  Some of them weren’t happy with being treated as ... as slaves.  They deduced how the magic field actually worked and produced an Object of Power to drain it, perhaps even to destroy it.  And without magic, the Eternal City was completely shattered.” 
 
      
 
    “All the flying cities fell out of the sky,” Akin said.  “But if the magic went away ...” 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t go away for good,” I said.  “As it flowed back into the city, it ... it came back wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Akin shuddered.  “If that’s true ...” 
 
      
 
    “It gets worse,” I said.  “I think ...” 
 
      
 
    He laughed, humourlessly.  “I thought you were going to say something else.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, although it wasn’t funny.  “You remember the disaster at High Summer?  I inspected the damaged sections afterwards.  They were weird.  The damage pattern made no sense.” 
 
      
 
    “So you said,” Akin reminded me. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I took a breath.  “The thing is, I saw a similar pattern of damage in the city’s lower levels.  Patches of damage scattered over the entire city, seemingly at random.  Bursts of destruction that blinked in and out of existence with no discernible source ...” 
 
      
 
    Akin’s eyes narrowed.  “It’s the same pattern?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I said nothing for a long moment, choosing my next words carefully.  “Alana thought we’d been attacked, that the disaster at the ball was merely the first strike of a war.  Dad wasn’t so sure.  He felt that anyone who could do that, to us, wouldn’t have thrown away the advantage of surprise.  They wouldn’t have anything to gain from it.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him, willing him to understand.  “I think the magic field is growing unstable.  I think it’s actually getting stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “I ...”  Akin stared down at his hands.  I wanted to hug him.  I’d turned his world upside down and ... and the hits just kept coming.  “If that’s true ...” 
 
      
 
    “I think, as the field started to grow stronger, it brought parts of the Eternal City back to life,” I said.  “Damaged Objects and Devices of Power produced flashes of energy ... most of them collapsed again as quickly as they lit up, but a handful remained active.  The ghosts ... the ghosts got more powerful, they started to turn hostile.  They would have drained the entire team if I hadn’t saved them.” 
 
      
 
    “Isabella had a close encounter with an army of ghosts,” Akin said.  “Kirkhaven used to be haunted.  She said they vanished after Uncle Ira’s death.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  It was hard to believe anything Isabella said.  And yet, she wouldn’t have lied to her brother.  Akin and their father had been the only two of her relatives who had actually been in her camp, who’d wanted to bring her back from exile rather than leave her out there and scrub her name from the family records.  Isabella was many things, most of them unmentionable, but she wasn’t foolish.  She’d had that knocked out of her. 
 
      
 
    “We should look into that,” I said.  “But there’s another problem.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward.  “Magic surges.  All over the city.  Too many ... accidents ... for them to be dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    “Too many,” Akin echoed.  “My family had recorded over fifty accidents in the past month alone, since the disaster at the ball.  Others ... I’ve heard of over three or four hundred accidents in North and South Shallot.  Spells that should have worked perfectly suddenly going wrong, destabilising and ... sometimes, an explosion.  No one knows what’s happening.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I do,” I said.  I hoped I was mistaken.  I feared I was right.  “The magic field is changing.  Growing stronger.  And spells are going wonky because the power is unbalanced.” 
 
      
 
    Akin sucked in his breath.  “And if this is true ...  what do we do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  I hadn’t figured out a solution.  Not yet.  This wasn’t a coup or a war, not something that could be fought.  This was a natural disaster, as dispassionate as an earthquake or a tidal wave.  “I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  There were only two people, as far as I knew, who didn’t have a connection to the magic field.  Who didn’t need magic.  Everyone else ... I looked at Akin and wondered, numbly, what would happen when he cast his next spell?  He might overload the spellform, completely by accident, and kill himself.  Or ... Callam was the only other person, apart from myself, who might be safe.  Dad?  Mum?  Alana and Bella?  Rose?  Even Isabella?  How long would it be until they accidentally killed themselves?  Or worse. 
 
      
 
    If the air turned poisonous, my thoughts whispered, it would kill everyone who needed to breathe. 
 
      
 
    Akin took my hand and squeezed it, gently.  “We need to figure something out, quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I took a breath.  We’d need to put a team together, as quickly and quietly as possible.  “We’ll have to tell Magister Von Rupert and Magister Grayson the truth.  And then ...” 
 
      
 
    I winced.  Dad was going to be furious I’d kept the truth from him.  So was everyone else.  So was ... 
 
      
 
    “Akin.”  I held his hand lightly.  “I ... can you forgive me?  For not telling you?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand your thinking,” Akin said, gently.  He pulled me to him, until I was sitting on his knee.  It was intimate, something that could get us in real trouble, but I didn’t pull away.  “I wish you’d told me, but I understand.  And I forgive you.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile as he kissed my forehead, even though I felt cold.  He didn’t understand what was happening.  He didn’t comprehend the true scale of it.  He hadn’t even known the magic field existed until five minutes ago.  It hadn’t occurred to him, not yet, that everything depended on magic.  He thought - he still thought - that our civilisation was strong, resting on solid foundations.  I knew better.  If something happened to the magic, everything we knew and loved would crumble to dust ... 
 
      
 
    ... And if we didn’t find a way to stop it, a way to survive, our world was doomed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to have to make a choice, girl,” Matron Kyrie said.  “Be an aristo, with all the rank and titles and boredom you can stand, or be a healer.” 
 
      
 
    Rose dropped a curtsy and waited for the older woman to finish her rant.  She’d heard it before, time and time again, when she’d been late for her duties at the Hospice.  Kyrie couldn’t sack her, or even assign her to punishment duties until she threw in the towel and quit, but there was no stopping her from expressing her displeasure.  Rose had never complained, not even to Sofia Aguirre.  There was no denying the simple fact Kyrie had a point.  Rose had become, somewhat to her surprise, a child of three worlds.  Sooner or later, she would have to make a choice. 
 
      
 
    She hurried into the washroom as soon as the rant was over, then undressed, showered and donned her trainee robes.  Kyrie had handed out the assignments before Rose had made it to the Hospice, making sure to give her one of the worst.  Rose didn’t mind.  The long-term spell damage ward was normally quiet, without the medical emergencies that would give a trainee valuable experience, and it gave her a chance to catch up on some of her reading.  It wasn’t as if there was too much to do.   
 
      
 
    The harried-looking supervisor waved to Rose as soon as she stepped through the warded door.  “Carry out wellness checks on beds nine through fifteen,” he snapped.  He wasn’t one of her bigger fans.  “And report back to me when you’re done.” 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded, keeping her thoughts to herself.  The supervisor liked to think of himself as a predator, as a wolf among female sheep.  Everyone else thought he was pathetic.  He was a skilled healer - if he wasn’t, he would have been fired long ago - but his general personality made him aggravating even if he wasn’t trying to flirt.  Rose rolled her eyes as she turned away, uncomfortably aware of his eyes lingering on her backside.  He wasn’t fool enough to go too far, not with her, but ... 
 
      
 
    She controlled her temper as she walked into the first sub-ward.  The two men in the beds had been cursed, years ago, with eternal sleep.  They’d been her age when they’d been cursed, according to their file; now, they were old enough to be her grandfathers.  Their family had refused to even consider letting them go ... she checked the charmed sheets, just to be sure they didn’t need to be changed, then stepped away from the beds.  There was nothing anyone could do for them.  Rose sometimes wondered, as she patrolled the wards during night shift, if it would be kinder to let them die.  Even if they woke up tomorrow, the world they’d known had died decades ago. 
 
      
 
    A grim sense of something she didn’t want to look at too closely pervaded her as she stepped into the next room.  The woman in the bed was awake, but her unblinking eyes were staring at nothing.  Rose shivered.  Fairuza -  if she’d ever had any other name, no one had figured it out - had held her captive, along with Akin and Cat.  Her mind had been wiped afterwards by her mistress ... Rose shivered again, helplessly.  Cat’s family had insisted on keeping Fairuza alive, perhaps in hopes that - one day - her memories would return.  Rose suspected they were wasting their time.  Fairuza’s mind had been wiped so completely she had trouble remembering to breathe, let alone anything else.  She would have died long ago if the charms on the bed hadn’t kept her alive. 
 
      
 
    Rose stared down at her former captor for a long moment.  Fairuza had been exotic rather than beautiful, with half-caste almond eyes and long dark hair that had been allowed to grow to the point it threatened to spill over the bed.  No one cared enough to order the barber to cut it.  Rose was the only person who kept an eye on Fairuza these days and that was only because her duties demanded it.  If Cat’s father had ever visited after the House War, she hadn’t heard so much as a whisper of it. 
 
      
 
    She let out a breath.  Fairuza was a mystery, but one that might never be solved.  It might not need to be solved.  They knew who’d backed her, they knew who’d taught her and prepared her and - in the end - wiped her mind to keep her from turning into a threat.  Rose wondered, idly, if anyone would notice if Fairuza died tomorrow.  She had no known relatives.  Her body might just be used for medical experiments - the trainees needed more practice - or simply cremated, the ashes scattered on the river.  Who knew?  Fairuza’s soul had flown long ago. 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Rose turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
    Behind her, unseen, Fairuza blinked. 
 
      
 
    End of The Zero Secret 
 
      
 
    The Story Will Continue In 
 
      
 
    The Family Secret 
 
      
 
    Coming Soon. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Afterword 
 
      
 
    I have always admired the Marvel Cinematic Universe. 
 
      
 
    More specifically, I admired the degree of preparation and careful planning that went into crafting The Avengers.  The movie worked so well because the three main characters - and many of the minor ones - were already introduced to viewers in earlier, more character-focused movies.  Captain America, Iron Man, Thor, Hulk (and Loki, arguably) starred in movies that established them as characters, while Black Widow, Nick Fury, Hawkeye and several other characters were introduced earlier, too.  By the time Marvel produced Infinity War and Endgame, there was no real need to spend time detailing the characters themselves.  We could go straight into the action. 
 
      
 
    The idea of a detailed story arc for the Zero Enigma Universe as a whole came to me in fits and starts.  My first concept was a simple trilogy, focused on Cat.  I was midway through planning The Zero Equation when I outlined The Alchemist’s Apprentice and actually writing The Zero Equation when I outlined The Family Shame, which I decided - as it started chronologically right after The Zero Equation - to do first.  That led me to a set of story concepts that would introduce - or at least focus on - certain characters who could then be worked into a much greater story arc.  It also let me jump the story forward.  I saw no reason to detail precisely what happened to Akin between twelve and seventeen, just what happened to him when he turned eighteen (The Family Pride).  It also let me focus on characters who were stepping into the adult world, without a major gulf between them and the original core characters; characters who might not agree with the core characters or even, from their points of view, see them as enemies. 
 
      
 
    It also let me draw links between books.  Malachi Rubén was first introduced in The Family Pride and plays a major role there, then has a cameo appearance in The King’s Man before becoming the Big Bad of The Lady Heiress.  Callam was first introduced in The Family Shame, was a distant presence in The Family Pride and his mere existence turned the world upside down in The Family Name.  Penny appeared in The Family Pride and played roles in both The Lady Heiress and The Family Name.  And, more generally, Cat’s mere existence and the effects of the first trilogy have continued to shape the political landscape as she - and the other characters - grow older.  It was my reasoning that it would lead directly to the crisis of the planned second trilogy. 
 
      
 
    At this point, I discovered I’d made a mistake.  I’d written all of the books - and a couple of short stories, both to be included in Fantastic Middle Schools - in first person.  I experimented with including two first-person POVs in The Family Name, but reader reaction was mixed.  I decided, after much careful planning, to write the first book of the new trilogy more or less completely from one POV, but to include snippets from another POV to show hints of the growing crisis back home.  This does, of course, leave me with the problem of defining the next book.  Should they all be from Cat’s POV?  Or should I switch to other characters?  I have an idea for combining Akin and Isabella POVs again, but it might make more sense to mix it up a little. 
 
      
 
    What do you think? 
 
      
 
    And now you’ve read this far, I have a request to make. 
 
      
 
    It’s growing harder to make a living through self-published writing these days.  If you liked this book, please leave a review where you found it, share the link, let your friends know (etc, etc).  Every little bit helps (particularly reviews). 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Christopher G. Nuttall 
 
    Edinburgh, 2021 
 
    

  

 
  
   Appendix One: 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, if Cat and Akin hadn’t become friends. 
 
      
 
    In the aftermath, Cat proposed that she and Akin should be betrothed, creating a marriage bond between their families and making it impossible, at least for the next few years, for the two houses to come to blows.  This was - reluctantly - accepted, with the proviso that either Cat or Akin could refute the agreement if they wished, when they came of age.  Cat left Jude’s to found her own school, where other Zeros - when they were found - would be taught. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the Great Houses had to deal with the repercussions of the attempted coup and the sudden shift in the balance of power.  Isabella Rubén, condemned as a traitor, was exiled to faraway 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.  Rebecca Travis, a young half-caste alchemical apprentice, found herself caught in the middle of a plot to seize control of House Bolingbroke, a plot that badly weakened the family even as it was defeated.  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 – due to 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. 
 
      
 
    Unknown to Lucy, this accidentally upended plans by Stephen Rubén to break the alliance between House Rubén and House Aguirre.  Discovering that Isabella Rubén had forged a relationship with Callam - the only other known Zero - Stephen mounted a plan to bring her back to Shallot, make her Heir Primus of House Rubén and shatter the alliance once and for all.  Unfortunately for him, Isabella soon realised she didn’t want the post and intended to return to Kirkhaven without delay.  Undaunted, Stephen mounted a coup in a final desperate attempt to stop the alliance.  The coup failed, but claimed the life of Lord Carioca Rubén - Akin and Isabella’s father.  Akin, now Patriarch, took control of the family and promised the alliance would remain intact. 
 
      
 
    And now, with Cat finally reaching her majority, it seems they can finally get married ... 
 
    

  

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