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  Chapter 1
For the Love of Money


Six months ago… 
Hannah sat upright in the buggy, her father’s quietly disapproving presence looming beside her in the early morning mist. Ice and snow crunched beneath the horses’ feet as the pair of purebred Highland Rogues pulled the wooden cart along smartly, their vast hooves eating up the distance between Tryssdale and Grydin.
The winter landscape, windswept and covered in glittering snow, was rather pretty – if one didn’t have to walk it! An overland trek on foot took ten days, a journey Hannah ardently abhorred and swore never to suffer ever again! The buggy, thankfully, could halve that time – particularly with these giant mounts that could outpace the fastest human sprinter by a click. 
Under normal circumstances, Hannah would have enjoyed the ride; seated on the pristine, polished buggy, in her finest winter wardrobe, her hair artfully braided and thick muffs over her delicate ears – revelling in the envious, admiring looks of the Commons they passed.
But today, Hannah had no eyes for the picturesque landscape; her emotions were locked in a churning battle inside her heart and mind.
Hannah had been expelled.
The girl was still trying to work out how that had even happened! How dare those pompous, ill-bred, half-caste bigots expel her! She, Hannah Marie Rikton of Grydin Village, descended from one of the most ancient and powerful families in Pendalin… 
Hannah glowered at her surroundings, ignoring her father’s silent censure. 
Her father blamed her. Another injustice! It wasn’t her fault! If that whelp of a wraith had just reacted how she was supposed to react!
Styrran had assured her that the silver mongrel would lose its temper if Hannah embarrassed the chit in front of the other students. “Something close to its heart,” he had said, “revealed to all would surely enrage the magical mutt.” One small spark of power flung at Hannah should have seen the thing expelled, or better yet, imprisoned! Yet, the wraith had simply walked away, and the frozen burns on Hannah’s hand had been deemed her own fault for stepping forward to grasp its arm. There had been witnesses. 
Too many witnesses.
So many, in fact, that Hannah had been unable to persuade them to ‘forget’ her faux pas.
Those witnesses had all been so willing to point a finger at her and blame her for the confrontation when those useless professors had investigated the charges against Hannah.
Even now, almost two weeks later, Hannah’s hand throbbed and ached beneath her silky leather gloves. Thanks to the somewhat talented Healer Merkin, her hand had not permanently scarred. But the pain remained and would do so for some time. Hannah could deal with pain as long as there were no physical blemishes to commemorate her terrible mistake.
Image is everything, her mother told her in a daily ritual, pinching her cheeks, cinching her waist, tugging her hair repeatedly into some artful do or other. Without her appearance, a woman loses power. She means nothing in this man’s world.
Hannah could just imagine her mother’s anger if she had returned to Grydin scarred, as well as dishonoured.
Not that Eunice could claim victory in this so-called man’s world. They were wise words for a woman of dated beauty who used every trick in the book to maintain some semblance of power – including her husband’s dwindling fortune. Eunice had married for money and prestige, yet had achieved nothing more than four reputedly sub-par daughters – and controversial control over her family’s seasonal inn, settled in the backwaters of Grydin.
“We’ve just passed the Northern Crossroads. We’ll be home by lunch,” her father’s quiet, heavy voice broke through his daughter’s circling thoughts. “I’d recommend making yourself scarce when we arrive home. Your mother is not in the kindest mood.”
Hannah flinched inwardly, her inner child cowering in terror. 
Her mother not being in the kindest mood was code for you’ll be flogged to within an inch of your life if you approach her.
Hannah turned her face away from her father. 
What did she care if Mother was upset? The woman was always displeased with her daughters. They were merely a reminder of Eunice’s failure to produce a son…
A splash of icy water stung her cheek. Frowning in annoyance, Hannah raised a hand to flick the drop away. Surely it was too cold for rain?






  
  With a start, the girl realised that the moisture was a tear. Irritated, she wiped away the rest of the salty ice, keeping her head turned so her father wouldn’t notice and offer his sordid sympathy. Tears were a sign of weakness. 
Hannah breathed deeply of the frigid air and cleared her mind of all the unnecessary emotional baggage that clouded her brain.
Mother would most likely flog her when she returned home, regardless of how long she avoided the woman. It was just whether she could withstand a heated, emotional beating that would leave several bruises over her body – or whether she hid as Father advised, before being cornered by an emotionally unstable woman who would mercilessly whip her in all the most painful of places.
Determined not to dwell on those gut-churning options, Hannah remained poised and expressionless as the buggy rattled over the cobbled road.
Hours passed, and much sooner than Hannah would have liked, they arrived back in Grydin.
The delightful beauty of the village covered in fresh snow was wasted on the girl, as her bright blue eyes were compulsively fixed on the towering building on the other side of the village.
The Grydin Boarding House, owned and run by Hannah’s mother, was a stout three-story timber and brick building with a plethora of rooms for guests and a precious few reserved for family. The primary type of guest to frequent the quiet, little-known inn were scholars and sorcerers from around Pendalin, eager to study the surrounding area and the convergent ley lines that ran deep beneath stone and soil.
For a moment, Hannah remembered wistfully those early years, before her youngest sister, Little Nonie, had been born. As the fourth and final child of Eunice Rikton entered the world, Hannah’s dubious freedom vanished. Hannah had done as she pleased before Nonie’s birth, and she had found those scholars fascinating. She’d often insert herself into their conversations, tagging along after them, asking endless questions. Knowledge, she had been sure, was the most fantastical property a person could own…
Then Little Nonie had almost killed Mother on the way out of her womb, and that was that. No more children for Eunice, and therefore no prospect of ever having a son…
With a heavy heart, Hannah stepped down promptly from the buggy when it pulled into the small yard of the Boarding House and stumped her way into the building. 
Best to get it over with, she told herself sternly. 
Chin held high, clothing adjusted perfectly, determined to look her best, Hannah’s heavy tread took her through the entry, past the central stairwell, and down a set of stone steps into the flagged kitchen… which was empty.
The grate was blackened, and the air felt musty, dank, and bone-chillingly cold. A fire had not been lit for quite some time.
A letter rested on the kitchen table, folded just once and signed with a set of ruby lip prints. Her mother always did that when leaving instructions or other correspondence for her useless husband. 
Curious, Hannah flicked the paper open and read the first line of the neatly scrawled message and smiled with relief. Her shoulders sagged before straightening in outrage as she reached the last lines.
Dearest. I have taken our daughters to Rixondale, as the most prestigious House of Gresling has sent for Penelope and Florence. The girls have been invited to present themselves at the Winter Ball. Ensure the disappointment is suitably punished. I have removed her personal items from the secondary guest suite to the attic landing. Have her tidy the things away in one of the alcoves. She is no longer to have such a gracious room when we have paying guests. She is to share with her sisters now. There is no point in rewarding such failure as the girl has brought to our family.
Her mother blamed her as well!
Hannah clenched her jaw in anger before stomping out of the kitchen and up the central stairs. She bypassed the second and third floors, heading straight for the attic landing. The rickety stairs creaked as she attained the top. There, in a messy heap, were all her worldly possessions. All the items she had gathered over time to adorn her room were thrown onto the floor without care.
A door creaked open, and Hannah momentarily felt confused as she saw a most despised, pointed, rat-like face peering out at her curiously, its large eyes blinking dully.
“What are you doing here?” Hannah demanded of her youngest sister. “I thought you went to Rixondale?”
The girl blinked owlishly at her, appearing pale and unwell.
“Oh, Mother has taken Poppy and Floss to the city. I wasn’t invited, so I had to stay here,” the little girl whispered, her lips cracking as she spoke. “I’m glad you’re finally home! The well froze over, and I can’t break the ice to get the bucket out. I’m rather thirsty. Have you any water?”
Hannah wanted to scream at the girl, to backhand her for her insolence.
Do I have any water? she thought to herself contemptuously. What a ridiculous, stupid question! 
Hannah had only just walked through the door, after all. Why in blazes would she have any water?
Hannah turned away, fighting the impulse to beat the girl senseless to ease her own rampant emotions, knowing that such an attack would anger their father beyond reason.
Hubert rarely raised his voice, or a hand, to his daughters – except in circumstances he believed were criminal. Flogging Nonie certainly would be deemed criminal in his eyes and deserving of punishment. Knowing Father, the impotent male might even reward kindness to his favourite little… 
Hannah’s angry thoughts stilled as she peered past Nonie’s thin, shivering body into the attic room.
Nonie had her own little space, and her room was the same size as the other. However, Florence and Penelope shared already, which made their room rather cramped and certainly not large enough to fit a third person.
Hannah’s brain ticked over, now thinking through the options open to her. 
It was far better to share with Little Nonie. In fact, taking care of the neglected chit might have a better outcome than expected. It would curry favour with her father during Mother’s absence…
Hannah instantly squashed down her annoyance.
“Oh, you poor dear! How long have you been without water?” Hannah said softly, slipping on a concerned expression.
“About two days. I could melt some snow by the fire at first, but then the fire went out and I couldn’t lift the big logs to get it going again,” the girl croaked.
“Here, come with me, darling Nonie. I still have some water in my skin. You can have that while I get the fire going. Then we’ll make tea together, hmm?” Hannah took the little girl’s icy hand in her own, preventing the curl of distaste that threatened her lips.
Nonie smiled in relief as she readily followed her big sister downstairs, blissfully unaware of Hannah’s true feelings. 
Father was busy caring for the horses and storing the buggy away in its secure wagon rest. Their belongings had been set on the front verandah, so Hannah poked through them until she found the half-filled waterskin. Little Nonie accepted it eagerly, guzzling the whole contents in less than a minute. 
Hannah had to suppress the urge to slap the girl for her greediness – after all, if the well was frozen and there was no other ready source of water, she would have more work to do! Instead, Hannah set the fire with kindling and tinder before lighting it in a blaze of flame. Overjoyed, Little Nonie raced to the back door and pulled in a pot full of fresh snow. The heat of the fire melted the pure ice, creating a slightly tin-tasting meltwater. The girl didn’t care. As soon as the snow had melted enough, Nonie guzzled the liquid before refilling the pot outside the door and returning it to the hearth.
“Easy!” Hannah exclaimed after the third time the girl had drunk an entire potful of slushy water. “You’ll hurt your stomach! Let’s make tea and toast some crumpets. I know Mother keeps several jars of batter in the pantry.”
“But… but… Mother doesn’t allow us to eat those. They’re for guests only,” Little Nonie whispered, stricken by the thought of taking something that didn’t belong to them.
It made Hannah wonder exactly what the girl had eaten these past days, without their mother around to dictate what she could or could not have. Had she eaten anything at all?
Gods! What a waste of space!
“Nonsense! Mother isn’t here and won’t return for some time, by the sounds of it. Besides, Father would love some crumpets with butter and honey. Why do we not make some for all of us to share?” Hannah pressed, knowing the little girl would give way.
Like a charm, her sweet words worked, and the little girl nodded her agreement. Little Nonie, being much smaller and more dextrous than Hannah, easily clambered up to the top shelf of the pantry and passed down the preserving sack that held the jars of pre-made crumpet batter. All they needed now was a hot pan and a healthy dollop of butter.
An hour later, their father entered the house and found quite a heartwarming sight.
Little Nonie, the apple of his eye, was eating a healthy serving of golden crumpets and sipping hot tea. Hannah had donned an apron and was flipping the last of the crumpets from the cast iron pan onto a plate – the very image of domestic bliss.
This was one of the few meals that Hannah knew how to cook, namely because Mother thought having a pretty young girl cooking breakfast for guests assisted with the ambiance of her inn.
“For you, Father,” Hannah uttered, aiming for a shamed expression, “as a thank you for collecting me from the Academy.”
The man’s face gentled as he looked down at his eldest, and most troubled, daughter.
“I take it your mother is away for the day?” the man enquired gently, his eyes falling on the letter on the table. “Of course she is! You wouldn’t dare raid her pantry otherwise.”
Was that a glimmer of amusement in the apathetic man’s dull eyes?
Father accepted his plate of crumpets and sat at the table opposite Little Nonie. The girl, now finished inhaling twice the normal serving of thick, delicious pastry, bounded from her chair and flung herself into his awaiting arms.
“Papa! I missed you,” she whispered, her voice clogged by tears. “You were gone ever so long! I was so lonely without you!”
“And I you, my Little Nonie!” Father returned with a soft smile.
Hannah turned her face away so neither of them saw her contemptuous sneer. That little runt was Father’s favourite, and always had been, from the day of her cursed birth! Look how the pathetic excuse of a man coddled the girl! No wonder she had grown up to be such a useless brat! Not able to feed herself or maintain a fire…
Once she had herself under control, Hannah peered back at her father, the image of concern as the man flipped open the note and read Eunice’s message, a disbelieving scowl crossing his usually placid face.
“Little Nonie, darling, just when did your mother leave?” he demanded.
“Oh, um, I think about five or six days ago?” Nonie shrugged, her arms still wrapped around his waist. “I can’t remember exactly. It was a very long time. Just after you left to get Hannah.”
Hannah watched carefully. Father seemed outraged that his youngest daughter had been left on her own for nigh on a week. Would he respond the same to Hannah’s predicament? After all, her room had been confiscated. And Mother had demanded he punish her further!
But no. Nothing was said of those last few lines.
“Of all the irresponsible…” He rumpled the paper up and tossed it in the fire. This was perhaps the most emotive Hannah had ever seen the man! “Little Nonie, darling, have you enough to eat? And drink?”
“Oh, yes, Papa. Hannah has given me lots of water and tea, and now I’m full from the crumpets I’ve eaten!” the girl assured him, casting her sister a sweet, thankful smile.
“Well, that’s something, at least!” Father gave Hannah a considering look. “You may yet redeem yourself, Hannah. Do as your mother bids and sort your belongings into one of the attic rooms. I dare say you’ll find some space with Penelope and Florence…”
“Actually, I thought I might share with Nonie,” Hannah interrupted him, casting the girl an enquiring look. “If that’s alright with you?”
The fact that she had to ask made her stomach churn, but Hannah understood the idea of diplomacy. That, at least, was something her expulsion had taught her. Nonie had something she needed, so for now, it was best to play nice.
“Oh, yes, please!” Nonie gasped, her face lighting up with an excited smile. “I’d love for you to stay in my room!”
Father, naturally, looked unconvinced. 
“I didn’t think the two of you got along…” he began to protest, but Hannah knew better than to allow this wimp of a male to contradict her.
“Nonsense, Father! I’ll help to take care of Nonie now that I’m home again. I no longer have school to attend, so I might as well. Besides, Nonie’s room has the space, and she clearly would like the company.”
The little girl nodded emphatically.
“Oh, please, Papa! I’d love it!” The girl jiggled on the spot eagerly.“Alright. Go ahead. But any complaints from either of you…” he trailed off, unable to resist the pleading in his youngest’s eyes.
“Oh, thank you, Papa!” Nonie squealed in delight.
“Hannah,” Father called as Nonie tugged her sister towards the kitchen exit, keen to return to the attic to sort out Hannah’s belongings. “Once the kitchen has been cleaned and your belongings stowed, your punishment is to tidy the garden shed.”
Hannah cast the man a considering look over her shoulder before flicking her gaze to the riding crop that hung from the fireplace lintel. 
The shed, by all accounts, was a soft punishment compared to what her mother could wield.
“Of course, Father,” Hannah replied tightly, her lips tweaking in a parody of a smile. “Might I sort the room out, then clean the kitchen, before starting on the shed?”
“Of course.” The man nodded his agreement, then shooed the two girls from the room.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hubert watched his daughters go, the younger a bright spark of happiness dragging the older tumultuous dark cloud behind her. Little Nonie was the light of his life, while Hannah was as sly and vicious as a scorpion. Just like her mother.
Pretty to look at, but ugly beneath the perfect, dimpled smile and the fashionable dresses.
Once, years ago, all his daughters exhibited the bright spark that still thrived in Nonie. They had all been curious and giving by nature… until their mother had got a hold of them.
Then, slowly, day by day, the brightness had dimmed – the happiness whittled away.
The man closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, grief for what once was welling up in his chest and threatening tears… but, no. 
Men did not cry.
Hubert batted his eyes briskly to clear the moisture and recompose himself, grateful that his wife wasn’t here to witness that moment of weakness. He abruptly stood, gathered the dishes from the table and neatly stacked them by the sink, ready for a thorough wash. Action was an excellent way of distracting himself from the misery of his life. 
He thought about doing the chores himself but refrained. If Hannah remained in her current helpful mood, the girl would return shortly to clean and pack away the dishes as she had been trained to do from early childhood. If she didn’t…
Hubert’s eyes trailed over to the riding crop that hung innocently by the fire, its leather strap a silent threat. If Eunice ever found out that Hannah had defied him, and that Hubert had allowed it…
He shook his head roughly and stomped up the main stairwell, heading straight into his study and locking the door with a snap of his wrist. He spent a lot of time in here, hiding away from the horror that existed in his own household, helpless to intervene. The consequences were not worth the limited actions he could take.
Hubert wished he had the spine to leave. To take his daughters and flee, to begin a new life elsewhere. But Eunice’s influence reached many places. She had many friends. Wealthy friends. Friends who possessed the knowledge and the means to unravel secrets.
Wasn’t that why he was here in the first place? Hoodwinked as a young man, bedazzled by the classical beauty of the blonde-haired, blue-eyed porcelain doll that Eunice had once been, fluttering her eyes at him and stroking his ego… He had fallen for her wiles hook, line and sinker. 
Hubert had married the enterprising innkeeper’s daughter, delighted to move with her to Grydin – a picturesque and isolated mountain town that seemed perfect for hiding secrets. To bury the past until it was ready to rise again. To become nothing more than a boarding-house master and raise his children on fresh air and sunlight… not realising that his most precious secret had already been found out.
Hannah had been born, shortly followed by Penelope and Florence. Every successive daughter had led to further strain. The fighting started. The blame. The insanity. 
Eunice had become almost deranged, employing the local hedge witch for charms and potions – anything to conceive a male child. The darkness began seeping in; his beloved daughters mistreated by neglect, left to raise themselves while yet another failed pregnancy was begotten – and lost. The last dice was rolled and Little Nonie was born, along with Healer Hogansvort’s chilling contingency:
If Eunice tries to bear another child, she will die.
Hubert often wished the Healer had kept her trap shut. But no… If Eunice perished, the future for his girls would be all the worse. Those friends, those snide, sneaky, wealthy friends, would come snooping. Eunice had made sure he understood the bleak future promised to them all if anything were to happen to her.
Hubert let out a shuddering breath, unaware that he had been holding it for many minutes in an effort to control his rampant emotions.
With shaky hands, the man reached beneath his desk, found the correct floorboard with the little notch on one side, and carefully lifted the panel. In the cavity sat a worn box the size of a paving stone, its leather cover supple and smooth. He lifted the lid, revealing a velvet satchel. Inside the satchel lay a silver circlet, just large enough to slip over one’s head above the ears. The braided metal gleamed with polish, the clear gems studded around the circumference glimmering with inner light. Hubert clutched the precious metal, wishing and praying. 
But no. 
Nothing.
The circlet was naught but a band of metal. The gems appeared nothing more than pretty glass.
The Crown would not shine for him. Nor, he instinctively knew, would it shine for Hannah, or Poppy or Floss. Perhaps, one day, it would for Little Nonie. The beautiful, innocent, bright little spark that Eunice allowed him to keep and raise as a backup plan.
Rear her gently, then. If all else fails, perhaps it will be she who can bear the Crown.
If he could protect Nonie from the internal darkness spawned by her hateful wretch of a mother… It was too late to save the older girls. But, perhaps…
Hubert sighed deeply and returned the silver circlet to its velvet-lined satchel, closed the box and replaced it in the cavity beneath the floorboard.
No one was meant to know the secret of his bloodline. No one was meant to have any control or influence over the future Heir to Pendalin.
Yet, somehow, Eunice had found out and had woven a web of lies and treachery around him. Her friends had a vested interest in his daughters. 
He was trapped. 
And so were the last of the Austinrae bloodline. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Hannah stood in the freezing snow, reluctant to step forward. The shed was a rickety outbuilding with several loose timber palings and a crooked door. Father kept all sorts of junk inside it, from rusty tools, failed experiments, and general bric-a-brac. Once upon a time, Father had been a rather innovative, useful type of man. However, years of marriage had killed his passions, and the shed was left to ruin. 
Hannah peered inside, hands on hips. Her irritation at being given this ludicrous task evident in her set jaw and jutting lower lip. It would be far more productive to burn the damned, rickety shack to the ground! And all of Father’s failed hopes and dreams with it!
Not so long ago, Hannah had been valued, and such a task would have been deemed far beneath her. How quickly one’s value could change.
Hannah snorted, steam pluming before her face. The day was growing colder, and she had yet to make a start.
Squashing down her spiralling anger, Hannah stepped into the dilapidated shed and peered around. The lantern she held aloft cast a yellow glow over the dusty, disused items that crowded the shelves and towered in corners. This was going to take ages.
Despite the reluctance that made her limbs feel heavy and her chest tight, Hannah set down the lantern with a determined thud and began poking through the junk on the first set of shelves.
Two piles, she decided promptly. Gifts or garbage.
Her mind was already thinking of a way to turn this little venture into profit. Surely her father didn’t know what was still stored back here, or what was in good condition? There were bound to be people around town that might pay anything from a copper to a gold farthing for some of this junk. 
One man’s trash is another man’s treasure…
Hannah shivered compulsively as her mother’s voice ran through the back of her mind. 
Yes, Hannah… and her sisters… were considered “one man’s trash” – her father’s perpetual mistakes. Eunice had made it very clear that her aim in life was to buff the girls to such an extent they’d become some other man’s treasure. As Eunice couldn’t beget herself a son, her daughters had the questionable privilege of acquiring one through marriage.
For just a moment, a spurt of pity flooded Hannah’s chest as she thought of her sisters, Penelope and Florence. What horror awaited them at this presentation ball in Rixondale? Would they be sold to the highest bidder, like some kind of broodmare? Mother’s taste in a man surely did not extend to a young, handsome, kindly fellow that would treat his future wife with care and respect…
Would they even return to Grydin come spring?
Shaking away those bothersome thoughts, Hannah reminded herself that the girls were old enough and savvy enough to make the best of their situation, no matter what Mother threw at them. And if they failed to protect their own interests, well, that was hardly Hannah’s problem!
Shelves began to empty; broken objects were tossed into a pile outside the rickety door, while dusty, disused items were stacked according to their function. Hannah paused when she came across an old, ratty bundle of cloth. She unwrapped the thing with a frown, noticing that the fabric was stiff with some kind of paint, its edges ruined by a long-ago fire. 
My painting kit! Hannah stared down in surprise at the slim hair-topped sticks and the narrow tubes of paint that were housed within the stiff folds of cloth.
Her mind flashed back to the day, years ago, when Mother had snatched up the offending canvas roll and the array of wooden implements in a rage and declared painting an activity far beneath a Rikton before she threw the bundle into the fire. Hannah had screamed and cried and wailed, only to be slapped soundly and dragged to her room by one ear.
How in all glory had this singed bundle survived the inferno and found its way here?
Father.
Hannah sat down carefully and clutched the material to her chest, blinking away tears. He must have waited until Eunice had dragged Hannah out of the sitting room before retrieving the canvas roll and its contents, dousing the flames, and hiding it away in here where his wife would never set foot. Some brushes still carried the gleaming blue paint she had used that day to colour the sky… 
Eagerly, Hannah rummaged around the shelves she had just sorted until she came across several bottles of chemicals she had set to the side. Turpentine would clean those bristles! There was a bottle of it somewhere – and that would surely chew through the scungy paint and leave the horsehair tops clean and ready to use again! She carefully dusted off each bottle and container, searching for the required liquid. 
There! The tall bottle was still three-quarters full – more than enough to clean all her brushes thrice over! Next, Hannah searched for something to hold the turps. A glass jar would have been ideal, but all of those were cracked or broken in some way. Perhaps the clay pot? 
Hannah retrieved the artfully decorated container, turning it in her hands carefully with a frown. She remembered this pot. Her father had made it from the mineral clay that he used to collect from down in the Grotto over summer. The thing hadn’t been kiln-dried, though. She could tell because of the yellowish caste of the clay. Once properly dried, the clay turned a russet brown.
What would happen if she put turpentine inside it? Would the clay hold? Or would the turps dissolve the raw material?
With a dismissive shrug, Hannah upended the turpentine bottle and filled the little clay pot. No fizz. No heat. No change in colour…
The girl nodded in satisfaction and plunged the dirtiest of her paintbrushes into the liquid. That’s when the fun started.
An acrid smell emanated from the pot, along with a hissing fizz that sounded rather sinister. Hannah quickly retrieved her brush, only to discover that the bristles had been completely dissolved! The head of the paintbrush was gone.
The liquid dripped from the remaining handle, hissing as it splattered onto the stone floor, continuing to consume and pit the stone pavers beneath the dust and debris.
“How interesting,” Hannah whispered to herself, cocking her head to one side as her light blue eyes grew round with wonder.
Curious, Hannah took up another paintbrush and slid the thing, bristle side down, into the original bottle of turps. No reaction. The paint flaked away beneath the corrosive chemical, but the bristles remained unharmed. So, she moved the brush to the clay pot and gave it a swirl. The liquid inside the pot sizzled and popped; whatever concoction that now existed inside was so potent that the horsehair and wood were consumed in minutes.
“Hannah! It’s time to start dinner! Finish up that shed tomorrow!” Father’s voice sailed through the kitchen’s rear door.
Hannah quickly stoppered the clay jar and stashed the thing at the back of a shelf, out of sight. This, she was sure, was worth further experimentation!
Had the pot contained something that had mixed with the turpentine? She hadn’t checked the thing before adding the turps! 
Whatever it was, it was powerful…
Humming a merry tune, Hannah slid out of the shed and latched the rickety door shut. With luck, Father would refrain from spending any time in the shed this winter, particularly once Mother returned. 
In fact, this entire cleaning venture might be worth her while after all! 
Perhaps she’d recover more of her artist materials and tools. She could try her hand at painting and drawing again. Surely Mother wouldn’t have a problem with it, not now that all Hannah’s other aspirations in life had been thwarted. Perhaps if she could prove her artwork was an income source, then Mother might even allow her hours in the shed specifically to paint. 
Out of sight, out of mind.
Then, once her absence was casually dismissed as working, it would be time to play around with that mysterious acid.






  
  Chapter 3
The Academy Representatives


Three weeks previously… 
Rythin Archibald Batonbury, Deputy Administrator for Austin Academy and famous Seeker extraordinaire, stared broodingly out of the fourth-floor window. The early morning light cast deep shadows across his craggy face, aging him well beyond his seventy-two years. His dark eyes glinted with yellow-green power as he watched a distant figure traipse its way through the iron gates of the Academy and away from his easy awareness. 
The child, called Faye, was heading back to Grydin for the summer.
Rythin’s primary instinct was to lock the gate and keep the girl here beneath his watchful eye – safe, happy, and above all secret. Faye was an extraordinary being, unlike any that had ever graced these sacred halls, and the wealth of silver power at her fingertips was terrifying. Uncontrollable. 
Alien.
It would be most unfortunate if the true extent of the girl’s ability became common knowledge and potentially exploited by power-hungry leeches. Which was why Rythin was left with this vague sense of unease as the girl drew further and further away from the Academy grounds…
“Good morning, Rythin,” a melodic voice intoned as Tryllia, Housekeeper and Head Administrator to Austin Academy, entered the vast function room.
“Good morning, Tryllia. How are you keeping, my dear?” Rythin said in his usual cheery tone, even though his eyes were still glued to the window. “Ready for our next quarterly?”
Several Academy staff met once a quarter to discuss matters of business particular to the Academy and its students. These meetings were often rife with friendly banter and bluster, alongside more serious matters, yet today the old Seeker was having difficulty mustering enthusiasm. There were some rather dire topics to discuss this time around, far more concerning than the usual list of upcoming graduates and new recruits.
“Of course.” Tryllia nodded serenely as she bustled over to her usual chair at the head of the function room.
The sturdy little desk was apart from, yet still a part of, the long meeting table that filled the space. Tryllia, as Administrator and Housekeeper, would record the minutes for any meetings conducted within these walls. This included the biannual Parliament gatherings. Those conventions included a variety of Royal and Fey Reps, as they were often called, alongside those of the Academy, who governed the lands of Pendalin in place of a king or queen. Thankfully, today’s meeting was for the Academy folk only – Rythin doubted he could deal with any pompous Royal whingers today!
The old Seeker craned his neck to watch the distant figure of Faye, recognisable by her blonde thatch of hair, as she wended her way past buildings and over short bridges. The child rounded a corner and vanished into the maze of streets of Tryssdale proper, instantly lost from his sight amongst the close-packed stone buildings. 
There was nothing to be done about it. The child would return home, and they either would, or would not, see her again at summer’s end. The lack of control Rythin held over the situation left him feeling deeply uneasy.
A second creak of the function room door snapped the Seeker out of his morose thoughts. Sorcerer Hanly entered the room with his usual flourish and a spark of cheerful yellow power. 
“Greetings! Greetings! What a glorious day for a meeting of the minds!” Hanly carolled, his happy nature rather infectious.
The rotund man was closely followed by Healer Merkin, and another sharp-eyed, golden-haired, bespectacled sorceress.
Lily, the Academy Librarian, frowned in displeasure behind her wire-framed glasses as she noted Rythin’s presence. The woman was rarely pleased to see him these days, which Rythin felt was quite an unfortunate circumstance. He had always been of a mind to get to know her better and would be quite amenable to a kind word or a shared coffee. With that wish firmly in mind, Rythin nodded cordially and didn’t engage the hostility behind that frigid stare.
The immense form of the Weaponry Master, Sorwell, brought up the rear of their little group and easily closed the vast doors behind him, sealing the panels with a spark of his unique turquoise power. The Academy Reps, through consensus, preferred to keep these meetings completely private.
Rather than seating themselves strategically around the long function table as they would when meeting with Parliament, the Academy Representatives chose seats near their Administrator and her magical ledger of neatly scripted notes. No point in hollering across an empty room.
Rythin reluctantly turned away from the window now that his quarry had left his field of view. He sighed heavily as he levered his aching body into a nearby empty chair.
“Ready, Housekeeper?” he prompted, noticing how the woman thoughtfully examined her ledger, checking over the notes discussed during their last meeting three months prior.
“Yes. I should think so,” Tryllia announced as she jotted down a few lines beneath the current date. “Let’s sign off on our previous meeting minutes, shall we?”
“No need to read through them, Housekeeper. We’ve all read the summary you sent yesterday,” Sorwell rumbled complacently, rocking back on his chair with an ominous creak.
Rythin winced at the sound, silently hoping the thin wooden chair legs could withstand the man’s immense weight. The current furniture was new, having recently replaced the previous due to several signs of wear and tear. Rythin devoutly hoped Tryllia had remembered to place strengthening spells on the lot before this meeting!
“All in agreement?” Tryllia said with an amused raise of her eyebrow.
“Aye,” the three other Reps intoned quickly.
“Aye,” Rythin joined in belatedly, snapping his eyes away from the creaking wooden chair as Tryllia flicked him an enquiring look.
“The ayes have it. Now, on that note, I declare this meeting open. What is the first item of business, Deputy Administrator?”
“Oh, I dare say it’s what to do with that Cronuel lad being kept under lock and key in the dungeons. I can’t say that it sits right with me to leave the boy in that stinking cell, particularly as there is no one else about, apart from the Warden we hired to oversee his imprisonment,” Rythin mused, slouching back into his own chair. “Those leaky dungeons haven’t been in use since the time of Brixton and Gerard. Not the healthiest of places.”
“What else would you have us do with the thing?” Sorwell said, a sour expression crossing his face.
Rythin couldn’t blame the man’s attitude. The magic-leeching beast known as Cronuel had been reluctantly taken in, and subsequently the Academy and its students had paid a heavy price for such a foolish decision. The Weaponry Master felt as though his original warnings had been wilfully dismissed and was still churlish over the consequences.
“Perhaps a non-mage run prison, such as Arkensil?” Lily suggested, pushing her pair of wire-framed spectacles up her snub nose. “Its position within the barren artesian basin means there isn’t a ley line for several clicks. Historically, the fort imprisoned sorcerers who had defied the crown. There isn’t a lot of magic that can be syphoned from the environment there, and any person with even a speck of power migrates away from the place just as soon as they are able. Given its barren state, I dare say the brute won’t get into too much trouble, so long as the Warden there keeps a close eye on him.” 
“All in favour?” Tryllia said after a considerable pause.
“Aye,” the three men chorused, appreciating the quiet librarian’s speedy solution.
“And you, Mistress Merkin?” Tryllia pressed when the Healer remained pensively quiet.
“Would it not be best to allow the boy a peaceful end? I have a strong anaesthetic that will do the job…” the Healer paused as she noted the disapproving frowns on her colleagues’ faces. “I have my doubts that Arkensil will be a permanent solution, Housekeeper.”
“Hmmm. Our Healer has a point,” Sorwell said, scratching his chin thoughtfully. “If the beast were to grow to his full strength…”
“While your reticence is noted, we at the Academy do not have the power to enact the death penalty. The choice is to have Cronuel remain here, or send him to Arkensil,” Tryllia responded firmly.
Merkin sat back in her chair and briefly closed her eyes in defeat. They all knew that arguing law with Tryllia never ended in their favour. Sorwell shrugged one massive shoulder and shared a commiserating glance with the healer.
“Aye, send him to Arkensil, then. And luck to all those unfortunate souls that must oversee his care.” Merkin sighed in defeat.
Tryllia nodded gravely, her dark eyes troubled, as she scribbled efficiently into her ledger.
Rythin wondered if such a decision – and its possible ramifications – weighed as heavily on Tryllia’s soul as theirs. She was the upholder of law in Pendalin, the objective voice of reason in Parliament. Yet, having to honour the letter of their laws led to grave mistakes. Such as allowing Cronuel houseroom at Austin Academy in the first place…
“The ayes have it,” she said reluctantly. “Cronuel will be sent to Arkensil, under guard, to complete a term of imprisonment not less than ten years.” 
“Heh? Ten years? Isn’t that a bit hasty?” Hanly protested. “Young Duncan was almost killed by that unnatural magic-leeching beast. Any creature that’s capable of draining and slaying a Warlock truly doesn’t warrant having an expiration date on its prison term!”
“Trust me. It’s the longest sentence we could wrangle from the Court, particularly given that young Duncan didn’t actually die,” Rythin grumbled. “And Cronuel is still classified as a minor. He’s yet to turn seventeen, let alone eighteen. And as our illustrious Housekeeper has just stated, we do not have the power to enact the death penalty, no matter the perpetrator’s age. Same goes for life imprisonment.”
Unfortunately, many of the Court were also Royals with distinctly non-magical bloodlines. They didn’t quite understand the dangers such a creature posed and were determined to treat the lad as though he were no more dangerous than any other miscreant human.
“Duncan only survived because of Faye!” Hanly argued, a pink flush entering his pale cheeks. “What if the girl had never come here? Or what if she were still unable to tap her core energy, like in her first semester? What if she never had the knack for sorcerous healing in the first place? No other healer, no matter their ability in sorcery, could have healed a body with those injuries! You know that.” 
Rythin shook his head sadly. He knew Duncan was like a son to the portly sorcerer and that the man’s emotions were getting in the way of his common sense.
“Yes, I know that. Yet the courts say that a minor cannot receive a life sentence. Only with Tryllia’s careful wording of the charges are we able to apply the maximum consequence. Ten years, at least, gives us time to figure out a way to nullify his strange ability.” Rythin rubbed the back of his neck. “Mind you, young Faye did some sort of fancy spellwork on the lad and has pretty much plugged the boy’s ability for the moment. She’s just not confident it will last long-term.”
Rythin felt the weight of stress press on his chest, making it that little bit harder to breathe. He was just so tired. Had he ever been this level of bone-drainingly tired before? 
He couldn’t remember.
“And all the while that so-called ability, or rather curse, will get stronger. Already, in the short time the boy has been here, his magic-sucking vortex has trebled. What will happen in ten years?” Sorwell growled.
“There is naught we can do about Cronuel’s term of imprisonment, so I declare such discussion moot. Please declare the next item of business, Deputy Administrator,” Tryllia stated, a displeased frown marring her tan brow.
Whether the woman was unhappy because of the irrelevance of the discussion, or her inability to alter the Court’s decision, wasn’t readily clear to the Academy Reps. They each shared a helpless look before Rythin pressed on with the next item of business.
“Duncan Rosehill has requested to have his control-ring removed,” the Seeker announced, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Again.”
This item will cause a stir. It always did. Every. Single. Year.
He wasn’t disappointed.
“No, absolutely not!” Hanly replied, shaking his head so vigorously that his jowls wobbled. “He still hasn’t mastered control over his power. I have said this time and time again. Once he leaves the Academy – upon graduation – then I will provide him with the unlocking-spell. To be used once he is well away from our grounds, of course. But not a moment before.”
Rythin nodded agreement. The youth had formally requested the removal of the blue-gemmed ring every year after Spring Semester since his twelfth birthday, and every year he was denied rather vehemently by all his instructors.
It was a matter of common sense, and at least this was something the Academy could decide for themselves. At the tender age of five, they took the boy into their keeping, and the six adults in the room became his guardians. Without the spelled ring tamping down his voracious black power, the boy would become impossible to manage – particularly with the female students at the school. Warlocks had quite a reputation when it came to the female race, and it wasn’t a positive one.
“All in favour of maintaining the controlling ring on Duncan Rosehill?” Tryllia intoned and was met by the expected ‘ayes’ from the small group. “Excellent. Next item of business?”
“Styrran Isthmus.” Rythin tapped the table thoughtfully. “He appears to be the mastermind behind a lot of the ruckus this year. His hatred for Duncan triggered his manipulation of Cronuel to attack and maim. Under his influence and suggestion, young Hannah Rikton committed illicit actions, including break-and-enter, theft, public malignment of another student, and other such nonsense, which led to her expulsion from the Academy. Yet the boy has escaped any dire consequences. It’s a worrying trend.”
“The boy will graduate soon enough, then he won’t be our problem anymore.” Hanly shrugged negligently. “Manipulation, while uncouth, is hardly a crime. Those he manipulated had free will.”
“Yes, but any person such as that bears watching,” Sorwell mused, his voice grating like shifting granite. “Once he leaves the school, Styrran Isthmus also leaves our realm of influence. Who knows who or what he might manipulate once he’s released upon the world as a fully-fledged sorcerer.” 
The remaining five looked at each other uneasily. 
Yes. If the boy, at seventeen, was using his influence to cause mayhem of this magnitude already, what were the chances of his maturing sufficiently to leave those sorts of machinations behind him once he turned eighteen? There was a lot of mischief the boy could get into out in the real world. Particularly given the current political climate.
“What would you have us do, Rythin?” Tryllia frowned, troubled by the tangent of this conversation. “We cannot punish a person on the fear of what they may do in the future. That opens quite a nasty can of worms, and both Fey and Royal would never support such a decision. They would feel as though we of the Academy are usurping power. As you’ve stated, there is nothing that Master Isthmus can be charged with. He hasn’t directly done anything.”
Rythin shrugged helplessly.
“We wait. We watch. We heed the warning that Styrran is manipulative and untrustworthy,” he offered. “And we pray the boy will realise the error of his ways once he matures a little more.”
“Any other motions?” Tryllia prompted when the other five Reps remained ominously silent.
No one was happy with the suggested course of action, yet not one of them could come up with a better solution.
Tryllia reluctantly scratched out the heading Styrran Isthmus from her ledger page. As there was no precise problem, and no innovative resolution, there was no genuine need to include him as a topic of conversation.
“What of the silver child? Faye? A lot has happened since our last quarterly,” Lily said shrewdly, peering at the five others, noting that they each shared an uncomfortable glance.
The girl had been a hot topic these past months, particularly since she had discovered her wealth of power, yet they hadn’t formally discussed her in one of these meetings.
“Yes, well… Faye.” Rythin cleared his throat. “What, exactly, are your concerns, my dear?”
“Other than the fact that this mysterious half-Fey child materialised out of nowhere and landed on our doorstep some nine months ago? Perhaps you could tell us all a bit more about her!” Lily arched a brow, her blue eyes snapping.
“What would you like to know?” Rythin said reluctantly.
He and her other instructors had discussed the girl at length several times over the course of the academic year. Lily, as the Academy Librarian, had often been left out of those meetings as she had no direct contact with the girl, barring Faye’s occasional trips to the library to study.
“The full story, from the beginning, would be nice,” Lily replied tartly, her eyes narrowing behind her spectacles. “So far, none of us has a clear picture of the girl’s origin.”
“She’s an orphan. No one knows of her origins!” the Seeker protested.
“Yet, somehow, her existence escaped our knowledge for twelve years! Explain that, if you please, Deputy Administrator,” the Librarian returned archly. “Isn’t it meant to be your job to find such hidden talent throughout our lands?”
Rythin rolled his eyes.
“Thayrille didn’t tell me.” He shrugged, then winced when his candid response was met with a level look. “We had a falling out back when she first moved to Grydin, and I hadn’t spoken to the woman in all that time. I wasn’t even aware that Thayrille still lived in Grydin, as a matter of fact. I thought she would have tossed in the towel that first winter, what with the way those villagers treated her. From what Thayrille’s told me, however, it was that same winter she tried to save Faye’s mother, failed, and raised Faye herself. She kept the child’s existence secret from everyone and dropped all communication with me and the Academy. I thought she was just being needlessly prideful, and – being just as stubborn myself – I waited all these years for her to reach out to me. Which never happened, of course. In fact, if it weren’t for the Grydin Council requesting a Selection last summer, and the happen-chance that Faye slipped and fell from her hiding place up a tree right on top of me, I doubt that any of us would ever have known of the girl. I’m not sure what Thayrille’s plan was, but she was determined to hide the child away from the entire world. Forrester Jack McRorison wasn’t much better either, pandering to Thayrille’s every want and whim. He knew of the girl from birth, even buried her mother, and said nothing – despite his duties to the Pendalin Democracy and the Academy in particular. Damned Forresters and their romantic notions…”
“And what would you believe to be a better outcome?” Merkin chimed in defence of her former rival, Healer Thayrille Hogansvort. “Having the girl sent here from birth, watched like a hawk for the first glimmer of power? Poked, prodded, and paraded about? Housed next door to the Warlock-boy which, given his current interest in the girl, would not have been an ideal situation. Or, for her to experience a relatively normal childhood?” 
“Trust me when I say that the girl experienced nothing like a normal childhood! You should have seen the cesspool of backwater, antiquated drivel I walked into during Selection. Those fools in Grydin were cursing the girl as a demon and treating her with nothing but contempt,” Rythin returned hotly. “Calling a little girl a whore, to her face!”
“I… Well… I didn’t know about that,” Merkin declared stoutly, her eyes troubled. “But despite that, she was raised and nurtured by a mother-figure and a father-figure, and kept safe from the machinations and manipulations of many political idiots during her formative years. Faye, thank the Gods, has become her own little person with her own mind and her own will to act on her own beliefs.” 
“Hear, hear!” both Sorwell and Hanly agreed simultaneously.
“So, we believe she’s safe, then? We can trust that this powerful being will not grow into something worse than that Cronuel lad?” Lily pressed.
“I dare say we can guarantee it,” Rythin sighed gustily. “In fact, with strange creatures like Cronuel suddenly materialising throughout Pendalin, my guess would be that Faye may be the only person with the power to stand between us and them.”
“Just out of curiosity, Mistress Lily, how exactly would you contain a child with power of that magnitude?” Tryllia broke the uncomfortable silence. “None of us, even if we pooled our power together, could control her. Trying to, on any level, would only serve to earn her mistrust. For the moment, having Faye blissfully oblivious and living the life of an ordinary, if extraordinary, teenage girl is perhaps the best outcome that I can think of.”
Lily, her shrewd eyes still narrowed behind those glasses, assessed each of her colleagues and realised belatedly that Tryllia was neither joking nor exaggerating.
“I see,” the woman muttered reluctantly.
“Be easy, Mistress Lily,” Tryllia soothed the woman. “Faye was unknown to us before Rythin stumbled across her less than a year ago. She has lived a relatively innocuous life all that time, so it’s doubtful that any dire events will happen now that we’re suddenly aware of her existence.” 
Lily’s brow knotted with tension.
“When he first stumbled upon her, as you say, she was nothing more than an innocent, near-powerless waif being hidden away from the world. Now, after dragging her out of that protective little bubble, the girl has found her powers, caused several bamboozling miracles, and we still do not know what she is truly capable of,” Lily replied, her face still broody.
“No. But we know her character,” Hanly said. “Take away the fathomless power she has conjured, and you have an eager, open-hearted, loyal, dedicated student filled with kindness, humour, and curiosity. The girl wouldn’t harm a fly. She could have snuffed out the lives of both those boys the other week, and yet she stayed her hand and let our Administrators deal out the consequences as per Academy legislation. And there was also her confrontation with Hannah Rikton. Another situation where it seemed young Faye was ready to lose all control, and yet she tamped down on her silver power and handled herself admirably well.”
Lily leant back in her seat and ran a hand over her face. Clearly, her concerns were not being adequately addressed.
“Does that mean we are to allow her free rein of this school? From what I have observed this past year, it seems that the girl can do as she pleases with little to no consequence! How is that going to teach her responsibility, I ask you?” Lily pressed. “She is a student after all. Not a colleague!”
“As for teaching her responsibility, we are,” Rythin said, attempting to keep his voice civil. “We speak with her and help her understand her errors and how to make better choices.”
“Yet any other student would serve severe punishment! Detentions, loss of privileges, suspensions or even expulsion!” Lily countered.
“We must take care how far we take such consequences, my dear. For a being like Faye, it’s best we explain the error rather than exacting punishment,” Rythin argued. “Or would you like to take responsibility for any backlash of power if the girl becomes genuinely upset?”
Lily snorted rather inelegantly. “We cannot be held hostage by a child, no matter her power!”
Rythin glowered at the woman, his temper spiking. The topic of conversation was wearing on him.
“We are not being held hostage! Would you declare the careful handling of a banded tiger snake, a beautiful and rare specimen by all accounts, as being held hostage? Or is it dealing with a powerful creature with caution and respect?”
“Well, I have overheard several students complain of Faye receiving special treatment. If we are to maintain a strict disciplinary policy here within the Academy, no student should be exempt, regardless of their unique powers!”
Rythin exchanged an exasperated look with Sorwell and Hanly.
“And what would you have us do, Mistress Lily? Have her run laps if she is ever tardy? I don’t think the girl has been late to a Dawn Weaponry session since her arrival!” Sorwell rumbled.
“I would like to see her instructors doling out punishments fairly, and to include Faye when the girl acts out. She is still a child – and a student! Treating her as a small adult will surely have negative consequences, particularly amongst her cohort. The student body must see that no one  is treated differently here.”
“Alright! Fine! We will ensure Faye is considered just as any other student would, including enduring the usual punishments such as running laps, writing lines, and community service,” Rythin reluctantly announced, his voice rather curt.
“What if that… upsets her?” Hanly said, concern furrowing his brow. “She could always opt for private tuition in Rixondale; then we would lose all contact with her.”
“Oh, I doubt it. Faye comes from a strict household. Can you imagine Thayrille Hogansvort pandering to a child because of her powers?” The Seeker grinned. “I had a brief glimpse of the way she dealt with Faye last summer. Brisk, to the point, and no-nonsense. The child has never questioned it. Besides, I think Mistress Lily… has a point. Those sorts of adolescent punishments are character-building. And, given that they come under Academy policy, I think Faye would let us get away with it.”
Tryllia chuckled.
“Aye, she would, too. She wouldn’t like it, but I dare say she wouldn’t protest, on account of upholding fairness.” The Housekeeper nodded.
“What else would you like to know about Faye, my dear?” Rythin said, taking pity on Lily’s pensive face as his temper cooled. “We have each come to know the girl over the course of the school year, and we are each satisfied that, while the girl bears close monitoring, she is the least of our concerns for the moment.”
“What category of Fey is she?” Lily asked. “Surely you have some idea!”
The five shook their heads slowly.
“No. Faye is an extraordinary child. Yet, despite her power and her talents, there is nothing in all our historical tomes that explains what she is. Her mother is an unknown creature; her father most likely Human. And that is all we can determine for the time being.”
“Did you have a motion you would like to put forward, Mistress Lily? Or have your concerns been addressed?” Tryllia said quietly, adding, “I would like to keep Faye out of our formal correspondence. Please remember that, against my preference, all the information in this ledger is accessible to all members of Parliament. Fey, Academy… and Royal.”
The five Reps shared another uneasy glance.
“No. No motion at this time, Housekeeper,” Lily replied in a subdued tone.
“Any other business arising?” Tryllia paused with her ink-laden pen hovering over a fresh page.
The name Faye hadn’t been written at all; therefore, there was nothing to be struck out.
“What about the breakfast rations? I still declare that professors should be able to break their fast inside their private quarters!” Hanly announced piously.
“Hanly!” the four other Reps groaned, quite familiar with the portly Sorcerer’s gripe about having to traipse downstairs, along with the student body, to retrieve his meals each day.
“What? If I don’t bring such an injustice to your attention at every meeting, how will it ever be righted?” Hanly demanded, casting Rythin a conspiratorial wink as Lily snorted with laughter behind her hands.
Rythin grinned in return, appreciating his oldest friend’s intuitive actions. 
“All in favour of professors having catered breakfasts in their private quarters?” Tryllia rolled her eyes, her quill tip not even bothering to hover over the page.
Silence greeted her query, so the woman promptly turned to Rythin.
“Next item on the agenda, if you please, Deputy Administrator.”
Creeeak. Boom. CRASH!
The chair upon which Sorwell sat finally gave out beneath his vast weight, splintering into several pieces as the man’s behind thudded to the floor.
“Reinforced chairs, perhaps, Housekeeper?” Rythin responded casually.






  
  Chapter 4
A Child Called Faye


The present day… 
Faye sat on the sturdy platform set high in the branches of her oak tree, absentmindedly chewing on the end of a slim pencil. Her hair was a riotous cloud of blonde curls that tangled around her shoulders, and her stormy grey-blue eyes appeared quite large, set as they were in her narrow face. As always, her skin was pale as alabaster – and she wished desperately that she had at least some colour! Only, it didn’t appear to matter how much time she spent in the sun; her skin remained stubbornly pasty.
The tree had always been her safe place, a haven away from the often-contrary treatment she received from the villagers living in Grydin. It was her most favourite of all hiding spots, as the trunk and leaves gleamed with the soft shimmer of life and emanated a sense of welcome. That her poor mother’s remains lay buried beneath the vast roots created a bittersweet tang to her feelings of safety and peace.
Faye paused in her task, recording her latest medical concoction using a variety of local and foreign herbs to heal the common cold. Thayrille Hogansvort, the foremost Healer of this century – and the girl’s foster-mother – had reluctantly allowed her ward access to her own expansive notes and recipes to give the medicines a little… boost. 
Faye found the task not too dissimilar to her work in the kitchens during her scheduled duty back at Austin Academy, when the Assistant Manager
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