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          Through The Blast

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        It was a winter evening,

        The snow was falling fast.

        There was a little travelling wanderer,

        Came trotting through the blast.

      

        

      
        It had no covering on its head,

        No cloak to keep it warm.

        I ran to meet it on its way,

      
        And save it from the storm.

        — The Little Wanderer, Esther “Hetty” Saunders

      

      

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Londinium, Imperial Province of Britannia

      

        

      
        In the reign of Caesar Magnus XVII

      

      

      “You are accused of crimes against the Code. How do you plead?”

      The hood covering my face prevented me from seeing but I knew where I was. Underfoot was sand. The praetor’s voice boomed out, silencing the roar of the crowd. We had been caught. Did I stand alone?

      My thoughts were racing as my heart pounded. Was I here on the sands by myself? I was fully conscious of everything I had done, fearful of the punishment that would be meted out to me, but not sorry. Not regretful. I did not accept any guilt. Nor the right of the mob to judge my actions. I would not kneel.

      The crowd’s jeers and cries gained in volume as I remained standing in defiance, a great wave of sound crashing into me. Their fun could only be had if I knelt; my crimes would then be displayed for all the world to see and judge, collected from the cameras and microphones that dotted the city, pieced together and used in evidence against the accused. I was now that accused. Devyn had given me a charmed pendant that he promised would conceal me from the all-pervasive surveillance in the city. I guess now I would find out if it had worked.

      Where was Devyn? Was he here? I wasn’t sure. We shared a bond that allowed him to communicate with me as long as he didn’t block it off to conceal what he was feeling. I didn’t know whether or not I wanted to sense him here, now. With the handfast cuff on my arm, the range had been reduced to a few feet, so he could be here, caged, awaiting his turn at the other end of the arena, or he could be… My mind balked at the darker possibilities.

      I had always believed in the transparency, the righteousness, of our judicial system. I knew now that there was a whole hidden world where the council chose who did and did not appear on the sands, one where people disappeared and left no record behind. I suppose it was harder to disappear an elite. My social visibility at least granted me the appearance of a public trial.

      Why hadn’t they started proceedings yet? Typically, by now Praetor Calchas would have moved on to telling the crowd what my crimes were, and I had to admit the list was probably long. Actually, I’m not sure the city had terms for some of the things I’d done in recent months. The crowd hushed in anticipation. My entire body tensed in reaction; this was all very off script. What was going on?

      “You are accused of crimes against the Code. How do you plead?”

      Was he talking to me again? I wasn’t sure what was expected of me. I looked around despite the mask preventing me from seeing, waiting for some indication from a guard or someone of what I should do. I couldn’t breathe. I swayed. I bumped into a shoulder. A guard standing so close? No, another accused taking their place beside me; that was who Praetor Calchas was addressing.

      A hand brushed tentatively against mine. Then more surely entwined our fingers together. Marcus. It was Marcus. I still wore the handfast cuff on my upper arm, so Marcus’s presence made me feel better. My emotions over the last months swayed between two boys, like a pendulum swinging between two versions of myself, depending on which piece of metal I wore.

      The cuff tied me to my old life, coded to make me long for Marcus, my city-mandated match, and to feel immediately better when he was near. And, as we found out too late, to cause intense pain if we were too far apart. The general desire to comply was only blocked by the charmed Celtic pendant Devyn had given me, the one that allowed me to remain the new me, the me who no longer did as her parents – and her city – wanted, but it had been rudely ripped from my neck weeks ago in Richmond. I realised I was not clouded by that urge to comply now, and my free hand found the familiar disc with its etched triquetra engraving. I was comforted to find it returned, however mysteriously. The crowd stilled again.

      “You are accused of crimes against the Code. How do you plead?”

      This time I could sense the approach of the latest accused taking his place beside me, could feel the rage and desperation and defiance rippling off him as he stepped closer. Devyn. I breathed more easily underneath the confining mask. He was here. The crowd roared as the third figure on the sand also refused to kneel. The growing displeasure of the mob at the unfolding events was evident in the noise that came at us like a tide of rolling surf. I had once sat in the audience here watching an accused take the sands, the masked and hooded figure cowed by the waves of sound coming from those seated in the arena as well as pouring down from the balconies high up in the glass and steel sky towers that encircled the ancient amphitheatre.

      Another hand found mine. We were not cowed; we stood united. Like something out of a story. Stories of adventure sound so much more impressive from the outside. Guinevere, Elizabeth Tewdwr, Boadicea… Had their knees felt as unstable as mine did now? Had their mouths tasted of copper in their fear?

      “Citizens, we are in uncharted territory here.” Praetor Calchas addressed the mob. “These three are accused of serious crimes. Their story is shared, and their crimes are many. This extraordinary Mete has been assembled to deliver swift justice and punishment to these three who were captured attempting to escape the city last night.”

      Whatever happened to waiting until the city passed judgement? Was Praetor Calchas so sure that we would be found guilty? My mind raced. The charms must have failed to work. If they had enough on us to serve up to the crowd then we were indeed damned.

      “The first is accused of repeat offences. He has been punished here before. Despite the mercy of the city, he has returned to the sands once more.”

      There was a shove from behind, and Devyn stepped forwards, breaking contact.

      “You are accused of hacking. You have further offended the Code by aiding and abetting the escape of a convicted Codebreaker. Kneel to receive the judgement of the city.”

      There were the sounds of a scuffle. What was going on? In accordance with the law, Devyn had the right to refuse to face the city. By standing, he was choosing to go straight to sentencing. We would receive no fair trial, so why go through the charade?

      “Your choice to refuse trial is dismissed. Your crimes are heinous and the city has the greater right here to bear witness. Begin.”

      I assumed Devyn’s mask would still be on as the film rolled. Despite Calchas’s unprecedented overruling of the most basic right of a citizen to refuse trial, the rules of the Mete were in many ways just; anonymity was total until the judgement was made. The accused’s identity was protected by the mask and concealed in the evidentiary film that was shown to the citizenry. I could picture everything: the praetor on the balcony in front of us lifting his hand to indicate that the evidence should be played on the screens; the crowd turning their attention from the more commonly solitary figure on the sands to the big screens that allowed the audience within the ancient amphitheatre to watch the broadcast that was simultaneously being viewed everywhere in the city; the forum, highwalks, upper gardens – all public spaces would be empty as the citizenry assembled in front of hundreds of thousands of screens in homes across the city, from the hovels in the warrens of the eastern stews to the lofty, leafy levels of the towers in the western suburbs I had called home.

      The crowd hushed as the film started. I heard the sentinels enter the civics classroom in the basilica and pull Devyn out. This was the moment when all this had started, when I took the illegal device from his pocket. There was a snippet of him being questioned and then a replay of the Mete I had attended, unaware at the time I was witnessing my classmate’s sentence and subsequent flogging.

      The crowd muttered, outraged to discover the accused was a known Codebreaker who had previously taken the sands and been forgiven for a capital offence. The film played on and the mob reluctantly quieted to hear the praetor’s instructions that he be cleaned up and his memory wiped to see if they could get his accomplices.

      Me. He had led them to me.

      I heard my voice discussing the tech with Devyn, discussing what he planned to do with it. It was an early conversation before I had worn the triquetra pendant. The crowd was barely reacting; my identity must be concealed. I didn’t understand. The praetor had referred to Devyn as having assisted a Codebreaker, but it couldn’t be me because until convicted I was merely accused. Who was he referring to? I listened fiercely to follow the events unfolding on screen. There wasn’t a great deal of audio; the charms must have worked for the most part, protecting our conversations from being captured despite what must have been close surveillance. The crowd gasped as they recognised a second person. It had to be Oban, the apprentice tailor to whom the mob had shown leniency on the same night Devyn was flogged. Then I heard Oban and Marina discussing Devyn’s offer to forge papers and get them out of the city. Their home had a camera, so they would have discussed it somewhere they thought safe, but nowhere in the eastern stews was camera-free; the gaps in surveillance in the poorer sections of Londinium were few and far between.

      They were twisting everything, making it appear as if Devyn helped Oban and Marina escape from the city to evade justice for using magic. Marina had magic? I had only been aware that it was a possibility, and I shook off the hurt that they had hidden this from me.

      There was no mention of the illness that would have alerted the authorities to her status as a latent, and with it, of course, that she potentially had magic in her blood, making her a target for the sentinels to steal away as they had countless others in the stews.

      It was difficult to guess at what was being shown – most likely whatever footage they had of Oban and Marina’s escape from the city which would testify to Devyn having hacked the city’s networks to get them out. Then there was the sound of horses – that must be my attempted escape the night I met Devyn in Richmond. But we hadn’t got away. Devyn had, but I hadn’t. His promise to come back for me echoed around the arena.

      The roars started again as the film ended. The crowd had seen plenty. Now the praetor would be stepping forward, his outthrust thumb, held horizontally, an indication that it was time to vote to see whether the accused was deemed innocent or guilty. The seconds ticked away. It seemed endless. Was the minute always this long? Devyn’s hand took mine again as he was allowed to stand. Finally, the gong sounded. Devyn’s hood and mask would be removed now to face judgement. He would be displayed to all.

      The crowd’s jeeringly triumphant reaction indicated it was thumbs down.

      “Devyn Agrestis, you have been found guilty of hacking for a second time as well as aiding and abetting the escape of two Codebreakers. In light of a 99.27% conviction rate, you are sentenced to our most severe sentence for your offences: your blood will be spilt upon the sand in full payment for your crimes. Death.”

      The crowd cheered its approval at the sentence. Capital punishment was rare, but when it did happen the condemned was granted a boon and a final night, returning to the sands the next night with the black-hooded executioner. I held Marcus’s hand tighter. Which one of us was next?

      A hush fell and I gripped the hands on either side of me tightly. Marcus’s hand pulled away as he in turn was pushed forward.

      The praetor’s stentorian tones carried across the arena.

      “You are accused of crimes against the Code, of using magic within the city walls, and aiding and abetting the escape of yourself and these others who stand before me. Kneel to receive the judgement of the city.”

      I didn’t need to hear the crowd’s reaction to know Marcus still refused to kneel. The mob exploded on learning that the use of magic was being tried here today, so that the praetor’s direction to the sentinels to put the accused on his knees was barely audible over the din.

      The clamour of the crowd faded as the evidentiary film began to play. I could identify the sounds of the hospital and could guess at what they would be seeing: a doctor with his face obscured, standing over patients who were dying of the illness. I had seen it many times myself: Marcus holding his hand above them when no one was paying attention and the patient clearly responding. I heard gasps and murmurings from the crowd, but it was impossible to know how this was being presented. Were they editing it to make Marcus look like he was making them worse? They surely couldn’t try and blame the hundreds of ill individuals on one man? Could they? It wouldn’t make any sense; those people were already ill when they came to the hospital. The film moved on, and I could hear the sounds of the pre-wedding revels as we sailed down the Tamesis less than twenty-four hours ago. It had been a cover for our ill-fated escape attempt.

      “Marcus,” a voice rang out from somewhere in the amphitheatre. “Marcus. That’s Marcus Courtenay.”

      Pandemonium ensued. Marcus’s name was on everyone’s lips. His name was being chanted. He had been recognised. Of course he had. He was a well-known member of the elite, often featured in the social bursts and gossip feeds. Showing a film of a doctor and then clips of a party attended by members of the elite who were even now seated in prime spots around the amphitheatre made it inevitable that someone would connect the dots.

      It was unprecedented. No one of Marcus’s stature had ever taken the sands before. The usual measures taken to conceal the accused’s identity were never going to be enough to keep justice blind in this case. In a regular case, a handful of people might recognise the events unfolding on the screens before them and be able to deduce who the obfuscated person might be. But that identity would mean little to the broader populace, even if they were named before the mask came off. Not so with Marcus. The city now knew their favoured son stood before them to be judged. The noise reached a crescendo. I couldn’t hear the film anymore and had no way of telling what they were being shown. Our capture outside the city walls, possibly

      Typically, the mob would quieten now in anticipation of the public vote, but there was no lessening of the din. It was deafening; there was outrage and certainty in their cries. They knew who stood before them and proceedings had descended into chaos. The council must be having a fit.

      I sensed the sentinels push past me and I could hear Marcus struggling. What was going on? I felt something hit my feet. Marcus? Whatever was happening was quashing the mood of the crowd. There was a whoosh, like the sound of a thousand spectators gasping at once.

      “Citizens,” Calchas addressed the silenced crowd. “Kneeling before you is none other than Marcus Courtenay. Lady Justice prefers that her judgement be delivered blind. However, this time, one of your most privileged countrymen takes the sand. You have a right to know. A right to see who has betrayed you in this way.”

      Again, I could sense a scuffle in front of me. Had they unveiled Marcus? Were they making him stand? What was happening? The results of the vote were, as a rule, reflected in the sentencing. No capital offence had ever resulted in an execution where the public vote had less than a ninety per cent conviction rating. Would the city consciously vote to execute someone they knew? Was the council now cancelling the public’s right to speak in judgement?

      “Marcus Courtenay is a citizen like any other and his crimes will be voted on by you, the people,” Calchas’s voice sneered over the pandemonium. “Rise then, and face the justice of the city of Londinium. We will not call you doctor as that is the title bestowed upon the brave soldiers of science who stand as our defence against the illness they fight so bravely.”

      The crowd murmured at this. If Calchas’s rousing words were supposed to turn the mob against Marcus’s use of magic, then raising the flag for science which had been found wanting in its fight against the illness sweeping the city was not the way to go about it.

      “Magic has always been the enemy of our great city. We refuse to resort to the weapons of that enemy, no matter how desperate the cause,” the praetor quickly reframed, recognising his mistake. “Having used these methods, this coward tried to run from the lawful and proper judgement of the people of this city. It is a right that will not be denied. Friends and neighbours, vote now. Have you seen this man use magic inside these walls and then try to escape your judgement? The answer is a simple yes or no.”

      The seconds ticked by as the populace voted. There was no whispering, no anything, just a building tension as hundreds of thousands of people voted on the future of a boy they had watched grow to manhood in their newsfeeds. One who had lost his mother at a young age, who had grown into a man who chose medicine over taking his mother’s seat on the high council. One the praetor urged them to condemn, though it was not Calchas’s place to influence the crowd. Usually, the vote took place directly after the evidentiary film, before the accused was revealed. Oh no, the governor and the council would not be loving this. Calchas was not running the show with his usual aplomb.

      The gong signalling the end of the vote finally sounded. There was a long pause. The crowd grew agitated. I felt the same. What was going on?

      “Marcus Courtenay, you have been found guilty of breaking the Code through the use of magic, of attempting to flee the city and evade the righteous hand of the law, and of aiding others to the same end.” Calchas paused for far longer than dramatic effect required. For far longer than my heart could take. Was Marcus also to be executed? For trying to help others? The crowd began to murmur again, as anxious as I to hear the verdict. “The mercy and wisdom of the citizens of Londinium is indeed great. Marcus Courtenay, you are convicted of your crimes at a rate of 62.84%.”

      The mob erupted. My knees felt like they would no longer keep me upright. The praetor would have no choice but to grant clemency; with a conviction rate that low there was no way he could inflict the ultimate penalty. Calchas liked to use these moments to praise and flatter the wisdom and mercy of the vote, to verbalise the weighting of the sentencing. I seriously doubted he would do so today. If mercy were to be granted, it was because Marcus was a much loved and admired son of the city, and the citizenry had deemed his magic, when employed to aid them, was not something they would punish him for. The hubbub of the crowd was at least partially subdued once more, presumably at some signal to which I was not privy from behind my mask.

      “The sentence is fifty lashes.”

      Fifty lashes. Calchas was on the very edge of what would be deemed acceptable in light of a sixty-two per cent conviction rate, one of the lowest I had ever heard of for offences of this magnitude. The first and only time I had ever attended a Mete, Devyn had been flogged. Twenty lashes. This was more than double that. Could Marcus withstand such a beating? I wasn’t sure how. I felt lightheaded, the clamour of the mob roiling through me. Perhaps Marcus would be able to heal himself. The crowd was a shrieking furious hive. Only a flogging, half the crowd cheered, but even louder were those baying for blood.

      The use of magic was a significant offence and the punishment since the introduction of the Code centuries ago was singular: death by fire. Hatred and fear of magic was a central tenet of the Empire; sections of our society would be livid that he was being shown such leniency. But, given the low rate of conviction, there was no way Marcus could burn. Calchas’s hands were tied; a capital punishment could not be meted out against the expressed desire of the citizenry implicit in the result of the vote.

      Praetor Calchas was saying something, but it was impossible to hear over the cacophony of sound. He had to raise his voice to be heard across the agitated crowd, the most vocal of whom cried out for Marcus to burn, furious that one granted every privilege the city could offer had broken the Code in this way. Accusations of being a Wilder, a sympathiser, a coward for attempting to flee were hurled down from the thousands of people above and around us. Adding to the deafening din were pleas for mercy and objections against the harshness of the punishment.

      My arm was grabbed and I was pulled unceremoniously from the sands. The Mete was over. We were being taken back to our cell.

      “Citizens,” Lord Calchas attempted to address the crowd once more. I couldn’t make out what he was saying but, given the howls of outrage swirling over my head, it appeared the crowd was unhappy, and hungry for more. I was struggling to keep my feet as I was dragged across the arena to the howling of the masses at being denied immediate satisfaction.

      I would not be accused today. I stumbled. More than anything I just wanted it to be over.

      We were pulled and pushed, the sounds muffled as we presumably hit the tunnels under the amphitheatre until we were back in the holding cell from which we had been taken. We were released, footsteps sounded, and then the door slammed shut. I snatched the mask from my face as quickly as I could get it off. I couldn’t bear to be stifled under it a moment longer.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      They were going to kill Devyn. I saw again the specks of blood on the sand from his last visit to the arena. His blood would spill there once more. We had been so close. And now… I couldn’t think about it. I felt stunned by the noise and events in the arena.

      What had happened? Why had the Mete been halted? Did it matter? We had been given a reprieve. One more night.

      It took a moment for my vision to adjust after having been in complete darkness for so long, but the light in the cell was dim enough. I pulled in a breath of air as I was grabbed from behind and spun around, the black skirt of my accused’s uniform swirling. Devyn’s hands framed my face, his dark eyes scanning me for bodily injuries before holding my eyes with his as he did the same for internal damage. Satisfied, he lifted his head and turned to our fellow cellmate.

      “Well, aren’t you going to say something?” Marcus finally burst out, clearly unnerved by the lack of reaction.

      “What do you expect me to say?” Devyn asked coolly, under no doubt as to which corner Marcus expected an attack from.

      “I don’t know. Aren’t you going to say getting off so lightly proves that I was in collusion with the authorities the entire time?” Marcus’s point had merit, especially given how suspicious Devyn was already.

      Devyn raised an eyebrow. “Were you?”

      “No. I don’t know how they were waiting for us. I was careful, but it was all arranged so quickly. I don’t know.” Marcus ran his hands through his hair.

      “I may not remember the twenty lashes I took out there, but I’ve been beaten before. Have you?” Devyn asked. “Believe me, fifty lashes isn’t exactly getting off lightly.”

      “Why didn’t they hold my trial?” I asked quietly. “What happened out there at the end? I couldn’t see.”

      “It looked like Governor Actaeon made Calchas call a halt,” Devyn explained.

      “After what happened with me…” Marcus trailed off.

      An extraordinary Mete, Calchas had said. That it had been. Some of our most fundamental traditions had been overturned. Anonymity had been thrown out, both the government and the Code undermined by the clemency granted by the citizenry despite Marcus’s conviction of the Empire’s most vilified crime. An accused found guilty of using magic wasn’t just burned at the stake, they were stripped of their citizenship; they were considered less than nothing.

      The council would be incensed at the mercy shown by the mob towards Marcus. If Actaeon had objected to continuing, then it was to make sure my trial didn’t repeat the leniency shown to Marcus.

      “I failed,” Devyn said, directing his soft words to me. My chest felt tight. He was blaming himself for this.

      “No,” I protested. “No. This is not your fault. You are not the reason we are here. They are. We shouldn’t be here. At all. We don’t belong in the city. We’re not even citizens. We were born free. We were born with magic. They don’t…”

      I couldn’t find the words to express that where we found ourselves was no fault of our own. They might as well condemn us for breathing. Our abilities were innate, the magic running through our veins the reason they had stolen me to begin with. We had been so close… We had been outside the wall with the smugglers’ door closed behind us, the freedom of the night lying before us with its canopy of trees and the open sky above.

      “Screw them.” I lifted his head and held his dark eyes with my own. “I don’t care. I would rather not live at all than live the lie I thought was happiness. I… We nearly made it.”

      Devyn pulled his head out of my hands, his fist clenched as he punched the stone wall. I could feel his frustration, his deep despair, pulse through the connection we shared.

      He looked back at me over his hunched shoulder. “I’m sorry, Cass.”

      I smiled at him, opening the connection as wide as I could and allowing my feelings to pour through. I loved him. Fiercely. I was angry, but not at him. I was mad at the world, at the Britons who had failed to keep me safe as an infant, at the city that had stolen me. But not at Devyn. If my twenty-two years had meant anything, it was the gift of the precious hours I spent with him and the evening we were together, knowing what it felt to truly live. In his arms.

      “Screw them,” I repeated. I had lived.

      Devyn grinned back. He always held back, always tried to maintain a distance between us. Now that we had nothing left to lose, now that it was all over, I felt what his true emotions were. They washed over me. They lit me up from within. They took my breath away.

      We stood there like idiots, smiling at each other, for another heartbeat. Then I was in his arms and his lips descended on mine. He kissed me tenderly, hungrily. Like a lover. Like a soulmate.

      “Cass,” he breathed.

      “Ugh,” Marcus groaned. “Could you two stop it.”

      I pulled away, heat flushing my cheeks. I might have been in the clinch of my short lifetime, but I was still relatively new to all this and Marcus was officially my match, so it was pretty bad form. Life and death notwithstanding.

      “Sorry, I forgot.” We had discovered the incredibly mortifying fact that the handfast cuffs conveyed my passion to Marcus, who wore the partner cuff to my own, even when that passion was directed at another.

      Marcus’s brows pulled together, and his eyes narrowed as he looked down at the charmed wristband I had given him, then back at the chain around my neck.

      “Actually, I didn’t sense anything. Last night I could still… It seems that if we are both wearing charms then I’m not affected with the burning in the blood roused whenever you two…” He waved a hand in the air to indicate the embrace we had just shared.

      “You couldn’t sense my feelings just now? But I was wearing my pendant when I tried to escape through Richmond…” The handfast cuffs employed a push and pull technique. Presumably, in a more normal courtship, the attraction and passion felt by the couple fed the fire in each, a reciprocal desire building between the couple which acted to pull them closer together. It also pushed them together by punishing them for parting; being too distant from each other could cause physical pain… as we had learned during my failed attempt to flee, though only Marcus had truly suffered the pain of our separation. Thanks to the triquetra charm, I only experienced some light pangs when we were at our most distant. I was glad my pendant had been returned for me, and I felt for it now. “If we’re both wearing one…”

      “It’s blocked,” he finished for me. For all the help this new knowledge was to us.

      “I don’t suppose anyone has any bright ideas for how we get out of this one?” I asked, somewhat hopelessly. At which point, the light went out.

      Marcus gave a short bark of laughter. “That’s a little on the nose, don’t you think?”

      Fury at our powerlessness swept through me, a rage that usually found a response in nature since my magic had revealed itself. There wasn’t so much as a flicker of the lights.

      Why couldn’t I feel the elements answer my call?

      A snarl suggested Devyn couldn’t reach his magic either.

      “What?” came Marcus’s voice.

      “I can’t use my magic,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Marcus let out a humph. “You think after that display in Richmond that everything you’ve eaten hasn’t been laced with the pill they used to give you to suppress your abilities?”

      Devyn pulled me close. “Marcus, you’ve still been able to help people. You did a shift before the party, right?”

      He was referring to our pre-wedding revels, only yesterday. It felt like another lifetime.

      “Yes” came Marcus’s short answer out of the darkness.

      “Then whatever they’ve been giving Cassandra probably wasn’t served up to you.”

      “I suppose not,” Marcus replied grudgingly, a little less monosyllabic. He was curious as to where the Briton was going with this.

      “Then we can have light.” Devyn held me closer to his chest. After the events of the last twenty-four hours, I could do without the darkness. I needed some kind of outline, some relief from the dense black of our cell.

      “How?” Marcus asked. “Magic? I only know how to use my abilities to cure the illness.”

      “Well, it’s time you learned something a little more. With your bloodline, you should be able to do a great many more things than heal people. The Plantagenet line is one of the oldest and most powerful on this island,” Devyn informed him. “I need you to close your eyes.”

      Marcus snorted. “What difference will that make? I can’t see my hand in front of my face as it is.”

      “It’ll stop you being distracted as the magic manifests itself. Trust me.”

      “Right, I’m going to trust you,” Marcus flashed back. I couldn’t blame him. Marcus didn’t know Devyn; they had barely met before last night. And Marcus would not recall their earlier meeting with fondness as it was the same night he had learned not only that he had the magic so reviled by citizens, but that I was hoping to run away from the city with a Wilder.

      Before Devyn came into our lives, Marcus and I had never been accused of so much as jaywalking; we wouldn’t have dreamed of doing anything to disrespect the Code. Now we were the accused in what was undoubtedly going to become the most scandalous Mete in a century. Or ever.

      “Close your eyes,” Devyn repeated. An exhalation of breath presumably indicated that Marcus had complied this time. “I need you to focus. The power is within you. We gain magic from without, from natural resources most of the time; this is how you pull in energy. Here in the darkness, behind the stone and iron, you don’t have access to that. You need to reach within to the power of your ancestors. Deep inside lies a light, a spark. I need you to bring that up to the surface. Raise it slowly, gently; it should be a delicate light.”

      As Devyn spoke, a glimmer appeared in the air beside Marcus. I stifled my reaction so I wouldn’t disturb Marcus, his now visible face creased in concentration.

      “The light is bright and true,” Devyn coaxed him, and the glimmer responded, growing brighter. “That’s it. Keep your eyes closed. Now, I need you to tie it off. Let it float free. Make it separate from yourself. You still control it, but it exists outside of you; you no longer need to sustain it.”

      The glowing sphere floated to the side, bouncing daintily in the air before steadying itself. It was beautiful, a manifestation of real magic, lighting what was quite literally our darkest hour. I was entranced. I watched as Marcus opened his eyes and took in what he had accomplished, his once ready smile tilting his lips and his green eyes widening at the thing he had created. His eyes danced to meet mine, the wattage dimming as he took in the sight of me in Devyn’s arms.

      I bit my lip. I didn’t know what to say to him. It was my fault he was here. He would never have been in this situation if it were not for me.

      “Thank you,” I offered softly into the half-light of the cell.

      My defiance, my fear, all the myriad jumbled emotions of the evening drifted away as we sat there in the cell, lit by the otherworldly glow hovering in the air.

      A moment later, we heard steps outside.

      “Quench it,” Devyn hissed, and a startled Marcus looked up blankly at the light he had created and shook his head. Devyn had only supplied instructions on how to create it, not turn it off. Devyn lifted his hand and made a snatching grab at the air.

      As the lock started to turn in the door, Marcus took a step and closed his fist around the light, wincing as he did so.

      “No,” Devyn exclaimed, too late. “In your mind. Not with your hand.”

      The room was in utter darkness once more, but I could feel him shaking his head. I shuffled to one side so I would not be discovered in his embrace. Devyn was moving to face the new arrival anyway. I still felt bereft despite the mere inches between us.

      The door opened to a guard arriving with our supper, which he placed on the floor. He backed out, but, realising that to do so would leave us in darkness, he hesitated. Unsure of what to do, he stood in the doorway.

      “Go on then,” he said after a moment. “Eat.”

      The three of us surveyed the tray with its water and gloopy-looking mystery stew. The meal of champions.

      “I ain’t got all day,” he said, torn between wanting to leave and making sure we were fed as had probably been his command.

      “Is there anything in it?” Marcus asked in his most cordial manner, as if he were enquiring about the subtleties of the sauce being served with his meal at one of the city’s most exclusive restaurants.

      The sentinel looked at him in confusion.

      “Why would there be anything in it? I was told to get you all something to eat. I got you something to eat. So bloody eat,” he gestured again at the tray.

      “You purchased this yourself?” Marcus pursued. We already knew Devyn and I had been dosed, but so far Marcus had somehow been spared whatever they used to block powers.

      “Look, mate. Eat, don’t eat. No skin off my nose,” he said brusquely. He obviously wanted to close the cell door and be gone, but it went against the grain to leave two of the city’s most celebrated and loved citizens to eat their cheap meal off the floor in the dark.

      Marcus looked at me and shrugged. “Might as well take the chance. What difference does it make now?”

      He was right. Even if the food was laced with drugs, we were going to be dead before the previous stuff we’d consumed wore off. Even if it had worn off, we would be bound and blind when we were taken into the arena and therefore unable to wield what little magic we had. Marcus only knew how to heal people and create – though not quench – small lights. The only magic I had ever seen Devyn use was defensive and seemed to be integral to his role as Griffin, protector, helping him to pass unnoticed in the background, sense when I was in danger, and that kind of thing.

      He also made me feel safe, though maybe that particular talent wasn’t supernatural. Maybe that was just me. I had discovered that there was not a path he could tread where I would not follow. Those first times when he led me by the hand into his world, had he been using actual magic or had he just led and I simply followed? As for me, I could float away on a breeze, catch glimpses of the past, conjure up winds in a fit of pique, even rain down a storm given the right incentive; the only problem was I had no idea how I had done any of it.

      At Devyn’s insistence, I had stopped taking the little pills which I now knew suppressed the magic which flowed in my veins. But Devyn and I had never got around to talking about it, and he had never instructed me on how to use it the way he had with Marcus earlier. Devyn was usually more concerned with calming me and constraining the manifestations I experienced, which usually popped up at the worst time possible. So no, my magic wasn’t going to help us any.

      But as I picked up my bowl and lifted the spoon, I decided I wasn’t hungry enough to eat whatever this was after all. Marcus likewise failed to eat more than a spoonful. Devyn didn’t even pick it up. I guess he was unwilling to give up hope.

      The guard’s footsteps hadn’t even faded when we heard him returning, this time with company: Matthias Dolon. Marcus’s face went blank as he registered his father’s unexpected appearance, his body entirely still. I had seen for myself how Matthias perceived the taint of Briton blood, a legacy of the marriage which sealed the treaty nearly 300 years ago. Now he had seen the evidence of how true that strain ran in his son’s veins. I couldn’t imagine having to face my mother now. I took a step towards Marcus, wanting to help him brace against the impending blow.

      Matthias waited wordlessly until the guard departed and closed the door, having first provided a lantern which he propped up on the stool which also appeared out of nowhere in response to the presence of an exalted council member.

      “You stupid, worthless child.” Senator Dolon spoke directly to Marcus, ignoring our presence and foregoing any preliminary greetings or enquiries into his son’s wellbeing, mental health or anything else regarding our general dire circumstances. “You’ve ruined everything.”

      Marcus drew himself up and stood tall. Taller than his father.

      “I did what I thought was right.”

      “You have everything. I’ve given you everything and this is how you repay me.” As ever the doting father, worried less for his son than for his status in the city. “Why? What on earth possessed you? So much for your devotion to the poor masses.”

      “I was doing it for them. What I was doing wasn’t enough. The Britons have a medicine that works; I wanted to find a way to help more people.”

      “Well, that’s over now. You’ll never set foot in a hospital again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Governor Actaeon is furious that the mob and the praetor have shown mercy.” Dolon’s lip curled. “He never approved of the programme we set up to gain more magic within the walls and you’ve given him the perfect excuse to crush it… and you in the process.”

      “What programme?” I asked quickly. There was no way I was missing the opportunity to discover more about the mysterious manipulations which had directly led to us being here. Yes, there might be more pressing issues, but I had been obsessing over this for months and here was Matthias fully acknowledging that such a programme existed. An actual thing.

      “Ah, our little cuckoo. What a waste. So many years waiting for you to grow up, all for nothing now.” Matthias lifted the lantern from the stool and seated himself as if drawing up to a fire in a gentlemen’s club to settle in for a leisurely conversation debating the issues of the day. “We had such plans. You see, there is a faction within the council that has argued for years that we should figure out how to harness magic rather than eradicate it. Our advances in technology are rendered useless once we hit the ley line at the border. We’re still limited to the same tech there that has failed to gain supremacy for generations. We are tired of being trapped behind these walls. We want more. Following my wife’s untimely demise, no real Courtenay sat on the council to stand in our way, and we had a child with magic at our disposal. All we needed was another Briton and we could breed a little litter to study, so we could find a way to defeat the Wilders once and for all. It’s over now, of course.”

      I was aghast at his casual confession of what he had done, of how they had planned to use us. I knew it was true, but to hear him talk about it so frankly, so utterly shamelessly… How could he, his own son? Devyn’s eyes met mine, wordlessly agreeing, conveying his contempt and distrust of a man who would do this to his own flesh and blood.

      “You knew? They were planning to use me, to use my children.” Marcus spoke slowly, his tone cold.

      “You wouldn’t have been harmed. Think of it. Rather than throwing your life away on a science already perfected, you could integrate it with native forms of healing.”

      “As you dictated. Under your control,” I put in quietly.

      I had seen Marcus in action at the hospital. He made no distinction between council member and sewer worker, but his father had never shared this view. Marcus had to know that any benefits of using magic would be made available to the elite first.

      “Such a shame. There were so many advantages in a softer policy. Terrible waste, all that power. Actaeon is a fool. If we were to harness the power inside the city, we could achieve so much.”

      “But the Empire hates magic. They would never have stood for it.” It was a central tenet of the Code.

      “True, there have always been imperial zealots who wished to eradicate magic completely, who swept the city for any child unlucky enough to have a dormant gene show up. They thought they had thinned it down over the generations. Looks like they were wrong.”

      “What do you mean they were wrong? Wrong about what?” I asked.

      “Why, the Maledictio, my dear.” He used the name unknown to the public for the illness that wasn’t nearly as new to the Empire as the council let on. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? Who it is this illness attacks? ”

      Devyn believed there was a correlation between the illness and latent magic in the blood. Marina had been sick, and it seemed she was more than just a latent. But why let Senator Dolon know what we knew when it was so much more informative when he was doing all the talking? “I don’t understand. The illness attacks at random.”

      Matthias looked at me like I was an idiot.

      “Does it?” he huffed heavily. “Marcus, do I need to spell this out to you too?”

      “No, Father. There was some basic genetic work done on Briton blood, but we don’t have much of it.” Marcus met my eyes; he had already informed me of the genetic testing back in the summer, encouraged me to get tested given my adopted status, but he betrayed no hint of that now. “In the tests on our own citizens, especially Shadowers and those who live near the walls, it seems there is an anomalous gene that lies dormant. It is often present in the ill; those with stronger bloodlines don’t die as quickly. It can take years, like my mother.”

      “Bravo,” Matthias applauded sardonically. “Sooner or later it comes for anyone with magic in their blood.”

      “Not in the rest of Briton. There is a medicine, something that treats the illness. People aren’t dying of it in the Wilds,” Marcus interjected. “If the governor would just talk to them… We have been at peace for centuries.”

      “Actaeon sees the illness as a solution, not a problem; a useful aid in cleaning house.” Matthias paused before turning to Devyn for the first time since he entered the cell. “He’ll only be happy when you’re all eradicated.”

      Devyn smiled thinly at Matthias. I felt a pulse in the connection; Devyn wasn’t visibly reacting but he had caught Matthias’s slip as well: he knew Devyn was not a citizen. He knew he was a Briton.

      “Why tell us now? You still have Marcus. Find him a new bride. It would be easily done. Back on course in no time,” Devyn spat.

      “Have you not been listening? They won’t be able to do anything now that his magic has become such public knowledge. But it’s never going to come to that. Marcus won’t live long enough to have children.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      Matthias looked at his son as if he were mentally deficient before continuing in his familiar glacially scathing manner. “Actaeon is the head of the faction that has exterminated all latents identified within the walls for generations in order to ensure the end of magic. You think the verdict of the public vote is anything more than a stay of execution? He will come for you. Calchas may have used the mob to his advantage today, but Actaeon means to end you. Now, in a week, in a month. It is inevitable.”

      Marcus’s shoulders slumped.

      “But you are still my son. I will do what I can to keep you alive.” He cast a lidded sneer at Devyn and me and was gone, the metal door clanging in his wake.

      We were once more in the dark until Marcus repeated his feat of earlier in the evening, after he had grudgingly asked for instruction on how to quench it without burning himself.

      Despite all the new information Matthias had divulged, nobody broke the silence. What use was it to us now? Devyn was condemned, Marcus’s relatively lenient sentence unlikely to stick. And it sounded as if the outcome of my own trial was a foregone conclusion.

      “Shhh. Relax now.” I sat back against Devyn, cocooned in the security of his arms. His hands were in my hair, soothing me, calming the turmoil surging through me. “Hush. The breeze lifts you, the current carries you, the earth holds you, and fire lights the way. Relax, be at one.”

      His odd chant soothed me, and, finally, I slept.
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      I came awake slowly, stiff from lying on the cold stone floor. The awareness of the new day – and my new reality – slowly seeped in. It was a cold, unwelcome reality. Devyn had been sentenced to death. Today we would face the mob once more. My muscles tensed as if bracing against the day, protesting, sore from the waves of adrenaline that had surged and ebbed in response to the previous day’s events. Devyn’s arms were wrapped around me and squeezed a little tighter in response to my awakening.

      I lay there, listening to the sound of my breath and his heartbeat, not wanting to open my eyes to acknowledge the day. I didn’t know how to face a day like today. I was still reeling from the events of yesterday. Devyn had been condemned to death in the arena; that had really happened. Today we would be brought back out to face the city again.

      When I did finally open my eyes, it was to find Marcus’s glacially green ones staring over at us. My stomach whooshed downwards like a lead box falling from a high tower. I did this. I brought him to this.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered when he didn’t break his gaze. I should have got out with Devyn months ago. The night we helped Marina leave the city, we had both been beyond the walls. There had been Britons there to help her; we could have gone with them; it would have been so easy. I was being foolish. I wasn’t ready then, would never have gone, too attached to the comfort and security of my cage.

      Marcus blinked, leaning his head back against the golden stone wall. Our windowless room was still lit by the ball of light he had created the night before.

      “For what?” he asked resignedly.

      For not being his match, for not even being a particularly good friend. All I had done for months and months was lie to him. Like me, Marcus felt alone his whole life; his mother had died when he was very young and his father didn’t really care for him. Being matched with me should have meant that Marcus finally had a person who loved him for himself. Instead, he got a girl ready to throw away all that the city offered at the crook of the little finger of the man in whose arms she now lay… in a cell, where we awaited the completion of the Mete that would send us to our ends.

      I shrugged at my inability to adequately apologise to Marcus.

      “I guess, I’m sorry for everything,” I offered. “Without me, none of this would be happening to you.”

      Devyn stiffened and straightened up, slightly dislodging me.

      “Without you, Cass, he would be dead,” he defended.

      Marcus’s eyes snapped up.

      “Looks like I’ll be dead anyway,” he snarled.

      “And that’s my fault? I’m not swinging the blade here. You are being executed by your friends because they don’t like the blood running in your veins and because you are not one of them. Not really, even though all you’ve ever tried to do is be a good citizen. Help other citizens. They don’t care because ultimately you are not one of them,” Devyn threw back at him. “You never will be.”

      “That’s not true. I used magic, the ultimate crime against the Code.” Marcus sounded tired, resigned, as if overnight he had reconciled himself to his fate and his own part in earning it. “Magic is illegal for a reason.”

      “Is it? What reason is that?” the Briton at my back challenged. “Because they feel threatened by it? Because they can’t control it? Enlighten me.”

      “Is magic the solution to everything in your world?” Marcus returned. “I don’t think so, because magic doesn’t run in everyone’s veins, does it? Magic is held by the few to rule over the many. Control of magic is firmly in the hands of those at the top of your feudal society. The Empire is far more meritocratic. Your life isn’t dictated by the colour of your blood or your skin; the intelligent, the strong, the driven can make something of themselves. Technology is available to all. Magic is not.”

      Devyn’s head went back and he threw his arms wide.

      “This society is a meritocracy? Do you truly believe that, Marcus Plantagenet Courtenay?” He emphasised Marcus’s full name. “You are the single most entitled man on this island. A prince of the city, a prince amongst my people. What do you know of merit?”

      Marcus stood abruptly, furious.

      “My birth is not my fault.” His voice was loud in the small space. “I have done everything in my power to do what I can to help others. And you’re right. What has it got me? My Plantagenet blood is the reason I was matched to a Wilder foundling in order to give them control… over magic. My Courtenay heritage drove me to help my fellow citizens who will spill my blood on the sand for that very help.”

      There was no answer to that. He was right. Devyn didn’t want to like Marcus, but that didn’t mean he had done anything to deserve it. Silence descended on the cell, and Marcus swung away when Devyn had no response for him.

      Eventually, footsteps heralded the arrival of our morning meal and Marcus quenched the light – mentally, this time. When the guard arrived and opened the cell door, he saw our food remained untouched from the night before. Throwing us a sour look, he put some unappetizing porridge on the floor and left immediately, unlike the evening before. He must have clarified his instructions on how to proceed; no dilemma today about whether or not he should leave us in the dark.

      The hours ticked by slowly as we waited for the Mete to reconvene. We sat in silence, contemplating the evening ahead. So far, we had a one-for-two conviction rate with a death sentence. Marcus believed that the city might vote in my favour. I wasn’t so convinced, and if Matthias was to be believed, it wouldn’t matter anyway. Whatever happened out on the sand, there was no future in which Governor Actaeon would allow us to live if he had any say in it. Which of course he did.

      The sentinels came to collect us at the allotted time, tying our hands in front of us – a new precaution against wielding magic, I guessed, now that we had stopped eating their food and thereby consuming the inhibitor they laced it with. Once we were secure, Praetorian Alvar entered the room, his head tilting as he surveyed us with satisfaction.

      “Nice to see you all where you belong.” He smiled his quick, fake smile – or rather, produced the baring of teeth he believed passed for a smile. “I’m informed that you failed to eat the food provided. Such a big day, are you sure you don’t care for it?”

      He pushed the tray towards us with his foot.

      “Too kind,” Marcus answered for us with impeccable manners. “We’re all fine, thank you.”

      Alvar bared his teeth again. “I thought you might say that. No matter.”

      At that, Kasen, Alvar’s ever-present sidekick, entered the room. Despite our current circumstances, I felt oddly relieved to see that Kasen had suffered no repercussions from having lost us the night of the pre-wedding revels. Although, as I now knew, he hadn’t lost us at all. In fact, they had been in the exact right spot outside the wall waiting for us. How had they got there before us if they had been following us? It seemed that Marcus’s defection to our cause hadn’t been as much of a surprise to the authorities as it had to Devyn and me.

      Kasen was carrying a covered tray which he presented to the senior praetorian. Alvar lifted the cover to reveal three syringes, one for each of us. Devyn immediately began to struggle with the guard holding him, and two more guards entered at the commotion. He pulled away from his guard and rushed at the two incoming sentinels but, bound as he was, he was no match for them, and was quickly tackled to the ground where the three of them pinned him down. He made no sound, but his dark glare was filled with hate and defiance as Alvar injected him in the arm through the sleeve of his black shirt.

      “Hold him down,” Alvar instructed as he turned away, and handed a fresh syringe to Kasen before turning to Marcus. “Do I need to invite more guards to join us?”

      In reply, Marcus merely turned his shoulder towards the praetorian who had always been so courteous when he had been on my protection detail. Marcus stood unmoving, staring into the middle distance, as Kasen injected him in his upper arm.

      Kasen picked up the last syringe and made his way to me. Devyn started to struggle against the guards who held him down. Alvar crossed the cell and kicked him in the stomach with his heavy boots. I felt the pain caused by the blow and whimpered.

      “Wild animals will not be tolerated in the city, dog,” he said, kicking Devyn a second time before he had managed to gain his breath from the first blow. I folded over at the second blow.

      Turning, Alvar found Marcus now standing in front of me. He quirked a brow at my protector.

      “Marcus, it’s fine. I’m fine,” I said, though I had backed myself up against the wall. Marcus ground his teeth and stood aside, letting Alvar pass.

      “Donna Shelton.” Alvar nodded to me as he pushed the syringe into my upper arm. I winced at the stinging sensation caused by the liquid as it made its way under my skin. My fears were quickly confirmed; it was indeed the inhibitor. I had started to recognise the difference in myself when it was in my bloodstream; the world felt a little less raw, my senses were just a little duller than they had been moments earlier. Perhaps, given the next hour or so, that was no bad thing.

      Alvar nodded at the guards holding Devyn on the ground and they let go of him before hauling him to his feet. His eyes met mine, asking if I was all right. I nodded slightly, sending a reassuring pulse through our bond which seemed unaffected by the drug. Job completed, they untied our hands and started to march us to the door.

      “No masks?” I asked Alvar, surprised.

      “No,” he replied shortly.

      This was a considerable change in protocol. Nobody was ever brought into the arena unmasked; it was the way it had been for centuries. Calchas must not want a repeat of yesterday; Marcus’s friends identifying him before the vote had caused uproar yesterday. It wouldn’t take a genius watching my reel to figure out that the girl whose identity was obscured, the one standing beside Marcus Courtenay on the sands and accused of crimes not dissimilar to his, was his bride.

      Making our way out to the arena for the second time was no less intimidating. If anything, the thunderous pounding was louder tonight. I felt weighed down by the thousands of eyes that stared down at us as we entered the arena. Behind my mask, I had known they were there, but it had made me focus on myself and on the hands that held mine. Now, my head bared, my face revealed, I felt the accusing stares, the appalled gasps, the whispering of the crowd as they conveyed their shock at my identity and speculated on my offences. Thousands in the arena, hundreds more in the balconies above, and in homes throughout Londinium, the entire city watched as I made my way across the sands. I looked around me,. Rows upon rows of faceless, nameless citizens salivated at the prospect of seeing my offences. My eyes flicked to the area at the side of the arena reserved for relatives and witnesses of the accused. Empty. No sign of my parents. Had they so easily washed their hands of me? I thought of Anna who served our family faithfully for years. Had they turned up when she was brought here to be judged and executed? Or had she meant as little to them as the girl they raised as a daughter? Had they turned their backs and publicly refused to support her by not turning up? Had no one turned up for me? I felt a wave of emotion from Devyn. I closed my eyes to savour it. The bond between us was vibrant with his strength, his belief in my ability to survive, and his admiration for who I was. I didn’t need anyone else. I had Devyn. I would always have Devyn. Even when he had believed me dead, he had been there for me, risking everything to come and find me; against all evidence he believed in me. I could do this.

      We stood in the late autumn sunshine, awaiting the council, which was another change in protocol. Typically, the council arrived first, events began, and the accused were the last to be brought in. The warm, soft light streamed down, turning everything golden. I looked at the proud, defiant profiles of the men standing each side of me. Devyn’s dark curls waved in the breeze which swirled around the arena and his dark eyes stared straight ahead while his high cheekbones were accented by the play of the sunlight on his face. Marcus’s chestnut hair was as impeccable as ever, and his green eyes caught mine, warmed, and told me to be strong. I smiled in return, looking around to see the last of the council taking their places as the praetor and the governor arrived and stood at the front of the balcony.

      The governor and the praetor stepped forwards together.

      “Friends, Romans, citizens,” the Governor greeted as usual. “For two thousand years we have convened here to mete out the justice of the city. We are the first and last defence of the Empire. The walls keep us safe but the Code keeps us strong. Yesterday saw the trial of a young man who should have been the best of us. He has failed. We, in turn, showed him mercy he did not deserve. He failed us. He failed the Code.”

      A ripple ran through the arena. What was happening?

      “We cannot let this stand. He used magic within the walls. He undermined everything we are and everything the Empire is. We thereby have decided to adjust his sentence to that meted out in all such cases. Death by fire.”

      I gripped Marcus’s hand tightly. Matthias had been right. The crowd was silent, stunned by the unprecedented move. The governor had ignored the city’s vote for clemency and overruled the sentence of the praetor.

      “In the Code we are one.”

      The crowd returned, “We are one in the Code.”

      Today, nobody objected. The pandemonium, the division of the night before, had been quieted by the age-old response, the reminder that our unity as a province, as a city, was stronger if we were united as one under the law and customs of our Code. Their Code. Not mine; I was no longer protected or bound by the Code.

      Calchas stepped forwards and raised his hands to quiet the cheering of the crowd.

      “Citizens, welcome. Today you are returned to this special Mete to bear judgement on the last of these accused. We have dispensed with anonymity here today as it is our belief that you have a right to know when a fellow citizen has grievously and repeatedly broken the laws of our city. Cassandra Shelton has taken all the blessings bestowed upon her and thrown them back in our faces. For this, you have the right to look in her eyes and see her shame when you bear witness. She has forfeited the right granted to citizens by thus offending you all so mightily.”

      Woah, talk about leading the vote. By revealing my face and allowing the mob time to absorb my identity, Calchas ensured the result would not be fractured by any reflex of mercy that a late revelation of my well-known face and name might grant me, as it had for Marcus the previous day. Denying me anonymity as a privilege of which I was no longer worthy, he was making sure that the very fact that I was known to these people was proof that I had thrown all the privileges of my station and their good wishes in their faces.

      He turned to gaze down his nose at me where I stood on the sands before him.

      “Cassandra Shelton, you are accused of crimes across the spectrum, of aiding the Codebreaker Oban, assisting in his escape and that of his sister, a magic user. You have also betrayed your handfast by having sex outside of wedlock. You concealed and aided a hunted Codebreaker and, with him, attempted to escape justice, not once but twice. You persuaded an innocent citizen to aid you, for which they lost their life. And through the wilful use of magic, you destroyed citizen property in Richmond. How do you plead?”

      I reeled from the list of offences of which I was accused. The crowd had reacted with increasing volume as Calchas dropped each one into the silence on which he insisted before continuing. By the end, the crowd were a seething morass of jeers with vile names being thrown down upon me from all sides. Calchas had staged it well; there was no need to go to a public vote
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