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        Castle Manoeuvre

        Sera is imprisoned, magic-less, alone… or is she?

      

      

      Seraphina Winyard’s curiosity is finally satisfied about the Repository of Forgotten Things. Just not in the manner she expected. While she staves off boredom confined in her cell, Lord Rowan finally reveals his hideous plan, and Sera is not having any of it.

      The shadow of the old mage’s conspiracy is cast over all of England—reaching even King George. Sera holds the key to unravelling the web of treachery, but first, she must escape her magical confinement and rekindle her trapped powers. From the depths of the Repository, she weaves a tapestry of friendship and loyalty with unlikely allies.

      With every passing day, the stakes grow higher, but time is running out for both England and Sera. The fate of the kingdom rests in her hands. The time for her to rise and claim her destiny is now. Only by escaping the Repository and unlocking the full potential of her magic can Sera hope to secure her own freedom—and rewrite the fate of a nation.
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      Seraphina Winyard woke with a start—as though someone had thrown a bucket of cold water over her. Gasping, she sat upright, flung her hands out with palms forward, and commanded her magic to strike out at her tormentor with a bucket of lukewarm pudding.

      Except her gift did not respond.

      Memories struggled through the thick honey in her mind, her thoughts muddled and confused. Lord Rowan had brewed the poison that killed her guardian, Lord Branvale. Lady Abigail Crawley had delivered it to Branvale’s valet. And at last, Abigail’s song and the potion had poisoned Sera, too.

      Abigail, her friend, had… betrayed her.

      Only now did Sera consider her surroundings. She sat on a narrow bed in a prison cell, its mattress thin and hard under her. Three walls were thick, grey stone blocks. The fourth was made of iron bars. One of the stone walls had a gap about a foot wide, as though the builder had run out of stone. The space was filled with the same iron bars that formed the front of her cell, and it allowed her a view into the next cell. Her prison contained a small table with a single chair pushed up against the wall opposite the bed. A side table stood against the stone opposite the door and beside the bed. On top of it, a pitcher and ewer. Next to those was a stack of books. A rectangular rug of a muddy brown and green covered most of the cold floor.

      “The Repository of Forgotten Things,” she whispered as she rose.

      With one hand on the chill stone, Sera closed her eyes and searched her body for any trace of her magic. Her limbs were leaden and ordinary, but she refused to give up. When her traitorous friend had leaned close, she’d let slip one important piece of information. The spell brewed by the old mage hadn’t removed Sera’s magic like a physician with a scalpel, cutting out rot. Abigail had whispered that Sera’s magic was in hibernation. It still dwelt inside her. Somewhere. But it slept.

      All she had to do was wake it up, and she could escape.

      Sera let her mind wander through every pathway of her being, searching for anything that seemed out of place. After what seemed like an eternity of scouring her entire body—and trying not to panic—at last, Sera found the tiny spark. Slumbering deep at her very core, it emitted only the faintest glow to reassure her it was still alive and unharmed. No matter how hard she tried to summon it, her magic remained curled upon itself and unable to answer her command.

      Opening her eyes, sweat beaded on her forehead, and her legs wobbled from exertion. Sera staggered to the table and let her body drop into the chair, her head in her hands as she staved off a wave of despair. Minute by minute, the shaking in her limbs ceased and her breath came more easily to her lungs.

      How long was I unconscious? It could have been an hour or a year.

      “Elliot!” She called her footman’s name. Her last memory was of him fighting off three large men in the hallway of her Soho home. Was he unharmed? And what of Vicky, her maid, and Rosie, the cook? Worry clawed through her, along with a steely resolution.

      Abigail and Lord Rowan would pay for what they had done. Once she escaped the grey prison.

      Sera paced to the bars and wrapped her hands around them. She tugged, not expecting them to give, but you never knew. Pressing her face to the metal, she peered in both directions. A short, wide corridor ran in front of a row of cells. One end stopped at a stone wall, the other at a closed metal door.

      A series of wheezing noises from the adjoining cell drew her attention. Turning, Sera crept close to the foot of her bed and stared into the next space, between the bars they shared. Her companion occupied a room with no furnishings—was even deprived of a bed. Instead, a stone platform jutted out from one wall, a worn blanket balled up at one end. A figure curled upon itself on the hard stone, their back to Sera.

      An extremely hairy back. That might explain why they weren’t using the blanket at their feet. Nature had provided its own.

      There was something about the size, shape, and volume of snoring that made Sera think the other resident was male. Although they would need to be awake and chatty for her to confirm that assumption.

      “Hello, I’m Sera, your new neighbour,” she called. While it was rude to wake the sleeper, they might know vital information about their prison, and she didn’t want to sit around all day waiting for them to finish their nap.

      Curiosity nibbled at her about the other person. From what little she knew, the Repository held dangerous supernatural inmates. The person asleep on the bench was either a mage, an aftermage, or an Unnatural. Since there were no missing mages apart from herself, they must belong to one of the latter two categories.

      Just as she began to wonder if they were so soundly asleep that they hadn’t heard her, the shape made a grunt and twisted their body off the bench.

      Sera took a half-step backwards at the visage that stared at her. From his naked form, her fellow inmate was indeed male. His face was elongated into a snout. Jagged, protracted teeth in a prominent jaw, lips pulled back in a snarl. Long fur, in a mix of deep grey and black, covered patches of his arms and chest. When he raised his hands, they ended in thick, furry fingers with a yellow claw. His ears curved upwards, terminating in a small tuft, and jutted through a tangle of dark hair that fell to his shoulders.

      The creature lunged at the bars in a fluid leap that took him from the bench to their shared wall in an instant. Grasping one bar, he stretched the other hand into Sera’s cell and lashed out. Scratching, seeking, trying to catch her. All the while, his snout was pressed to the bars, and he snarled and whined.

      The creature emitted an odour like an open grave when the lid had been left off the casket under a summer sun. Unwashed skin, unwashed hair, unwashed body, unwashed whatever was trapped under his yellow claws. He smelled like he was rotting away.

      Instinctively, she had jumped back and out of reach, and thrown up her hands to create a shield. Panic spread through her when no magic pooled in her palms. Her hands were simply flesh, easily torn by the long claws of the creature.

      Lowering her hands, and from the safety of distance, Sera examined him. He had a sharp, angular face with a defined jaw and a high forehead. But his gaze unnerved her. With slightly tilted eyes ringed by shadows, his pale grey stare seemed to penetrate her with an intensity that could peel back the layers of her soul. He was tall. As tall as Hugh, should the physician have been close by for comparison. But this person was of a wiry construction.

      “I am sorry I disturbed your sleep. I am trapped, just like you,” she whispered as the creature switched arms and continued to lash out at her.

      The high-pitched snarling turned to a more guttural growl of frustration. After several minutes of venting his rage on the thick bars, the fellow glared at her and whined.

      Reassured the bars wouldn’t give way, Sera took a cautious step forward. “I cannot help you. I am sorry.”

      He snorted and stalked back to the bench, where once again he curled up facing the stone wall. Ignoring her entirely.

      Apparently, there would be no deep conversations with her neighbour about their mutual plight and how they might escape. Which meant she was alone.

      And cut off from her magic.

      A wave of despair crashed over her, and she crumpled to the floor. With her back to the bars, Sera drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. A single sob escaped her chest at her hopeless situation. How could she have been so stupid as to trust Abigail?

      With her eyes closed, Sera dissected her relationship with the other woman and the warning signs she had overlooked. What had made her continue to seek the other woman’s friendship and approval? Only one word appeared in her mind. Desperation.

      “You’ve been a fool, Seraphina Winyard,” she whispered.

      Desperate for family, for friendship, for approval, she had ignored the tingle that always kept a distance between her and Abigail. Yet as she compared one relationship to another, she realised no such barrier had ever existed with Kitty. True friendship didn’t have terms and conditions attached. And if anyone was going to impose those, it would have been the sharp-minded Kitty.

      A friend supported you, celebrated your achievements, lifted you up, or smacked you on the back of the head when you needed it. Thinking of her dear friend, pragmatism swooped down like a kestrel intent on snatching a mouse from the grass.

      “You are not alone,” Sera murmured.

      Elliot would have raised the alarm. Even now, Kitty and Hugh would be ensuring her staff were unharmed and plotting how to find her.

      “Well, I always wanted to see the Repository—just not like this.” Sera picked herself up and, with nothing else to do, examined her surroundings.

      She peered beyond her cell. The forbidding door at one end of the corridor was dotted with metal rivets in an unusual pattern and had cast-iron hinges bigger than her hands. The doorway was large enough to allow access for a gargoyle in stone form, without their having to duck. Sera estimated there were four cells in the row. Only two seemed occupied. The wall opposite ran uninterrupted, without a single window.

      She lifted the rug to examine the slates. None were loose, nor were there any trap doors. Next, she peered under the bed and found a chamber pot. The drawer in the side table contained a stash of paper and an ink set. The provided books were Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift, Evelina by Frances Burney, and a book on Greek mythology. Was there a subtle message in the choice of Evelina, and its tale of an illegitimate young woman who learned to navigate society’s treacherous waters? Putting aside the books, she rapped on every stone. Then she tugged on each bar and examined the lock holding the door closed.

      Periodically, she peered through the bars of the shared wall, but no response came from her companion. Nor any noise. So he was either awake and listening, or not yet so deeply asleep that he snored.

      Having finished her inspection and with nothing else to do, she picked up Gulliver’s Travels and sat at the small square table. Flicking the pages, she couldn’t concentrate enough to read, so she studied the illustrations instead. She was tracing the depiction of the enormous man pinned to the ground by hundreds of ropes when the metal door clanged.

      Footsteps rang on the slate. A surge of worry mixed with excitement swirled inside her. Who could it be? Abigail with a profuse apology or Lord Ormsby to gloat?

      An old man appeared on the other side of the bars, balancing two trays, one on top of the other. With thinning grey hair and a narrow frame, he squinted at her as though he had forgotten his spectacles—or had never owned any. Deep wrinkles pulled his skin down and his hands were gnarled with age and twisted by arthritis. He placed both trays on the ground and picked up the top one, which held an uncovered bowl. Removing the bowl from the tray, he slid it under the bars of her companion’s cell. Then he picked up the second tray, which held a plate covered by a tin dome, a small teapot, and a saucerless cup, and approached her cell.

      “Good day, Lady Winyard. I am Jerome Parr, caretaker of the Repository.” He stooped and slid the tray under a gap in the bars. The short, fat teapot was the exact height to pass underneath. Then he stepped backwards to stand equidistant between the opposite wall and her bars, as though he didn’t dare venture too close.

      Sera eyed the tray and her stomach rumbled, making her wonder again how long she had been asleep. She held her fear and anxiety under a tight rein and straightened her spine. “There seems to be some sort of mistake with my accommodation. I asked for a room with a garden view and a fireplace.”

      “I am sorry, but Lord Rowan was most insistent that you be kept here. At least initially. These cells can be rather cold and dreary, unfortunately.” He spread his hands wide in a gesture that resembled a shrug.

      “Initially? Let me guess—if I am a good girl and do whatever he requests, my situation will improve?” She picked up the tray and deposited it on the table.

      An apologetic smile flashed across Jerome’s narrow face. “Yes.”

      “Why am I being held here against my will? I demand you release me immediately.” But she knew why. Despite his advanced years, Lord Rowan could act like a petulant child. What control did he wield that so many did his bidding without question? He was retired, and no longer sat on the Mage Council.

      “I cannot do that. I must follow my orders.” His gaze wandered to the adjoining cell, where the inmate made slurping noises as he consumed his meal.

      “I have not committed any crime. How can I be imprisoned without due process? I demand to be allowed to consult with my solicitor. Where is our English justice?” How could a person be snatched from their home and hidden away, and society turn a blind eye? Frustration and anger bubbled under her skin. At the very least, she should be allowed to consult with Mr Napier to argue for her freedom.

      Jerome shuffled from foot to foot but did not answer.

      Sera stalked back to the bars. “I am no criminal, Mr Parr. My only transgression, apparently, is to be a headstrong woman who refuses to be the chattel of a man. I am hardly the only such woman in society. Will we all be imprisoned here for being… troublesome?”

      “I am sorry, Lady Winyard. I am following the orders of Lord Rowan.” Jerome glanced at her, then dropped his gaze to the toes of his boots.

      “Lord Rowan is not the Speaker of the Mage Council. What has Lord Ormsby to say about my imprisonment?” As soon as she said the words, a short hysterical laugh burst from her throat, and she slapped a hand over her mouth. The Speaker would most likely be delighted to discover that the thorn in his side had been removed and would bother him no more.

      Jerome’s lips thinned. “The mandate concerning your imprisonment does not come from Lord Ormsby, but from the king himself.”

      That knocked the argument out of her. “The king? There must be some mistake. King George loves my entertainments.”

      He shook his head. “The king’s edict states that you pose a threat to the common people and need to be sequestered until it is decided what to do with you.”

      So that was how Lord Rowan worked. He pulled the strings of their monarch. “Write to Queen Charlotte, please. This is all a horrible mistake.” The common sense of the queen would prevail.

      Jerome drew himself up and inhaled, on the brink of refusing her request, no doubt, when his expression softened. “Very well. I can see no harm in that. I shall seek the advice of the queen in this matter. I am sure it will be resolved in due course, milady.”

      “Am I at least allowed some time outside each day?” Even prisoners could walk the perimeter of the grounds, to exercise for an hour or so each day.

      Jerome remained silent.

      Fear bounced around inside Sera, and she struggled to keep it under control. What if she never left this cell? Would she grow old and die without ever again feeling the sun on her face? Her eyes burned with unshed tears at the thought of never talking to Kitty again or feeling Hugh’s caress. She drew a shuddering breath.

      She waved an arm at the grey stone surrounding her. “How am I to know when to sleep and when to rise, if I cannot see the sun or moon?”

      “You will find your own rhythm in this place, and I will provide breakfast when I am alerted that you are awake,” the caretaker said. “Supper will be some twelve hours after that.”

      “What am I to do to pass the hours?” Now the panic began to take control of her limbs. Day after mind-numbing day trapped in the cell. Cut off from her magic and Mother Nature and with nothing to do. Insanity beckoned like a bright light on the horizon.

      “I am instructed to supply you with books, paints, or needlework⁠—”

      “Needlework?” Sera repeated in a mortified tone. Did Lord Rowan seriously expect her to spend her life in a cell doing needlework? The only thing she would use embroidery scissors for would be to dig a tunnel out—or stab him in the eye.

      “I shall return after you have had your supper. You must be hungry.” He turned to leave.

      “Mr Parr, wait! How long was I unconscious?” Without her connection to the earth or a glimpse out a window, she struggled to know how much time had elapsed since Abigail had sung her poisonous lullaby. Had it been a few hours or a day?

      A sad smile flitted across Jerome’s face. “Long enough to be hungry, milady.”
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      Sera didn’t want the caretaker to go and leave her alone with the creature next door. Wracking her brain, she grabbed hold of the first thing she might ask to make him stay a little longer.

      “My companion… what is wrong with him? He does not seem to talk.” She gestured to the next cell.

      The sad expression returned to Jerome’s face. “I fear his mind is too far gone for him to offer any sort of companionship. I call him Lionel. I don’t know if that is his actual name, but it is what I settled upon.”

      “What is he? He is not quite a man and not quite… a wild creature.” There was something canine mixed in there, of that she was certain. He seemed far too dishevelled to have any whiff of the feline about him, and Sera assumed he was some classification of Unnatural with which she was unfamiliar. Possibly one whose natural habitat was a midden pit.

      Jerome turned in the creature’s direction. “Lionel is a lycanthrope.”

      “Lionel the lycanthrope?” Sera hoped she had misheard.

      Jerome cast his eyes downward. “He came to us without a name. Initially, I called him Mr Lycanthrope, but over time, it became quite tiresome and far too formal. So, I started calling him Lionel, and he has not objected.”

      “But he doesn’t look like any lycanthrope I have seen in books.” The men who could change into wolves were gifted an incredible physique in their human form. Sera felt sorry for Lionel. And for herself, since he was the first wolf shifter of her acquaintance. That made her ponder if Walter the werewolf would have been a better name or worse.

      “Poor devil is stuck between forms, except in certain circumstances. He only ever returns to his full human form in the deepest of sleep, when he completely relaxes.” Jerome’s gaze darted sideways, as though he was uncomfortable discussing Lionel in the lycanthrope’s hearing.

      The slurping noises ended, followed by a clack as the wooden bowl skidded along the ground and came to rest at Jerome’s feet. The caretaker picked it up and held it in both hands. He rubbed its smooth wood with his thumbs. “When I bring his meal is one of the few moments where he will let me get close enough without snarling or trying to attack me.”

      How miserable Lionel must be, all alone in his cell like that, without much human contact or understanding of what was happening around him.

      “Does he ever shift into his wolf form?” Today seemed to be the day for fascinating discoveries. Not only had Sera seen the Repository, but here was her opportunity to study a lycanthrope as well. Hugh would be jealous.

      “Yes. When he’s very angry, and under a full moon. But don’t worry, the bars hold him.” Jerome was growing more animated on the topic.

      “He’s not much of a conversationalist.” Sera would use the paper in the drawer to record her observations for Hugh. It would give her something to do and keep her mind from dwelling on her fate. Perhaps there might even be a way to help Lionel.

      A frown further wrinkled Jerome’s already deeply carved forehead. “No, but he can talk. Over the years, a few words have passed between us. I think it takes rather a lot of effort for him in his current state. Or he simply might not have anything to say.”

      Over the years. Sera plucked questions from her mind, both to avoid thinking of such a horror and to delay the caretaker’s leaving. “Is he imprisoned here because he cannot control his shift back into a man, to enable him to walk the streets of London undetected?”

      Sadness filled Jerome’s watery eyes. “No. He’s here because he terrorised a village in Suffolk and killed three people before he was captured.”

      “Oh.” He deserved his fate, then. Unlike herself.

      “Enjoy your dinner, milady. I shall return.” Jerome nodded and retreated before she could bombard him with more questions.

      Sera turned back to her tray. Lifting the tin lid revealed a hearty, if somewhat plain, stew and two slices of buttered bread. The squat teapot contained a rather ordinary tea to which someone had already added milk. What sort of monster poured milk into the teapot? That small action of disdain made it clear she was no house guest.

      Her stomach ceased its complaints once she had eaten. The stew contained an unknown meat and plenty of vegetables in rich gravy. The only compliment she could bestow on the tea was that it was hot.

      Sera pushed the empty tray back under the bars and wandered her confines. It took only five strides to cross from one side of the cell to the other. Back and forth she paced, her arms wrapped so tightly around her that she could feel her fingernails biting into her palms and see her knuckles turn white. As her heels connected with the stone floor, the impact sent tingles up her legs and pinged along her spine.

      Even though she had eaten, a hollowness lay at her core. The magic that had once flooded every part of her with warmth and light was trapped in its own prison.

      Fear tried to invade her mind. What if I’m never able to free my gift?

      No. She refused to contemplate a future without the tiniest spark of magic. She would prevail. Somehow.

      She continued to pace. There had to be a way to break out of this place or a way to restore her magic so that she could escape. But how? No longer was she a powerful mage, but an ordinary woman of no special abilities.

      Back and forth she walked, trying to make herself fatigued enough to enable sleep. How many turns before the bars would it take to wear a groove in the slate floor? When her body and mind grew numb, she retreated to the cot. Sera propped the pillow up sideways behind her and nestled into the corner. Then she tucked the woollen blanket around her legs.

      Once she’d made herself as comfortable as possible, she closed her eyes and set about examining the binding that had driven her gift into hibernation. What cunning spell had Abigail and her grandfather concocted? The potion that had put her to sleep had worn off. So why did its effects continue to hold her power captive?

      It reassured Sera that a spark of her magic still remained inside her. If she had searched and found only an empty void, it would have driven her into a nightmarish despair. It was one thing to choose not to use her gift, but another entirely to have it forcibly excised from her body, thus depriving her of it forever.

      In her mind, she cupped the seed and blew upon it, testing for any reaction. Turning it this way and that, she slowly let Lord Rowan’s casting seep into her skin. Once she understood how the old mage had imprisoned her magic, she could unravel his spell. Like her body, her gift dwelt in a prison that at first glance seemed impossible to escape. When she freed one part of herself, she would have the resources to free the remainder.

      While she held tight to the determination that she would ultimately win, she was growing a little tired of having to constantly free herself from ensorcelled shackles.

      When she grew mentally fatigued from the minute examination of the spell, Sera reached for Evelina. She wondered again if the choice of reading material was a coded message from her former friend Abigail. The tale was one of a young woman of ambitious social standing who attracts unwanted attention and is the cause of much speculation in society.

      Her reading was occasionally interrupted by snarls and howls from Lionel. The thuds and rattles came from his hurling himself at the bars. While Jerome had assured her that they were strong enough to hold the mad shifter, he wasn’t the one stuck next to the creature. A moment of vulnerability washed over her. No longer was she England’s most powerful mage, able to defeat any assailant with a wave of the hand. She was now an ordinary woman with only her wits and what strength she possessed in her frame to defend herself.

      Settling down in her bed and pulling the blanket over her shoulders, Sera spent the time before she fell asleep determining what weapons could be improvised from the contents of her cell. In the end, she decided that if Lionel broke through the iron bars, she would smash the chamberpot over his head.

      When Sera woke, the tray was gone from outside her cell and a new one awaited her. The pitcher on the side table held fresh water, and the chamber pot had been emptied. After performing her ablutions, she fetched the tray. Glancing into the next cell, she found Lionel on his side facing her and watching with his pale gaze.

      “Hello.” Should she say good morning or good afternoon? She would ask Jerome for a clock, to mark the passage of time. Although that conjured an image of her going insane as she listened to its tick-tock for years and years.

      Lionel blinked but didn’t return the greeting.

      “I never thought I would miss Elliot and his chatter,” she muttered as she took her tray to the table.

      Under the cover was a bowl of steaming porridge. A small jug of cream sat next to a plate holding a pat of butter. The same squat pot contained the same milky tea.

      “Good morning, then.” Sera ate and drank without enjoyment, her thoughts focused more on her current predicament than on the flavour of the meal.

      It had been afternoon when Abigail had poisoned her tea and sung the lullaby. By Sera’s reckoning, that had been only the day before.

      If Lord Rowan planned to hold her for any length of time, she would insist on the addition of a wardrobe to her room and a bath. Or was she expected to become a wild, naked creature like her neighbour?

      After breakfast, Sera slid the tray back under the bars and paced. Her skin itched at being confined to a single room. Even under the strict governance of Lord Branvale, she had been allowed to prowl the garden, climb trees, and sit on the grass. How did ordinary people in ordinary prisons face each day?

      She decided there must be two types of prisoners. Those who bowed their heads and retreated into their minds to shuffle through each day. And those who would try anything to escape the unrelenting boredom and the walls that held them. Deciding she was cut from the latter kind of cloth; Sera retrieved her spoon from the tray.

      She settled cross-legged on the cold floor and ran her thumb over the metal spoon. She still had two hands, and if she had to, she would dig a tunnel with the modest utensil and escape that way. Although she rather hoped Kitty and Hugh would mount a rescue long before she dug a usable tunnel.

      She had decided to try to chip away at the stones behind her side table, in the vain hope that it would lead her to freedom. The stone was harder than she expected, but as she pushed away chips of granite with each strike of her tiny shovel, she imagined herself a miner trying to dig for gold.

      She allowed herself a smile at that thought before focusing on her task. The chips of rock felt oddly satisfying beneath her fingertips as she worked. Then again, anything was better than sitting still in this little cell.

      When her fingers cramped, she tossed the spoon back on the tray and picked up a book instead. Retreating to the bed, she tucked the blanket around her chilled legs and read. She found solace in the stories, grateful for a source of distraction from what might otherwise be an unbearable wait. Time passed until the words swam on the page and her eyes had trouble focusing.
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        * * *

      

      With no way to mark the passage of the hours, Sera didn’t know whether days rolled by outside or she was frozen in time. Boredom piled up in her mind, like grains of sand being pushed in under a door by a strong wind. At first, she brushed it away, but as the mound grew, it dragged at her every step.

      If a plant were removed from sunlight, fresh air, and the healing touch of rain, it would fail to thrive. Then it would curl in upon itself, its leaves turning brown and withering. If not rescued in time and nurtured back to health, the plant would die.

      Sera was that neglected house plant shoved in a dark, windowless cupboard. A chill invaded her bones that refused to budge and, more and more, she curled up under the blanket, trying to get warm. What wouldn’t she do for a cheerful fire! At least the flames would have offered her companionship. Each time she woke, it became harder to throw off the blanket and swing her feet to the floor.

      Her attempts at escape with the spoon had grown feeble, her movements sluggish as if weighed down by an invisible force. When she tried to lose herself in memories of happier times, it only served to highlight the hopelessness of her situation. A fresh wave of despair threatened to overtake her each time such thoughts crossed her mind.

      Unable to distinguish night from day, worries gnawed at her. Where were her friends? Had they all abandoned her to her fate? Had Queen Charlotte written back to Jerome?

      Every time Jerome slid a tray under the bars, he shook his head when she asked if there was any news.

      The sand in her mind filled every space with a crushing presence until it could hold no more. Then it overflowed, pouring into her limbs. Every part of her became leaden with it. Then her tears of frustration turned the sand damp and dark. The point came when she could no longer bear the weight of it all and it dragged her under. Pulling the blanket over her head, Sera turned her face to the wall and wept.

      For minutes, hours, days, she remained buried under the heaviness of her despair. Sobbing for all she would never do and the unfairness of life.

      “Lady Winyard?” Jerome’s voice called to her, and she ignored it.

      Feet shuffled; the door clanged. Lionel let out a howl. Did that mean it was evening, and he bayed at an unseen moon?

      To her fuddled mind, at least a dozen more times Jerome stood at the bars and tried to rouse her. She remained motionless under her blanket, her breathing heavy and laboured as if restricted by invisible shackles. Let him shout. She would not be moved. What was the point? Her mind baulked at spending the rest of her days confined to this stone cell. Better to end it now than to go mad.

      “Lady Winyard? I really think you should get up.” Yet again, Jerome tried to lure her from under the comforting blanket.

      “Go away!” she yelled and pulled the woollen cover more tightly around her.

      “Very well, milady. But Lord Rowan is on his way, and I thought perhaps you’d rather he didn’t see you like this.”

      Sera’s breath caught in her throat. Her mind struggled to surface from its hibernation. “Lord Rowan?”

      “Yes. He is perhaps an hour away.”

      Lionel snarled, as though he also knew the name.

      Sera pushed the blanket down and stared at the ceiling. Finally, inch by inch, she stirred. She sat up with difficulty, her movements slow, as though she battled a strong current, her body aching from the lethargy of her despair.

      There was woefully little she could do given her current circumstances. The old mage probably thought to find her exactly as she was—mired in despair and desperate for freedom. A condition that would render her malleable and agreeable to whatever he proposed.

      A snort burst from her.

      As if she would ever give him the satisfaction. He thought he was in control and wielding all the power, but he had much to learn about troublesome women. She might be bereft of her magic, but he hadn’t stolen her intelligence.

      Mentally, she dragged herself out of the mire she had created and shook herself free. She most probably looked a fright, and her cheek was stiff with the salt of her dried tears. She would need all her wits about her for the verbal duel ahead.

      “I need coffee, Mr Parr. A rather potent brew, if you would be so obliging.” Rubbing the heels of her palms against her eyes, Sera lowered her feet to the floor. Her body protested the movement. Muscles only now waking up needed to stretch.

      For how long had she allowed fear and despair to rule her mind? A few days, perhaps?

      “Of course. I shall bring you something to eat as well. There is fresh water for you to wash with, and I found a brush for your hair.” He waved at the side table, then hurried away.

      Sera stripped to her chemise and washed her arms, legs, and face, rubbing at her flesh with a cloth soaked in the cold water. That alone did much to revive her senses. By the time Jerome returned with the aromatic coffee and a bowl of hot porridge, she was lacing herself back into her gown. The brush did a serviceable job on her tangled hair, but only Vicky’s magic touch would tame all the snarls. Then she divided it roughly into thirds and made a thick plait, knotting the end on itself to stop the braid from unravelling.

      Seated at her small table, Sera picked up the teapot and poured a thick, dark brew into the cup. She took a sip and screwed up her face. It was bitter and strong and blew through her brain like a gusty blast. As horrid as it was, the coffee scoured away the last of the sand clogging her thoughts.
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