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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Mr. Talisman series.
      

      

      Prince Henry is in desperate need of a weak witch. He thinks he's found one in the excessively nervous, mousy Birdie.

      He is mistaken.

      Birdie is one of the most powerful witches in the land. She's on the run from Mr. Talisman, a man relentlessly hunting her for her power.

      When the roguish Henry indentures Birdie in an ancient magical practice, binding her to his side, the fool has no idea what he's getting into. Now he will be pulled into a tale far darker than his own by a witch who could run circles around him.

      They will have to fight through dangerous plots, dark magic, and foul creatures. There will be only one way to survive - together. And soon the cad of a prince will realize there's no other way he'd have it.
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    Mr. Talisman Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Henry Mannets

    He sat against the plush leather back of the train seat, considered his primary confidant and butler, Mr. Farrier, and pinched the bridge of his nose.

    Henry had an awful lot to pinch the bridge of his nose about. An awful lot of troubles.

    There were so many, in fact, that he’d never be able to get away from them. Regardless of how much newfangled steam-operated transportation he caught, regardless of where he ran, and regardless of who he found to help him.

    For some souls are damned. As that thought crept its way across the back of his neck, he grabbed it with a rough, hard hand that hardly belonged to a prince.

    It was always best to keep his identity under wraps. When he could.

    Mr. Farrier simply looked at Henry, a concerned look crumpling his hard brow. The man had leathery, tight skin. A leftover from too many years spent outside in the sun, just beyond the palace walls, waiting for the many guests and dignitaries who came to pay respects to the kingdom.

    Respects on the surface, shall we say.

    Henry was hardly a prince of a prosperous, powerful kingdom. He was the prince of a small, almost irrelevant country that was soon to be swept up in the tides of change hurtling around the world at a rate of knots.

    Technology. It was a word Henry had said for most of his life. It was still a word that sounded and felt disgusting to him as if he’d just dipped his tongue into acid then tar for good measure.

    If it were up to Henry, he would stick with magic.

    For Henry was awfully good at it.

    As he let his fingers soothe the back of his troubled neck now, he cast a quick calming spell. It zipped along his short nails, down the side of his pristine white silk shirt, and across his vertebra. It was like a small massage. It calmed him. For approximately two seconds. Then the same troubles that always besieged him returned.

    They felt like an actual army. But they didn’t need to be an army. His cousin was far too efficient for that.

    Dear Cousin Patrick Mannets wouldn’t send an entire armada. He’d send an assassin or two. Then, soon enough, Henry would become a footnote in his small kingdom’s history. A particularly bloody one. It didn’t matter how many trains he boarded, how many dirigibles too. Patrick would come. Just not in person.

    “Don’t look like that, Sir. We’ll get out of here. I promise you. I have my men canvassing the train. We’ll find one.”

    “Oh, yes. An untalented witch. Plan #235,” Henry said as, whimsical on the outside but rather defeated within, he twisted his head back and stared at the roof of the carriage.

    He’d paid for first class. It had cost him one of his diamond waistcoat buttons. He had three left.

    No matter. He would likely be dead by the time he ran out of his rather meager fortune.

    Unless, of course, plan #235 worked. He very much doubted it.

    “Remind me again why we need an untalented witch?” Mr. Farrier asked.

    “A decoy. We will dress her up, show her the part, and make my cousin think that she’s extremely powerful. Then maybe, just maybe, he’ll leave me alone. Maybe he’ll go after her instead. There isn’t anything Cousin Patrick wouldn’t do for a powerful witch.”

    Henry didn’t control his tone as he said that. He knew from the outside he’d sound rather mean.

    Who cared?

    He was a dead man walking. It wasn’t as if he could stop his cousin. It wasn’t as if anyone could stop his cousin.

    Patrick had designs on the throne. And frankly, let him take it. Henry had never wanted to assume the position of king. His father was an invalid, a barely functioning one. He was just an old, creaky back to sit in an old, creaky throne. And when he failed, when his heart finally gave up on him, Cousin Patrick would be there to pluck the crown right off father’s head and cram it on his own.

    Succession would continue. The small kingdom of Fairen would have a new leader, and Henry would be dead somewhere. Or, if he had his way, far, far away from this mess.

    He couldn’t tell you what he’d do, what job he would take, where precisely he would escape to. He simply wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t be doing this.

    But right now he was here, and right now he was doing this.

    “Sir,” Mr. Farrier said.

    He had a first name. But he was an awfully proper soul. Most of the old-school servants who worked for the palace were.

    He believed in succession, believed in the righteousness of pure blood. Henry honestly couldn’t tell you that he believed in that. Even if so-called pure blood pumped in his veins.

    You see, he’d had a lifetime living in the palace. He knew its machinations, knew precisely what people would do to concentrate power. Blood was ultimately irrelevant. If you couldn’t play the game, you were soon replaced. Preferably in the most violent way possible.

    Henry tilted his head back again. He went back to staring at the ceiling. It was entirely inappropriate as a distraction. It was just the top of the carriage. And while indeed this was first class, it wasn’t that pretty. It was a veneer of walnut of some description, but so thin that one could probably cover the entire train and have half a tree left over.

    Henry wasn’t the only person trying to look rich on a shoestring budget.

    As another sigh broke through his lips, he half wondered if it was worth it.

    Perhaps he should just give up?

    But there are parts of the brain that will tell us one thing, and there are parts of the body that will simply promise another.

    There was a creak from just outside. Outside of the train, mind you. They were about to enter a tunnel. Henry knew this route quite well. And he knew the tunnel quite well indeed. It was long, it was dark, and it was the absolute perfect place for you to, say, squirrel your assassins aboard to kill a lonely, lost prince.

    Henry jumped to his feet.

    He did not think, and he did not have to. He had a body honed, not just from years of practice, but from years of magic.

    Cousin Patrick might be the brains of the family. Henry was the wizard.

    Mr. Farrier said nothing.

    He did not leap toward his prince. He knew his prince was far more than capable of dealing with this threat.

    Henry simply lifted one hand and let it charge with magic. And boy, did it charge. It raced across his skin in these wild jolts of lightning-like power. It was as if he had just thrown his hand into some celestial storm. And rather than his hand being destroyed by it, he grasped the heart of its power instead. As the magic changed color until it became this deep crimson red that reminded one of blood that had landed on sunlit glass, the creak outside turned into a crack.

    A shadow of a hand placed itself on the glass, and it moved through in an instant.

    Henry jolted around. He spun on the heel of his boot, ensuring that his balance was perfect, that even if someone struck him in the chest, he’d have the force to complete the move.

    As he lifted his hand, he created a quick shield. He didn’t even need to mutter a spell under his breath. His magic knew precisely what to do.

    There was a crack of force.

    Henry hadn’t even seen the assassin properly, but the man attacked without warning. It was just as the lights above flickered off.

    That will teach you to rely on newfangled electricity, Henry had a moment to think.

    Then the assassin was upon him.

    There was another crack, this one much closer. Henry half wondered if it came from a gun.

    As technology increased its power in leaps and bounds, the smart combined it with magic to create the most novel of devices. And the evil combined it with weapons to create the most novel of armaments.

    But Henry was powerful. And regardless of what melancholy gripped him during the day, it never gripped him during a fight.

    He spun to the side. The carriage was small, only about 1.5 by 1.5 meters.

    There was one seat that could be pulled out to make a bed, and while indeed it was made of the finest leather, it hardly gave one the space to complete the roll Henry managed a moment later.

    But his body was deft, and his mind was quick. He soon bounced to his feet and whipped his hand around in a powerful circle.

    He muttered a spell under his breath. If you were paying attention, you would realize that it sounded like water crashing off rocks on a wild, windswept beach. It was the sound of cliffs crumbling to the sea under the effort of a powerful earthquake.

    It was the sound of destruction, of power, of nature.

    And all Henry had to do was mutter it in a distinct tone, and water leapt from the vase of bedraggled flowers beside him and from the bottle of whiskey to the left.

    It wasn’t much. It did not need to be much.

    The assassin had not appeared, for he was magically cloaked – hidden by an invisibility spell, not just the darkness of the tunnel. The man could clearly practice magic without it illuminating anything too, and he did now. He didn’t even speak. All Henry was aware of was the whipping sensation of something moving fast through the air. It hurtled toward his neck.

    “Sir,” Mr. Farrier began. He had also rocketed to his feet. With a quick spell, Henry struck Mr. Farrier on the chest with a charge of magic designed to simply force him back into his seat. He fell with a thump and a grunt.

    He was out of Henry’s way just as he gained control of the liquid in the room.

    To truly practice with liquid, you needed to be a water witch. Henry of course was not one of those.

    But while his cousin had been throwing his mind into technology, into devices, into modernity, Henry had spent most of his life down in the ancient magical libraries of the palace.

    Even if you weren’t a water witch, you could still move water with certain kinds of spells. Especially very carefully practiced air spells. That was precisely what Henry was doing now. As he spoke under his breath, as he reminded the world around him of the power of nature, he dragged up air from all around him, from beneath him, from beneath the train, even from his lungs. He infected it with his force, and he sent it forth like an army. It wrapped around the droplets of water from the vase, disturbing the old roses and leaves with a rustle. It sucked the water out of the whiskey, leaving the alcohol behind. And in a quick snap, it formed a shield.

    The assassin’s magic might have been invisible until now. But as he practiced it and it charged into the shield, it suddenly illuminated itself. It was this dense gray-yellow. It looked like sunlight, but rotting sunlight if one could imagine it. As it spasmed and sparked across the shield, the illumination was thrown back toward the assassin. It lit up his face. What a garish sight it was. He had this slightly sticky, old, white skin. It was reminiscent of an embryo. One that had died and had sat still in a desert for at least a week.

    A rather terrifying image? It was nothing compared to the assassin. For Henry had not described the man’s eyes yet.

    And the eyes, oh, the eyes were far worse.

    These two glittering pinpricks of pure black stared out at Henry.

    They roved around in the man’s skull. He had very wide eye sockets. They were very flexible indeed. His eyes pushed and bulged, pressing against their lids, looking like they were desperately searching for a way out.

    What would they do if they escaped? Why, they would do the same thing that the rest of the assassin intended to do. Kill Henry.

    Henry had created a shield. He had not saved himself.

    The assassin leapt into the air and suddenly crossed his arms in front of himself, disrupting his magical cloak until he was visible as a smear. He was wearing a thick blend of cashmere and wool. It was a dark jacket that covered his body. It moved with him, accentuating the force of his attack, the tails of the coat flaring behind him dramatically.

    Magic curled around the assassin’s fingers, arms, and face. Then it shot into Henry’s shield. He was quite certain that his shield could take it. Quite certain, in fact, until his shield broke a second later. It simply fractured with the sound of somebody taking glass then placing it under this very train. There was no warning. And importantly, there was no time for Henry to adjust.

    The assassin was upon him.

    He broke his own magical cloak as if he wanted Henry to see this, as if he wanted Henry to know exactly what his end would look like.

    As the man’s tongue whipped easily and disgustingly out of his lips, apparently it had a warning to share. “This is the end of the line, Prince. Nobody needs you to assume the throne. You are nothing but a relic of the past. Let modernity sweep over you.”

    “And strangle me? Not today,” Henry grunted.

    Indeed, it was clear that the assassin wished to strangle Henry. For the man, even without reaching his fingers forward, did so with his magic. It was under his complete control. And it moved quite as agilely as a snake.

    It shot between Henry’s fingers and soon wrapped around his throat. But Henry had the wherewithal and sheer force to grab it. He wrapped his fingers underneath it before it could slice right through his skin.

    He roared. As sweat trembled on his brow and dribbled off his nose, power did the same. Though it did not dribble. It leapt. It rose around his body in a cloud of pure force. It would remind one of the most violent storm they’d ever seen. A violent storm combined with an earthquake combined with every destructive force one could imagine. And unlike with nature, this force was in Henry’s control.

    He roared and wrenched himself to his feet. Other lesser practitioners would not have been able to do it. The assassin was not human. He was some amalgamation of a human and a monster. Some creation that Patrick had probably forged in his secret laboratories beyond the palace walls.

    The point was, he was no ordinary enemy. But he did not need to be one for Henry to win.

    Henry thought of nothing. He did not even consider the throne.

    For he never did. He only considered his own skin. He’d protect it today, thank you very much.

    The odds could go hang themselves. And so could this assassin.

    As Henry roared, he forced himself to his feet. It was time to cross his own arms. They scrunched, the fine fabric of his silk shirt moving seamlessly around his bulging muscles. His waistcoat, with its glittering diamonds, simply accentuated the force and sparkle of his magic. As it leapt and rose behind him, Henry was in complete control. A lesser wizard would have let rip, and they would have ripped right through this fine carriage. Trust Henry, it would take more than his three remaining diamonds to pay for the damage.

    He shot toward assassin. The man didn’t dodge, likely didn’t see the point. Why not wait until his prey came to him? The answer was that Henry was no longer prey. He was now the predator.

    He knocked into the assassin as the man leaped up high and, showing the fact he was far more agile than a human, wrapped his arms tightly around Henry’s back. He forced his legs behind Henry’s waist and tried to overbalance Henry.

    Henry simply grabbed the assassin by the chin. He shoved his palm high into the man’s jaw. He looked right into the assassin’s beady, terrible eyes.

    He could not see Patrick. And Patrick could not see him. But Henry didn’t suppose that was the point. Henry still stared at this assassin as if Patrick were right there.

    “I’ll never fall to you, Cousin. Not this easily, at least. If you want to take me down, come in person. If you want to take the crown, fight like a man.” With that, Henry fought like a man. Or rather and more importantly, like a wizard.

    He headbutted the assassin just as the creature attempted to open his jaws and wrap sharp teeth around Henry’s neck. They, like the rest of the assassin, were covered in magic. It sparked quite wildly. It reminded Henry of vicious waves before a stormfront. The kind that would batter an ocean liner until it tumbled and sank.

    But the teeth could gnash as much as they wanted. The magic could spark as much as it pleased. It would not get to Henry today. With another roar, he headbutted the assassin. And this time he meant it. Underneath Henry’s breath, he practiced ancient spells that he’d only learnt recently. He had spent almost every second of his waking life in the ancient library beneath the palace. But there had been so many books full of so many lessons that even the librarian hadn’t learned them all.

    This spell worked. It lifted a few sparks of true soul force from Henry’s blood, and it erupted around his noggin. As he smashed his skull down against the assassin, the assassin’s spell was cut short.

    The magic spiraled into the assassin’s head. It moved past the man’s defenses, and they were considerable. It sliced around his face then sizzled into his skin. It skipped over it as if it were a pebble thrown in a pool until it decided to sink. And it sank right between the man’s brows.

    His eyes boggled. For a few seconds, his fingers desperately scrabbled along Henry’s back. But then the seconds stopped. And the assassin fell dead at Henry’s feet. Though the word dead did not quite fit. The man had never truly been alive. He was nothing more than one of Cousin Patrick’s experiments.

    And now he was done for.

    Henry took a step back.

    Mr. Farrier lurched to his feet. “Is it done?”

    “Why, of course it’s done. But that’s not the question you ought to ask,” Henry said as, rather despairingly, he flopped into the seat beside the assassin. He scooted away from a few discharging particles of magic, hurrying them along with several quick flicks of his fingers. Then he locked his grim gaze on Mr. Farrier again. “The assassin was never going to kill me. The damage to the carriage, however, could sap me of my last few pennies before we find our plain witch.”

    Mr. Farrier competently checked the carriage. He turned. “We’ll find your witch, Sir. We’ll go through with plan #235. And Sir, I’m sure this time it will work.”

    As Henry flopped a hand on his face, he smiled. It was weak, but for some reason, it chose to stay. Henry had faith even when he ought to be utterly hopeless.

  
    Chapter 2

    Birdie

    There was nothing for it.

    The train pulled up at the station, and Birdie knew she had to get aboard. She didn’t want to. Her stomach was so full of gripes it felt as if she had swallowed stones. They were rolling and tumbling down her gullet and threw her intestines. And though it was a rather unpleasant image, they seemed to be cramming everything else out. Everything else until it was just her fear.

    It gnawed at her. It told her that she was just a simple witch from the mountains, unlike everyone else around here.

    The assembled crowd waiting for the train hadn’t brought their belongings in a pillowcase like she had. They had fine luggage with brass buckles, stiff leather, and the occasional magical lock. As her mended leggings got a little too close to one such lock, it snapped at her.

    It produced a hole in her tights wide enough that one could fit their thumb through.

    She yelped. She jolted to the side. She moved a little too close to the train.

    Nobody went to help her. She could fall between it and the tracks. But nobody cared.

    She had already gotten the kind of glances that she’d expected. Glances that confirmed that the gnawing in her stomach was right. For Birdie did not belong here. She ought to turn around, her mended skirts swaying in the wind, and return back to the mountains. She couldn’t.

    She had to go forward.

    Birdie had once thought that she wasn’t someone who was afraid of much. She could walk through the mountains with all of their associated magical threats and wild beasts at night looking for herbs. Maybe she’d feel a little tingle along the back of her neck. Maybe her heart would race if she heard something moving quickly behind her.

    But she’d never felt fear like this. Because it was time to learn a lesson. One can be unafraid in one circumstance but be almost utterly terrified in another.

    She knew the mountains. She did not know the cities. And she certainly did not know the modern versions thereof.

    As she clutched her hessian pillowcase against her stomach, feeling the odd shapes of her spell book, her spare shoes, some clothes, and her money purse within, Birdie trembled from head to foot.

    And not another soul noticed. Above her, several meters along the glistening top of the candy yellow train, a whistle blew. It was so sharp and so shrieking, Birdie was impelled to shriek as well.

    An old woman beside her bustled quite close and snapped, “Dear, you smell of the mountains. And from the sound of you, this is your first time in the city.”

    Birdie turned, longing for a kind word. Maybe the old deer would help Birdie aboard. Maybe she had some helpful lessons to share.

    But this was a modern city, Birdie reminded herself quickly. And such pleasantries were a thing of the past.

    The woman looked her up and down again and struck her tongue hard against her palate, producing a sound somewhat like a whip over a horse’s head. “If I were you, I would return to where I belong. There’s only one thing that will happen to a little mouse like you in a city like this.”

    A guard appeared on a small platform that magically unfolded itself from the side of the train. He was dressed in his finest livery. He wore a beautiful red velvet suit with gold trimming. He had golden eyeglasses to match. They glinted in the midmorning sun.

    He was quite a sight standing up close to the candy yellow train.

    The woman immediately handed her ticket to him.

    But she had a few seconds as he paused to check it.

    Birdie knew that she ought to ignore this nasty old woman. If she prodded the woman, maybe she would give Birdie more impromptu but probably quite wise advice.

    And Birdie didn’t need to be told to return home.

    She simply couldn’t.

    But something in Birdie chose to prod the woman anyway. “And why would I return home? I’m not a mouse. I’m a witch,” Birdie tried.

    “And yet I’m sure that you’ll still find a cat out there willing to find you, take your power, your worldly belongings, and anything else you’re stupid enough to set down at your feet. Return home, little mouse. This I’m afraid is your last chance.” With that unwanted warning, the woman was waved through onto the train.

    Birdie had assumed that she was at the front of the line. She was finding that the line was not behaving as it ought. People moved around her as if she was a mere obstacle. Or worse, as if she was a mere speck of dust.

    She trembled. Her slight form didn’t take up much space. It felt like a leaf someone had crammed into her rather dull brown dress.

    And it was her best dress.

    Very well, it was her only real dress, for she preferred to wear trousers and a shirt in the mountains, but the mountains were far away. And they felt like they were slipping further away by the second.

    For some unnecessary reason, the train whistle sounded again. Birdie almost jumped out of her skin.

    Choosing to ignore the old lady, even though the dame’s words seemed rather prophetic, Birdie assumed her position right at the back of the line.

    Whenever she assumed a position, she would soon have to assume another position. She found herself being jostled toward the back no matter what she did.

    She didn’t mind, to be honest. The crowd was too much for her. There were too many sights and too many scents.

    Exactly why had she thought that she could leave the comfort of the mountains again?

    She didn’t answer that question. She knew she shouldn’t.

    Do that, and it would bring up the topic of him. But she simply couldn’t think of him.

    The train whistle kept sounding. The crowd kept pushing.

    Quite soon enough, Birdie felt so sick down in the pit of her stomach that she placed her trembling hand over her mouth.

    But then it came her turn.

    “Ticket,” the guard said proudly. He had a certain look on his face. Birdie realized it was the same look that the old woman had shot her.

    It was a look that said that you did not belong. You could spruce yourself up. You could put on your finest clothes. You could shine yourself like a penny that had been freshly forged. But you would still not belong. There was something rather inherently wrong with you.

    “Ticket. You do have a ticket, don’t you? You look like the kind to try to stow aboard,” the guard said, really emphasizing the word stow and letting it echo out with a vocal boom.

    Birdie was quite thankful for the fact that she’d been pushed to the back of the line. There wasn’t a crowd around her to hear that insult.

    “I have a ticket.” She placed her pillowcase down on the smooth stones beneath her and, fingers trembling, pulled out her coin purse. Inside it, in a small little magical leather bag, was her ticket. She pulled it out.

    “First time on a train, then?” the guard said judgmentally.

    “Yes.”

    “First time in a city, then?” he added. That judgmental look seemed to take up more space on his face. It was as if the more he judged her and the more she let him get away with it, the more he liked it. “What is a simple witch like you doing on a train like this? You know you’re headed to one of the biggest cities in the world, don’t you?” he said with a certain look glittering in his eyes.

    She gulped.

    The gnawing was back. Oh, did it return with a vengeance. It felt as if wolves had somehow snuck down her gullet, and they were snacking on her stomach.

    She pressed her lips together. She shuddered rather hard. “Oh, yes.”

    “You know you have a ticket for carriage class, don’t you? You know there are no beds, don’t you?”

    “Yes.”

    “Lucky enough that you’ve brought your pillow,” he said as he snidely stared down at it.

    “Indeed…. Can I get on the train?”

    “Now, I must go over the rules.”

    “You didn’t go over the rules for the other passengers.”

    “I feel like the other passengers might have ridden on modern transport before. You look like the horse and buggy kind. If you could afford it. Tell me, how long since you came down from the mountains? You smell,” he began. Who knew what evocative sense or image he was about to call upon.

    Birdie didn’t quite have the time to listen. She felt exposed, which made her nerves worse, which made the prospect of getting on the train all the harder. She just wanted to shove past this man and get on with it.

    She couldn’t.

    Someone else, on the other hand, had just the guts and the right voice to manage it.

    She heard a boom from behind her. She swore it was an explosion, but it was just a man grunting.

    The next thing she knew, she’d been shoved in the shoulder. “Out of my way,” a dark voice sounded.

    It did not merely speak. She swore it sounded out like a clap of thunder.

    But by that time, it was really rather irrelevant. For Birdie had overbalanced and was careening toward that little gap between the train and the platform.

    She’d already claimed she might fall between it. If she were anyone else with a far stouter stature, there’d be no chance of it. But Birdie, with her terribly slim, petite form, could fit between the gap quite easily.

    As she hurtled toward it, she was most certain she was done for.

    … Until a hand wrapped around her wrist.

    There are sometimes in life when the brain simply stops working – some experiences that hit pause on us.

    She had only heard that word when she had come down from the mountains. She didn’t quite understand what it meant. But this felt like it, felt like someone had just reached in, grabbed her whole life, and hit pause forever.

    Because they needed her to pay attention. And she paid attention, alright. As her heart rammed its way into her throat, as her body shook and she tried to call on her trapped magic, someone swung her around.

    Her heel forced her to trip, and she tumbled forward. She let go of her small parcel of goods, and it slipped between the gap of the platform and the train, never to be seen again.

    She could have lurched toward it. She ought to have screamed. But her breath was trapped somewhere near her throat. Her body soon fell against one of the hardest yet most accommodating chests that she had ever seen.

    For a few seconds, she didn’t even know what had happened.

    But a few seconds was all she had.

    She could feel hard buttons belonging to a silk waistcoat.

    She could easily feel the muscles beneath too and a few crackles of errant magic.

    But what she could feel was quite irrelevant compared to what she could see.

    She stared, startled, up at a man’s face. It was really quite handsome, but there was something slightly wrong with it.

    Birdie’s coven mistress, Mrs. Winkle, had always stressed one lesson. Believe in your instincts, especially your knee-jerk instincts. Wizards often dismiss them. Wizards are too cerebral. They forget that magic lives in your body, that it’s practiced right there close to your heart. If you truly want to align with it, you need to align with that heart. You have to trust it, even if it only has a single second to warn you. And as Birdie stared up into two storm-gray eyes, a hard, angled jaw, and a flop of sandy blonde hair, her intuition screamed one thing at her. Run. Run away, and don’t stop running.

    But she could hardly run. The man with the storm-gray eyes still had her by the wrist.

    Just not for long. He didn’t look down at her. Not once. In fact, he was so very dismissive of her, it was as if his body had saved her without his mind even having a clue.

    It was then, only then, that she realized she’d just lost all of her belongings down the side of the train.

    The train whistled again. She jolted. By that time, the man had set her to the side. She honestly felt as if she was an object that he had plucked off a table then dumped down on the ground.

    The object had not been broken. He’d done his duty. And now he would walk away.

    The guard did not ask this man for a ticket.

    Birdie’s gaze slid down him and realized that the hard stone buttons that she’d fallen against looked as if they were diamonds.

    The guard could clearly see this, too. “Ah,” the guard said, wetting his lips with a quick swallow. “One of our most important VIP guests. Please, Sir, come aboard. The train is about to leave.”

    “And it can’t leave soon enough,” the man grunted.

    He said that under his breath.

    He said it as he walked straight past Birdie without glancing at her once. The comment was most definitely meant for her.

    As Birdie stood there, heart pounding in her chest, her feet really rather itchy considering she’d almost died, she reminded herself that her possessions had essentially died instead.

    “My things,” she said.

    She went to try to squeeze herself between the train and the platform in the hope that she might find them.

    The guard simply grabbed her by the arm. “It would not look good if you were to tumble off the platform. You may be poor, but you’re still a passenger on this train. And we’re still obliged to keep you safe. Your possessions are gone, my dear. They have probably been burnt up by the magical tracks by now. I can’t imagine there was anything there that was worthwhile anyway. Come aboard.” With that, he pulled her aboard.

    There was nothing Birdie could do. At least she still had her money purse in her hands. But there was nothing much in it. Just a few pennies. She had planned on selling her shoes to make more money.

    Now she had nothing. She watched as the small platform that connected the train to the real platform retracted. It magically closed itself up with a slight hiss.

    Then it moved in, forming a wall.

    And the train began to shudder.

    She could feel the wheels moving.

    “But—” she tried.

    The guard took a step back from her, grabbed his sleeves, tugged them down officiously, and looked at her. Then with a rude gesture of his thumb, he grunted, “Coach is that way.”

    Birdie was beset by a sinking feeling. It grabbed at her stomach and pulled and pulled and pulled.

    Without her things, she wouldn’t have money. Without money, she wouldn’t get far.

    The gnawing in her stomach got worse. If wolves really had become trapped down in her intestines, then they were moving, marching toward the rest of her organs with glee.

    They would snack on her, they would pull her down, and hopefully, they’d do it before her enemies got the chance to join them. As a cold sweat slithered down the side of Birdie’s face and prickled along her back, she tried not to think of it.

    That of course wouldn’t save her. Because nothing much could now.

  
    Chapter 3

    Henry

    The assassin had been a nice touch.

    But now he was on a new train.

    On a new leg of his journey with a new set of risks.

    And potential opportunities.

    He sat at the I.

    He arched an eyebrow.

    He slid his gaze to the side. The woman in the rather strange dress beside him with the too-grand hair but the quite pretty eyes didn’t notice him. Or rather of course she noticed him. If Henry had one thing going for him, it was his rather dashing nature. He had a handsome face. And according to his mother at least, he had the kind of eyes that could stop anyone in their tracks, regardless of what they were doing. That of course did not work on assassins. It of course, however, did work on ladies.

    The woman in question coquettishly slid her gaze toward Henry, then because she was really rather demure, tugged her bonnet down, trying to hide. Not completely.

    Just a little.

    Henry pressed his drink against his lips. He did not actually swallow. He didn’t even inhale.

    If anything, it was just an advertisement that, indeed, he had lips.

    She could find out if he knew how to use them.

    Which he did.

    “Oh, Sir, you seem to be staring at me,” she said in a very light tone. It was like a honeyeater that had just spied a flower full of honey right at the top of a bush.

    They would fly up there. They would take their fill.

    But they would be rather quick about it.

    Henry put his glass down. It jostled slightly against the I.

    He was on another train. But it was steady. It was the newfangled variety that not just used magic, but technology too to ensure that even the harshest shudder from outside didn’t make it through.

    Well, it didn’t make it through to the first-class I.

    “I simply cannot help but notice just how fetching that bonnet is on you,” Henry said.

    And indeed, he had noticed the bonnet. But indeed, he did not care. One thing mattered. This lady was a witch. And as Henry slid a hand into his pocket and played very carefully with the spell that no one else could detect, he estimated her magic.

    It is terribly tricky to estimate somebody’s magic.

    Not without putting them through their paces. Even then, magic is a very capricious thing. You can spend your life thinking you’re weak, when in reality you’re extremely strong but you simply do not know how to access that power.

    But the spell Henry had in his pocket, which was cast on a cigarette box of all things, would allow one to accurately estimate someone’s total power. Now, that was an enchantment that had taken Henry most of his life to learn.

    Even the librarian hadn’t known it.

    Henry had slavishly spent 28 days working nonstop in order to cast it on this cigarette tin.

    Even the strongest practitioner would have no idea what it was.

    This lady was not the strongest practitioner. This lady wasn’t even that much of a witch. If Henry could guess, perhaps her mother or a distant female relative had been a witch. But that was it. And that was exactly what Henry needed.

    He shifted his weight. He now leaned against the I, his elbow pressing into the wood.

    Above them, gently, the lights swayed.

    It was really only just perceptible. They must have gone over a trickier section of the tracks. It meant that the illumination jerked across one side of the lady’s face. It lit up her really rather startling eyes.

    He supposed everyone had to have one thing going for them, even if it wasn’t power.

    She dropped the coquettish act.

    She swept her gaze over her shoulder. Maybe she was looking for her chaperone. With a certain kind of energy behind her gaze, it became quite clear that her chaperone was nowhere in sight. “You like the bonnet, then? I chose it myself.”

    “It’s delightful,” he said, never removing his eyes from what mattered.

    As he played with his cigarette box in his pocket, he slid his hand down the spell along the tin. It crackled beneath his grip. But only beneath his grip. As he’d already told you, even the strongest practitioner in the world could grasp up this cigarette case, and they’d have no clue what it could really do. For him, it gave him magical sight.

    Now he could actually see this lady’s power. Call it an aura. And it was a really rather unimpressive one.

    It was this kind of dull, dirty brown.

    It was so thin, it was barely there at all.

    “You have great taste,” she tried, trying to keep the conversation going.

    Henry had become quiet as he assessed her.

    She was perfect. Almost perfect.

    He smiled.

    Someone else did not. It seemed the chaperone was back.

    A larger lady wearing pearls that could have choked any clam that had produced them suddenly bustled into the room. She was wearing mounds of green taffeta and silk.

    Wherever she moved, she rustled.

    Which meant it was quite easy to guess that she was moving straight toward Henry like an arrow that had just been let loose by the most competent archer in an army.

    “And what do we have here?” she asked in a tone that felt like it could wrap right easily around your intestines and pull them out of your body.

    Henry stiffened.

    He knew that tone.

    And it seemed the lady knew him.

    He hadn’t guessed who she was. Now she was up close, there was no mistaking it.

    That was Mrs. Jane Fairfax.

    She was one of the most powerful and wealthy women this side of his kingdom. She’d inherited a fortune from her father, who’d been involved in the resources business.

    Yes, Henry could appreciate that was explaining something without explaining anything at all. For her father had been involved in every resource, from magical substrate, to wood, to water, to everything he could sell.

    And he had sold it all. There had been many forests in Henry’s own kingdom that had been knocked down at too cheap a price.

    Mrs. Fairfax knew precisely who Henry was.

    He straightened.

    She did not. She simply arched an eyebrow. “Now, my dear Cecilia, what are you doing talking to a failed prince?”

    Cecilia blinked those rather pretty eyes. “Failed prince? This man is—”

    The game was up, and to be honest, Henry didn’t need this witch. Not if she was related to Mrs. Fairfax.

    Henry needed a witch that he could wrap around his little finger.

    Mrs. Fairfax would crush that finger with such ease, Henry wouldn’t even have the time to scream. He clutched his drink. He finished half of it in a very quick gulp. Then he slid off his stool. He saluted Mrs. Fairfax with his tumbler. “It’s a beautiful train. Do enjoy your ride.”

    “I have a feeling you will now enjoy yours less. My dear Cecilia, you will never talk to that man again. Failed princes are not worth your time.”

    “Failed princes? He’s a prince?” Cecilia’s voice shot up high.

    “The word you care about there,” Mrs. Fairfax gestured in front of Cecilia’s nose with a bedazzled finger, “is failed.”

    Henry let the insults simply wash off him as he walked away. He didn’t finish his drink. He wasn’t up to it.

    He placed it instead on a table, ignoring the stares from the two polite gentlemen around it, shoved his hands into his pockets, and walked away.

    Even if Henry found the perfect witch, plan #235 was unlikely to work.

    The perfect witch would have to not just be excessively plain, easily controlled, and very incompetent. She’d have to be someone who could also convince Patrick.

    And Patrick… look, Henry would admit to you that Patrick had the kind of mind that could not easily be stopped. He had the kind of mind that could see through any single trick that Henry had thrown at him.

    Patrick had the kind of mind that could easily assume a throne.

    Henry tried not to slip into melancholy. It certainly tried to wrap around him.

    He forged ahead through the train.

    He very much expected another attack from an assassin.

    Or perhaps Mrs. Fairfax would simply grab him by the arm, twist him around, and tell him in no uncertain terms that he was not worthy of Cecilia.

    Cecilia could simply be Mrs. Fairfax’s handmaiden. But Henry would still not be worthy of Cecilia. Because Henry was nothing more than a joke. Amongst all of the other royalty, he was the one that people ignored, insulted, or simply laughed at.

    Because what was the point of him?

    As his father had become an invalid, what had Henry done? Precisely what Henry had always done. He’d studied spells in the library. When Henry’s father had become far too sickly to complete his duties, what had Henry done? Precisely what Henry had always done. When Henry’s cousin had started to have very obvious, very public designs on the throne, what had Henry done?

    Precisely what Henry had always done.

    He planned on doing it now, in fact.

    He shoved a hand into his other pocket and pulled out a book. It had no right to be there. The space allotted for it was far too small.

    But Henry was at least a good wizard.

    He pressed the book close to his face. He could walk and read. Everyone thought he might be the least competent prince in the world, but at least he had his coordination about him.

    As he settled into a tome describing some of the far more arcane practices of certain witches of the mountains, he heard a creak.

    Henry was walking down one of the long corridors that connected two carriages.

    The creak could not be ahead.

    The creak came from outside.

    Henry had changed trains, and he’d done a good job of it. He should have at least left his cousin’s assassins behind. For a few hours, one hoped.

    But the creak came, nonetheless.

    Henry sighed.

    He cast a long gaze back toward Mrs. Fairfax. She was visible through the window in the carriage.

    Her finger was still waggling under Cecilia’s nose. And Cecilia had become pink then rather gray.

    Ah well, he’d lost his chance with her. He would simply have to distract himself with the next fight.

    It would not take long to come.

    As he stood rather straight, but he hopefully still appeared relaxed from the outside, he took the time to read another page. He even licked his fingers and flipped the page, for he was quite interested in what he was learning. But his senses were always locked on the world outside, always ready for the next fight.

    His cousin really must be quite desperate to send an assassin after Henry in public.

    But for all Henry knew, his father might have died.

    It was a cold thought. But it was the kind of cold thought that couldn’t move far through his head, as if it had actually been encased in ice.

    Henry’s father could be dead, and the only real thing it would mean to Henry was that the assassination attempts would continue with more fervor.

    Henry had never been close to his father. His father had never been close to Henry. For Henry had been a disappointment from birth.

    Henry’s father had not wanted a wizard. He’d wanted a king.

    But we all have our limitations. If we’re lucky, however, we excel at other things.

    Henry suddenly guessed that there was no one around, that there was no one in earshot.

    He was always keeping an eye on what was outside the train. They had hit fields. Fields that were not used as anything much. Occasionally animals grazed in them, but importantly, nobody tilled them. And Henry was telling you this, why? To emphasize the fact that there were no witnesses.

    Henry shot toward the window beside him. It was at hip height. He was a tall man, however. It did not mean that he could not cram himself through the window.

    The window was not openable – or at least not as wide as Henry needed it to be.

    But with a quick charge of magic and a very quietly muttered spell under his breath, you already knew there wasn’t much Henry couldn’t do.

    He slammed both of his magic-covered hands against the glass, and it trembled.

    For some reason, it reminded him of that woman who’d trembled beneath his grip before he’d come on the train. He’d barely noticed her. Just another side note in a life that was directed at something else.

    And right now that life was directed at staying alive.

    The glass simply melted around his hand. It was such a tricky spell. Any lesser wizard would have made a mistake.

    They wouldn’t have been able to control it well enough. And if you made a mistake with a spell like this, you condemned yourself. Henry could not afford to let anybody know how powerful he was.

    Even his cousin probably couldn’t guess. And Henry absolutely couldn’t be public about it.

    He needed to melt this glass in such a way that when he was on the other side of the window, he could make it reform. And he did. It took only several seconds. He lugged his large body out of the window. He did not hurtle down the side of the yellow train and smash against the tracks.

    He would not do his enemy’s bidding for them.

    Instead, in a quick, deft move, he flipped around until he was holding on to the windowsill.

    Then in an even defter move, he leapt.

    He climbed up until his feet were on the windowsill. Then in another leap, his hands grabbed the top of the train.

    He used his foot – his foot of all things – to reinstate the glass. With a quick spell and a kick toward the windowsill, he ensured that the glass regrew. Then he leapt up on top of the train.

    He wasn’t even out of breath.

    He grabbed his waistcoat and pulled it out. Then he stood. The train was hurtling at a very fast pace. Now engineers had figured out how to combine the best of magic with the best of technology, they could throw devices forward at speeds that had previously been incomprehensible.

    The wind whipped and bit at Henry. It honestly felt as if it would flay his skin from his cheeks.

    But with a few charges of magic and a flick of his hand, he protected himself.

    His sheer strength and balance made it possible to take a step forward over the smooth, slightly domed roof beneath him.

    He waited.

    He did not have to wait for long. He heard the sound of claws. They clambered up the side of the train from the opposite side from which he had climbed.

    It would be another assassin. He actually rolled his eyes. One of these days, Henry could only hope that Patrick would get a little bit more creative.

    Why not send a washer woman or someone in disguise?

    Because Patrick didn’t need to be creative. He simply needed to be effective.

    Henry would give Patrick one thing. The sound of claws climbing the side of the train was louder than usual. They clunked harder, too.

    “Stop taking your time,” Henry said as, acting bored, he drummed his fingers hard against the fine wool of his black trousers.

    There was a pause. The claws stopped climbing.

    You’d think they’d climb faster now that they knew that Henry – their target – was above.

    There was a chance, just a single chance, for a slight frown to pluck at Henry’s lips. It really drove them down hard toward his chin as if someone had hooked them then pulled.

    The claws changed direction.

    Really? This assassin wanted to play a game with Henry? Very well.

    Henry pushed himself into a dash. He was fast.

    As he’d already told you, he had a trained body. Patrick might have eschewed all dominance of his physical form for dominance of his mind instead, but Henry knew as a wizard that you needed both.

    It was only with a competent body that you could ever get the kind of clarity needed to fight.

    Especially to the death on top of a hurtling train.

    Henry soon pitched into a roll. Then he swung toward the side of the train. He shoved his hand down. It was fast enough and well-protected enough with magic that nothing could stop it.

    He grabbed something smooth and hard. Then in a single breath, he yanked it up. It fell onto the top of the train beside him.

    He was expecting a man in a trim wool and cashmere black jacket.

    It was not what he got.

    As Henry used all of his magic and energy to yank the creature up, a ghoul of all things landed down beside him.

    Ghouls came in many shapes and sizes. It really depended on what kind of dead things they snacked on.

    The more powerful the food, the more powerful the ghoul was. And as Henry stared in abject surprise at this creature’s sinewy, long-clawed body, he realized that this had to be the strongest ghoul he’d ever seen.

    Patrick had clearly appreciated that, yes, he needed to be more creative.

    Henry might never get over the shock of it. Because Henry might never get through the fight.

    The ghoul clearly hadn’t been expecting Henry to pluck him off the side of the train.

    But now the fight was on. The creature screamed. It was one of the most spine-tingling things that Henry had ever heard. It raked through the air as if the ghoul had access to some giant comb.

    He could move it through anything, disturbing what he wanted and ignoring the rest.

    And what did ghouls do to the things they wanted? They ate them, stripping them down for nothing more than spare parts.

    The ghoul opened its teeth-lined mouth.

    When it stood at its full height, which it did a second later, it was a good three feet taller than Henry. It had this tall, sinewy, towering form. It felt like being loomed over by a mountain. No, it felt like being loomed over by a tree when you were nothing more than a sapling. And what happens when a tree falls on a sapling? Oh, you knew.

    The ghoul shot toward Henry, opened its arms wide, and used nothing more than brute force to knock Henry onto his back.

    Henry couldn’t breathe. Henry couldn’t stop. Henry had to fight now or die.

    That recognition was like a punch to his stomach. Quite appropriate, considering the ghoul suddenly raked its claws down his flesh. The move should have split his stomach in two, for this creature was not playing around.

    If it weren’t for a very quick defensive spell, the ghoul would have killed Henry just like that. And Henry needed to emphasize that. It would have happened just like that. This ghoul was a completely different category of enemy than anything Patrick had ever sent his way.

    Henry quickly yanked up his knee. He snapped it toward the ghoul’s stomach, but the creature simply held onto Henry harder. It tried to wrap its teeth around Henry’s throat. To do that, it had to force its way against Henry’s defensive spell. Henry thought that his shield would stand. Instead it started to buckle.

    It bent toward Henry, then snapped toward the ghoul. For the ghoul actually started to consume the magic creating it.

    This was a fight unlike anything Henry had ever had.

    He wasn’t prepared.

    But he didn’t need to be to win.

    Henry rocked forward. If his shield was about to break, then he would break it right in front of the ghoul’s face and do as much damage as he could. Henry pressed his hand into a fist and snapped it toward the ghoul’s jaw.

    It was just as his spell cracked. Henry took advantage of all of those sparks and rammed them up the ghoul’s nose. It had two slits for nostrils. They were long, almost like fingers. They expanded at the wrong moment, and Henry shoved his broken shield right up them.

    The ghoul’s eyes boggled.

    But it did not fall back. It did not fall at all.

    It snapped toward Henry again.

    Prickling nerves danced across Henry, sank into his bloodstream, and felt like newfangled electricity. They desperately tried to drag the fight out of Henry while he still had the time.

    For if he failed—

    There was a whistle from further up. The train only ever bothered to whistle when it came into a station or when it came toward a tunnel.

    They were far, far out of the cities. They were nowhere near stations.

    Which meant a tunnel was coming up. Where did he not want to fight a ghoul? In the dark.

    Henry desperately shoved his foot forward. He caught the ghoul’s shoulder. But it simply wasn’t enough.

    The ghoul flung itself eagerly at Henry. Its claws grew on fast forward right in front of Henry’s face. The sound was almost intoxicating, for trust him, even if you were doing any other activity, no matter how pleasurable, your mind would have snapped back onto it. For there are some things the hind brain knows to attend to. It is that or death.

    And it would be death for Henry. He had a moment in the back of his head to wonder how exactly his cousin had come across such a powerful ghoul. It didn’t surprise Henry that Patrick would want one. Who wouldn’t want such a comprehensively powerful assassin? But Patrick had his limitations. A ghoul like this would have to be fed on very strong practitioners indeed. And if there was one weakness Patrick had, it was that he collected such people. Henry couldn’t really tell you why. At first Henry had just thought that Patrick was trying to get rid of him. But as you’d seen previously, enough assassins of the ordinary variety would be sufficient to kill Henry.

    Get Henry at the wrong moment, a little underpowered and a little tired, and three or four of those chaps would be able to dispatch him. So you wouldn’t need to waste fine magical practitioners on feeding a ghoul like this. Something didn’t fit.

    No matter. The ghoul had the kind of glittering look in its eyes that suggested it would cram its sharp claws into any gap until it fitted. Until it fitted, all right, and you died.

    Henry doubled back.

    The ghoul had a strange look in its eyes.

    It had locked on to him because he was its target…. Correct?

    The ghoul suddenly twisted its head to the side. Its long slit-like nostrils started to flare in and out like a bellows by a fireside.

    Henry could practically hear the receptors in the ghoul’s nose tasting the air.

    And he knew, a moment before the ghoul did, that the ghoul had just found something interesting. For the creature’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree at a witch party.

    They actually illuminated as if someone had shoved magical candles behind them. It was an almost eerie sight. But Henry already had enough to shiver about. Up ahead, just over the ghoul’s shoulder, the tunnel shot toward them. Or, more accurately, they shot toward the tunnel. Did it feel as if the train was going faster? Yes, it did. Because the train now felt pushed on by Henry’s terrible destiny. For it seemed death had finally caught up to him.

    They reached the tunnel in a puff of wind. The wind around the tunnel changed. It was sucked in and pushed out.

    It meant it struck Henry hard. He had to lift a magic-encased arm and hide behind it. He stiffened from the shoulder and held the arm up high, grasping his fist as hard as possible and pumping magic all around him. He closed his eyes, but only for a moment, and only against the wind shear. When he opened them… the ghoul was gone.

    Henry doubled back. He swung from his hip and fell down to his knee, but it was a purposeful move. He was just short enough that the top of the tunnel didn’t brain him. He was a tall man, but fortunately it was a tall tunnel.

    He still fell deliberately and swiped his arm around. It was a powerful move, and it was accompanied by an equally powerful enchantment. An ancient word ripped out of his lips, and they vibrated with its power. He grunted it. He swore that the air sang it, though. For it picked up the word, almost like hands tenderly picking up a hot coal. Then it threw them from air particle to air particle until the sound got louder. And in getting louder, it got more powerful.

    Soon a shimmering shield appeared in front of him. It crackled this wild yellow-green. It was there to protect him from the ghoul’s imminent attack.

    … Which did not come.

    The constant vibrations of the train powering wildly over the tracks thrummed up into Henry’s knees. They pushed their way into his clenched jaw. And finally they shook the cobwebs free from his mind.

    … The ghoul wasn’t here to attack him.

    It was crazy, a wild assertion. It simply couldn’t be true.

    There was no one else on this train you would send a ghoul after. Even Mrs. Fairfax, even if you were terribly angry at her, wouldn’t warrant such an incredible creature.

    Henry was the only true VIP here. Or rather, he was the only true VIP who was an important obstacle to somebody else’s designs on the throne.

    Those thoughts pushed through Henry fast.

    But not quite as fast as action did.

    You might have been getting the wrong impression. You might have assumed that Henry was a cerebral chap, and in many ways he was. But as he’d already told you at length, he trained his body. For without one, you did not have the other.

    The body is connected to the mind.

    And Henry’s body right now knew precisely what to do. He flung himself forward over the carriage of the train they were on. Sorry, a slip of the tongue. There was no they. The ghoul had already disappeared. If Henry very much strained his hearing, he thought he could hear claws scratching determinedly toward the other side of the train.

    Now, hold on. Where was it headed?

    That would be closer to the driver. Did the ghoul intend to kill the driver and be done with this train? It would be a rather effective way of killing Henry. But there would be so much collateral. Maybe the ghoul had tasted the scent of powerful practitioners and wished to snack. But none of that made sense. The fellow was an assassin. Henry was certain of it. He just wasn’t certain of who the ghoul was here to assassinate.

    So Henry would find out.

    He lurched forward as fast as he could, throwing caution to the wind, using his body how it had always wished to be used. As he flung himself fast, he thought of nothing, not his kingdom, not the father he’d left behind, not the oppressive weight of royalty that always hung around his shoulders like a big gold chain.

    Henry simply moved how his body always wished to be moved. And he thought how his mind always wished to think. He was streamlined. But he could promise you he was ready for what would come next.

    How can any of us truly be ready for what will come? We must face it first. And if we are lucky, we must strive to understand it. If we are unlucky? Well, read on, and you will find out what happens when a mystified ex-prince gets pulled into a magical tale far beyond him by a woman he can never hope to control, let alone stop.

  
    Chapter 4

    Birdie

    She sat nervously on her seat. It was a very uncomfortable seat. This had been a very expensive train. For her meager bank account, at least. Speaking of that, her purse was now literally her only possession. She had nowhere to place it. So she clutched it in such a cast iron grip that not even Death itself would be able to rip it from her. But she shouldn’t think about death. Certainly not at a time like this.

    She was frightened by almost every single thing she heard. From the snoring of the gentleman fishmonger beside her who still smelt of this morning’s catch, to the constant shudders of the train. When she had been walking through the corridors, she hadn’t felt them. But now they were overpowering. They continually pulsed up through the bare padding of her seat and into her legs. They made the jittering of her teeth so much worse. At least nobody could see it, and nobody could hear it. People were far too busy entertaining themselves. There was a wild card game to her left. To her side an old aunt was reciting poetry to the two children she’d brought with her, and there was even the occasional sound of a dog yapping.

    This area should have been a distraction. Instead it simply wired her nerves harder.

    She hadn’t always been like this. But then he had come along. And everything had changed.

    All she had to do was think of him, and a cloud passed over her. It felt like somebody gripped her shoulders and tried to strangle them. But you won’t ever get much luck if you simply try to strangle someone’s shoulders. You must go for their throat.

    Quite abruptly, they entered the tunnel. Birdie had known that they were coming up to one. She simply hadn’t known just how shocking it would be.

    For suddenly the lights cut out. It wasn’t for long.

    Magic-infused torch light began to shine a few seconds later, but the sudden sharp darkness was enough to remind Birdie of something looming behind her, and she lurched to her feet. At least she stifled the blood-curdling scream that had threatened to rip from her gullet.

    The fishmonger beside her gave her a very funny look.

    Now she was itchy, she could no longer sit.

    Perhaps she would take a turn to the bathroom.

    She clutched her money purse to her. She clutched it so hard against her heart in fact it felt as if she was trying to meld with it.

    She could of course not keep her fortune in her heart. And it of course was not a fortune.

    But it was all she had.

    She could have more, a little voice in the back of her head said. It would be a very simple process indeed.

    She shoved that thought out so fast, it could have hurtled out of the train window to her
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