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The magestones glittered under the torchlight like twinkling stars in the night sky, but Armod of the family Kallis found them ultimately unsatisfying, and not worthy of their reputation. He had been expecting something more. Something magical, mayhap, like colors for which no one had a name, or an unnatural chill against the balmy summer air. Instead, he saw only a long, thin sliver of what looked like rutilated glass. He picked one up, examining it curiously between his be-ringed fingers, and then tossed it into the air, unimpressed.

“Are you sure these are genuine?”

It was late at night upon the High King’s Seat, so late as to be nearly blending into early morning—the perfect time for such business affairs, since anyone awake would be too weary to be suspicious. Many merchants conducted less-than-honest dealings at an hour such as this, particularly around this time of year, when even the nighttime was swelteringly hot. Not many were undertaking deals quite so unscrupulous as he, however.

Armod was no stranger to this underhanded kind of practice. A lifetime of handling his family’s affairs on the High King’s Seat under the noses of some of the most diligent constables in the nine lands had honed his sense for trouble to a knife’s edge. This plain wooden chest full of stones did not seem nearly remarkable enough to be worth such a fuss, and he would be a horse’s ass before he would let these Yerrins cheat him. If they expected him to be cowed by the strength of their family’s reputation, then they would be disappointed.

He heard the creaking of leather behind him as his guard-captain, Norrik, shifted slightly, no doubt set on edge by the suspicious undertone in his question. Armod made no move to tell the guard-captain to subside, but left his gaze fixed upon the seller of the forbidden wares, a tall, black-skinned man in customary Yerrin green. The merchant drew in a sharp breath, also noticing Norrik’s movement, and Armod was gratified enough by the concern in the Yerrin man’s eyes to smile thinly.

It was long since Armod had paid a visit to his family’s homeland of Dulmun, as he could not abide the abysmal climate, but lately having a bodyguard who hailed from the region had been a real boon to Armod’s business. Norrik was already as tall as a bear and as broad as an ox, but it was his distinctly Dulmish lamellar armor that drew the most nervous glances here in the south.

“You need only wave one before the nose of a wizard, and you will know it as genuine,” the Yerrin replied, coolly, though his eyes still darted between the two men. “But that would rather give the game away, would it not?”

“Do not take offense, my friend,” Armod cajoled him, setting the chest of magestones down and strolling casually over to the edge of the balcony. “I work in the trade of jewels and pearls, and every other deal contains at least one counterfeit. But the family Kallis prides itself on … honest business.”

 “As does the family Yerrin,” the man countered, but he bowed. “A guarantee, then. We will honor a reversal of the trade freely, if you should decide you have been cheated. But I think that neither you nor your illustrious relatives will be disappointed.”

Satisfied more by the capitulation than the guarantee itself, Armod waved magnanimously towards the lockboxes full of gold weights and black pearls that he had prepared as payment. One of the merchant’s clerks began examining the contents of each of them thoroughly, while Armod turned his attention to the view of the Seat below. They were in the rooftop garden of the Kallis family’s manor, surrounded by the waving boughs of flowering trees and marble pillars all entwined with leafy vines, and he drank in the comfort and familiarity of the setting, knowing that he would soon have to travel and leave it all behind.

The clerk finished her inspection of Armod’s goods and nodded quickly to the merchant, who in turn inclined his head politely in Armod’s direction and began making preparations to leave. Several manservants staidly collected the stacked lockboxes, and soon the Yerrins were gone into the night, as quietly as they had arrived. Sighing, Armod turned away from his perch overlooking the city and wandered over towards the pavilion, where his castellan waited for him along with his current dalliance.

She was plump and pretty, and made a fine model for his jewelry whenever his customers wished to see what his goods would look like when worn, but their relationship was strictly casual. She was not privy to much of the Kallis family’s shadier business, and Armod certainly did not intend to tell her about this current act of high treason. His castellan, Hargrim, had no doubt told her that the Yerrin family were here selling fabrics (or some other such lie) while she waited for Armod to finish with the deal.

“I fear you may as well return to your apartments, Onila,” he told her, in not entirely feigned disappointment. “I will likely be preoccupied with planning for our journey for the rest of the night.”

She sighed wistfully, and then kissed him on the cheek, smelling of sea salt and cedar. “Very well … but be sure to make time for me before you leave!”

He promised her that he would, and then, once she was gone, signaled for Norrik to hand the small chest full of treasures over to Hargrim, who had the most experience with this particular commodity.

“Excellent,” the castellan said, his dark blue eyes glinting fiercely as he inspected the stones. “This is slightly more than I expected for the price.”

“Tell me again: how did you come to know so much about these stones?” Armod asked him, dropping heavily onto a nearby bench. “You are no mage, unless you have hidden it quite well.”

Hargrim shrugged, closing the chest with a snap. “I did not always work for the esteemed family Kallis, sir. Before your mother’s time, I once dealt briefly with those among the Mystic order who trade in information about such things. The Yerrins would wish you to believe that it is they alone who facilitate the transport of their stones across the nine kingdoms, but truly, without a sympathetic redcloak, they would get nowhere. An old friend of mine in the Mystics spoke to me often about the stones, and about ensuring they were not stopped at borders.”

“Let us hope your knowledge in that regard will not be needed,” Armod replied, sighing. “I would be happier to make the trip without encountering either Yerrins or Mystics, if we can help it.”

“Have you decided when we shall sail, sir?” Hargrim asked, and Armod shrugged.

“Within a day or two. It is quite easy to secure sea passage to Selvan, so we need not worry overmuch about a specific day.”

Norrik stirred slightly again, the deep, gravelly rumbling in his throat betraying his concern. “With respect, master, would it not be wiser to sail directly for Dulmun? Surely, the longer the stones are in our possession, the more risky the journey will be.”

Armod grunted sourly, wishing it were that simple. “We could sail for Dulmun only if we wanted our every item of cargo turned upside-down and inspected four or more times by the trade officials here before leaving. And that will not do. No, I must take my pearls and fine jewels to the shores of Selvan to pawn off on Garsec noblemen, as I have done countless times in the past. This way there will be no need for them to be suspicious of me—at least, not until I have ridden north into Feldemar, beyond the High King’s reach. The journey may take some months, but I expect we will also make some fine coin along the way, so it will be more than worth it.”

“I will begin making preparations for the trip immediately, sir,” Hargrim said smoothly. 

Armod waved him away to his work, uninterested in the finer details. “Yes, yes. Make sure to remember to pack winter clothing. The colder months in Dulmun are frightful, or so I have heard.”

“Guard that chest with your life,” Norrik told Hargrim gravely, as the castellan turned to leave. “Its contents will change the course of our war against the High King!”

Privately, Armod had much less interest in what King Bodil might plan to do with the magestones, preferring to think instead on the coin she would no doubt pay for them. His family was constantly preoccupied with the pastime of trying to win her favor, but it was an unending errand, for she was largely uninterested in the jewelry and other fine metalwork that made up most of their trade. Like her famously utilitarian father before her, Bodil did not even wear a crown.

But now, with battlefields across the north soaked in blood and the king’s raiders harrying the coastlines of Feldemar and Selvan, Armod could see an opportunity that had opened up. Any merchant of sufficient cunning and boldness to bring her such a potent weapon for her war as the forbidden magestones would find themself in the unique position of having not only her attention, but likely also her gratitude. And given what the power of this weapon could win Dulmun, King Bodil would surely be in a position to be quite generous indeed, once the smoke had cleared.

Some might have called it war profiteering, but Armod simply called it business.







[image: ]




The sound of children’s screams interrupted the humdrum bustle of the midmorning marketplace, piercing equally through barriers of curtain, stone wall, and sleep. Before Theren could even register what was going on, she tumbled out of bed, snapping alert with the speed of a guard suddenly under inspection, her arms up and ready to defend herself. Her heart thundered in her chest, and her gaze jerked around the room, searching every corner and evaluating every object before her for a threat.

Her empty apartment seemed unimpressed with the display.

The fire of the instincts that had carried her to her feet was doused unceremoniously by the mundaneness of reality, like a cold bucket of rainwater to the face. The sounds floating up to her window from the markets beneath were banal; the jingling of coins and loud barking of merchants carried none of the panic or hush that would accompany some terrible event. She wondered, dully, if she had imagined the screams entirely. Even as she stood listening, though, another rang out—but this time she also heard the smaller nuances in the sound that her sleeping brain had glossed over: the splashing of water, and the giggling of children, and the notes of delight rather than fear in the shrieking.

She sighed wearily and then rubbed at her eyes with her hands, frustrated that she could work herself up into such a state over nothing more than a few children playing in a fountain. She remained there for a moment, directionless, not knowing what to do, while her heartbeat gradually calmed and the tension left her limbs. Of course, now that her brain no longer thrummed with misplaced alarm, it had apparently decided to remember that she had drunk far too much wine last night and proceeded to chastise her by causing her head to ache tremendously.

Groaning, she resolved to remedy that with more wine, but then remembered hazily that she was supposed to be meeting Lilith that afternoon.

A wave of embarrassment swept over Theren as she imagined what Lilith would say if she were here now. The elusive part of Theren’s mind that still knew how to be gentle with herself told her that Lilith of all people would understand, but she pushed it aside, ashamed. She did not care if her other friends saw her like this, wretchedly in need of a drink and miserable, but Lilith … Lilith was different. Lilith was almost the only reason that Theren could manage to crawl out of bed these days.

Stirred finally, she made to trudge over to her pantry in search of food but stopped as an empty bottle clinked against her booted foot. The thick, smoked glass was just dark enough to show a glimpse of her reflection as she set it on the shelf beside all the others, her own scowling eyes staring back at her in accusation. She ignored them, as she always did; at this point there was nothing left to say to herself. What was done was done, and she would have to live the rest of her life with that, for good or for ill.

A year ago, she would have been waking up in her dormitory at the Academy, the foremost institution for magical education in all of the nine kingdoms, preparing for what would likely have been an ordinary, boring day of schooling. Back then she had longed for adventure, itching every day to escape from the cloying routine of lessons and study sessions, old dusty instructors who had neither time nor patience for her, and older dustier books in which she had little interest. But when adventure had found her at last, it had been less glorious than she had always hoped. The Seat being invaded by an army of traitors to the High King had been perilous enough, but it was the series of grisly murders that had plagued her school that had truly changed her mind about the lure of what she would once have called “excitement.”

She still had nightmares, sometimes. Still felt her heart stop every time she heard a scream. Stories of the heroes of old never spoke of this kind of lingering fear, so Theren wondered if it was a sign that she was unsuited for a life of anything more strenuous than sorting books and performing parlor tricks.

Her mouth twisted sourly at the thought. Her childhood had been spent sleeping in gutters, orphaned and penniless, with nothing to her name but the clothes on her back. She had only been able to attend the Academy thanks to the sponsorship of a wealthy patron from her hometown of Cabrus—but that sponsorship had come with a price. Her patron, Imara, had stipulated that once Theren’s training was complete, she would return and enter Imara’s service, no doubt to perform magical tricks for amusement and be paraded around at parties like a particularly well-bred hound.

No matter how difficult a life of adventure had already proven to be, Theren would still have rather died than accept the alternative that awaited her.

And therein lay the problem. Up until the mess that was the murders and the eventual capture of the culprit, Isra, Theren had been very successful about delaying her graduation and staving off her eventual vacuous fate. But everything had swiftly gone wrong, and despite the pointed meddling of the Mystic order and her instructors, it had taken the efforts of Theren’s friends to solve the mystery, while she herself had suffered under the Mystic’s knives.

Suffering. Her right hand twitched involuntarily to her other elbow, cradling the remembered scar of a knife wound, and she glowered sullenly at her reflection, feeling ashamed once again. She had wrought more suffering than she had ever received. She had no right to feel sorry for herself. For the Mystics had acted within the King’s law, had they not? But she—well, she had broken one of the highest laws of all. It was a crime that would likely have carried the sentence of death had she been any older than she was, and it was said that she had gotten off lightly with the punishment of expulsion from the Academy instead.

For her, however, expulsion meant the immediate end of her safety from Imara, and the gradual slipping away of her freedom. News seemingly traveled fast, for several sorties of guards had already been sent to retrieve Theren and take her home to Cabrus; those guards were why she slept in her boots with a knife to hand under her pillow, ready to flee at a moment’s notice. They were also why she was here at all, hiding in a dingy apartment paid for by Lilith’s coin, hoping to avoid being found in the first place. She knew, however, that trusting in Lilith’s ability to divert Imara’s increasingly persistent lackeys was becoming dangerous for the both of them.

The longer she stayed in one place, the tighter the net would close around her, and the more favors Lilith would have to call in to attempt to keep her out of trouble.

Thinking of Lilith again, Theren at last was galvanized, and pulled herself up to her full height. She would have to deal with all of this later; for now, she had an appointment to keep. Still stumbling slightly under the pressure of her headache, Theren went to work making herself presentable, bathing and washing her hair and trying to scrub away the dark shadows from under her eyes. She hurriedly downed enough food to keep herself upright, and then dressed in her cleanest shirt and breeches, slipping her knife inside one of her boots and wrapping herself in a thick grey cloak to hide her face.

She made her way outside, wincing at the assault of daylight, and then began her walk across the city towards Lilith’s lodgings. The bustle of the midday markets made it easy for her to slip quietly through the streets, though she did attract a few looks for her heavy cloak in the height of the summer heat. All in all, however, it still seemed safer than leaving her face uncovered.

In a small courtyard tucked between two stone buildings, Theren spotted a cheerful stall selling flowers, and was drawn towards it. Among the rows of yellow and red roses and the purple splashes of violets and irises, there was a tightly bound bunch of bright pink zinnias, which the lady merchant explained were from Feldemar, just as Lilith was. Staring sightlessly at the flowers, Theren wondered how Lilith must feel, being so far away from her family and her home. Especially after everything they had both been through recently, Theren thought that Lilith might be happy to have even a small piece of her homeland.

Her last few pennies clinked in her coin purse, and she handed over all but one to pay for the zinnias. It was a small thing, a tiny thing, really, but hopefully it would go some way towards showing Lilith how much Theren appreciated her aid, undeserved as it was. The merchant, smiling knowingly, told her that she was sure the recipient of the flowers would love them, but Theren felt her cheeks grow hot with embarrassment in response and scurried away, the zinnias a brightly colored secret beneath her cloak.

Not two streets away from Lilith’s home, however, Theren found herself filled with a strange unease, and looked around warily for the source of it.

She found it quickly, her ears picking up on the creaking of leather and slight jingle of chain that meant guardsmen were nearby. This was a much fancier marketplace than the ones closer to her apartment, filled with goods that were far too expensive for her to buy, but she nonetheless picked up a random trinket from a stall and pretended to examine it with interest, in order to appear inconspicuous while she surreptitiously observed the guards. There were more than half a dozen, moving stolidly from stall to stall and speaking with all of the merchants—a fact that gave Theren immediate cause for concern. This was not an ordinary security detail. 

Bending down as if examining something stuck on the sole of her boot as one approached the next stall over, she heard the crinkling of paper.

“Have you seen this girl? We believe she may have passed through here occasionally over the past several weeks. Dark brown skin with straw-blonde hair?”

Theren’s pulse pounded as the merchant hemmed and hawed, but she knew she was not safe no matter what his response might be. That description was almost certainly of her, as she rarely saw her hair color on anybody on the Seat, let alone on those with her color of skin. This square certainly offered the easiest access to the street where Lilith’s lodgings were, but she had never thought that Imara would send guards here instead of where they suspected Theren was living. She had not even considered that Imara might know about Lilith; however, she realized now, interviewing any number of students or instructors at the Academy could have revealed that they were important to each other.

She stood up, grateful for the cloak to hide her hair, and looked around for some way to distract the guards. Across the marketplace from her, there was a stall selling wines and beers with a cart full of barrels sitting nearby. Yoked to the cart was a drooping, bored-looking mule. Theren grinned, ducking her head to hide the glow of her magic from any onlookers, and then reached out with her mind and flicked the reins, smacking the mule on the hindquarters for good measure. Startled, he launched forwards into a jolting trot, and quickly made off with the merchant’s entire back stock of goods.

As she had hoped, the panicked shouting immediately drew the guards’ attention, and she was able to slip away into an alley.

Sobered despite her victory, Theren put her head down and hurried the rest of the way towards Lilith’s lodgings. It was clear that hiding here on the Seat was no longer an option; indeed, it seemed she should have left some time ago. Fleeing to the southern kingdoms was out of the question, as Selvan, Wadeland, and Dorsea were too close to Imara, and she had no love for the customs of either Idris or Hedgemond. But if she could escape to Feldemar, or even Calentin—yes, she had heard wondrous tales of the beauty of Calentin, and it was not known as the Far Kingdom for nothing—Lilith could come and visit her, and she could start a real life.

She rounded the final corner and then stopped dead in her tracks, breath freezing in her throat. Less than ten paces away, purposefully approaching the heavy wooden door that led to Lilith’s home, was the red cloak of a Mystic, worn by a stout blonde woman. Clearly it was this woman who had sent the guards to investigate the marketplace, while she went to speak with Lilith directly.

Every thought in Theren’s mind screamed of panic. Imaginary knives played along her skin like fingers of ice, and she could no longer control her limbs. What she was doing barely even registered with her, but in a desperate attempt to pull the Mystic’s attention away from Lilith’s door, she flung whatever was in her hand at the woman’s back. The bouquet of zinnias bounced harmlessly off the bright red cloak, and its wearer turned around to see what had hit her.

They locked eyes for a moment, Mystic and fugitive mage, and whatever the woman saw in Theren’s eyes, it led her to step away from Lilith’s apartments.

“Hey! You!”

Theren fled, not even bothering to look back. Heavy footfalls let her know that the redcloak was following, which filled her with conflicting feelings of relief and terror. She was torn; if she escaped, the woman would no doubt return to Lilith’s home, but being captured was not an option, either.

“Stop! In the name of the King’s law!”

The words made Theren shudder, and she picked up her pace, ducking into the open door of a warehouse on instinct. She snaked through room after room, the thunder of her heartbeat not quite drowning out the sounds of continuing pursuit behind her. Though she was quite fit, the heavy cloak she had worn for her disguise amplified the heat immensely as she ran, and she could almost feel herself wilting. At this point, she thought distractedly, the best plan of action was to gain some distance on the Mystic somehow, and then double back to warn Lilith.

Rounding a corner, she skidded to a halt, confronted by a dead end. She cursed, looking around urgently for a way out, any way out. The only option seemed to be breaking through the walls or ceiling with her magic, so she tried to regain her breath as she gathered her will.

“If you looked at me and thought that I would be in any mood for games, girl, you were wrong.”

She swung around abruptly, not wanting to leave her back exposed, and saw the Mystic fully for the first time. Though slightly shorter than Theren, the woman was broad across the shoulders, and her arms were obviously muscular even under her chain mail. She had the golden-blonde hair and high cheekbones of a woman of Hedgemond, and she looked out of place, clutching a long, heavy spear and standing in full armor amid barrels of salted ham and sacks of vegetables.

Theren opened her mouth for a moment, but closed it again, bitterness stinging in her heart. What could she do? Tell this woman of her patron’s greed and conniving ways, and hope for “the King’s justice?” No, there was no point in words, not with the twice-damned Mystics.

Instead, she spat at the woman’s feet and pulled down on the roofing above her with her magic, creating an opening through which to leap upwards and escape. Before she could jump, though, the Mystic swung her spear in a wide arc. Theren moved to dodge, but the spear tip cut through a sack leaning against the wall and flicked its contents—heavy, blinding white flour—in the direction of Theren’s face, clouding her vision and filling her lungs.

She tried to wave some of it away, but the grit had gotten into her eyelashes and stung at her eyes, forcing them closed. Wildly she flailed her arms, reduced to panic by her inability to see; as a mindmage, Theren needed sight to be able to use her magic, and the lack of it left her practically helpless. The wild lashing of her fists, however, connected only with empty air. Before she could regain her senses, the butt of the Mystic’s spear caught her squarely in the stomach, and she doubled over in pain. The wind knocked out of her, she struggled feebly against her assailant, but it was to no avail. The woman wrapped something around Theren’s face and trussed her arms and legs, before lifting Theren across her shoulder like a prize stag at the end of a hunt.

Utterly helpless, she was carried through the city to whatever fate awaited her, wrapped in the folds of that hated red cloak.
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The breeze that blew in across the High King’s Seat from the harbor carried with it the scents of saltwater and tar in equal measure, making Vivien’s nose wrinkle in displeasure. The Mystic garrison in the city had always been in unfortunately close proximity to far too many of the Seat’s wharves, and today in particular a large number of them were packed tightly with as many ships as could find berth in each. The smell was acrid enough to distract her from the matter at hand, but only momentarily, since the fugitive whose transport she was overseeing was making a great deal too much noise to be ignored.

“Please!” The young man was begging once again, holding out his cuffed hands towards Vivien in a gesture of pleading. “Please, mistress, it was an honest mistake! How was I to know the ring I lifted was a signet ring? I thought it was just a bauble!”

Vivien hefted the item in question—an exceptionally heavy gilded pewter ring that was in fact the official seal of the family Thanian, a middling-rank noble family from Idris who were in a complete uproar over the theft—in the palm of her gloved hand. How anyone could have mistaken it for a simple ring was beyond her, but then she was used to the trappings of nobility. It was possible that he really had been unlucky and oblivious enough to believe that it was merely another piece of jewelry, but it was also possible that he had been sent by one of Thanian’s enemies or competitors, as the family themselves seemed to believe. From this point onward, the truth, to Vivien, was irrelevant; her job here was done, and needless mercy was not an oft-quoted quality of the Mystics, or indeed of hers.

“I fear it is not me who you will have to convince,” she told him, with a sweet smile that was at odds with the harsh rasping of her voice.

The look of terror elicited by her words ignited a small, cold fire of hatred within her heart, and with great satisfaction she watched two guards drag him bodily across the square towards the garrison’s back entrance. It was only within the past few months that she had recovered the ability to speak at all, having suffered a series of terrible burns down the side of her face and neck, and already she was utterly sick of everyone’s reactions to her voice and disfigurement. The gasps and looks were almost, she mused bitterly, worse than the injury itself had been.

With him out of the way, she tucked the seal safely into a small concealed pocket inside her tunic, where it would stay until she could return it, at whatever time seemed the most beneficial to her. She would ordinarily have considered letting the family fret over it for a few more days, but she was under orders to leave the city tomorrow night, so it would be better done today than during tomorrow’s bustle of final packing. Keeping the seal hidden from her fellows was a simple task—the folds of their red cloaks lent themselves well to keeping secrets—but a necessary one. After all, it would not do to let some young recruit with no knowledge of the courtesies of the merchant families deliver it, would it? Certainly not.

Too few of their order truly understood the art of trading favors and reputation as currency. Vivien considered herself among the best, especially here on the Seat, but there were always more favors to be stockpiled, more names to be added to her arsenal, more strands to be woven into her web.

The wind troubled her once more, whipping her loose black hair in front of her eyes, and she frowned again, turning towards the garrison’s twin iron front doors. Inside the entrance hall was a veritable sea of red, capes and cloaks of all shapes and sizes adorning the many Mystics present as they bustled about packing in preparation for their upcoming journey. Conscious of the attention she had attracted on entering, Vivien tossed her hair back over her shoulders and drew herself up to her fullest height, determined to stand tall under their scrutiny.

Let them see her scars. They would know then what she had lived through.

Fewer heads turned as she continued onwards through the mess hall; the Mystics here knew her better. No doubt they also knew that she was uninterested in the food served there, as Vivien neither ate nor slept in the garrison, instead preferring to reserve a room at an inn with considerably better food and beds than what the order provided. After all, what was the point in acquiring coin in service to the High King if you did not spend at least some of it to make your life better? And she would rather have died than deal with lice.

Beyond the ordered corridors that divided the barracks into neat squares, she came at last to the tiny, cramped room that served as the office for the custodian of their cells, only just large enough to contain a desk and a chair. On the desk was the thick, leather-bound book that had brought her there, the ledger into which the prisoner’s details would need to be entered—but it was unattended, so she leaned forwards and rang the small brass bell that would hopefully summon the custodian back from whatever errands he happened to be seeing to. The scraping of footsteps across the floor told her that it had indeed done so, but as the other door opened and the custodian on duty entered, it was not the short, rotund man that Vivien had been expecting, but instead a tall, brown-skinned Mystic named Naro.

Though Naro was younger than her by a number of years, his eyes always seemed to be tired enough for a man twice his age. She found him peculiar, and unnervingly so: despite being handsome enough to catch the eye of any number of young people in the city, and at least reasonably intelligent, he was a habitual loner, rarely spending time with even the others in the garrison. He was also among the few Mystics whose regard for her had not changed since her injury, and that worried her for a reason she could not quite pinpoint. The way he had of looking at her as though he knew all her secrets did not help, either. 

She should not let him worry her, she told herself firmly. Her secrets were far too well-hidden for anyone to know about them. Of that, she was almost certain.

“Vivien.” He greeted her curtly, kicking the chair out from the desk and flipping the ledger open. “I assume our newest arrival belongs to you?”

“Not for long, but yes.”

He nodded, picking up a battered quill and making a note in the ledger. “Charge?”

“Theft and trespass,” she replied carefully, made cautious by his brusqueness. “I expected to see Aizo here, rather than you. Is he called to duties elsewhere?”

“He requested leave to spend the afternoon with his grandchildren before the journey tomorrow,” he answered, somewhat reproachfully, as though speaking of personal matters was an affront to him. “You said theft. Status of the items in question?”

“Already returned,” she lied glibly, holding her peace through the long, cool look that he gave her. “House Thanian may seek further reparations, however.”

He grunted sourly, making a face as he noted this all down in the book. “Make your mark, then.”

As he pushed the book towards her, heavy footsteps echoed down the hallway behind him, and another Mystic slammed her way into the room, stalking past Naro.

“Any luck?” he asked the newcomer, a blonde-haired, rosy-cheeked woman from Hedgemond who Vivien knew much better and did not like at all.

The woman, Ilya, threw her hands up in a gesture of exasperation. “Not a word when first I found her. Now she cannot be silenced! She insists—ceaselessly—that she is under the protection of the family Yerrin and that we have no right to hold her, even though multiple witnesses confirm she is the mage we sought. This patron of hers cannot take delivery of her fast enough!”

The mention of the Yerrin family name made Vivien’s ears prick up, despite her distaste for Ilya. She had just recently done some favors for several of the Yerrins here in the city, but it could never hurt to do more.

“A mage, you say,” she interjected smoothly, as she finished signing her name. “Has there been another incident at the Academy?”

Ilya turned to face her, still glowering in irritation, and shook her head. “She is a runaway. She surely has nothing to do with the family Yerrin, before you ask, or they would simply have paid her patron to release her. There will be no need for you to go fishing around.”

Vivien smiled courteously, marveling at the fact that despite her perpetually pink-flushed cheeks, Ilya more closely resembled a bull than the Hedgemond milkmaids to whom such complexion was usually attributed. “I will, of course, take your deductions into consideration when I question her.”

Snorting, Ilya whirled on her heel and left the room, heading back towards the mess hall. Vivien opened her mouth to seek permission from Naro to speak with this mage prisoner, but he just waved a hand, clearly not interested in arguing.

Once she had crossed the threshold into the jail area itself behind the thick, oaken door, Vivien could indeed hear distant yelling from one of the farthest cells, and also managed to pick out the occasional repetition of the word “Yerrin.” Her interest piqued, she quietly made her way down the row towards the young woman’s voice. Despite what Ilya seemed to believe, Yerrin was a powerful and dangerous name to invoke without cause. It was true that the girl could simply have been exceptionally desperate, but it was best never to discount possible avenues of influence. Who knew what secret lovers or unlikely friends the merchant families kept?

By the time she reached the girl’s cell, the shouting was nearly deafening as it echoed off the stone walls.

“Let me go! Darkness take the lot of you! You redcloaks love the goldbags! Go ask them! You cannot keep me here! The Yerrins will come for me if you only tell them my name! You go and find Lilith of the family Yerrin and tell her that you have Theren locked up! She will see that you regret holding me here! Do your jobs and let me go!”

Vivien was impressed. The girl—a mentalist, by the blinders of iron and leather that had been strapped over her eyes—was lean and looked somewhat malnourished, but with every word she struggled fiercely against the iron chains that held her. She seemed to be tall for her age and had cool, olive-tinted brown skin, almost as dark as Naro’s, with a thin, flat nose and prominent cheekbones. Most peculiarly, her hair, which was cropped short so that it fell in feathers framing her face, was an unnaturally bright white-gold color, like straw shining in the morning sun—dyed by alchemists, no doubt.

It was this hair that made Vivien realize that she had actually seen the girl once before. Sometime last year, a member of the family Yerrin—Lilith, in fact, the very name that this mage-girl was now trying to invoke—had been accused of several murders, and was detained and questioned by the Mystics at the time. Vivien, of course, had taken it upon herself to watch closely over the investigation, for the ease of mind of her Yerrin contacts, and so had been present when several of Lilith’s friends were brought in to speak with her.

One of them, though she had been less slim and a little less tall at the time, had certainly been this girl—Theren, she had called herself. There was no longer any doubt whatsoever in Vivien’s mind that Theren truly did have at least some connection with the Yerrins.

Suddenly, the girl’s head jerked in Vivien’s direction, obviously sensing her presence, and Vivien felt self-conscious for a moment, thinking that she must breathe much louder now than she had before her injury.

“Ah, finally!” Theren declared, attempting to sound brazen, though her voice was full of undisguisable relief. “At last, someone listened! I am not sure your Yerrin masters will be pleased by how long you made me wait, but I will put in a good word for you if you hurry and let me loose!”

So, she is not sure that they will come for her, Vivien thought to herself, frowning. But she is sure enough to call on them, at least.

“I am certain that Lilith will be pleased to see me!” Theren continued, her tone almost pleading in its desperation.

Vivien smiled and shook her head at the girl’s foolishness, deciding not to enter the cell and speak with her. Not yet, at any rate. Theren was clearly scared, and that fear could prove to be a useful bargaining chip with either the family Yerrin or the girl herself, if encouraged skillfully enough. Vivien would have to make some inquiries first, of course, but she believed that she could turn this situation quite handily to her advantage.

“Let me out! Please!”

Chuckling hoarsely to herself as she considered the boon that had just fallen into her lap, Vivien left on quiet feet through the door by which she had entered, and went out onto the High King’s Seat to seek information on Lilith of the family Yerrin.
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It took all of the energy that Theren had left to heave once again on the chains securing her wrist irons to the floor. She had no idea how long it had been, as the blinders on her eyes meant that she could see no changes in the light outside to gauge the passing of time, but she felt like it must be a new day by now. Her shouting had not seemed to attract much attention, and a gnawing fear had been set in the pit of her stomach that her captors intended to simply leave her there to rot. It had kept her awake despite the long hours that she had been there, almost as potent a worry as the terror that the Mystics would once again deign to have her tortured.

She shivered uncontrollably, her chains jingling, as she was overcome once again by the memory of their knives. They had been quick with such hospitality on her last stay in a Mystic dungeon, but they may have decided that there was no information worth carving out of her this time. Or they might simply have wanted to let her stew for a while.

“I know you can hear me!” she ventured again, her voice trembling from overuse. “You will regret it if you leave me here to die! The family Yerrin will see you suffer for it!”

Inwardly, she cringed, aware that this was a glaring lie. With the exception of Lilith, the Yerrin family’s attitude towards her would be ignorance at best, and at worst outrage that one of their own was associating with such gutter trash. But she had no choice—she had no other cards to play, nobody else to ask for aid. Nothing else stood between her and the end of everything that she knew.

She also had to hope that any Mystics listening to her would consult Lilith first, for asking a more important family member instead would bring the Yerrin family ire down upon her. Theren wondered suddenly if that was what had happened: that the Yerrins had been annoyed by her claims and commanded the Mystics to leave her to die.

The horror of it hit her like a hammer blow, and she redoubled her efforts against the chains. She strained against them until her muscles screamed, tiny stars appearing against the blackness that was all she could see, as her blood pounded in her ears and she felt herself growing faint.

Head swimming, she collapsed back to the floor, and managed to curl herself up with her head between her knees as she waited for the dizziness to pass. After so long deprived of sight, she experienced every tiny noise in the cell amplified tenfold as her hearing attempted to compensate, and each clink of the chains made her shudder. This was no good, she thought numbly. She would never find her way out of here if she lost her head.

Surely her friends would at least make an effort to find her, she told herself, trying to calm down. They had all earned some success at ferreting out information over this past year, so they could almost certainly uncover what had happened. They would find out. Surely.

As if in response to her thoughts, a door opened somewhere off to her right, followed by footsteps.

“You there!” she croaked, sitting up again. “You have to listen to me! I have friends in the family Yerrin, and they will not be pleased when they find out where I am!”

The footsteps, light and measured, came to a stop in front of her, and hope blossomed in Theren’s chest. They did not sound like the heavy boots of the Mystic who had captured her, which could only be a good sign. Had she heard the faint jingling of keys as well? She licked her lips and cleared her throat, trying to force her voice to work properly once again.

“Have you come to set me free?” she demanded, in what she hoped was an imperious tone.

Whoever the light feet belonged to did not answer, though they did indeed produce a bundle of metal keys and unlock the door of Theren’s cell. Any hope in her breast was washed away instantly under an icy wave of fear as she heard them step inside and then close the door behind them, shutting themself inside with her. Flesh crawling, she backed herself away from the intruder, every wisp of air on the bare skin of her forearms as sharp as the Mystics’ blades in her memory.

The disembodied footsteps remained still for a few moments, their owner silent, before making a wide circuit around her, out of reach but nonetheless too close for comfort. Heart pounding, Theren twisted her body as much as she was able, trying always to face the unbidden visitor.

“What do you want?” she demanded hoarsely, when the silence had grown too much for her to bear.

“What an interesting question.”

The voice that responded was almost as rasping and croaky as her own, and she wondered why that would be. It seemed to belong to a woman, at a guess, but not any woman that Theren had heard speaking on her way in.

“Are you going to answer?” she countered, twisting again as the woman took a few steps to her left.

“My, my. You are jumpy.”

“I know what the Mystics do to people unlucky enough to end up in their care,” Theren snarled, jerking back as far as she was able.

“Yes, I heard about that. The family Yerrin does not usually take notice when the Mystics accommodate a girl with no family name or money, but your little visit with us is known to them. And thus, to me.”

As the woman continued circling her, a small sound jogged Theren’s memory, and she tensed herself further. At one point, so many hours ago that she had almost convinced herself she had imagined it, she had felt she heard someone watching her. She could not be absolutely certain, of course, but the woman’s breaths as she walked definitely sounded familiar. If it had indeed been this woman, why would she have come to Theren’s cell and then left without a word? If she meant to seek the Yerrins, why not let Theren know? What was it that the Mystics wanted?

“You spoke with them?” she asked eventually, knowing that whatever the risks and uncertainties might turn out to be, this woman was almost certainly still her only way out of this prison.

“Yes, I did,” the woman replied, her voice taking on a note of reproach. “They told me enough that I am aware your insistence they would want you freed was greatly exaggerated. Your friend Lilith will doubtless wish to see you again, but she has worn her collection of favors thin these past few months, has she not?”

Theren sighed in exhaustion, chains clinking as she did her best to shrug under their weight. “I had to get your attention somehow. If any of you had just spoken to me, I could have explained all you wished to know. If you poked the nest of Yerrins without cause, then it is no fault of mine.”

There was a long pause, just long enough to make Theren begin to regret her words, before the woman spoke again.

“Be still a moment.”

Alarmed at the sound of movement, Theren tried to lean back out of reach, but a small hand caught her chin in a firm grip while the other deftly undid the fastenings of her blinders. She winced, her eyes squeezed tightly shut, as even the dim light of the prison cells was too much for her after the long period of darkness.

Wary still, she made a show of covering her face with her hands, trying to get her sight back as quickly as possible. She had no idea what this Mystic woman intended to do with her, but if she could pull herself together enough to break her chains with her magic, and then hopefully escape, it would not matter.

“So bright,” she muttered, feigning being disoriented, even as her eyes focused sharply enough on her hands for her to get a good look at the irons around her wrists.

They looked far too strong to rip apart with raw strength, but now that she could see the keyholes, she was certain she could form the shape of a key that would fit in the lock, and from there it was just a matter of a small push. Still cringing and covering her face to hide the magelight that would show in her eyes, she painstakingly drew her power into a small, key-shaped form. Just as she was about to try turning it, however, she felt the magic drain away, like sand between her fingers, and looked up at the Mystic woman beside her, whose
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