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Isabella Rubén is a traitor - at twelve years old.

Disgraced, abandoned by her friends and shunned by her family, Isabella is sent into exile with scant hope of returning to her former home.  Her destination, Kirkhaven Hall; a stone mansion miles from civilisation, inhabited only by a pair of older exiles.  Existence as she knew it is over.  

But as she tries to settle into Kirkhaven Hall, and a life far from the one she enjoyed before her fall from grace, she discovers that the hall has secrets.  Intruders on the grounds, ghostly shadows moving at night ...

... and a plot that may destroy everything she once held dear.
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To my sons, Eric and John.

Dear Reader,

This story may require some explanation.

I was midway through writing The Zero Curse when it crossed my mind that I could write a handful of stand-alone stories set in the Zero universe.  A number of ideas occurred to me, some of which I plotted out at once, but I had to put them aside while I finished the first trilogy.  I was, in fact, writing The Zero Equation when it occurred to me that I could hang an entire story on Isabella Rubén, allowing me to show that she was a more complex character than she might have appeared and, perhaps more importantly, allowing me to explore different aspects of the universe.  The story in front of you is the result.

If this is your first foray into the Zero universe, all you need to know is that twelve-year-old Isabella Rubén - manipulated by Stregheria Aguirre - betrayed her family to outside forces and, after the crisis was concluded, was summarily sentenced to exile.  The story opens with her in a carriage, driving away from the only home she’s known ...

... And making her way into an uncertain future.

As always, I welcome comments, feedback, and reviews.

Christopher Nuttall

Edinburgh, 2018
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If I had known that it would be the last time Akin and I would talk to each other, at least as semi-equals, I like to think I would have handled it better.  But I didn't.

My brother and I had never really been close, although - as fraternal twins - we had been expected to look out for each other from a very early age.  Perhaps we would have been closer, perhaps, if things had been different.  But Akin had the sheer luck to be born male, into a house that steadfastly refused to allow a female to rise to the very highest rank.  He, son of the Patriarch, was groomed to become Patriarch himself someday; me, daughter of the Patriarch, was denied a chance at power in my own right.  And House Rubén - our house - was the sole Great House that kept the old traditions.  All the other Great Houses had left them behind long ago.

It was unfair!  Akin had no interest in power; indeed, he had no interest in anything beyond forging.  He didn't want to create a patronage network, let alone inherit the network of family and clients that our ancestors had built up over the years.  I, on the other hand, did want it.  I wanted to wield power, I wanted to be in control, I wanted to have everyone hanging on my every word ... I wanted to make my family proud of me.  And I couldn’t hope to reach the highest levels, no matter how much magic I mastered or how many clients I brought into the family network.  My fate had been set by an accident of birth.

I’d made a fool of myself, those first few months at Jude’s.  And yet ... I couldn't see how I could have done anything else.  

I believed in the family.  I wanted to run the family.  And so I’d set out to do everything an up-and-coming family member should do.  I’d made friends and allies with the scions of powerful families, I’d identified a number of promising clients for later cultivation ... and, as I had to share a dorm with Caitlyn Aguirre, I’d done everything in my power to prove she truly had no magic.  And I had been right.  She did have no magic.  But she had a different gift, one that made her more important than me.  My patronage networks evaporated like morning mist, while she started to build a network of her own.  Of course she was trying to build a network of her own!  It was what was expected of her.  

And Akin was her friend.

It tore at me, more than I cared to admit.  I’d have understood if Caitlyn - Cat - was almost anyone else, but her?  My rival? The one who’d made a fool of me? How could they be friends?  Our families were bitter enemies.  We’d been feuding for hundreds of years.  There could be only one dominant house, after all, and it was going to be us.  And there Akin was, befriending the daughter of a rival house ... and staying with her, even after the kidnapping.  It could not be tolerated.  Father had told him to stay away from her.  Why didn't he listen to Father?

My brother and I didn't look that much alike, for all that we were twins.  We both had the blonde hair and blue eyes that seemed to be dominant in House Rubén, but I was tall and willowy while Akin was shorter and more muscular.  He’d been forging practically since he could walk, immersing himself in the art while I’d followed a more general field of study.  He had me beat when it came to forging - I admit that, willingly - but I had the edge in charms, defence and potions.  I’d paid special attention to potions.  Father was a Potions Master.  

The House War was in its infancy when I finally managed to get Akin alone.  It wasn't easy.  There were places he could go that I couldn't follow, places where I wouldn't go ... and places where too many eyes were watching.  Jude’s was supposed to be neutral, but everyone knew that it was just a matter of time before angry muttering and the occasional hex turned into something nastier.  Akin might not be interested in politics, but politics were interested in him.  He could hardly turn around without running into someone who wanted to befriend him ... for political reasons, of course.  I’d had the same problem until recently.  But I hadn’t considered it to be a problem.

Akin watched me patiently as I erected a set of privacy wards around the study room.  I wanted him to help, even though I didn't really trust him to do it properly.  Technically, no one was supposed to use scrying magic within the school, but I suspected that rule was about to be broken too.  I’d heard whispers about upperclassmen stockpiling weapons and spells that were borderline dark ...

... Although, if there was one thing I’d learnt in my twelve years, it was that rumours simply couldn't be trusted.

“You were told not to spend any more time with her,” I said, curtly.  “Why are you still even giving her the time of day?”

Akin’s eyes narrowed.  “This ... this ... is about Cat?”

“Caitlyn Aguirre, Daughter of Lord and Lady Aguirre,” I said, fighting down a flicker of anger.  “And they are our family’s enemies.”

“Cat isn’t a bad person,” Akin said.  “She saved my life.”

“After endangering it in the first place,” I said.  I’d listened very carefully to Akin’s story, after they’d made their escape from the Eternal City.  Father hadn't tried to stop me from eavesdropping on the conversation.  “She should never have let herself be lured into that trap!”

Akin glared at me.  “And you have never done anything stupid in your life?”

I glared back at him, feeling a surge of sudden jealousy.  My brother didn't want power - and it had been dropped in his lap.  Cat didn't have power - and she was suddenly the most important person in the world.  They’d both lucked into importance, while I - no matter how hard I worked - could never catch up.  Father would cheerfully hand his empire over to Akin without a second thought.  But not to his daughter.

“There is a House War on,” I said.  I was pressing close to the line - there were things I could never tell anyone, even my twin - but it had to be said.  “Our family and hers are at war.  And what happens if we lose?”

My eyes narrowed.  “Or are you expecting her to intercede for us if we lose?”

Akin half-rose.  “Isabella ...”

“Why?”  It was incomprehensible to me.  “Why are you and her even friends?”

Akin settled back in his chair.  “Because she’s a decent person?  Because we share interests?  Because I happen to like her?  Because our families are feuding over something that happened hundreds of years ago ...”

“Our families are rivals because only one of us can rule the city,” I told him, sharply.  “And even if she is a nice person, her family is not.”

“That doesn’t mean we should hate them,” Akin said, quietly.  “Why can’t you give her a chance?”

I glared.  “Like the chance that was never given to me?”

“And if you had been born without magic,” Akin asked, “what would have happened to you?”

That was a good point.  I decided to ignore it.

“The Patriarch has ordered you to stop talking to her,” I said, instead.  “This is the end!”

Akin’s face darkened.  For a moment, I thought he was going to hex me.  Instead, he stood and stormed out of the study, slamming the door behind him.  I glared at the closed door, cursing my brother under his breath.  I wished I could have told him everything, but I’d given my word.  Some secrets had to be kept until the time was right. In hindsight, I should have told him ...

I was right.  It was the end of a great many things.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue II


[image: ]


It was a truth often acknowledged, Lord Carioca Rubén thought grimly, that House Rubén was the oldest Great House in Shallot.  House Rubén could trace its lineage all the way back to the Senatorial Families of the Eternal City, a claim that none of the other Great Houses could make.  Indeed, House Rubén was also the only Great House to cling to the customs and traditions of a long-vanished world that had, as far as the rest of the city was concerned, outlived their usefulness long ago.  He’d seen it, once, as proof that they were different, as proof that they were born to eventually take supreme power.

Now, the traditions were a noose around his neck.

He stood in the centre of the Chamber of Judgement, his hands clasped behind his back as the arbiters took their places.  Their faces were concealed behind black cloaks and powerful wards, their identities hidden even from the Patriarch himself.  They would be men, of course, considering their House, but beyond that ...?  Carioca understood the logic behind the tradition - he would have tried to bribe or threaten the arbiters, if he knew who they were - and at one point he would have supported it.  Now ... he would gladly throw tradition out the window if it would save his daughter’s life.  He’d been very lucky that Isabella simply hadn’t been executed on the spot.

“We have discussed the matter of Isabella Rubén at great length,” the lead arbiter said.  His voice was muffled by the wards.  No one, not even the other arbiters, would know who he was.  A friend, an enemy ... or merely someone who’d lost confidence in Carioca’s leadership?  “It is beyond doubt that she committed treason, against both the family and the kingdom itself.  And that she acted without direction from a senior member of our family.”

Carioca felt his heart clench.  Isabella wouldn't have been expected to defy a senior member of the family, if he’d ordered her to follow his instructions.  She was twelve.  She wasn’t expected to make decisions for herself.  If she had even a flimsy excuse to blame her actions on someone older, wiser and more powerful than herself ...

“Worse, she chose to ally herself with Stregheria Aguirre,” the arbiter continued.  “It is impossible to believe that she thought she was acting in the best interests of the family, or even that she was trying to secure the family’s future in the event of Crown Prince Henry’s coup suceeding.  Isabella would have claimed power over the remainder of the Great Houses, assuming Stregheria Aguirre actually honoured her side of the agreement, but there would be little left to rule.  House Rubén would be left broken in the wake of the coup.”

And the House War, Carioca thought.  Stregheria Aguirre had laid her plans well.  She’d played Isabella like a puppet.  And, because she was an Aguirre, there was no way Isabella could be forgiven for allying with her.  House Aguirre had been the enemy.  She thought she had no choice.

He winced, inwardly.  Any father whose child turned against the family was a failure as a parent.  That much was undeniable.  How much of what had happened was his fault?  Perhaps, if he’d been a stricter or a more attentive parent, Isabella would never have looked elsewhere for validation.  Perhaps, if he’d fought for her right to succeed him as Patriarch, she wouldn't have felt she needed to step outside the family line for power.  Isabella was his daughter.  How could she not be ambitious?  But even he could not overturn centuries of tradition.  He hadn't even realised he needed to try until it was too late.

“If Isabella was a grown woman, she would have been executed by now,” the arbiter stated, flatly, confirming Carioca's previous beliefs.  “Treason is a serious offense.  The king has already executed a number of Crown Prince Henry’s supporters, even members of the highest nobility.  As it is, considering her age, we have decided to be merciful.”

Carioca wasn't relieved.  Mercy was a word with many meanings.  Isabella was too young to be executed, perhaps, but there was no way she could be saved from punishment.  He’d been lucky to escape being summarily stripped of his title himself.  If he hadn't been a war hero, if Caitlyn Aguirre hadn't made her proposal to end the House War - and the endless feud - he might have lost everything.  As it was, there was no guarantee that his son would be able to succeed him.  The family council might choose to elect someone else in his place.

And the king will be demanding some punishment, he thought, grimly.  Too many noblemen - and army officers - had backed Crown Prince Henry’s bid for the throne.  It had been sheer luck that the original plan had had to be replaced at short notice.  He cannot let a known traitor get away with it.  

“Isabella will be sent into exile,” the arbiter informed him.  “We have decided that Kirkhaven Hall will make a suitable home for her until we see fit to recall her from exile.”

“I protest,” Carioca said, immediately.  “Kirkhaven Hall is no place for a young girl.”

“She will not be alone,” the arbiter said.

“But there will be no one of her age there,” Carioca said.  He was all too aware that he was coming close to pleading.  “She will ...”

“She is being punished,” the arbiter said.  “A few years in exile will teach her a lesson and satisfy the king.  Should she comport herself in a manner that suggests she has learnt something from the experience, she will eventually be allowed to return to the city.”

But what she did will never be forgotten, Carioca thought, glumly.  Too many people knew the truth for it to be forgotten, even if he bribed or threatened people into silence.  House Rubén had enemies.  They’d drag the matter up every time they needed to weaken the family’s reputation still further.  Isabella will never live it down.

He stared into the arbiter’s hooded face and knew there was no point in arguing.  The family demanded its pound of flesh.  Isabella had betrayed them, a crime that could never be forgiven.  Scheming to become Patriarch was one thing, but actually planning to ruin the entire family was quite another.  There were few worse crimes.  Carioca’s enemies might take pleasure in putting a knife in his back, while he was weak, but even his allies would agree that Isabella needed to be punished.  Sending her into exile, cutting her off from the friends and family she’d need to make a name for herself, was harsh.  Her future prospects would be utterly ruined.

As if they weren't anyway, Carioca thought.  Who would want her to marry into their family now?

“Isabella will leave tomorrow morning,” the arbiter said, firmly.  “You will not be permitted to talk to her before her departure, nor will you or your inner family write to her without the family council’s approval.  Should you attempt to contact her secretly, her exile may be extended and your own position will be subject to examination.”

Carioca gritted his teeth, wondering - again - who was under the hood.  One of his enemies, definitely.  The list was a depressingly long one.  He’d stood on too many toes during his rise to power.  And now that he was weak, someone had decided to have a go at him.  If he didn't try to contact Isabella, his fitness as a father - and Patriarch - would be called into question.  But if he did try to contact his daughter, his enemies would have all the excuse they needed to strip him of his position.  He could not win.

“I understand,” he said.

Isabella would not have an easy time of it.  Kirkhaven Hall was in the highlands, right on the border with Galashiels.  There were only a couple of people living there, both of whom had been sent into exile themselves years ago.  Isabella would have books, of course, and plenty of room to practice her magic, but her education would suffer.  And she would be unable to build the circle of patronage that any young person needed to make something of themselves in adult life.  She would be alone, in a very real sense, for the rest of her life.

But at least she will be alive, he told himself.  And, one day, she will return to us.

But he knew that day would be a very long time in coming.
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It was cold.  Bitterly cold.

I muttered a heating incantation under my breath, although I knew it was useless.  The bracelet the armsman had forced upon me, before we left the hall five days ago, kept me from performing even the simplest of spells.  I could no more warm myself than I could look out of the shuttered windows, let alone cast a spell that might get me out of the carriage.  The clothes I wore were too thin, the charms woven into the fabric nowhere near powerful enough to turn back the cold.  I was going to freeze.

The carriage rattled, reminding me that we were a long way from the King’s Roads - and Shallot.  I hadn't seen much of the countryside - the armsman had kept the shutters down for most of the trip - but it was clear that we were travelling well into the hinterlands.  The family estate, a mere fifty miles from Shallot, could be reached in a day on horseback, if one was prepared to ride hard.  I didn't think the carriage could move as fast as a horse, but still ... we’d been travelling for a very long time.

I looked down at the cuff, feeling a bitter surge of helplessness.  My life was over.  My life was over, and it was never going to end.  The Arbiters had made it clear that I was going into exile, that I would not be allowed to return to Shallot for years, if at all.  I was an exile, at twelve years old, and it was all my own stupid fault.  There was no one else to blame for my fall from grace.  They’d made that clear to me too.

I should never have listened to that witch, I thought.  I’d been told, more than once, that I should inform my father if an adult from a rival Great House tried to make contact with me.  I hadn't listened.  I’d been hurting and depressed and Stregheria Aguirre had told me what I wanted to hear.  If I hadn’t listened to her ...

But I had listened to her, I had allowed her to talk me into treason against my family - against the entire city - and I was lucky to be alive.  The Arbiters had told me that too, as if I didn't know that already.  If I’d been an adult, I would have been beheaded.  But I couldn't help thinking, as I stared at the carriage’s wooden walls - it was little more than a box on wheels - that I hadn't really been lucky at all.  I would have died quickly, then it would have been over.  Now, my life would be turned into an object lesson for young children, a grim reminder of what not to do.  I’d laughed at some of the stories of older family who’d transgressed and faced punishment.  It wasn't so funny now that the boot was on the other foot.

I leaned back against the wooden wall and closed my eyes, trying to sleep.  There was little else to do.  The Arbiters had let me pack a few books - and a handful of possessions - but the armsman had put my trunks under the carriage, rather than letting me have anything in the passenger compartment itself.  He wanted to make me miserable, I thought.  Two weeks ago, I’d been one of the highest-ranking children in the family.  Servants had jumped at my commands.  Now, I was just an exile.  My name had probably been struck from the family rolls.  Mother was probably going around telling everyone that she had only ever had one child.  My mother and I had never been particularly close, but the thought still hurt.

Not that anyone will believe her, I thought.  And no one will ever let Mother and Father forget what I did either.

I scowled at the thought as I tried to concentrate on a meditation routine.  People had been sent into exile before, but none of them - as far as I knew - had betrayed the family quite as spectacularly as I.  The young men and women who had committed some indiscretion that was only spoken about in whispers would be welcomed back, after a decent interval.  They might never regain their former prominence, but at least they would be part of the family again.  I, on the other hand ...

They’ll never forget what you did, a little voice whispered at the back of my mind.  And they’ll never let you go home.

A surge of anger ran through me.  My magic shuddered to life, pressing against the bracelet ... then faded back into nothingness.  I slumped, cursing the bracelet and its designer in words I’d never dared use in front of my parents.  My magic was useless as long as I wore the wretched cuff.  Had Caitlyn designed it?  Or Akin?  My brother had been quick to side with the Aguirre spawn, even though she was powerless.  He’d liked her, I thought, long before her true nature became clear.  He certainly hadn't spoken out for me at the hearing.  He’d been too busy with something else.

And now his sister is powerless, I thought, numbly.  I might have been young, but I’d had power.  I could walk the streets in perfect safety, trusting in my magic to protect me.  But now I was defenceless, as helpless as a newborn babe. An unbidden thought forced itself into my mind:  Is this how Cat feels all the time?

My thoughts mocked me.  I didn't want to think about Caitlyn right now. It’s not fair.  It’s not fair ...

I must have fallen asleep, or slipped into a meditative trance, because I thought I saw and heard people surrounding me.  Cat, speaking to me as though I was a friend; Akin, his face pinched and wan; a young boy with chocolate skin smiling at me ... and a Hangchowese girl with almond eyes and an enchanting smile.  I had to be dreaming, I thought.  My family didn't know any Hangchowese girls, not socially.  House Griffin was the only family with any Hangchowese blood and they were a minor house, barely able to pay their debts.  People had been predicting their demise for years.  

The girl was saying something to me.  I turned my head, trying to hear, but her words just slipped away.  They were words of wisdom, I thought, yet ... they existed only at the corner of my mind.  Maybe I was just imagining it.  I was half-asleep ...

A crashing sound echoed through the carriage.  I jerked awake, looking from side to side.  The shutters had opened, revealing a desolate wasteland.  I stood, trying to ignore the increasingly urgent sounds from my stomach, and peered through the window, looking out onto a different world.  We appeared to be in a valley, following a river as it poured down from the distant snow-capped mountains.  The land appeared to be nothing but scraggly grass and stones.  I could see flecks of white on nearby hills, small copses of trees everywhere ... I couldn't see any sign of human life.  The only sign that anyone had ever been in the valley was the road.  A handful of birds flew through the air, some of them following us for a few moments before looping away into the sky.  I felt a flicker of envy for their freedom.  I wanted to fly too.

Cat flew, a treacherous part of my mind whispered.  You could have flown too, if you’d befriended her instead of tormenting her.

The carriage shuddered, again.  The shutters slammed closed.  I sighed and sat back on the bench, closing my eyes.  The armsman was tormenting me, I was sure, and I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of knowing that he’d managed to get under my skin.  Maybe I’d been horrid to him, when I’d been a little girl.  Or maybe he was just making my new position as the family’s latest exile clear.

I must have fallen asleep again, for the next thing I knew was the carriage lurching to a halt and someone banging on the door. I jerked upright, hastily pulling my golden blonde hair into a rough braid.  It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.  Not, I supposed, that it mattered.  A girl my age who went outside without braided hair would face the most astringent criticism from the Grande Dames of High Society, but in my case there was so much else to criticize.  I smoothed my green dress with my hands, then stood and tapped on the door.  It opened a moment later.

The coldness hit me like a physical blow.  I’d thought it was cold inside the carriage, but outside ... it was practically freezing.  Water droplets hung in the air as if they were suspended, splashing against my body as I peered out the door.  Technically, the armsman should have provided steps - or helped me down to the ground - but he made no move to do either.  I took a breath and jumped down, landing in a muddy puddle.  Cold water started to seep into my boots.  I glared at the armsman, daring him to laugh, then looked around.  The estate - if indeed we were on an estate - was wreathed in mist.  I stared, fascinated.  I’d never seen mist - real mist - before.  Visibility was down to a handful of metres.  I thought I could see trees in the distance, but it was impossible to be sure.  The world was silent, as if time itself had stopped.  It felt, just for a moment, as though I were still dreaming.

A hand touched my shoulder.  I jumped, then remembered the armsman.  He motioned for me to walk around the carriage.  I sighed, staring at his glamoured face in the hopes he’d think I could see through the spell, then did as I was told.  The horses whinnied unhappily as I passed.  Horses normally liked me, but I suspected they knew I was in disgrace.  Or maybe they were just bonded to the armsman.  They could have picked up their master’s feelings about me.

I sucked in my breath as the mansion came into view.  It was a boxy stone structure, built to last; the walls were covered with gargoyles and carved with protective runes.  There were six floors, I thought, judging by the windows.  And yet, there was something shabby about the building.  The runes looked faded, the gargoyles looked as though they’d been in the wars and a number of windows had been boarded up.  The grassy lawn outside the door, what little I could see in the mist, looked unkempt, the grass fighting for dominance with a handful of wilder strains.  Mother would have fired everyone involved with maintaining the lawn, I thought.  She had always insisted the Great Houses had to look good, whatever the cost.  It didn’t look as if whoever was responsible for the mansion cared one jot about appearance.

“Your new home,” the armsman said.

He snapped his fingers, casting a spell with casual ease.  I looked away, not wanting to watch as the trunks were levitated out of the carriage and floated up towards the door.  The Arbiters hadn't said when the cuff would be removed, if indeed it would be removed at all.  I shuddered at the thought of being powerless for the rest of my life, unless I managed to think of a way to remove the cuff for myself.  It would probably be locked by magic, I guessed; anyone could unlock it, as long as they could use magic.  I felt an uneasy moment of sympathy for Caitlyn, despite everything she’d done to me.  She must have spent most of her life feeling as helpless as I did now. And I’d mocked her for it.

“Stay here,” the armsman ordered.

He strode off, the trunks following him like obedient puppies.  I stared after him for a long moment, then wrapped my arms around my chest.  My dress was the height of fashion, but it was growing damper and colder by the second.  I was uneasily aware of water pooling in my socks, no matter how much I squelched about.  The ground was soft enough that the carriage seemed to be sinking into the mud.  I wondered, nastily, if the armsman would be able to get it and the horses out when the time came for him to leave.  

A gust of wind blew through the mist, bringing the promise of snow.  I squeezed myself tighter, feeling water running down my back.  Two weeks ago, I had been a little princess; my skin fair and unblemished, my dresses miniature versions of adult clothes, my hair perfectly coiffed by a small army of maids.  Everyone had said I was a pretty girl, that I would grow up to be as stunning as my mother.  Now, I was a straggly mess.  My hair was threatening to come undone as it grew damp, but I was too cold to hold it in place.  I wished, how I wished, that I’d thought to bring a coat!  Even one of Great Aunt Gladys’s handmade jumpers would have been preferable.  Ugly and lumpy they might have been, but at least they were warm.

The armsman returned, his boots squelching through the mud.  “Come.”

I followed him, wondering just what was on the far side of the heavy wooden door.  I’d been told I was going to a family estate, but which one?  I hadn't been told anything about it, save for the simple fact that it was a long way from Shallot.  I’d researched a number of the family’s properties, back when I’d still had hopes of becoming the Heir Primus, but I didn't recall any of them looking like this.  I was mildly surprised the building hadn't been sold off long ago.  We have a reputation for keeping what is ours, but still ... this mansion looked worthless.  

The wards brushed over me as I stepped through the door and into a dark lobby.  A flight of stairs led upwards, into the darkness; two wooden doors led further into the building.  The only light came from a single crystal, hanging from the ceiling.  Whoever was in charge of maintaining it clearly hadn't bothered to renew the spells.  It should have been bright, but instead it cast a dim and flickering light over the lobby.  A pair of hunting trophies had been mounted on the walls: a dragon and a basilisk.  I was relieved to note that the taxidermist had had the sense to remove the basilisk’s eyes.  My trunks had been placed beside the stairs.

“Lady Isabella Rubén,” the armsman said, as if I was being announced at a ball.  I don’t think I ever hated anyone so much as I hated him at that moment.  He didn’t need to rub it in. “Disgraced.”

“Indeed,” a voice said.

Two people were standing by the stairs, watching me.  I cringed inwardly, suddenly aware of just how terrible I looked.  My clothes damp, my hair a mess ... I felt my braid slowly start to come undone under their stares.  I somehow managed to drop a curtsey, despite my wet dress, then put up my hands to fix the braid.  I’d probably made a bad impression already.

I forced myself to make a show of lowering my eyes, while keeping an eye on them.  One, an older man, looked frankly disinterested; the other, a woman who looked around ten to fifteen years older than me, looked as if she’d smelt something disgusting.  She was tall and blonde, her hair bound up in a style that suggested she was married; she wore a brown dress that looked as though it was handmade.  She would have been pretty, I thought, if she’d worn something more suitable and, perhaps, put a nicer expression on her lips.  There was something oddly familiar about her patrician face, something that nagged at my mind until I placed it.  She looked a lot like me.

She’s family, I thought.  Almost everyone in my family has the same blonde hair.  And she might be quite closely related to me.

“Ira Rubén and Morag Rubén,” the armsman said.  He was enjoying himself a bit too much, I thought.  “Please meet your new companion.”

Ira leaned forward.  He was taller than I’d thought - there was something about him that made him look short - and he was old.  His movements were slow and deliberate, his blond hair slowly turning grey ... I’d automatically assumed that he and Morag were married, but it was starting to look as though there was a large age gap between them.  The suit he wore was years out of date.  And yet, his eyes were sharp, if disinterested.  His face was dignified, with a neat little goatee; his hands were scarred, suggesting a series of accidents in a potions lab or a forge.  He held a letter in one hand.  I guessed it was the official orders from Shallot.

“Thank you,” Ira said.  He took the wad of papers the armsman offered him without comment.  “You may go now.”

The armsman blinked.  “Senior, I ...”

“You are not welcome here,” Ira told him, shortly.  “Drive down to the town.  They’ll have a place for you in the inn.”

I felt a flicker of amusement at the armsman’s agitation.  No doubt he’d expected to be put up for the night.  But Ira was chasing him out.  It was a breach of etiquette, but not one the armsman could openly protest.  I wondered if the townspeople really would have a place for him or if he’d have to sleep in the carriage.  It was what he’d made me do.  The bench had been bad enough for sitting, but worse for sleeping.  I suspected I had bruises all over my body.

“Morag, take Isabella’s trunks to ... I think the Blue Room,” Ira ordered, once the armsman had departed.  “Put them in there, then come back to my office.”

“Yes, Senior,” Morag said.  Her voice was hard, tinged with an accent I didn't quite recognise.  I didn't think she was pleased to see me.  But it was also clear that Ira was in charge.  “I’ll make the bed up for her too.”

Ira nodded, then looked at me.  “Welcome to Kirkhaven Hall,” he said.  He turned away, heading to the nearest door.  “Come with me.”

“Yes, Senior,” I said.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Kirkhaven Hall smelt ... musty.

And yet, it reminded me, in so many ways, of Rubén Hall.  The walls were lined with wood panelling and illuminated by glowing crystals, a handful of portraits hung from the walls ... I felt a pang of homesickness as I followed Ira down the long corridor.  And yet, there were plenty of signs that I was a long way from home besides the smell.  The corridor was in disrepair, patches on the walls showed where paintings and portraits had hung before being removed, the crystals were dimming and half the rooms we passed were empty.  There should have been a small army of servants tending to the building, but I saw no one.  The hall felt deserted.  I found it more than a little creepy. But I was too numb to care.

Ira led me into a small office and motioned for me to sit in a chair while he lit a fire in the grate.  I sat, silently glad to be out of the damp.  My skin felt patchy and dry; I wanted - needed - a hot bath.  Ira sat at his desk and started to go through the papers, reading them one by one.  I forced myself to wait, despite increasingly loud grumbles from my stomach.  I wasn't sure how long it had been since I’d last been allowed to eat, but it felt like hours.  The armsman hadn't stopped for food. He hadn’t even shoved food into my cage.

It was hard, so hard, to wait.  I concentrated on looking around the office, noting the bookshelves - groaning under the weight of hundreds of books - and the handful of drawings someone had stuck to the walls.  It looked as if someone had been drawing detailed sketches of human anatomy, ranging from an outline of a human skeleton to the innermost workings of the brain.  I was a pretty fair sketcher myself - it was a skill we were encouraged to learn - but whoever had drawn the sketches was a real artist.  I’d never seen anything like them outside a handful of textbooks, and even they hadn't been quite so detailed.

My stomach rumbled, loudly.  Too loudly.  I found myself flushing with embarrassment as Ira looked up from one of the documents and lifted his eyebrows.  

“I’m hungry,” I said.  It sounded more like a whine than I wanted.  “I ... it’s been hours.”

Ira looked annoyed, as if I’d asked for something unreasonable, but plucked a bell off his belt and waved it in the air.  There was no sound, as far as I could tell, yet the door opened two minutes later and Morag stepped into the room.  Her eyes flickered over me, then came to rest on Ira.  I had the feeling she definitely didn't like me, even though I hadn't seen her before.  I hadn't seen either of them before, let alone heard of them.  Ira was old enough to be my grandfather, if not my great-grandfather.  He might have stayed at Kirkhaven longer than I’d been alive.

“Fetch Isabella something to eat and drink,” Ira ordered.  “And bring me a mug of tea.”

“Yes, Senior,” Morag said.

She shot me another look, then turned and hurried away.  I watched her go, wondering what bee had got into her bonnet, then sat back and forced myself to wait.  It felt like hours crawled past before Morag returned, carrying a tray of sandwiches, a glass of milk and a steaming mug of tea.  Ira took his tea, dismissed Morag with a wave of his hand and motioned for me to eat.  Normally, I would have turned my nose up at plain ham and cheese sandwiches, but right now I was ravenous.  I ate so quickly that Mother would probably have reprimanded me for forgetting my table manners.  And when I was done, I looked up to see Ira watching me with open amusement.

I felt myself flush, again.  “Senior?”

“No matter,” Ira said.  His voice sobered as he held up the first letter.  “Do you know what this says?”

“No, Senior,” I said.  A couple of the documents looked like school reports, although I hadn't been at Jude’s long enough for an official report.  They were normally handed out the week before the end of term, giving the parents a couple of months to hire tutors to bring the children up to spec.  “I wasn't told.”

“I suppose not,” Ira said.  “You appear to be an exile.  Like me.”

I blinked.  “Like you?”

“Indeed,” Ira said.

I could have kicked myself.  Of course Ira was an exile too.  No one would stay here, hundreds of miles from civilisation, if they had any choice.  Ira was an exile and Morag was his sole servant.  I hadn't seen anything to suggest that there were any other servants in the hall - or anyone else at all.  My mother would have thrown a fit if there was a speck of dust on the windowsill, let alone the layers of dust and grime I’d seen as we’d walked to the office.  Ira had been sent away from Shallot to keep him out of sight and mind.  I couldn't help feeling a flicker of kinship for the older man.

“Basically, you are to stay here until your banishment is rescinded,” Ira said.  He sounded annoyed, although it didn't seem to be directed at me.  “That may be quite some time.”

“I know, Senior,” I said.

Ira snorted.  “Morag will be preparing a room for you now.  We’ll have a proper discussion about your ... role ... here tomorrow, when we are both refreshed and you’ve had a chance to change your clothes.”

I glanced down at my damp dress.  Mother would have been horrified if she’d seen me walking through the hall in such a state.  She’d have sent me to my rooms and told me not to come out until I was washed, scrubbed, dressed and my hair carefully styled to match the latest fashion.  Ira didn't seem to be too concerned about my appearance.  I supposed it didn’t matter much to him.  He wasn't in that good a state either.

He returned his attention to the letter.  I took advantage of the silence to study him more closely.  He was older than I thought, I guessed.  There was something about his slow, deliberate movements that suggested his rejuvenation spells were finally starting to wear down, even though his eyes were sharp and it was clear he was a powerful magician.  I wondered, suddenly, if he knew my parents - or even my grandparents.  I’d never heard of Ira Rubén.  He must have been exiled years before I was born or the Grande Dames would still be wittering about him.

They’ll be wittering about me now, I thought, with a flash of bitterness.  I didn't want to think about what the length of his exile meant for mine. I wonder if Mother will ever be able to hold her head up in polite society again.

I coughed.  “Do you know my parents?”

“I haven’t met them,” Ira said, tonelessly.  “I’ve been away for quite some time.”

Ouch, I thought.  Father was in his late forties.  If Ira had never met him, even as a little boy, he had to have been in exile for fifty years or more.  How long has he been here?

Ira cleared his throat.  “We’ll discuss basic rules tomorrow,” he added, “but there is one rule you need to know now.  You are not, whatever happens, to go onto the sixth floor.”

“The sixth floor?”  I couldn't help asking the obvious question.  “What’s on the sixth floor?”

“My private rooms,” Ira said, curtly.  His voice hardened.  It was suddenly very easy to believe he was related to Grandfather.  “You are not to go onto the sixth floor.  Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Senior,” I said.  I didn't want to know, but I had to ask.  “What will happen if I do?”

Ira gave me a humourless smile.  “I’ll let the wards have you,” he said.  “You won’t enjoy it.”

I swallowed.  Father had told me that there were rooms and suites in Rubén Hall that I was never to enter for any reason whatsoever.  Some were workshops, where my father’s apprentices studied potions; some were private rooms for secret conferences.  I’d disobeyed him a few times when I was younger, only to discover that the wards were quite effective at keeping me out.  Father had made it clear, more than once, that I’d only brushed against the outer layers.  The inner layers were far nastier.

“Yes, Senior,” I said.  This was Ira’s territory.  He was entitled to guard his privacy however he wished.  I didn't think that even Father, if he was still the Patriarch, could demand an inspection without consequence.  “I won’t go up there.”

“See that you don't,” Ira told me.  His eyes bored into mine for a long moment.  “Have you eaten enough?”

I looked at the empty tray and nodded.  It would do, for the moment.  I wasn't quite sure what time it was, but it felt late.  I simply hadn't slept very well.  My body was reminding me that I’d spent most of five days in an uncomfortable carriage, in an uncomfortable ride to Kirkhaven.  I needed a bath and sleep, perhaps not in that order.  

At least I can sleep in a proper bed, I told myself.  That will be something.

Ira rang his bell again.  Morag reappeared, almost at once.  She must have been waiting outside the door.  Mother’s maids did that, standing outside until they were summoned to attend their mistress.  They’d always been willing to play games with a little girl, but the moment Mother called them they had to drop everything and run to her side.  I felt a pang of homesickness that hurt, more than I cared to admit.  I might be allowed to go home one day, if I was lucky, but I’d never be that carefree girl again.

Morag nodded to Ira.  “Yes, Senior?”

“Take Bella to bed,” Ira said.  “And ...”

“Isabella,” I corrected, hastily.  “Bella is ... Bella is someone else.”

Morag’s expression became more pinched.  “As you wish, young mistress,” she said, sardonically.  “Isabella, come with me.”

I glanced at Ira, surprised.  Mother would not have tolerated such churlishness from her servants, not even for a second.  The maids had to be on their best behaviour at all times or they’d get the sack.  Or worse, they’d be sent to tend to my elderly relatives instead.  Mother was strict, with firm ideas of how things should be, but she wasn’t obnoxious.  The elders, on the other hand, could be thoroughly unpleasant at times.  I didn't know the details, but one particular great-uncle had driven away a dozen maids until Father had a long ... discussion ... with him.

“Go,” Ira said.  He waved a hand at the door.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I rose, dropped a curtsey and followed Morag to the door.  The air outside felt colder, somehow, as we made our way up a flight of stairs.  They were meant to be carpeted, I thought, but someone had removed half the carpet to reveal the wood beneath.  I kept a wary eye on the floor, just in case I stepped on a nail.  I’d had the sense to wear my outdoor shoes, but I didn't know if they’d protect me from something sharp.  It grew harder to see as we reached the fifth floor and started down the corridor.  The light crystals were brightening and dimming, seemingly at random.  

“My room is at the end of the corridor,” Morag said.  I jumped.  She’d been so quiet that I’d believed she wasn’t going to say anything.  Her voice was sharp, as sharp as Mother had sounded when she’d caught me digging up her roses.  I wanted to snap back at her, but I was too tired.  “You are not to go inside without my permission.”

I nodded, wordlessly.  Mother had made it clear that neither I nor Akin was to enter the servant quarters.  I didn't understand the reasoning, but she’d been blunt enough to convince me that some lines were best not crossed.  Morag deserved what little privacy she could get, I assumed.  She’d probably have more privacy at Kirkhaven Hall than I’d had at Rubén Hall, back in Shallot.  There were far fewer prying eyes.

And no one bothered to say a word when she claimed a guest suite for herself, I thought, wryly.  Servants normally stayed below stairs, on the ground floor.  Ira probably didn’t care enough to object.

We stopped outside a blue door.  Morag put her hand against the wood and muttered a charm, then pushed the door open.  I followed her into the room, feeling cold.  If I needed magic to open the door ... I would be trapped, as long as I wore the cuff.  Normally, I could go in and out of my rooms whenever I wanted.  I’d set the wards to ensure I didn’t need passwords or charms to step through the door.  But here ... this wasn't my room.

Yes, it is, my thoughts mocked.  It is your room as long as you are living here.

The Blue Room was blue.  Everything was blue, save for an oaken double-poster bed in the exact centre of the room.  The blue walls looked cracked and faded, the blue bookshelf was empty, the blue wardrobe door was hanging open, the blue window shutters were firmly closed and locked ... I rolled my eyes as I saw the blue door, leading into what I guessed was the bathroom.  My trunks rested neatly against the far wall, waiting for me to open them.  I realised, with a flicker of horror, that I couldn't open them.  The locking charms needed magic to open them.

Morag strode across the blue carpet and opened the far door.  “There’s a bathtub in here,” she said, as I followed her.  “You can use it in the morning, if you wish.”

I peered into the chamber.  The bathroom was larger than I’d expected, but strikingly empty.  A tub ... and not much else.  No toilet, no shower ... not even soap and freshener.  There weren't even any taps on the bathtub.  The sink looked as if it had been designed for a child of five, not a girl of twelve.  It was tiny.  The mirror was placed so low that I’d have to bend over to see my face.  Someone Morag’s height would have to kneel down to use it.

Morag turned back into the bedroom.  “You can put your clothes in the wardrobe, if you wish,” she said.  She opened the broken door to reveal a handful of shelves and a clothing rail, tiny compared to the walk-in closet I’d had back home.  “Or you can leave them in your trunk ...”

I caught her arm.  “Morag ... where do I go to the toilet?”

Morag yanked her arm free.  “There’s a chamberpot under the bed,” she said, briskly.  “This place was built before indoor plumbing really became a thing.  A few pipes were run through the house, but not enough to support anything larger than a sink.  Make sure you empty the chamberpot every morning or you’ll regret it.”

“... Oh,” I said.  No showers?  I shuddered at the thought.  My skin felt thoroughly unclean after five days in the carriage.  I probably smelt terrible.  The armsman hadn't allowed me to do more than wash my face and hands.  “I ...”

Morag ignored me as she plucked the lantern off the wall and put it on the bedside table.  “I assume you’ve used one of these before,” she said.  “Tap once to turn off the light, tap twice to turn it back on again.  Is there anything else you need before you go to bed?”

I glanced at the trunks.  “Can you unlock the trunks?”

Morag lifted her eyebrows.  I held up my arm to show her the cuff.  Her lips smiled, just for a second, then she opened the first trunk.  I dug through the clothes to find my nightgown - I tried to ignore her snort when she saw it - and put it on the bed.  I’d have to unpack everything else tomorrow, if I wanted to wear something new.  The trunk closed and locked again as Morag turned away, heading for the door.  I was too tired to care.

“Sleep well,” Morag said.  She didn't bother to look back.  “And good night.”

I undressed hastily, dropping my sodden dress and underclothes on the floor, then pulled the nightgown on and climbed into bed before it got too cold.  The mattress felt hard, so hard that I had to roll over and over before I felt remotely comfortable.  My duvet was thin, too thin.  I had the feeling that whoever normally occupied the room, if anyone normally occupied the room, used magic to keep themselves warm.  I knew a dozen spells that would turn the room into a furnace, none of which I could cast as long as I wore the cuff.  Shaking my head, I reached for the lantern and tapped it once.  The room plunged into darkness.  No light filtered through the shutters.  I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep ...

... And then I felt a presence in the room, a sense of something - or someone - peering down at me.  Absolute terror gripped me, just for a second; I couldn't speak, I couldn't move, I couldn't even breathe.  I hadn't been so scared since the very first time someone had cast a freeze spell on me, back when I’d been learning magic.  The presence moved closer and closer, as if it was right on top of me ... I thought I could feel someone touching the back of my neck, icy cold hands brushing against my skin.  I wanted to scream, but nothing came out as the presence faded back into the night ...

... And, when I awoke the following morning, I was half-convinced I’d had a nightmare.
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Chapter Three
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When I awoke, I didn’t know where I was.

The room was dark and bitterly cold.  The only light came from the shuttered windows, faint hints of sunlight peeping through the wood and telling me it was daylight.  I pushed the duvet aside and reached for the lantern, tapping it twice.  The room filled with an eerie radiance, revealing that I was alone.  If there had been something in the room with me, last night, it had left no trace of its presence.

Just a nightmare, I told myself, although it had felt too real to be a nightmare.  My family was supposed to have a talent for True Dreams, but there hadn't been a genuine Dreamer born to us for centuries.  Longer, perhaps.  It was just a dream.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood as the remainder of the memories flooded back.  I’d been sent into exile.  I was at Kirkhaven Hall ... home, for the next few years.  I shivered, helplessly, as I made my way over to the shutters.  The carpet felt cold and harsh under my feet, as if it hadn't been cleaned for years.  I rather suspected it hadn't been cleaned at all.  The shutters were closed and locked.  I thought, for a moment, that they’d been sealed with magic before I figured out how to work the catch.  It was a tiny achievement, but it left me feeling inordinately pleased for a long moment.  I’d done something for myself.

The shutters creaked unhappily as I pushed them open and peered through the glass, looking out onto a scene of desolation.  The grounds were odd, a mixture of overgrown grass and large patches of trees that seemed to be growing randomly; I could see a handful of cottages and other buildings in the distance and, beyond them, a stone wall.  I guessed that was the edge of the grounds.  The hills in the distance were covered in grass, I thought; there were patches of darker colours that might be something else.  We seemed to be near the top of a valley: peering down, I saw a plume of smoke in the distance.  Oddly, the sight made me feel better.  We weren't completely isolated out here.

I felt my tummy rumble and frowned.  It was hard to be sure, but I guessed - from the position of the sun - that it was around ten o’clock.  I didn't know exactly when I’d arrived at the hall, or when I’d eaten, but it felt as though I hadn't eaten for days.  I walked into the bathroom, splashed some water on my face and inspected the bathtub.  It was an odd design: no taps, no pipes ... just a plughole at the bottom.  I puzzled over it for a long moment, unsure quite what to do with it.  Was I meant to take water from the sink and pour it into the bathtub?  I didn't even have a bucket!

My stomach rumbled, again.  I’d need to find Morag and get her to find me something to eat, before I collapsed completely.  And then I could worry about a wash.  I started to cast a locater spell, then stopped myself when I remembered the cuff.  I’d have to find her the old-fashioned way.  Drawing my nightgown tightly around myself, I headed to the door and stepped out into the corridor.  It was so bitterly cold that, just for a second, I was sure I’d fallen into a pool of icy water.  The air felt as if it was turning to ice.  I nearly retreated back inside my room before forcing myself to walk down the corridor.  It grew colder, somehow, as I walked.  My teeth were chattering helplessly by the time I reached Morag’s door and knocked, hard.

There was no answer for a long moment, long enough to make me wonder where she might be.  Servants got up early, always.  Morag might be downstairs, making breakfast, or ... what else did servants do?  They cleaned, but there was no evidence that anyone cleaned Kirkhaven Hall.  Maybe Morag was slacking off.  Or ...

The door opened.  Morag looked out, wearing a dressing gown that had been unfashionable when my parents had been children.  Her blonde hair was hanging down around her shoulders, a grim reminder that mine didn't look much better.  It wasn't as if there were any outsiders here - Ira and Morag were both family - but I still felt weirdly undressed when my hair wasn't in braids.  Morag glared at me, her expression so sharp that I couldn’t help recoiling.  How dare she look at me like that?

Her voice wasn't any better.  “What do you want?”

I forced myself to stand upright.  “I want breakfast,” I said.  I sounded like Mother when she was in a vile mood.  My voice rose sharply, growing loud and shrill.  “I want food and a bath and ...”

Morag slapped me, hard.

I stumbled back, more shocked than hurt.  I would have fallen if I hadn't bumped into the far wall.  My parents had never laid a finger on me.  My nursemaids and governesses and tutors would never have dared to touch me.  No one had slapped me before ... Cat had punched me, I supposed, but that was different.  Cat wasn’t one of the family.

Morag stepped forward, her hard blue eyes boring into mine.  I couldn't look away.  “If you talk to me like that again, you little brat, I will thrash you so hard you will not be sitting comfortably for a week!  Do you understand me?”

“... Yes,” I managed.

“Yes, what?”

I swallowed, hard.  Clearly, I’d made a mistake.  Morag wasn't a servant at all.  She was one of the family, even if she was lesser family.  “Yes, Senior.”

“Very good,” Morag said, mockingly.  “I’m glad to know you can be polite after all.”

I slid down the wall until I landed on the floor, my cheek aching painfully.  Morag watched me sit, then squatted down so she was facing me.  “Listen very carefully.”

Her eyes held mine.  “You have ruined your life.  You will never be an upperclassman at Jude’s; you will never have the chance to be valedictorian.  You will never be courted by a young man; your parents will never seek to find a suitable husband for you.  You will never marry, you will never have children, you will never be allowed to wield any power in or outside the family.  There will be no hope of employment, not when no one will want to risk the family’s displeasure by hiring you.  Your life is over.”

I couldn't help myself.  I started to cry.  Morag was right.  I knew she was right.  My life was over and it had nearly a hundred years to go.  Ira had been at Kirkhaven Hall for over fifty years, hadn’t he?  I might be there for just as long or even longer.

“You will be here for the next four years, at least,” Morag said, remorselessly.  “And then?  Well, I suppose you could marry the local pig-boy.  He’s got a quarter-interest in the swine farm, I believe.  Or you could change your name and walk over the border to Galashiels.  I dare say you know enough magic to make a living there, if you were careful.”

I glared at her, hatefully, as I struggled to suppress my sobs.  I knew she was right, but ... I didn't really want to believe her.  I was trapped, held prisoner by the faint possibility that - one day - I would be allowed to return to Shallot.  If I changed my name and walked away, I’d never be allowed to return home.  I wouldn't be Isabella Rubén any longer.  No one would be interested in me unless I had a true talent for magic.  And while I did have a lot of training, it wasn't enough to match a graduate from Jude’s.  

“I’m sorry,” I said.  I wasn't sure if I was apologising to her or my entire family.  “I’m sorry for ...”

I broke down into sobs, again.  I’d held myself together, somehow, during the trip ... but now, now I couldn’t hold it back any longer.  I curled up into a ball and cried, helplessly.  Morag rose, pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and passed it to me.  I dabbed my eyes as she looked away, silently grateful for the small mercy.  How far had I fallen, already, that I was grateful for Morag giving me a semblance of privacy?  I rubbed my cheek, wincing at the pain.  Morag would never have dared slap me unless she’d been confident that Ira would support her.  She could do anything to me, anything at all.  I was helpless and trapped and at her mercy ...

Concentrate, I told myself, recalling the first meditative exercises I’d been taught.  Take a breath and calm yourself.

It was hard, so hard, to focus.  There was no magic to make it easier.  But I slowly brought my emotions under control.  Morag turned back as I stood, her arms crossed under her ample chest.  Her face was sharp, very tightly controlled.  I couldn't help thinking, again, that she looked very much like an older version of me.

“I’m sorry,” I said.  “I’ll ask Ira ...”

Morag gave me the kind of look one would give to a particularly stupid child.  “If you disturb the Master before he wakes, you’ll get much worse than a slap,” she said.  She sounded rather more amused, I thought, than strictly necessary.  “Wait here.”

She turned and walked back into her room, closing the door behind her.  I waited, rubbing my cheek gingerly.  The pain was slowly fading, but ... I sighed.  It would be a long time before I forgot the slap.  Morag ... I wasn't sure what she was, but she was no servant.  And I’d addressed her as one.

Morag opened the door, carrying a large dressing gown in one hand.  “Put this on,” she ordered, shoving it at me.  “And then come downstairs.”

I pulled the dressing gown on, feeling a tingle running across my skin as the charmed garment resized itself to fit my body.  It might be strikingly unfashionable, but it was warmer than my nightgown, warm enough that I almost felt comfortable as I followed her down
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