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Squick warnings: Animal death; burns; instance of drowning (non-lethal); magical coercion; physiological body horror; instance of self-mutilation; manipulation of blood outside the body; rodents; trauma effects.
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1 Cycles
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Focusing, actual determined focusing, on these trial proceedings is giving Rosemary something of a headache. She’s beginning to wonder how anyone manages it.

Rosemary and Rowan aren’t among witnesses or anyone else materially involved, only observing the events, which means they’re seated in the gallery rather than the courtroom; and the minor adjustments she’s made to her senses to follow along with what’s happening come at the cost of minor overstimulation.

As the tradeoff is headache or miss details when she takes breaks, she’ll take the headache. Most of the time. 

Right now it just means Dupont’s voice is more unpleasant.

She supposes that’s not entirely fair to the man. But he’s a pedant and a nag, and the fact that he, the barrister in charge of the prosecution, also happens to be a competent mage makes all of those things worse. Any witness he speaks to draws things out three times as long, especially if and when that witness happens to be a mage themselves.

Which keeps happening, since Roberts, Kian’s defence, calls upon every mage available in order to lay clear precedents and viewpoints and cultural context for the jurors and other assorted observers who are more unlikely than likely to have any sort of touchstone for how mages function as an underpinning to recognised non-magic society.

Rosemary slants her gaze sidelong to witnesses again, double-checking heads. Not all of them have been called up today, she’s reasonably sure, and some aren’t even present. Archivist Albinson isn’t here today, but Rosemary picks out DC Langstrom, some distance away from where Albinson has habitually sat. The rest are faces she knows only from having seen them in the courtroom before, rather than having personal knowledge of the people. 

The action up front shifts — Rosemary turns her head fractionally and the reorientation of enhanced sight makes her vision waver slightly. There’s some sort of heated discussion going on at the bench, rapid-fire words going back and forth between Dupont and Roberts while Judge Schumacher watches them and maintains the best blank face Rosemary’s seen in recent memory. She doesn’t catch the whole thread of the conversation, but it seems to involve the intersection between Roberts’ character witnesses for magic versus Dupot’s tendency to pick on details about magic Roberts cannot possibly know.

Rowan elbows her very gently in the ribs at that point. “You’re making the face again,” he says, barely more than a breath in volume.

She probably is. Rosemary rubs at the space between her brows as if she can make her frown go away by brute force. 

“You don’t need to know everything,” he points out, in the same undertone he knows she’ll catch. “I’ll tell your boss on you.”

“They’re not my —” Rosemary starts, and bites her tongue. Down that argument madness lies. Not to mention the admission that telling Healer Merringold probably will work, and Rowan’s too sharp for her sometimes. All unbidden her eyes drift to the other side of the room where Healer Merringold themself is sitting, cane tucked neatly next to them along with winter coat and scarf. 

They’ve been at every one of these, as far as Rosemary knows. And she trusts them. She really does. 

That doesn’t stop her worrying about Kian. As much as that’s a useless emotion, one that does nothing and can go nowhere except into the weight across her shoulders, Rosemary can’t entirely cut it out, either. Kian ... every time she sees him at one of these trial days, he seems somehow smaller. Like the ongoing wear of the Mark and the public scrutiny and the arguments for his freedom and indeed his very life are altogether sanding him down one layer at a time. 

Rosemary doesn’t like it, and can’t do anything about it, but the need to bear witness somehow, in whatever limited capacity she can, keeps bringing her back. 

Rowan tugs at her elbow now, and this time Rosemary does sit back against the cushion of their coats, closing her eyes briefly in concession as she realigns her senses to normal levels. He wins this one, she supposes. To an extent. Besides, it seems Judge Schumacher is becoming as tired of the discussion as she is, and Rosemary winces at the sound of the gavel.

At least the courtroom is quiet, after that, if only for a moment.

“We aren’t progressing,” Judge Schumacher says, “and it’s late. Recess until tomorrow. I suggest the two of you figure out what needs to be submitted to each other before then, and limit yourselves to what is relevant to proceedings. Dismissed.”

And then the courtroom is no longer quiet, as Judge Schumacher rises, and witnesses and visitors alike stir, and the end-of-day rituals and habits proceed. Rosemary remains where she is, for the moment. She’s disappointed, but not surprised at the way this goes and the amount of time it’s all taking. Thus far the trial has dragged on at a pace of approximately glacial, and that doesn’t seem about to change.

She habitually, if nearsightedly, tracks the participants in the courtroom as they all drift out to their various exits — the barristers with stiff courtesy, the jury at various exhausted attitudes, Kian escorted by at least moderately polite guards and with Langstrom in company. In her head Rosemary counts down as other observers slip away, singly or in chatting groups now that the oppressive atmosphere of a court in session has broken.

“Hey, Rosemary,” Rowan says, leaning forward right on cue to look up at her. It’s a particular angle he tends to take when he thinks he’s getting away with something, and which Rosemary hasn’t seen fit to tell him about. “I need to use the bathroom — I’ll catch up with you outside, where we left Connor?”

Years of experience keep Rosemary’s face mostly impassive. “That’s fine,” she says, getting to her feet and stretching. Too long in one position. “I hardly think you’re going to get lost at this stage. Just be careful.”

He shares the same risks she does, of elf-blood close to media attention. Rowan scrunches up his face.

“I’m always careful,” he says, and leans in to kiss her on the cheek before slipping between other people and away. Rosemary stays where she is long enough to give them both some additional plausible deniability, and then herself leaves to find Connor, who’ll be waiting outside the courthouse per usual. If Healer Merringold wants to talk to her at all, Rosemary suspects they’ll find her there. The walking skeleton is a decent landmark, Rosemary finds.

Outside, sunset has already washed over the sky, which begins to darken according with the winter evening hours. Rosemary steps away from the guarded door and moves off toward where she left Connor, further down along the side of the building. His hood is down, and the skull dully catches the last of the sunlight, enough to make passersby stare. Beside him, Rosemary sees only when she’s nearly there, is a slight redhead leaning on a cane, the sort of person who looks young only if you haven’t gotten a good look at their face.

“There you are, Ingram,” Healer Merringold says, lifting one hand affably. They look tired, by Rosemary’s estimation. “I thought I might catch you if I waited for my ride out here. Holding up?”

Rosemary manages a wry smile, and presses anything else away for the time being. “Well enough,” she says. “Don’t worry, your patients are well in hand.” Healer Merringold had to pass on many of their current patients in favour of governmental responsibilities. They still aren’t best pleased about it, but they wouldn’t be pleased if anyone else had the job, either. “Was there something specific?”

“That I haven’t talked to someone who isn’t trying to dissect my words six ways from Saturday in too long,” they say dryly, matching smile for smile. “No, there’s nothing urgent; and if we’re all very lucky, you’ll stay out of the way of attention and harm until this absolute circus has blown over. Where’s your brother?”

“Still inside,” Rosemary says. She threads the narrow-eyed needle of what she knows, what she doesn’t technically know, and the value of her word with a practice she almost wishes she didn’t have. “He said he needed the bathroom before we headed home. It’s a large building, but I’m certain it has those.”

“Public necessity,” Healer Merringold agrees, and turns a speculative eye on Connor. “How’s repairs with this one going? Still in progress?”

Rosemary bites down on something about not talking over Connor — it’s for everyone’s best interest that the pool of people aware of his true nature is kept very small indeed. The skeleton in question tilts his head with interest, and offers the only expression he has to give: a bony grin.

He has not been helping. “I’ve been able to source some replacement bones via the necromancers now that at least one of them is talking to me. Archivist Albinson managed the arm the last we spoke, but I still have the ribs to go,” Rosemary explains. “I held off on those intentionally — I wanted to see if I could manage myself, which would cut down on necessary interventions from others, but I haven’t had much time to dedicate to it.”

“What with you spending your off days here,” Healer Merringold muses lightly.

It’s a fair mark. Rosemary shrugs, tries to make it offhanded. “Professional interest. The proceedings will have something of a far-reaching effect, after all ...”

Healer Merringold favours her with a look that puts Rosemary back a decade into the last stages of her weave. “It’s just us here, Ingram, there’s no need to be cagey.”

Rosemary blows her breath out in a short huff. “Allow me the consistency,” she says. Because it is professional interest, that much is true and honest; and the rest is only unsaid, not contravened.

“Ah,” Healer Merringold says. “Habits. Still ... don’t train yourself too far into it.” They tap their cane briskly, glancing out at the street. “Think that’s my ride — do say hello to your brother for me, will you? I’ll let you know if anything comes up.”

“Of course,” Rosemary says, to both of those things. “Take care.”

“Always.” There’s another flash of that quick wry smile before they move to the kerb, waiting for the car to pull up, and Rosemary steps back. She waves after them briefly, and then the car’s gone, leaving her with Connor in the rapidly chilling evening air.

Rosemary eyes Connor. Obligingly he eyes her back, though his regard is more made of green flames and hollow sockets than actual eyeballs. He removes one hand from his hoodie to give over her phone, and Rowan’s. There’s no better guard, when electronics aren’t allowed in the gallery.

“Any trouble while you were waiting?” she asks, accepting both.

Connor shrugs. As per usual, one hand is still buried in the pocket of his jacket, probably secure on the hilt of his knife. With the other he gestures in a broad curl of phalanges, up and down. Rosemary understands this to mean that there was nothing worth mentioning.

Suspicion, however, grips her. “Did you misplace the larynx again?” she asks, more pointedly now. They’ve gone through several iterations of the contraption in experimental attempts to give Connor a functional voice. Somehow, they never quite seem to stay anchored.

There’s another shrug, this one just as casual. Rosemary rubs at the bridge of her nose, fighting the urge to lean over and peer down his ribcage. It would be rude, not to mention violating of his personal autonomy. “I don’t know why you agreed to test it out if you’re not going to try,” she says crossly.

Connor shoves his free hand back into his pocket and tilts his head from side to side. Rosemary narrows her eyes as though some additional meaning will come out of the gesture if she changes her field of vision. Interpreting Connor is something rather like attempting to learn the sign language for a country whose mother tongue she doesn’t speak in the first place — she can do it, but it’s slow and blocky and takes much more effort than it would a native speaker. And some things are just wholly opaque.

Then again, it’s possible Connor himself is opting to be opaque about this. Rosemary sighs. “If you could remember where you lost it sometime this week,” she says offhandedly, and settles in to wait, against the building and out of the way of other foot traffic — there are still people filtering out of the courthouse, here and there, as end-of-day approaches. She checks her phone to make sure Rowan hasn’t texted some change of plans, distracts herself checking her schedule for the next few days, and eventually pockets it again.

Rowan will be a while, she suspects. He usually is.
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2 The cusp of a fall
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Kian leaves the courtroom in a fog of people speaking, some of them in his direction. If only his guardians are as able to stop the noise as well as they shoulder past anyone who had managed to get where they aren’t meant to be, or are simply too rude to make way.

“Clear off,” Langstrom snaps to someone unseen past the width of his shoulders, and turns back shaking his head.

“I should say the same to you, Detective Constable,” says Damian Marchand on Kian’s other side. At least he sounds amused.

“Just a check-in,” says Langstrom gruffly. “He’s my confidental informant on the record, isn’t he?”

“And you’re a witness for the prosecution, so if you don’t mind ...”

Officer Marchand is the young, handsome kind of police; the type to be the hero in all the stories, the one leaping to pull someone out of a burning wreck, and frustratingly amiable for all that. His trailing-off is a polite way of saying ‘clear off’, which even Kian can hear, and Langstrom definitely does.

He sighs. “Let me at least walk you out.”

“Not far,” says Marchand implacably. “The SEG’s going to give us an escort and then peel off so we can go the other way.” He waves two fingers at his partner across the hall, unnamed, unintroduced. The Protected Persons Unit had apparently decided the risk of Kian knowing too many names was too great, despite that it isn’t even his magic. He’s not certain whether their caution is to be praised for its willingness to look at old stories for truth, or their error simply annoying; but several months on, he can’t be surprised Marchand volunteered.

“I thought you hadn’t had any more trouble —” Langstrom begins, and then deflates with another shake of his head as Marchand lifts his eyebrows at him. “Never mind. Can’t talk about it. Where’s your bloody lawyer, anyway?”

This last, brusquely at Kian; as if Langstrom’s only just realised that he’s been speaking over Kian instead of at him. Neither of them are terribly comfortable, to be frank. On the one hand, an object to be passed around to anyone unlucky enough to be associated; on the other, the requirement to engage.

It’s a thin excuse to begin with, given the way the session had ended. Langstrom could hardly have missed Judge Schumacher’s directive.

“She had business with the prosecution,” Kian answers, flat as his voice tends to be flat these days. Dupont had attempted to take advantage of that. Cold and unfeeling necromancer is a wonderful narrative technique. Fortunately Marianne is not stupid, and several times Kian had suffered through sessions with some very good psychologists to bear expert witness of his myriad of emotional flaws as evidence of how damaged he already is thanks to the situation.

It’s almost worse when they’re good at it, and there’s something there for them to find.

“Right, right,” Langstrom mutters, and there’s a momentary awkward silence as they move toward one of the doors which don’t lead out onto Old Bailey. “I’d better leave you here, then,” he says, stopping before it’s too obvious that he really has no call to be going in the same direction.

“Okay,” says Marchand amiably. “See you tomorrow, Detective Constable.”

“Probably not. Doubt I’m on the witness list tomorrow, the way Her Honour was looking.” He raises his hand as he peels off, and Kian has already turned away when he hears a door open and Langstrom exclaim.

“Um ... Hi, DC Langstrom.”

And that is Rowan’s voice.

“I was just ... looking for a restroom.”

“Further down the hall,” says Langstrom gruffly. “Careful which door you pick. It’s right next to the garage.”

“Got it. Uh, thanks.”

The door closes audibly on the sound of two sets of footsteps receding. Marchand glances at Kian and says, “You know, my partner’s probably still getting the car ready. We can meet her in Warwick Square, while we wait for the SEG guys. Get you some fresh air.”

Kian shrugs, and links his fingers behind his back, and allows himself to be escorted out of the courthouse into the garage; but instead of heading for the car pulling out of its space Marchand activates the door leading out into the square, which takes more than enough time for the door to scrape open somewhere behind.

“Oops,” says Rowan, unconvincingly.

“Wrong turn?” says Marchand with a grin. “Come on, you can get out this way. Just this once. Don’t go too far, though.”

Just this once, indulgently, which he’s said every time Rowan happened to meet them at once exit or another. Kian doesn’t turn or otherwise react, but moves out into the square alongside the car, which pulls across the access road to block it. Marchand’s partner climbs out to stand guard with the car as cover, Marchand on guard by the garage door, and Kian stops to lean against the fence barely six feet from Marchand, lifting his face to the breeze and keeping cold hands comfortable in pockets. There’s a small flower garden. It’s nice.

Now they’re safe and secure while waiting for their escort, as if Kian isn’t wearing a tracking anklet, and Rowan’s face is unhappily mulish as he crosses the square, edging closer as if this isn’t what he’s here for. He leans against the fence not too close to Kian, knuckles white where he grips it. “This is taking a while, isn’t it?” he asks. “I thought trials were shorter than this.”

“Too many rules,” says Kian, “and too many perspectives.”

“Right,” mutters Rowan, eyeballing him. “Because a perspective of one is so much better when the opinion is ‘let’s get out the pitchforks’.”

Kian manages a smile, and it doesn’t feel like too much of an effort, though Rowan looks unconvinced. “There’s a vast wealth of digits between ‘many’ and ‘one’. The correct answer is rarely one or the other.”

“I don’t know how you can stay philosophical at a time like this,” Rowan grumbles, and finally releases his grip on the rail to cross his arms instead.

“There isn’t much else to do.”

And if he isn’t, he’s going to very quickly lose sight of the paths he’d prefer to follow. Such is the price of awareness: continuously exerted effort.

Evidently Rowan decides it’s too much effort for right now, because he changes the subject. For some minutes Kian instead listens quietly to him talking about his independent studies, such as they are; the food in England, which in his opinion isn’t as good as the food in France; and the party of dogs Connor seems to be collecting outside the courthouse.

“I swear some of them come by just to see him,” Rowan says with a very pained expression with a few too many frazzled edges to be really put on. Kian can hear the questions he wants to ask, about the how and why and when and are you serious, because apparently having Rosemary tell him isn’t proof enough. But this isn’t the place; it’s too public, and will remain too public, unless Kian is acquitted.

The thought of having people in his near vicinity for the next several decades is heavy. Heavier still is the relief when Rowan’s watch chimes, and he breaks off his ramble to dig in his pocket before remembering it’s a watch, not a phone, and glances sheepishly down.

“I need to go,” he says, as if reminded of a previous appointment. He pauses awkwardly, mouth half-open, as he always does; as things he wants to say stick in his throat, because of all the boundaries which currently must be observed. Kian knows what it looks like by now. In the end all he says is, “Bye,” and jogs off up the path toward the pavilion and the still-open Warwick Passage.

Kian doesn’t watch him leave, but glances sideways toward Marchand, leaned against the wall with arms crossed and alternately looking back into the garage, and out into the square. If they aren’t going to rush Kian back to the safehouse, then he isn’t going to volunteer.

“Hello, Kian,” says Cecilia, and Kian stiffens. Marchand looks straight at him, a casual glance to clear the area, and then looks away; no reaction to anyone else being there, no alarm whatsoever. The first time Rowan had ‘accidentally’ barged into Kian unexpectedly, he’d wound up shoved against the wall and frisked.

Kian glances over. Cecilia stands on the sidewalk with Rowan in front of her, glazed-eyed and dreamy-looking, and not at all reacting to the knife at his throat. Wordlessly Kian notes the angle, the way Cecilia has Rowan’s chin cupped to turn his head down and bare that side of his neck in one; with detached clarity he can see how death would occur, with a thrust into the side and a slash out the front. Very quick, very easy, and neither Marchand nor his partner are close enough to help.

There’s enough shadows around that Kian could possibly do something about it — possibly — but when he exhales and tests his reach on magic he finds resistance in the air, woven into the wall behind him; like dense humidity made into fog. Even if he summons magic, it’d be impossible to find a target in time; and Cecilia herself looks ready for a fight, dressed in jeans and boots and blonde curls tied securely back.

Idiot. Stupid. Just because some fools tested the curse well enough in the last few months for word to get around didn’t mean there wasn’t someone still out there, waiting for a chance. He’d let Rowan come to him, an easy way in —

He’d let down his guard. He hadn’t tested the fence, the wall, trusted to non-magical security to contain the area; put everything into the Mark, and used its weight as an excuse, and now ...

Kian forces his fists to unclench in his pockets and paper scrapes against the knuckles of his hand furthest from Cecilia. — Ah, he’d almost forgotten he’s still carrying that.

“Processed the situation well enough, yet?” Cecilia asks.

“Yes,” Kian answers tightly. His throat is closed, but his voice is even enough, which is something. Though from the look of her, there won’t be a negotiation. Cecilia’s face is drawn, her eyes sunken, the way she stands hunched and defensive — it’s the same look Kian had been wearing a few months ago. The one belonging to someone pursued. “You should have chosen better patrons.”

Cecilia barks a laugh, and there’s edges of hysteria in it. That’s not good. “There wasn’t much choosing involved.”

She’s terrified. Terrified means stupid choices, stupid actions. Kian looks at Rowan’s dazed face, and hopes whatever trap he sprang means he won’t remember this, and carefully, cautiously, unfolds his fingers to crumple the paper. “They want me that badly.”

“More than almost anything,” says Cecilia, and she jerks her head toward the pavilion. “Come this way. Five steps and you’ll walk into my wards. Nothing bad will happen — I don’t want that thing on top of them. You’ll just fall asleep.”

“And then?”

“And then I make a call.”

“And if I don’t?”

Cecilia’s wrist turns, ever so slightly, and blood trickles thinly down Rowan’s neck where the tip of the blade pierces skin. “Don’t force my hand.”

“I’m not the one opting to threaten a life in exchange for my own,” says Kian coldly. “Rest assured that if you do harm him any further, consciously and deliberately, I will hunt you. And I’m not so easily turned aside by being thrown a pretty face.”

Cecilia smiles grimly. “I believe you. But then you’d be hunted by the law of England, as well as my patrons, who will continue hunting me too. And the whole world knows your face, but they don’t know mine. Hard for you to chase when you’re dodging everyone else. As far as risks go, you’re still further down on the ladder than the others, so if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll take that chance.”

All of which is gallingly, burningly true, and there’s no point in refusal if it costs Rowan’s life. Kian looks at Cecilia again, wonders if he’d really looked so desperate when she took him in, whether she knows it —

He suspects she does. There’s clarity in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, illusions stripped rudely and violently away; and yet, at the same time, the fact she’s still alive after all these months suggests some measure of familiarity with the situation. There’s irony here, somewhere, paralleled between them and in the way they’d each misjudged the other so badly. He would never have guessed based on her house, her lifestyle, that this lay underneath. Just like she hadn’t, based on his.

“Pity,” Kian says distantly, and without really meaning to say anything at all. “If you’d been better about asking for help, things might not have come to this.”

Cecilia snorts. “Right. I lured you to my house under false pretences and you would have helped me.”

“Yes,” says Kian, “I would have.”

“You can barely help yourself,” snaps Cecilia.

“I haven’t had to resort to choosing between murder and kidnapping,” Kian observes tersely. “Seems like I’m still in a better position than you are.”

The skin around her eyes tightens, so he hit a mark; but all Cecilia says is, “If you’re trying to waste time until my wards run out, they’re self-sustaining. Come here. Hands out of pockets, if you please.”

He had been hoping, if only a little; and he doubts they can sustain themselves in perpetuity. But long enough for Cecilia’s purposes — yes, most likely, regardless what she’s using to power them.

There aren’t any choices Kian finds palatable, but only one he can live with. He pushes to his feet, takes hands from pockets in one motion; makes sure to drop the crumpled paper in his hand as he squares himself to her, and moves —

Five steps is all it takes. Still more than an arm’s length shy of being able to reach Cecilia — and with that blade so close to Rowan’s throat Kian doesn’t dare try something rash. The ward descends too fast even if he’d been planning it; like a dizzy spell, the world spiralling away around him in a wash of white.
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