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      “Well now, this may be my fault,” said Susan.

      Five horselords turned varied looks of gloom, incredulity, and annoyance on her. An elite force in the kingdom of Glause’s mounted army, they were familiar with war, skirmish, and the odd bandit attack. They were also by now quite familiar with the vagaries of their New Civetan attaché, Susan Farrah, by whose aid they had gotten into—and often out of—a greater number of sticky situations than they might otherwise have encountered.

      Overwhelmingly superior numbers and a breakdown of diplomatic processes had seen to their present position today. Miryum, her short-spear and buckler tossed carelessly atop the other confiscated weapons, had been tied in an uncomfortable curve. Her wrists were lashed tightly behind her, and a short length of rope connected her bound ankles to her bound wrists, a testament to her fighting prowess while tied the first time. Katrina and Curran were bound back-to-back and far too tightly to breathe with any comfort, and Brennan had been wrapped in a coil of rope as long as it was strong. Emmett, bound with a similar spiral of rope, had the additional discomfort of being strung by his ankles to the main support pole of the conical tent. He was looking slightly flushed, but as taciturn as ever.

      Miryum asked, “What on earth did you do to these people, Susan?”

      “It’s more what I wouldn’t do, actually. When we met, the chieftain decided that I’d make him a wonderful wife—he’s been trying to convince me of as much every time we meet. I thought he’d have gotten over it by now.”

      “Got news for you,” said Brennan. “He hasn’t.”

      “No, he’s pretty determined, isn’t he? The first time, he only posted guards on the tent.”

      “The first time?” said Katrina, rather breathlessly.

      Curran said, “Sit still, my darling: your exertions are making me light-headed.”

      “Well, yes,” explained Susan. “He does this quite a lot; he’s under the impression that my escaping is maidenly coyness. I must say, he does seem to have learned from our encounters, though.”

      “Not enough,” said Emmett, flexing his shoulders. Susan hadn’t seen him wriggling, but he’d managed to loosen the spiral of rope that sausaged him, and it uncurled in slow, lazy coils as he flexed. Her own bindings were quickly loosening due to a small knife that she’d pinched from the chieftain.

      “If he had any sense, he would’ve spelled the ropes as well,” agreed Brennan. “Go around kissing stray chieftains who want to marry you, do you?”

      “Of course!” said Susan cheerfully, wriggling her shoulders free. “How else was I supposed to get his knife? Besides, he’s a good kisser.”

      “We noticed,” said Miryum dryly.

      Emmett made an unimpressed sort of grunt as he curled up to unhook his feet and dropped lightly into the dirt. He silently approached Susan as she delicately flicked her stolen knife at the knots that bound her ankles, and she let him take the knife, watching without flinching as he wrenched it through rope a mere hairsbreadth from her skin.

      “A bit raw, but nothing too bad,” she said, observing her bare ankles. There was quite a bit of her bare at the moment: the chieftain was a firm believer in the traditional wedding garb of his people. That meant that Susan had been dressed in silky blue pantaloons that were distressingly thin and buttoned only just below her knees, leaving her calves quite bare. The bodice of the ensemble was scarcely better: her stomach was covered, true, but the neckline scooped low and wide, and her arms had also been left bare. Silky blue ribbons fluttered from her shoulders and tickled her calves when she walked, the exact colour of the desert sky if they could have seen it above them.

      Emmett batted the ribbons away and lifted one of her feet for inspection.

      “They’re fine, lummox,” said Susan.

      He ignored her, but after running a thumb over the slight damage, he seemed to come to the same conclusion and released her. Susan grinned and resisted saying ‘I told you, didn’t I?’ because she was well aware that she would have done the same for him regardless of assurances.

      “We’re fine too,” said Brennan. “Thanks for asking. Just peachy.”

      Susan said amiably, “Oh, shut up,” and untied him, which kindness he repaid by wriggling his eyebrows at her wedding garb.

      “Very nice, Su!”

      Emmett gave him a casual backhand in passing, with the immediate effect of laying him out in the dirt again, and went on to untie Miryum. Susan smirked and untied Curran and Katrina, and by the time everyone had gathered together in the centre of the tent, Brennan was also once more on his feet.

      To Susan’s amusement, Miryum and Emmett exchanged glances—one of their coded communications that always made them seem as though they shared a single brain—and then Miryum translated for the others.

      “Do you want to try and sneak out, or hit hard and run fast? We could probably get out if we hit hard and run fast, but it won’t do much for our diplomatic relations; the king will understand, but if we kill anyone⁠—”

      “I’m all for sneaking,” said Susan, bright and sanguine.

      She knew the chieftain rather better than any of her companions did, and if the group could only sneak away without anyone noticing for long enough, everything would come out exactly as it was meant to. As a matter of fact, Susan had counted on that when she brought the horselords to meet with this particular Lacunan chieftain on a mission from the Glausian King. She was quite sure that the king had also counted on it.

      “Oh, sneaking without a doubt!” agreed Curran, and Katrina nodded.

      Susan had seen the glance that passed between him and Katrina while Miryum spoke, but unlike Emmett and Miryum’s unspoken communications, their secret language was opaque to her.

      “Sneaking it is, then,” said Miryum.

      “What about the agreements?” Emmett asked briefly. “Won’t they try to destroy them?”

      “We’ll have to pinch them, of course,” Susan said. “And I’d like to see them try to destroy a sheaf of twenty double-spelled spellpapers in a single night!”

      “No need for all of that,” Brennan said. “And I’m not being shoved under a tent again, so⁠—”

      “You’re the slenderest,” pointed out Susan.

      Miryum looked up from checking her weapons. “Don’t complain, Brennan; if you don’t want to be pushed through windows and holes in tents, you should eat a bit more.”

      “I’m naturally slender, you overgrown set of beanpoles!”

      “My friend,” said Curran, putting a hand on his shoulder, “resign yourself to being hefted through or under any necessary obstacles, and put on a happy smile!”

      “I won’t, you know,” Brennan said.

      Susan looked at him suspiciously. “What do you know that we don’t know?”

      Brennan flourished a set of papers at her. “Already got them,” he said. “Figured it was a good idea if something went wrong. Knew that if we were working with you, something was bound to go wrong.”

      “How appallingly rude!” said Susan, grinning. “You know things only go wrong when I mean them to go wrong!”

      Brennan eyed her gloomily. “Yes. Knew that too. It’s why I pinched the perishing things!”

      “Aren’t we all working well together these days!” Susan said. “Won’t the king be pleased! All right, if someone’s got a good bit of muffle magic, I can make sure anyone who looks at us thinks we’re just the breeze passing through camp and flapping the canvas.”

      “Be the first time any of you lot were mistaken for a zephyr,” remarked Brennan, and expertly dodged two swings and one attempted kick. “Careful! You’ll make me drop the papers, you perishing long-shanks.”

      “I’ll muffle our steps,” said Emmett, his eyes amused. “Weave your spell, stripling.”

      

      They found their horses waiting patiently exactly where they’d left them, half a day and a few decent struggles ago.

      Susan, who had somehow never had her own horse and hadn’t thought to ask for one in this case either, as usual travelled along pillion behind Emmett. She had asked for a horse the first time she went out with the horselords, of course: no horse had shown up for one reason or another, and Susan had scrambled up behind Emmett on his huge, grey horse with a cheerful, “Coming up, lummox!” at him.

      Emmett had gone quite still, which made her think at first that she’d done something wrong, but the other horselords had only grinned and set off at a sprawling sort of jog-trot that settled into a more cohesive canter while Susan clapped Emmett on the shoulder and asked, “Are we stopping or going?”

      “Going,” he had said briefly, and urged his big, dappled grey after the other horselords.

      After that, there hadn’t ever been a question of Susan getting her own horse. It was taken for granted that her place was behind Emmett, and since she was more than happy to have her hands free while lacking the horsemanship to ride thus by herself, everyone was content. It was also pleasant to be able to rest her head against Emmett’s broad back and yawn at the swiftly closing day around them as they moved steadily through the desert.

      “I suppose we’ll have to hustle home?” asked Miryum, when the patchy bushes began to show more often between stretches of red sand and the air itself began to feel less scorching. The horses, finding more solid ground, had begun to move more quickly despite the heat. “We can leave the horses to rest and feed in the closest town once we’re back on solid ground, but⁠—”

      “Oh no!” said Suzan breezily. She was quite well aware of how close they were to safety. “No need to leave the horses! We’re nearly on the border, and he won’t come after us once we’re past that: fair is fair, and I’ve gotten away again. He’ll just refuse to treat with anyone but me—and he’ll be better prepared next time.”

      Emmett’s voice sounded for the first time since they’d set out. “He’ll have to treat with someone else next time.”

      Susan said comfortingly, “No need for that, lummox: I’m not worried about having to marry any time soon. I’m quite sure the chieftain would regret it intensely if he did manage to marry me, and I have other ideas about marriage anyway.”

      “Marry anyone you want,” said Brennan, squinting toward the reaching shadows of the approaching treeline in the last light of the highest sun. “Poor fellow! Point is, none of us like being tied up like sausages, so if you want to do this sort of lark, I’d rather you did it alone.”

      “A lie if ever I heard it,” Curran said lightly. “None of us would let you do this alone, Su.”

      “Well, no,” Brennan admitted. “But she ought to think of the rest of us.”

      “That’s fair,” said Susan. “Sorry, Brenners. I’ll buy you an ice in the closest town, all right? And we’ll talk to the king about all of this when we get back.”

      “Lights ahead,” said Emmett, his back humming against Susan’s cheek as she yawned.

      She stretched to look around him and caught sight of a faint glow of colour toward the horizon. “How nice!” she said. “We can have a bath and something good to eat.”

      “Just in time,” said Miryum. “I don’t want to push the horses too much further.”

      “Especially not Emmett’s horse,” muttered Brennan.

      “Anything nearer by? Or even a little further off?” enquired Curran. “I’ve a feeling that those lights are from a town by the name of Way Back Wells.”

      “Odd name,” Brennan said suspiciously.

      “A suspicious place, or so I’ve heard,” said Curran lightly. “Just quietly, word is to stay away from the town—there are no explanations as to why.”

      “I vote to stay away,” Brennan said. “Awful places, towns. Nasty little secrets lying around and popping up when you least expect ’em. People expecting you to eat potatoes.”

      Miryum and Emmett exchanged a glance and seemed to come to a silent agreement, which Miryum spoke. “The horses need rest and a rub-down, and we need food—and there’s nothing else on the map for another half-day’s journey in any direction. We’ll stay for the night and keep going as soon as we breakfast.”

      “As you wish,” said Curran mildly. “But if I’m murdered, I’ll haunt you.”

      “I thought you were going to haunt me for the rest of my life,” Katrina said, shooting him a meditative look.

      “My love, undoubtedly you’ll be slain attempting to save my wretched life; we’ll haunt Miryum together.”

      “And if it makes you feel better, I doubt that you’ll be made to eat potatoes,” added Susan. “If I’m not wrong, the main food group around these parts is sheep, followed by beef. Probably not even a sniff of a potato. It’s all the volcanic soil as soon as you get away from the desert—grass everywhere.”

      “There are always potatoes,” Brennan said gloomily. “And if I get bitten by a small dog, I’m disowning the lot of you.”
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      From the size of the town as they rode in—a reasonably sprawling and well-built town in the midst of a fertile valley that sat on the red, volcanic soil Susan had mentioned earlier—Susan had expected less staring. She was clothed in her normal tunic and riding breeches again by now, so her appearance shouldn’t have been contributing to the staring, at least.

      “Lambs to the slaughter, or amusement second only to the fair passing through?” wondered Brennan, with no lessening of gloom. “Never seen so many noses in m’life.”

      There were a lot of noses poking through curtains, thought Susan in amusement. She was shielded from the full extent of the staring by Emmett’s immensely broad back, but she caught sight of enough shifting fabric, outright jaw-drops, and double-takes to be aware that whatever else this town was used to, it was not visitors.

      She felt Emmett shift slightly in the saddle and said quietly in his ear, “Regretting it, lummox? Should we keep going?”

      After a few moments of silent deliberation, he said, “No. We’ll stay one night.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Susan said bracingly. “What can happen in one night, after all?”

      “Inn ahead!” called Curran gaily. “How delightful to know that dinner and beer are only a half-hour away!”

      Much to their surprise, however, the innkeeper greeted them at the door with folded arms, an impassive face, and the news that there was no room for them.

      “How appallingly unfortunate!” said Susan, letting her gaze linger on the windows, through which she could see the entirely empty taproom—and then the stables, which were likewise empty. “I suppose this is your busy time of year.”

      The innkeeper went very faintly red about the ears, but said stoutly, “Very busy. I doubt you’ll find a room in the town.”

      “A bustling metropolis, in fact,” said Curran, nodding.

      “There’ll be a procession passing through tonight; there’s no room for visitors.”

      “We’ll try further on,” Miryum said shortly, but Susan was quite sure she didn’t miss the raised brow of the innkeeper that seemed to say, Aye, and we’ll see about that.

      As they walked the horses sedately down the street, Curran said softly, “It’s an odd procession that leaves an inn empty by passing through.”

      “Told you,” said Brennan gloomily. “Secrets. Never stop in little towns.”

      “There’s another inn further down,” Katrina said. “Don’t get too comfortable in your glooms just yet, Brennan!”

      But the next inn, silent and sullen in the street with its lack of guests, also refused them. The only other two inns within fifteen minutes’ walk also turned them away—the second innkeeper going so far as to peek at them from between his curtains without venturing out or even answering their calls. By the time Katrina and Curran had gone ahead to scout out any other possible places to stay in the deepening night, it was beginning to look as though they would have to sleep in the streets.

      “At least we’ll have a good view of the procession,” said Susan, with a soupçon of cheerful sarcasm. “And you’re nice and warm to curl up against, lummox. Otherwise, I’d freeze my bones this close to the desert.”

      “I’m interested to see this procession,” Miryum said dryly. “It must be something if it puts the entire town at a standstill just to allow it to go through.”

      “I’ll find us somewhere out of the way,” said Emmett.

      Miryum, despite her profession of wanting to see the procession, nodded. “Meet us back here when you’ve found somewhere. I’m inclined to move on again without either baths or food if there’s much more nonsense.”

      As much by proximity as by habit, Susan accompanied Emmett, her gaze darting around the streets as they plodded sedately along the almost empty, red dirt-lined road, and her ears very faintly spell-lined to make the most of the echoes from the building-fronts while filtering out the sound of hooves.

      Bad luck, said a whisper, with a flutter of fabric at a window. Bad luck for a bride on her wedding day.

      It’s all bad luck anyway.

      Strangers? They’d best not linger.

      They’ll keep the castle folk waiting, at this rate.

      We’ll be starting soon; who’s that in the street?

      Focused on the whispers and snatches of conversation, it took a little while for Susan to notice that Emmett had glanced over his shoulder at her at least twice—something that was tantamount to a demand for attention when it came to Emmett.

      “Whispers,” she said. “I’m collecting. Go on looking: I’m sure we won’t find anywhere, but I’d like to be sure.”

      “Someone’s tampered with the road,” he said, and faced forward again.

      “Yes, I suppose so,” said Susan. “Do what you want with it; I’m going to collect a few more whispers as we go.”

      She vaguely felt what he meant as they continued; a trickle of magic ran through the red dirt as a constant presence, but there was another magic there, strong and subtle and misleading. If Susan had had to guess, she would have expected that it was something to keep them away from important areas and steer them toward the outer edges of town. There was also a good amount of power pumping into the town toward various sources, though those sources all seemed to initiate from the same direction—up and out. Susan would have liked to have known what it was doing and where it was going, but she didn’t have the attention to deal with it.

      Emmett, on the other hand, was strong enough to deal with it, so she left him to do so and turned her attention back to listening. There wasn’t much more to hear that she hadn’t already heard, to her mounting surprise; everything seemed to circle around the bride, the castle, the procession, or the strangers. She even heard a We’ll have to do something about it if they linger, and an unpleasant grumble very akin to Outsiders shouldn’t be in the way when there aren’t enough jobs for us as it is. Despite herself, Susan had to rub a hand over the back of her neck to settle the standing hairs there when Emmett finally turned his horse and took them back unerringly the way they’d come.

      “Having fun?” she asked him, and saw the side of his cheek rise slightly in a smile.

      Emmett enjoyed puzzles: he had a slow, methodical, and entirely exasperating way of pursuing a thing until he got it, unable to be hurried, worried, or deterred from his course until he got there. No doubt he’d enjoyed following the streets he wanted to follow while ignoring the magic that tried to lead him astray.

      Susan found herself grinning, her spirits lifting again. Emmet was a delightful restorative.

      They re-joined Miryum just in time to see Curran and Katrina walking their horses up a narrow side street toward them. From a distance, Curran waved brightly and managed to convey with one-handed gestures that they had found an inn and that there were hopeful signs of being able to lodge there.

      Still, when they were closer, Katrina said anyway, “We found one. It’s a ways off the main road, so we might have a better chance of not spooking the keeper. It’s the only one we were able to find, so it’s our last chance.”

      “Let me talk to them, this time,” Susan said as she dismounted, cutting off Curran, who had probably opened his mouth to say the same thing.

      In most cases, she would have deferred to Curran’s superior finagling skills, but in this case, she rather thought she might do better.

      Emmett shot her a meditative look that suggested he was wondering what she was up to, but he didn’t question her. He simply led the way back up the street from which Curran and Katrina had emerged and fell in beside them when they caught up with him, the horses’ hooves echoing solidly against the buildings along the street. Miryum and Susan were left to bring up the rear with Brennan, to whose mumbled monologue they lent an amused ear.

      The final inn, when they found it, had a new, shiny sort of look to it, like a newly bought top hat. Even the paint on the sign gave off the feeling that it had only just dried, and the innkeeper and his wife both bustled out at the first signs of movement.

      They did, Susan noticed, stop suddenly when they saw that every one of the five people at present clustering around the front door was a stranger.

      Susan flicked a look between the two of them and made sure to address the wife as well as the husband. “We’d like a few rooms,” she said. “We noticed that you’re off the main road, so we thought you’d be a bit quieter than the other inns—once we turn in, we don’t like to be disturbed.”

      None of the horselords, Susan thought, missed the look that passed between the man and his wife.

      Despite that, he said after a moment’s hesitation, “We don’t take in many guests. We’re new-built, not even properly furnished—there’s only a few pieces in the rooms from the estate sale last month to keep us over until we can do the thing properly.”

      “These good people don’t care where we got our furniture!” scoffed the wife. “Look at them: they just want a meal and a hot bath.”

      Brennan visibly brightened, and even Susan felt cheered. “We don’t much care about furnishings, so long as there are beds and baths,” she said. “And a good, hot meal will be the first we’ve had since yesterday.”

      “I don’t know,” the innkeeper said, to the obvious disappointment of his wife. “It’s the procession tonight, and we’re full, so to speak.”

      “Looks like we’ll have to sleep in the streets, then,” Susan said, heaving a theatrically large sigh that seemed to wring the innkeeper’s wife’s heart. “I’m sure someone will sell us food, at least.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time they’d slept in the streets—or a convenient park, if it came to that. The horselords slept with their horses more often than not when deployed, and Susan hadn’t been speaking idly when she mentioned that Emmett was decidedly warm to sleep next to.

      “You can’t do that!” the innkeeper said, appalled. “It’s not safe out there!”

      “Dear me!” said Susan happily. She had wondered if she would get this reaction, and it was gratifying to find that her suspicion was correct. “But what can we do if there are no rooms for us? We’ve got to look after the horses, you know!”

      “Of course we can’t turn them away!” the innkeeper’s wife said, scoldingly. “They’ve money to spend—you’ve money, haven’t you, dears, yes, of course!—and they’ll catch their deaths out there tonight!”

      “It’s not all that cold,” muttered Brennan, who seemed to prefer sleeping on the open streets despite his obvious desire for a bath.

      “We’re not even on the main road,” said the innkeeper’s wife, as though making one last appeal. “They won’t be in the way, and they’ll keep to their rooms. The grand furniture won’t bother them, I’m sure.”

      The innkeeper’s jaw tightened, and Susan could have sworn that he pinched his wife’s arm. Still, he appeared to hesitate.

      “We’ll keep to our rooms and be on our way first thing in the morning,” Susan said, highly amused to discover that Brennan, in some way, had been absolutely right: there was certainly a secret here.

      But although it might be amusing to discover what that secret was, it was far more important to get the horselords back to the king with the papers they held and thereby ensure that the Lacunan desert clans were given the navigation equipment and high-tensile metal parts that they needed to keep their airships scuttling across the red dirt desert’s dunes. In return, the Lacunans would provide guides and equipment for Glausian miners who came to sift through the shifting red dirt for free magic.

      That, thought Susan as she watched myriad emotions pass across the innkeeper’s face like red dirt in front of a hefty breeze, was the important thing. Other interests would have to wait until later.

      “Looks like the missus has decided,” the innkeeper said at last, at just above a mumble. “Mind: you’re not to open any doors that don’t lead to your rooms once you’re in the suite—leave the furniture alone. You’d best get your horses stabled and fed; we’ve an hour before the procession begins, and I won’t have you out in the streets nearby to get into trouble.”

      “We wouldn’t dream of getting into trouble!” said Susan earnestly, and followed the innkeeper around to the stables with the horselords.

      

      There was hot food waiting when they got into the common room of their suite, and a small bath on either side behind a swinging door marked with a prim “gentlemen” or “ladies”.

      “You first,” said Miryum to Susan, who cheerfully took her usual place in the bathing procedures when those procedures involved an actual bath.

      Technically speaking, it ought to have been Katrina who went first—these days she was a half-inch shorter than Susan and therefore could be said to take up less space in the bath—but Katrina splashed more water than even Miryum with her truly formidable size, and preservation of water was the biggest concern.

      Susan finished her bathing swiftly and efficiently, then retired to her own small room closest to the door while Curran was threatening to remove the slender Brennan from the bath by his hair. She gave Emmett a grin in passing, commiserating with him for having to wait until last for his bath, and shut the door behind her. The room was just big enough for a bed and a wardrobe, and a little space in which to dress or stretch, if she so chose: a delightful space that would keep her comfortably sleeping until their rising time. Susan couldn’t help shooting a contemplative look at the wardrobe—which, she surmised, was one of the pieces of furniture that was new and to be left alone—but managed to restrain herself from opening it.

      Since that time was still a decent way off, Susan threw herself on the bed in her cotton under-breeches and night shirt, and started up a commlink to talk to her sister until she could discuss the doings of the day with the other freshly washed horselords.

      When the curving of the edges of the spell showed that it had connected with Isabella’s hand mirror commlink, she wriggled happily and grinned.

      A moment later, Isabella’s face appeared, long and clever and stately, with a sprinkling of freckles across the queenly nose and extremely red hair braided over her shoulder and well past her waist, although that waist was at present somewhat extended with her second child.

      “Hallo, Belle!” said Susan. “Shouldn’t you be sitting down and drinking something cold with your feet up?”

      “Susan,” said her sister, in a contemplative sort of voice that made Susan feel rather small and sit up straighter, “I’m quite sure you told me that there had been a change of chieftain and that I needn’t worry about you while you were away.”

      “Well, yes,” Susan said guiltily, resisting the urge to clear her throat. “The thing is that there had been a change of chieftain; it’s just that there had previously been another change that I didn’t tell you about, so this change put the old chieftain back after the previous one. If I’d realised that you were overdue and that the worry might hurry the next kid along, I would have told you.”

      “I’ve a very good mind to name this child after you,” Isabella said, an amused glint to her grey eyes that reflected a glow of lights and relieved Susan somewhat. “And for your information, Susan, I am indeed sitting down with my feet up! The last news we had of you was that you’d been taken prisoner by the chieftain I was quite sure you’d told me had been ousted, and the child showed no sign of taking your capture as the catastrophic event Delysia thought it to be. No doubt a very sensible child—I shall certainly name her after you.”

      “Don’t do that, Belle! I’ll feel as though I have to behave if I have a namesake!”

      “I would be the last person to suggest that you need to learn how to behave,” began Isabella, her mouth pious, “but it would be remiss of me to fail to mention that the horselords certainly can’t be expected to teach you better manners than they possess, and as for Emmett—well, I’m quite certain you corrupted him at least a year since!”

      “Oh, at least!” agreed Susan, as something soft thumped inside her wardrobe.

      She might have thought it was from the main room, where the horselords were still scrumming for a bath, if it hadn’t been for the fact that the wardrobe was right beside the bed and on the opposite wall to the wall her room shared with the main room.

      Susan waited for another moment and was rewarded by a distinct slithering sound and a muffled exclamation from within the wardrobe.

      “Good heavens!” she said happily. “I rather think there’s someone in my wardrobe! I really do wonder if it’s a coincidence, or if that’s why they didn’t want me to touch it. I can’t help thinking that wardrobes aren’t the best place to store living things, after all.”

      “How exciting for you!” Isabella said, with a pleasing lack of concern. “Shall you call in Emmett, or attempt violence by yourself? How did they get in there, by the by?”

      “Well, the innkeeper did say they’d furnished with everything they got from an estate sale, so perhaps someone forgot to remove one of the estate children before selling,” said Susan, shrugging. “I’m sure I don’t need to bother the lummox at this time of day. Besides, I’m not sure he’d fit—I’d have to sit on his lap, and then what would Delysia think?”

      “Nothing worse than you mean her to, I suspect,” said Isabella, but her eyebrows rose when there came a thump loud enough to be heard over the commlink.

      “I’d probably better see who it is before they knock the wardrobe to pieces,” said Susan. “Good night, Belle! Tell the kid it had better come out before I get home, won’t you?”

      Isabella gazed at her for a moment or two before she said thoughtfully, “I think I’d prefer it if you commlinked again when you’re finished.”

      “All right, but if you see me with a black eye, it’s your own fault,” Susan said cheerfully, and ended the commlink.

      The shifting and slithering continued from the wardrobe, as though the person within had been moving so much that the noise of their own movements had hidden from them the fact that someone else was in the room with them.

      Susan flicked her legs over the edge of the bed and laid her bare feet silently on the floor, then rose and crossed the floor at a prowl. It would be nice to shake out her muscles in a fight after the half day of riding.

      She reached out silently to the wardrobe knobs, and then, with a fizz of delighted excitement, flipped the doors open and found herself looking down into two frightened brown eyes that were surrounded by a massive puff of golden lace.

      They stared at each other for a moment, Susan taking in the golden dress that had somehow been stuffed in a wardrobe that was by far too small for it, and the girl who was also far too small to have been stuffed into that dress gazing up at her in mute misery.

      “Hallo,” Susan said. “It looks a bit cramped in there; would you like to come out?”

      The girl looked around in wonder as she removed herself from the wardrobe, her skirt  expanding into the tiny room after her but not quite wholly escaping the wardrobe. Susan assisted her with a raised brow at the richness of gold lace between her fingers, and settled the skirt out of the way enough to lever the wardrobe doors shut again.

      “I wasn’t expecting visitors tonight,” she said, as the girl turned a circle to fully appreciate her surroundings. “Everyone seemed a bit pent up about us being out on the streets, so I assumed there wouldn’t be much chance of people running around.”

      Susan felt rather regretful when her words took away the wonder from the girl’s face and replaced it with anxiety.

      “I won’t bother you,” the young woman said, clutching her fingers together. “I just—can’t I just sleep here tonight? I’ll go away tomorrow before the sun comes up.”

      “If you need to,” said Susan, now less amused and more concerned. “Look, what’s your name?”

      The young woman, her fingers closing around a small, ornate perfume pendant that hung from a long, golden chain about her neck, said, “I’m Janet.”

      No mention of station or rank there, thought Susan. Did that mean there was none? She couldn’t be sure: Janet was certainly dressed in an ensemble far finer than anything that even the most influential ladies at court would wear, but the hands she was wringing looked faintly red and rougher than a lady’s hands usually looked. Nor did she speak with what Susan was quite sure was the standard upper class Lacunan accent for this area; there was a broadness and nasality to Janet’s voice that suggested she was middle or even working class.

      “I’m Susan,” she said, instead of asking any of the other questions she wanted to ask. She didn’t want to frighten the girl any more than she was obviously already frightened. “You can sit on the bed if you’d like. Do you need something to eat? I suppose you’ve been in there for a while.”

      Janet sat on the bed but said, “Oh no! I couldn’t eat anything!”

      “You look as though you’re ready for the procession tonight,” said Susan, by way of changing the subject, since the girl really did look ill at the mention of food. “I haven’t seen anything yet, but we’ve been hearing about it since we got into town.”

      Janet’s brown eyes fastened on her again anxiously. “We? I thought—I thought it was just you!”

      “You didn’t hear the others bathing?” Susan asked, amused all over again.

      She had heard Brennan being dragged out of the bath while she was on the commlink with Isabella; Curran would be bathing with more swiftness than his elegant appearance suggested, as usual, and there was an indistinct buzz of talk from the other room as he called out to Katrina and she answered him.

      “I didn’t—I didn’t hear anything,” said the girl, and she suddenly seemed almost terrified, her fingers white around her pendant. “Oh no. I shouldn’t have run away. I didn’t—I didn’t mean to do it. I just suddenly couldn’t bear to do it, and…”

      Susan let the words sink away into silence without pushing, because Janet’s eyes had welled with tears.

      “Did you sneak out to see the procession?” she asked instead.

      “No,” Janet said in a small voice. “Actually, I am the procession.”

      “That’s a wedding dress,” Susan said in sudden realisation. So this was the bride she had heard being talked about in whispers behind curtains earlier! “It is, isn’t it? It’s a wedding procession?”

      Janet nodded, her arms wrapping tightly around her upper arms and her fingers digging into the fabric of the sleeves. “Yes, they always have a procession for castle weddings.”

      “Castle weddings?”

      “Didn’t—you didn’t see the castle on the hill?”

      “Not even a pennant!” Susan said. “Is it a proper castle, then?”

      Janet seemed to have sunk into anxious thought, but she roused herself to say, “Oh no. Not a real one; it’s the estate that the town used to belong to. We’ve always called it the castle around here.”

      “You’re passing through on your wedding processional, then,” said Susan, thinking aloud. “I understand that. What I don’t understand is why you’re hiding in my wardrobe.”

      “I don’t really understand it either,” the bride said, biting her lip. “I don’t think…I don’t think I want to get married. I ran away, but I shouldn’t have. I didn’t mean to.”

      Susan kept her more personal thoughts to herself for the time being and merely said, “Yes, you said that before. Are you marrying the owner of the estate?”

      “Yes. It’s tradition: one of the townswomen has to marry the lord of the manor.”

      “Just because it’s tradition doesn’t mean that you have to be the one to do it,” Susan suggested gently. “It doesn’t look like you’re terribly interested in being married.”

      The brown eyes filled with tears again. “I should be. Oh, I’m an awful person!”

      Susan had some quite firm convictions when it came to naming the awful person between a party of two when one of those two was hiding in a wardrobe because she was terrified to get married.

      “I always make it a matter of course to say no to getting married to someone when I’m hiding in a wardrobe to get away from them,” she said. “But then, I make it a matter of course not to get married to someone because it’s tradition, too. Good heavens, what is that noise?”

      The bride, who had started violently and made a small, choked protest at the battering sound coming from the door to their suite, tottered to her feet as though in a dream.

      “They’ve found me!” she said. “I suppose—I ought to go now.”

      “You don’t have to go anywhere,” Susan told her, but Janet was already moving toward the interior door, still in that trance-like sort of way that suggested she was going on instinct.

      She followed Janet into the main room, where they were greeted by perplexed horselords and an outer doorway fairly bristling with soldiers, who were heavily enough armed to make Curran, who was hanging over the top of the bathroom door and dripping on the floor, raise an eyebrow at Susan.

      “The bride needs to come with us,” said the soldier foremost.

      He wasn’t wearing the official uniform of Lacuna, nor Lacunan colours, though he did bear the insignia of a key on a background of red, green, and blue that Susan had seen several times as they passed through the town. Susan didn’t doubt that every horselord in the room had seen and realised as much: Miryum stood just a little back from Emmett but on the right side of the door and in front of Susan and Janet; her left hand was very close to the pommel of her short sword, which she hadn’t yet removed. Brennan lounged on a chair that was turned away from the door with his lids dropped low and his hand resting lightly on his small crossbow where it couldn’t be seen by the soldiers.

      Curran, Susan was quite sure, was naked and unashamed, but she was also quite sure that he was hiding at least one weapon behind that bathroom door. Katrina openly leaned on her own crossbow, which was several times the size of Curran’s.

      Closest to the door, Emmett met Susan’s eyes for a brief moment before he turned back to the soldiers and said, “That’s up to the bride, I’d think.”

      “There are a few of us,” said Susan softly, for the ears of the bride only. “I can easily get you out the window while my friends deal with this lot.”

      Janet straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin, and one of her hands dropped away from her pendant. “No,” she said, and Susan felt her heart sink. “I can do it. I’ll do it.”

      The bride turned her head, and Susan caught those brown eyes, glowing with determination. “I can’t not do it. I’ll make sure that no one else ever has to go up there again. You’ll see.”

      “What’s the answer?” asked Emmett, his eyes still on the guards but his ear turned toward the women.

      “She says she’ll go,” Susan said, but the words felt bitter.

      Janet was going of her own will, but Susan wasn’t sure it was free will, and it grated at her that she could do nothing about it. Emmett had even given the girl a chance to think about it, and she’d still said she would go.

      Miryum’s elbow dropped a little; her hand came away from her short sword. She said shortly to the guards, “Stay where you are. She’ll come out to you.”

      The bride went, her shoulders set and her chin high, but Susan saw how badly she was trembling. She followed Janet to the door, where one of the guards turned back to say warningly, “Don’t follow, or you’ll regret it. We have orders to see the bride safely to the castle.”

      “No need to be unpleasant,” Susan said, smiling at him with what she hoped was terrifying friendliness.

      She waited until she heard the last of the footsteps on the stairs and the outer door downstairs close for the last time before she stepped out of the room and turned back to the others to say, “I’ll be back. That was the bride from the procession everyone was talking about earlier. I’ll tell you what I know when I get back.”

      Emmett’s eyes found hers. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, I think not, lummox. You’ll scare the man.”

      “I think it would be a good idea if he were scared,” Emmett said deliberately.

      “Pleasant, but not useful,” she said. “Let me do it my own way. I’ll call if I need you.”

      To her relief, he nodded and simply closed the door after her. There would be time later to talk over what Susan knew—right now, she felt as though she wanted to know a little more before she discussed it with the horselords.

      Susan prowled down the hall and downstairs, then straight into the kitchen, where she found the innkeeper sitting by the stove with a robe over his nightshirt and a haunted sort of look to his face.

      She was pleased when her, “I thought I might find you here!” made him jump and spill the spirits he had been sipping over his robe.

      “What are you—what are you doing down here?” he asked, putting his glass down with a shaking hand before he spilled any more. “You said you wouldn’t leave the rooms!”

      “That was before a bride hid in my wardrobe to escape being taken up to be married at the castle,” Susan said. “I make it a rule to leave my room when someone hides in my wardrobe. I suppose the guards have gone now?”

      “You shouldn’t have seen that,” he said. “Not any of it. Forget you did. You should have ignored anything you heard—I told you not to touch the furniture!”

      “I’m not good at forgetting things unless there’s a reason for it,” Susan said pleasantly. “And right now, I don’t have good reason to forget that I saw a young girl who didn’t want to get married escorted out of an inn to go to a castle and get married anyway.”

      He picked up his glass again and took what looked like an unpleasant gulp from it. “You won’t do any good asking questions about it. No one can help it: it’s the way things are.”

      “What things?”

      His eyes bored into hers. “If I tell you, you have to promise to leave the town at first sun’s light.”

      “Oh, certainly!” she said affably.

      The direction in which she went after leaving the town had nothing to do with the innkeeper, after all. Castle or Glause, it was all the same to him.

      “There’s a new bride every half-year,” he said. “Sometimes it takes longer, sometimes it’s shorter, but there’s one roughly every half-year. The lord of the manor marries them after a procession through the village.”

      “Where does he keep them all?” demanded Susan in bafflement, unsure of whether to laugh or believe. “You can’t tell me that he has them all sitting around his drawing room together! Where are the others?”

      “Dead,” he said simply. “Every one of them. Mostly he sends the bodies down for burial, but sometimes there’s no body to send, or it’s so badly burned that there’s nothing left of it.”

      “You’re telling me that every bride your town has sent up the hill to the castle has died within six months, and you keep sending them up there?”

      “You don’t understand,” he said angrily. “No one could. No one from the outside understands that it’s the natural flow of things—you go against it, and the entire town falls apart. For the sake—for the sake of the town…!”

      “For the sake of the town, you sacrifice your young women,” Susan said, with the clarity of searing anger. “Yes, I see. What sort of power does the lord of the manor have over you all that he can murder his wives with impunity and then send their bodies back to you?”

      He muttered, “We don’t know that he does kill them. It’s accidents that happen—girls falling off horses, or falling downstairs. Some of them disappear. They say he’s cursed, or the estate is; whatever it is, when we don’t send someone, the town begins to fall apart.”

      “Yes, you said that,” Susan said. “What do you mean, it begins to fall apart?”

      “Parts of the outskirts sinking into the earth, magic running riot through the streets and confusing travellers—horses shying and killing people, kids turning odd and the old folk turning senile.”

      “And you believe that by sending a young woman in sacrifice to the lord of the manor every six months or so, you’re stopping that?”

      “I know we’re stopping it!” he said furiously. “I’ve been here long enough to have seen the last time we tried to make an end of sending girls up there—my sister was the first one to go up to the castle after the village began to sink into the ground and run wild with magic. It stopped the next day.”

      “I see,” said Susan. “Are the girls being killed to prevent that?”

      “We don’t do blood sacrifice here!” he said harshly.

      “Oh, sorry,” Susan said. “I assumed that sending girls up to a castle to die for the good of the town might figure as the same thing in your mind.”

      Bitterly, he said, “I suppose it must look the same to you. I don’t have any more information for you—you’d best leave as soon and as fast as you can tomorrow. If they suspect I’ve told you anything, they won’t let you leave.”

      “In that case, I appreciate you telling me,” she said.

      Although he smiled rather more bitterly at that as he stared into the stove’s firelight, Susan had for once spoken entirely without sarcasm. She left him to his spirits and his memories, doubting that he would be able to say which of the two were more bitter, and went back upstairs to acquaint the horselords with exactly why this little town was on a suggested do not visit list.
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      “It’s not a castle,” said Brennan, slightly hoarse in the cool of the morning. “Not even a sniff of a moat.”

      As Susan had promised the innkeeper, they had left at the first sun’s light; that first sun had barely risen as they left the town, glittering against windows and fence-tops while magic glittered amidst the red dirt, and as soon as they were out of the town, the castle was plain to see. In fact, as they ascended the hill toward it, Susan was left wondering how any of them had failed to see it from the town yesterday; even in the dusk, it should have been obvious, towering above the town as it did.

      And as Brennan now mentioned, the structure wasn’t exactly a castle. It had a grand appearance but that was mainly due to the fact that it was made from massive blocks of sandstone and from a front view was squarer in shape than a manor would normally have been even though, more correctly, it should have been called a manor. It also flew two flags: one on either side of the main, double-gated entrance they could see above them.

      Those flags, Susan had noticed, were both emblemed with keys.

      She wasn’t sure whose horse stopped walking first, but certainly Emmett had drawn his to a halt very early.

      “I hate to sound like Brennan, but I’m not sure that continuing to go up there is wise,” said Miryum. She had also stopped. “After last night and the oddness of the town—not to mention the warning to stay away—it seems risky. And we already have our own responsibility.”

      “Look at it: proper windows, no arrow slits. Didn’t even see it from town yesterday—you can’t tell me that makes any kind of sense!”

      “I had the impression that it’s the town’s grand estate,” Susan said, ignoring Brennan’s mutters. “She did call it the castle, though.”

      Emmett looked back at her briefly. “You still want to go?”

      “I think we’d better,” she said, feeling the frown between her brows. “Whatever else was happening, that girl didn’t want to be taken off to get married—and we know that the girls who go up there are only lasting six months or so before they die. The rest of you can always go back to Glause while I’m having a poke about. Someone was saying in the bakery this morning as we passed that they’re always looking for staff at the castle. I’m sure there’ll be a way in for me.”

      “Not a good sign,” said Brennan.

      “I know, Brenners, but they can’t just sweep young women off to get married—especially when none of the young women seem to survive longer than six months before they die.”

      “Delightfully useful things, curses,” said Curran thoughtfully. “An excuse for any husband who’s a bit too free with his fists or his magic.”

      “Or negligent estates that care more about what kind of magic and crops they get out of their lands than who it harms,” agreed Katrina. “There’s a lot of magic coming down the hill and into the town; I don’t think it has to be a curse.”

      “No,” said Susan thoughtfully. “But if the lord of the estate has been killing wives for the fun of it, he’s been doing it for a long time while keeping people convinced that the town will fall apart unless they keep sending people.”

      “He’s a strong magic user,” Emmett said.

      Susan saw his shoulders expand and then sink again in a silent sigh, and knew that he was making up his mind to come with her. “Yes, all right, lummox,” she said. “No need to blow us away with your sighs. Of course you’re coming in with me. Miryum, you can look after the agreements, can’t you?”

      “I’d prefer to come with you,” Miryum said, treating Susan to a long, thoughtful look that made her feel delightfully warm and loved. “But magic is not my strong point, so I’d probably be very little use, and the agreements have priority.”

      “That’s where it’s so nice to be an attaché with the horselords instead of a horselord proper,” Susan said happily. “I’m free to have other priorities when they turn up. I can’t let that girl go up there to die without helping her out.”

      “What about the rest of us?” asked Curran. “I’m not prepared to talk about priorities when a girl’s life is at stake, but⁠—”

      “The lummox and I will be perfectly fine by ourselves,” Susan said. “The two of you and Brenners had best go back with Miryum; if there’s any trouble, you can just say I went off on my own, as usual, and Emmett had to come save me from the consequences of my own actions.”

      “We’ll see you to the top of the hill,” said Miryum, over the top of Brennan’s complaints of why he always seemed to have to bear the consequences of Susan’s actions.

      “Don’t be like that, Brenners,” said Susan cheerfully, kicking him gently in the leg in passing as Emmett urged his horse on. “Look at me, leaving you out of things. No consequences for you this time!”

      “Just as well,” he said, but he still seemed unhappy.

      This, Susan knew as well as Miryum, who was smiling grimly, was because Brennan, despite his complaints, was rather sore at being left out of the fun. He had five sisters and was particularly sensitive when it came to women being treated badly.

      “You’re a darling, Brennan,” she said, grinning back at him.

      He looked distinctly worried. “Don’t like it when you’re nice to me. Always waiting for something nasty to be shoved down m’collar.”

      “Never mind, Brenners,” said Katrina
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