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 Chapter 1


  Time to face facts.

  Camilla sighed, swirling the dregs in her cup. Geoff wasn’t going to ring her, no matter how well she thought they’d hit it off. Going on a week now, so there was no point in hoping he would do any longer.

  She tipped the cup back, polishing off her tea, and picked up a shortbread biscuit, which she finished in two bites. They weren’t the best she’d ever had, but they wouldn’t go to waste. Not with Mrs. Frisby around.

  Plucking another biscuit from the pack, Camilla pursed her lips and made some sucking, squeaking noises. Then she set the biscuit onto the work surface, before moving to the basin and reaching for the tap, watching from the corner of her eye.

  A few seconds later, a gray mouse emerged from wherever her normal hiding place was. Whiskers twitching, she crept toward the abandoned biscuit. Well, ‘she’ was a bit rich. Camilla wasn’t sure of the mouse’s gender, but when she’d discovered her ‘flatmate’, Mrs. Frisby had been the first name to come to mind.

  Leaving a daily biscuit on the work surface before her morning run resulted in fewer chew holes in cellophane wrappers overall, as she hadn’t the heart to get an exterminator in. It was only the one mouse, after all, and this way, she knew just which part of the work surface needed sanitizing.

  And one day, when she’d paused to tie her trainers and actually caught sight of the culprit, an exterminator became unthinkable.

  Maybe naming vermin was odd, but sometimes pretending she wasn’t so alone was nice.

  The mouse took some halting steps forward and finally picked up the biscuit with her front paws. A few more weeks of this, and Mrs. Frisby might just become tame enough to pet. Still, Camilla didn’t want to startle the poor thing, so rinsing the teacup could wait until she got back. Instead of turning on the tap, she carefully set down the cup and put the biscuit package away in the cupboard.

  “Tuck in, Mrs. Frisby,” she whispered, grinning, and left the kitchen.

  In the hall, Camilla strapped on her bum bag, grabbed her scrunchie, piled her hair into a Mulan bun, and stepped outside. After locking up, she started down the front steps. Where the railing gave her a static shock, despite the oppressive fog.

  “Bloody typical,” she grumbled, sticking her finger into her mouth, as she started up the street. A slow jog, at first, to warm up, her trainers making satisfying thumps on the pavement.

  The only problem with her morning runs was they gave her far too much time to think.

  What was she doing wrong? Seven men over the past year, and not even seven dates. Pulling a bloke at a pub scarcely counted.

  Was she acting too keen? If so, they didn’t seem bothered. None of them appeared creeped out at the time, though from what she gathered, men had a different threshold for that sort of thing.

  Maybe there was something to what her mother had said, all those years ago, about playing hard to get. Only she’d heard men didn’t like women who played games. Besides, she wasn’t sure how to go about that, even if she wanted to. She lacked the practice.

  After a few blocks, the fog progressed to a drizzle, and the air smelled… off. The first word to come to mind was ‘clean’, but that wasn’t it, exactly. This smell was more antiseptic. A bit like a spark when you pulled a plug from the mains, actually, but the odor wasn’t enough to distract her for long.

  The light at the upcoming intersection said not to walk, so she pressed the button and jogged in place at the corner. Oddly enough, there weren’t any cars, so she could have gone anyhow, but the figure soon switched to green.

  Would she have to go full pick-up artist and start ‘negging’ blokes in order to get a second date?

  Beads of sweat on her back coalesced into rivulets, running in a small stream along her spine, where her shirt gaped enough that the moisture wasn’t immediately absorbed into the material. A hot shower would feel so good once she got back to her flat.

  Maybe it was just her. She wasn’t ugly, she didn’t think, but she was no model, either. And then there was the cellulite she couldn’t seem to get rid of, no matter how much she ran. Here she was, training for a half marathon now, but you’d never know that from her thighs and bottom.

  Not that Geoff spent much time looking at those last week, but never mind. Still, something about her must have put him off. Her backside just garnered more than its share of internal critique, whatever the circumstances.

  And he wasn’t even that good. Why did she bother, again?

  All right, maybe she wasn’t above a little negging. Just not to his face. That would be rude.

  The tightness in her neck and shoulders caught her attention, just then. She’d balled her hands into fists too, the way she often did. Especially when thinking about yet another bloke who’d not rung her up.

  Camilla rolled her eyes at herself before going into her mental checklist: loose upper body, cupped hands, arms swinging forward and backward, not side-to-side. The aim was 10K today, and if she let her upper body tire her out before she’d gone even five, she’d never make it.

  As if some higher power decided to have a laugh at her expense, just then the sky began to pelt her with large, fat, cold rain drops.

  Camilla looked up, glaring, and shook her head. “Honestly!” And with a huff, she started off again.

  A rainy morning in London was nothing new, so she wasn’t going to let the weather put her off her run. But the forecast had said no rain until the weekend, so she couldn’t help taking this a bit personally. Especially since she splashed through vast, pond-sized puddles at the next intersection.

  Still, at this point she was probably wetter from her own sweat. Besides, she was no quitter.

  She neared the halfway point of her run now anyway, so turning back wouldn’t make her too much of one. Half a run was better than no run, wasn’t it? And her thigh muscles already burned, after all, so she’d got a good enough workout. She could always try for 10K again tomorrow, after this storm passed.

  Once the raindrops stung when hitting her bare skin, she’d had enough. Camilla ducked underneath the nearest bus shelter. She could take the first double-decker back to her flat, and she’d still have time for a shower before work.

  A blinding flash lit the sky, and deafening bangs came from everywhere, all at once. Even the ground shook, as car alarms erupted all around her. Hands clapped over her ears, her own scream barely registered as the noise ebbed to a low rumble. Like she stood on the throat of some giant, growling beast.

  She wasn’t a screamer, as a rule, but that was close. Too close. And suddenly, the bus shelter didn’t feel like much of a shelter at all.

  “Okay. N-not good,” she said, lips trembling. There were far worse things than quitting her run, right? A lightning strike frying her to a crisp certainly sprang to mind.

  She had to get indoors. Waiting for a bus wasn’t an option. The trouble was, she’d left her flat so early that most everything was still closed.

  After unzipping her bum bag, Camilla fumbled inside for her mobile and then tried to work the touch-screen with wet fingers. The browser app finally opened, only to display the weather forecast page she’d looked at the previous night before bed. And the page taunted her, still showing no rain. Then again, the reception here was rubbish. Maybe the app couldn’t refresh properly?

  “Fat lot of good you do,” she said, scowling at the screen, and she tapped the icon for the radar page. If nothing else, that might let her know if she should call a taxi or Uber, or if waiting out the rain was feasible.

  Except the radar page, just like the one before, only answered, ‘What rain?’ And she couldn’t put it down to not refreshing either, because the time stamp clearly said ‘5:05 AM UTC+1’.

  Camilla manually reloaded the page, just in case, boggling at the utter lack of rain in the greater London area, before she saw it: one tiny, barely noticeable little spot of red nestled underneath the ‘D’. Nine tries later, complete with a teeth-clenching squeegee sound, she’d dragged the zoom large enough to see: the ‘storm’, such as it was, was only two blocks wide and centered right over her head.

  “What the hell?”

  She’d run much farther than two blocks that morning, with precipitation on the fog-to-storm continuum every step of the way, and yet, the remainder of the city–in every direction around her–was as completely unrainy as it was possible to be.

  Mad as it was to think such a thing, she couldn’t help it. Was the rain–was the storm itself–following her?

  As if in answer to that question, lightning struck again, far too close. Glass shattered next to her, as a sign near the shelter crumpled, breaking a pane with its fall.

  Camilla screamed, and her mobile went flying as she danced on the spot.

  They said lightning never struck in the same place twice, but obviously that was complete crap. She had to get indoors. Anywhere. Now. Later, she could sort out how and why a storm chased her.

  Sucking in a breath, she bolted from the ruined shelter, her soaked trainers squishing with every step. Maybe she could find a coffee shop or bakery where the staff might take pity on her? Only everywhere she looked, the store fronts were dark. She could understand no foot traffic in the driving rain, but there weren’t even any passing cars or lorries.

  Where was everyone? In a city of nearly nine million, how could she be so totally alone?

  A second later, a solution dawned on her: the Tube! Why hadn’t she thought of that first thing?

  The trains began running around this time of morning, even if she didn’t need to ride one. She just needed shelter. Sure, the tunnel might flood if the rain got much heavier, but at least she wouldn’t be struck by lightning underground. She’d have to backtrack a bit, but Westminster Station was the closest.

  Half a block later, another blast of lightning crashed behind her, exploding a street lamp in a huge cloud of sparks. Again, the flash of light was all too noticeable. She didn’t think she could have missed it, actually, but the sound seemed muted–far away. Like her ears no longer worked properly.

  And maybe they didn’t, since the previous strikes had been so close. Glancing over her shoulder, she caught the tail end of the fireworks. The glittering remnants of the streetlight made a leisurely trip toward the ground, floating downward with a strange, slow grace.

  Still, she didn’t stop. Lovely as the sight might have been in different circumstances, reaching the Tube was all that mattered now. She could think about how pretty the sparks were once she was safely indoors.

  The signal at the next intersection warned her not to walk, but Camilla ignored it, hurtling right through. She would have seen headlamps if a car was close.

  Another streak of lightning hit the pole in front of her, and the traffic light took a tumble, cutting a deep gouge into the tarmac.

  That was the fourth strike now, within what–ten meters, at most? Barely had the thought crossed her mind when the air began to crackle, and her skin broke out in prickles, like thousands of ants crawled all over her.

  Lightning struck a scaffolding near the building to her left, and pain seared through her hip.

  With a yelp, she took off. Camilla didn’t know whether a piece of metal had struck her or an offshoot of the lightning bolt, but that hardly mattered. She had to get to the station. Despite her aching hip, the burning in her thighs, and the tightness in her chest, she had to. The sooner the better.

  She rounded a corner and a street clock detonated, just as she passed. The instant she reached the opposite corner, another bolt hit the sign post there. Much taller buildings stood all around, and yet, the lightning insisted on striking near her.

  And this could have just been her imagination too, but the longer she ran, the closer the strikes seemed to get.

  After one more corner, the familiar red and blue circular sign for the Tube came into view. Time slowed to a crawl, and when she was only a meter away, the wrought iron railing around the stairwell started to glow.

  Maybe she’d imagined that, too. Was the light reflecting off the water? Seeing through the driving rain was difficult, but the station lights had never looked quite so blue before. And now, the entire railing seemed to be glowing blue and even pulsing.

  That wasn’t all, either. Above the railing, superimposed on the storm clouds, floated a yellow haze. No, three distinct yellow hazes. Almost shaped like people, but not quite.

  The rain hadn’t slowed, but the sound no longer registered over a buzzing that filled the air. Unfortunately, she was too close to the stairs to stop or even change direction when the skin prickling, crawling ants sensation started again. And this time, not just the sound but also the flash came from everywhere, all at once.

  The storm hadn’t just been chasing her. It had caught her.


 § § §




  The sliver of light cutting through the heavy drapes would have been enough to wake him on any day, but especially this one. How or why such illumination invaded his chamber was not immediately clear, given his still groggy state, but the light roused him just as readily as a fist pounding on his chamber door.

  The arrow slits on the southern and eastern walls ensured he received more than his fair share of the available sunlight, though that was usually not enough to wake him. The typical morning dawned gray over the castle, and often with rain.

  His father had suffered another fit the preceding evening, however, and Gadolphin spent the whole of the night dancing between the edges of sleep and wakefulness.

  ||’Tis time thou didst awake. This is an important day, thy Royal Highness.||

  The sudden intrusion made him recoil. Judging from the tone, Salet was in a foul mood today. Gadolphin imagined the old king with his arms folded over his chest, tapping an impatient foot. If he possessed arms, a chest, or feet any longer, that was.

  A small, skeptical noise escaped the back of his throat, even if he did not apply great effort to suppress the sound. ||Yes, I know that already.|| Gadolphin sat up, if grudgingly, and tossed off the coverlet. For some reason, this action did not result in quite the anticipated chill.

  ||Oh, well—thou knowest all, dost thou not? If I said this day thou wouldst meet thy destiny… pray, what rejoinder wouldst thou have?||

  Despite the relative warmth of the room, a chill spread through his chest, and Gadolphin froze in the process of drawing back the bed curtains. When he had given that irreverent reply, he had been thinking of the day’s festivities. Matrohm had been his dearest friend since childhood, after all, so naturally his wedding day would be of the utmost importance.

  Now, however, Gadolphin was not so sure he knew what Salet had meant. Or rather, he hoped he did not.

  ||Do you mean my father is going to die?||

  ||Nay, not that.||

  Salet paused then, which customarily indicated a sigh, but considering the entire conversation took place nowhere save inside Gadolphin’s own head, no sound bridged the silence.

  ||Moreover, ’tis not as though thy father’s death would alter much.||

  ||It might afford my mother some much needed rest.||

  ||Thou speakest aright.||

  Salet had paused again before answering, and his tone had become quiet and–dare he think it?–contrite. Gadolphin took advantage of the brief silence to scrub the sleep from his eyes, as his Mind, unbidden, replayed the events of the night before.

  The fits were nothing new, so he should have been used to them by now. Yet this one had been uncommonly violent and hence never strayed far from his thoughts.

  ||Thou dost dwell upon that unpleasantness anew,|| Salet said, stopping his train of thought as quickly as a messenger with an arrow through the chest would end the dancing at a feast.

  ||And if I do? Furthermore, what is my destiny, if not the death of my father?||

  Gadolphin resumed the aborted action of throwing open the bed curtains. The glare from the eastern window almost blinded him, however, and he shielded his eyes. Little wonder the sunlight woke him.

  ||Arrogant little popinjay! Always thinking thou art in the right!||

  Gadolphin did not reply. Instead, he swung his legs over the side of the mattress. Yet Salet would never be neglected for long.

  ||Hast thou nothing clever to say?||

  ||I wanted to be certain the Great Salet had finished, first.|| Gadolphin gave a mirthless smirk, raising the hem of his night-shirt with one hand and reaching for the pot on his bedside table with the other. ||Interrupting him would never do. Now, with your leave, Great Salet…||

  He emptied his bladder with an exaggerated groan. Not precisely clever, that, but he cared not one whit.

  As he himself was corporeal, presumably Salet could hear his actions. That had been his suspicion ever since the old king began speaking to him in his youth, and he had not yet experienced anything to contradict the assumption. Thankfully, Salet allowed him to conduct his toilet in peace, but the old king would be back, and sooner rather than later.

  Gadolphin set down the pot and stood, dropping the hem of his night-shirt. He continued off the dais where his bed stood, crossing the room to the washstand. There, he washed his hands, cleaned his teeth, and scrubbed his face. With a sigh, he then straightened, reaching for a towel.

  All these little tasks gnawed at him. Actions that called to Mind things his father could no longer do. Painful remembrances of how the illness had destroyed the king’s Body and Mind but refused to release his Spirit. Caladon lingered between life and death, dwelling fully in neither realm, and that simply was not fair.

  He wiped his face far longer than was necessary, scrubbing his now dry skin with the linen, and slapped the towel onto the wash table with a growl. He could do nothing about the situation but rage–or weep, he supposed, but he much preferred to loose his anger.

  If nothing else, he needed to be strong for his mother, and he tried his best to hide any displays of temper from the queen. And after the night before, he ought to see how she fared, as well.

  Gadolphin crossed the room and opened the chest, pulling out his breeches. He tugged them on and exchanged his night-shirt for a shorter linen shirt, tucking in the tails. A lavender silk tunic followed, and he sat on the nearby bench to pull on his boots.

  Even if he himself would not be joining the tourney today, slippers seemed unwise. Given the rain over the past few days, the lanes of the tiltyard were likely soaked, and his nose wrinkled at the thought of all the mud the horses would soon churn up.

  On the other hand, the day was sunny, and warm besides. The tilt would not commence until after the feast, in the early afternoon. Mayhap the ground would have a chance to dry before then?

  ||Tilting these days is a silly waste of time. All those rules.||

  Gadolphin laughed softly, shaking his head. He had wondered how long before Salet returned. ||I did not ask your opinion, Great Salet.|| He moved to the mirror over the washstand then, where he began to braid his hair.

  ||I thought I would give it, nevertheless. Advising the king is my duty, after all.||

  ||Advising? Yes. Commenting on every thought that crosses my Mind? Not gory likely. And I am not the king yet.||

  ||Near enough.||

  Gadolphin scowled into the mirror, hoping Salet could see his expression. ||Do not speak as if my father were already dead! And do not change the subject! I asked you a question.||

  True, there had been an extended break in the conversation since he had asked, when Salet left. As he already made his irritation with the old king quite apparent, however, he saw no harm in carrying on in the preceding vein. The worst Salet could do was leave again.

  The voice took on an innocent tone that would have fooled no one, even if someone else had been able to hear. ||What question was that?||

  ||Do not be coy, either! It does not suit.|| Gadolphin paused in his braiding just long enough to resume the scowl. ||Now, what is this destiny you spoke of?||

  ||Oh… that.||

  ||Yes, that.||

  ||’Tis a surprise.||

  Gadolphin raised his gaze briefly toward the rafters. ||If you had no intention of telling me, why broach the subject?||

  ||I have precious few entertainments afforded me, being dead and all.||

  The prince gave a weary sigh, reaching for a leather thong to tie his braid. ||Amuse yourself with someone else’s life.||

  ||Very well,|| came the stiff reply. ||Yet before I go, Majesty… I would add, thou hast awaited this event most of thy days.||

  ||What do you mean?||

  But it was no use. The resounding silence plainly said Salet had gone again.

  Though that was just as well; he did have a great deal to do today. Gadolphin had to admit, however, that Salet’s calling him ‘Majesty’ just then did not sit well. Which likely had been the idea.

  The old king’s vexing him notwithstanding, he had no wish to tarry overlong in his chamber, as he was certain his mother had enjoyed no more restful a night’s sleep than he. Once finished with his hair, Gadolphin belted on his sword, unbolted the door, and stepped into the passage.

  The royal bedchamber stood but one flight of steps and a short hall away, and in no time, the prince nodded to the guard outside. A different one from the night before, during the king’s fit, though this fellow had no doubt heard the tale. That explained why he pretended not to notice when Gadolphin had to take a moment, closing his eyes and drawing in a calming breath, before he rapped upon the wood.

  The half-croaked “Come!” was no surprise. Nor was the stink of the king’s evacuations they never could seem to banish, no matter how many times the bed linens were changed or the mattresses aired. His mother likely did not notice the stench any longer, as she scarcely left this room, but Gadolphin had to force himself to breathe through his mouth, lest he heave up bile.

  The sight that greeted him was hardly more pleasant than the smell of the room, and his throat tightened, yet again, as his eyes began to sting. How his mother looked regal even whilst spooning thin gruel into an unresponsive mouth, he would never know.

  Ruscan set aside the bowl and rubbed Caladon’s neck to encourage the food on its journey down the king’s throat. Feeding him his breakfast occupied most of her morning, only for her to start all over again come midday. Yet, tiny though she was, Gadolphin knew the entire Saletan army would be required to drag her away.

  For the past sennight, however, Caladon had not been able to swallow unaided, and he could not continue on the present path for much longer.

  The transformation in his father had been so gradual Gadolphin scarcely noticed before. Yet after last night, he had to admit the difference was undeniable: Caladon had lost a remarkable amount of weight, and in such a short span of time, as well.

  His father had always been a veritable castle of a man–big and bulky, a towering testament of strength and authority. He had looked up to his father his whole life, and though he was far from puny himself, he knew he was dainty by comparison.

  Or at least he used to be. Now he likely outweighed the king by a good stone, if not two.

  As his mother picked up the bowl once more, she cast a weary glance in his direction. “Good morrow, Gadolphin.”

  “Good morrow, Mother.” He moved to her side of the bed, pecked her cheek, and gave his father’s shoulder a squeeze. Unfelt any longer, he was sure, but the habit proved difficult to break. “Any change?”

  Ruscan shook her head whilst wiping the king’s now hairless chin with a kerchief. His father would not like to be seen without his beard, of course, but that could not be helped. Too much food sullied his whiskers these days. Yet only a handful of people entered the royal bedchamber any longer to see his shorn cheeks.

  After the horrors of the night before, no change was a reason for immense gratitude. That meant the king had suffered no more fits, violent or otherwise. Emaciated though he might have looked, Caladon had a good bit of strength in him still, as Gadolphin, his mother, and a guard had been required to hold the king down.

  When she seemed satisfied with the amount of gruel she had given Caladon, Ruscan set the bowl aside, raising her gaze to him once more. “Son, you needn’t knock,” she said, again rubbing the king’s throat. “Brogdar is under your command now.”

  If anything she said might cause his throat to tighten further, he knew not what. Other than, mayhap, to declare his father dead. Somehow, not even being named regent brought the king’s mortality home quite so much as these little things. Or mayhap the situation simply kept hitting him, in bits and pieces, over and over.

  And this time, he had to clear his throat before he could trust his voice. “Be that as it may… I think I shall never shed the compulsion to knock before I enter my parents’ bedchamber.”

  Once his father died, however, this would be his bedchamber, would it not? ’Twould take time for him to grow accustomed to the idea.

  Yet they were well beyond the point of telling themselves the king would recover any day now. Both of them. His mother may have never said so, but the painful resignation showed in her eyes. Before the preceding night, even.

  “Have you need of anything?” he asked, stepping behind her. Gadolphin began kneading her shoulders, as he could do little else to help. Save feeding his father, mayhap, but she would trust that duty to no one else.

  Ruscan sighed, relaxing into his touch, and she turned her head both ways, before she nodded toward the leather pouch on the washstand opposite them. “You can fetch some medicine from Master Wyeth. That will last but a few days more.”

  Gadolphin shook his head with a soft smile. When asked what she might have needed, she answered with his father’s needs. Their marriage evidently was not as loveless as he had always believed. Her dedication in what could only be the king’s final days attested to that.

  “I shall see to it,” he said, nodding as well.

  “Thank you, Son.”

  She patted his hand, before taking up the bowl and spoon again and trickling more gruel into Caladon’s mouth. After helping the king to swallow that time, however, she turned her head toward him once more. “You mustn’t tarry. The guests will need attending.”

  Gadolphin frowned, dropping his hands from her shoulders and tucking them underneath his arms. She was right, and yet… “I—am loath to leave you,” he said, shaking his head. “Especially after last night…”

  “Stay that foolish talk,” Ruscan said, in as close to a testy tone as she had used in a while, straightening in her seat. “You can do naught for him here, but much remains to be done outside this chamber. So, go. Tend to his realm, whilst I tend to the king.”

  Gadolphin conceded the point with a nod and a sigh, dropping his arms. “Very well,” he said, bending once more and kissing her cheek. Though her words did not keep him from stopping just outside the chamber door.

  “Duy?”

  “Yes, Highness?”

  “I wish to be informed instantly of any change in the king’s condition.”

  The guard frowned. “Begging your pardon, sire, but would not that interrupt the celebrations?”

  Gadolphin drew an incensed breath. “The celebrations—!” he began but caught himself. Leaning closer, he dropped his voice. “The celebrations can be damned. When I say instantly, I mean instantly. Ring the chapel bell to alert me.”

  “Yes, sire,” Duy said, giving a rapid nod.

  “And I want another guard to attend this door!” Gadolphin added, with no care to keep his voice low as he continued down the passage.

  Even if he could not be there instantly, a second guard could help the queen to hold the king down during another fit, should he suffer one.


 Chapter 2


  At the knock, Matrohm jerked awake, a thrill of panic speeding through him. Sudden, loud noises were not amongst his favored things, to be sure, but in retrospect, the rap on his chamber door had not been too terribly loud. Though sudden he would grant the sound, given how he had been dozing.

  “Come!” he called, sitting up straighter with a splash and rubbing the crick in his neck.

  After the preceding sleepless night and the calming warmth of the water, his drifting off was no surprise. Only then did the second chill of panic close him in its awful grip. Had he overslept and missed the wedding?

  His Mind raced, casting about for clues as to the passage of time. The water was quite warm still, and the fire in the grate had not died. Not to mention the scratchy feel to his eyes indicated he had not slept nearly enough. And the edge of the tub hardly made for the best pillow, so a sore neck could result from very little time spent sleeping in that position.

  Furthermore, if he were late for the ceremony, his visitor likely would just say so instead of wordlessly knocking.

  Then there was the sheer amount of stubble Gadolphin sported when he stepped around the door frame and entered the room. In fact Matrohm very nearly snorted at the idea of the always immaculately groomed prince forgoing a visit to the barber on a day like this. So, now his Mind had caught up with his initial panic, Matrohm could tell the latter where to go. He had not overslept and missed the wedding at all.

  Gadolphin closed the door and threw the bolt before approaching the tub. “Did you not bathe only last night?” he asked, eyebrows raised as he sank down onto the tub’s steps.

  “I needed some occupation to pass the time,” Matrohm answered with a sigh.

  Though he had pledged her his troth eight seasons earlier, in the sennight since Reina had come to Brogdar, time crawled even more slowly. Especially last night, when no matter what he tried, nothing had helped him sleep. Bread washed down with warmed milk, counting sheep, practicing his knife-throwing until he was quite exhausted, lavender and chamomile in his pillow, breathing the fumes from a sliced onion in a pot, wedging a charred chicken foot wrapped in sage underneath his mattress–nothing.

  Though he had not been quite desperate enough to try ampara.

  All that had helped to pass the time, at least, even if the knife-throwing ensured he needed another bath this morning. Pity he had not thought to practice earlier; he might have fallen asleep in the bath the night before and had a decent amount of rest by now, though his neck would hardly thank him.

  Matrohm still held the scrub brush in one hand, yet during his brief slumber, he appeared to have lost the soap. Slippery as the bar was, that came as no surprise. He groped around the rough cloth lining of the tub, the greater part of his concentration on finding a slick trail if not the bar itself, when he caught Gadolphin staring, rather intently.

  “You could not sleep, either?” the prince asked at last, eyebrows raised.

  Matrohm’s own eyebrows shot up momentarily before he frowned. He likely had some notable bags underneath his eyes to attest to the night’s sleeplessness.

  “Not a wink,” he replied with a sigh, shaking his head.

  His still wandering hand just contacted something square that immediately tried to slither out from underneath his palm. He had found the soap, so that was a help, and he carefully wrapped his fingers around the sides, lest the bar decide to commence another journey around the bottom of the tub.

  Gadolphin gave a thoughtful nod as Matrohm set to scrubbing one leg. The prince had some fairly large eye bags himself, which finally made something he said earlier soak in.

  “What do you mean by ‘either’?” he asked, with a brief pause in his scrubbing.

  He had never known Gadolphin to have trouble sleeping. If anything, the problem was getting him out of the bed, once he had lain down. Unless they intended to go somewhere, and the prince happened to be excited by the prospect, he might well lie in bed the whole night and half the following day.

  Not that he was lazy. He simply luxuriated in his rest. The night before, however, that had obviously not been the case.

  “Shrewd as always, lack of sleep notwithstanding,” Gadolphin said, smirking, and gave a little shrug. “His Majesty suffered another fit during the night—far worse than the last.”

  Matrohm frowned at his knee and dunked his leg underneath the water. “If we need to postpone the wedding—”

  “No!” Gadolphin raised a hand, shaking his head. “That… will not be necessary. You and Reina have waited long enough.”

  Now his eyes stung, in addition to feeling scratchy. Often Matrohm needed a reminder that he was not inconveniencing Gadolphin: he was family. At least as far as the prince and king were concerned.

  “And how is her Majesty?” Matrohm asked, frowning again as he started on his other leg.

  Gadolphin then gave him a small smile that was equal parts sad and grateful. “Bearing up, I suppose. Tired, and worried, but doing her best not to show it.” He sighed, shaking his head. “The usual. And thank you for asking.”

  Matrohm only nodded, now rinsing that leg. His mouth opened once more before he could help it, but he closed it again shortly. He knew not what else to say. Not any longer.

  In the beginning, asking how the king fared and wishing him a speedy recovery had been the custom. That seemed to help, as well–with Gadolphin’s mood and resolve, at least, even if such actions provided no actual benefit to his Majesty. Yet after four full seasons, they had all given up hoping for recovery, with or without haste. In fact, wishing his Majesty a quick end seemed more merciful, these days.

  Matrohm knew better than to say anything so heartless, of course, but he was also at a loss for an acceptable substitute. Though Gadolphin did not seem to begrudge him this newfound inability to find the right thing to say. At this point, the best he could do was just to be there whenever the prince needed to get something off his own chest.

  After another moment or two of silence, Gadolphin stood. “Well. Have you broken your fast, at least?”

  Matrohm shook his head. “Highness, I could not tolerate a single bite.”

  Gadolphin nodded with his ‘I know best’ smile. “I shall have some bread and cheese sent up, in case your Mind is changed following your bath.”

  Though the temptation to raise his eyes toward the ceiling strongly beckoned, somehow Matrohm refrained. “I thank your Highness,” he said, as the prince started toward the door.

  Even if it may not have seemed that way, Gadolphin did listen. If he had not tried to take care of those closest to him, however, and often against their will, Matrohm would have been terribly worried about him, as well. And speaking of worries…

  Gadolphin stopped again just inside the door, one hand resting on the bolt. “I placed a second guard outside the royal chamber, with instructions to ring the chapel bell if my father’s condition changes.” He turned to face Matrohm once more, eyebrows raised. “I know this is a great deal to ask, especially today, but should I need to make a hasty departure…”

  Matrohm already shook his head, long before Gadolphin had finished speaking. He knew what was coming, and even if this was his wedding day, he would have to be a complete churl to refuse.

  If their situations were reversed, Gadolphin would be fully prepared to make such a sacrifice for him, even if his own father had died long ago, and his friend had yet to meet his special lady. The principle was the same. Moreover, if not for Gadolphin, they would not be having a wedding today, if at all.

  Furthermore, as far as duties went this one was no real imposition, was it? He would like to know the guests were entertained, even if he would prefer to while away the time in conversation with his new bride, or staring into Reina’s lovely eyes. So was Gadolphin asking all that much of him to make it official, if he had to leave the celebrations to attend his ailing father?

  “Of course, Highness,” Matrohm answered, now nodding. “You may rely upon me.”

  “Thank you,” Gadolphin said, one corner of his mouth quirking as he opened the door. Obviously he did not feel like smiling, but the attempt was valiant, all the same.

  And Matrohm resumed his bath, hoping against hope that the king did not take a turn for the worse. Not today. Though that wish was not borne from concern for himself at all. Gadolphin deserved a respite, however brief, from his many worries and responsibilities.


 § § §




  Newly shaved and with his beard trimmed, Gadolphin made his way to the kitchens, a cask balanced on one shoulder. Following his visit to the barber, he had nipped down to the buttery.

  The servants would never dare help themselves to libations without his leave, no matter how parched they might be. With the warm weather today and the numerous preparations for the wedding feast, they would need to drink a great deal more than usual. He intended to make his permission for them to do just that incredibly apparent.

  The kitchen buzzed with activity and emitted a palpable heat before he had even reached the threshold. Even in the depths of winter, he envied not the kitchen staff their positions. Especially not the spit-turners. The temperature likely had not been so bad when they started–well before dawn, unless he missed his guess–but now the sun had risen, the room sweltered.

  On the other hand, the side of presently roasting beef already smelled wonderful, even if it likely would not be ready to eat for another hour or two.

  Would that he could remedy the heat in the room as quickly and easily as he could the motion. When Gadolphin entered, all movement immediately ceased. For a second, at least, before the bowing started, and three serving boys clashed in their haste to relieve him of his burden.

  “No, ’tis—as you were,” he said through a soft laugh. He grunted just a little as he settled the cask onto the nearest empty bit of table. Dusting his hands, Gadolphin made his way to the basin to give them a rinse. “I have come for a bit of bread and cheese, and if you—” He nodded to one lad from the three-boy collision, as he dried his hands. “—would be so good as to deliver the same to Sir Matrohm’s bedchamber? Thank you.”

  After that, Gadolphin plucked a loaf from a nearby shelf and tore off a chunk. He divided that chunk as evenly in twain as he could, laying one half onto a wooden platter that another of the boys had just produced, seemingly out of nowhere. Two wedges of cheese carved from a sweaty wheel followed the bread.

  Before the platter-wielding boy could scamper off, however, Gadolphin transferred his breakfast to one hand and thumped the cask with the other, to ensure he had everyone’s attention.

  They had all returned to work immediately, of course, as soon as he said ‘as you were’. He had not meant that quite so literally, but no matter.

  “Drink up, all of you!” he announced, grinning around the room. “Feast preparation is thirsty work—especially today. So help yourself to as many casks as you may require.” They could also help themselves to as many pails of water from the well as they needed, of course, but this was meant to be a celebration.

  He nodded to the chorus of ‘Thank you, Highness’ that rang out before he was off again, scattering chickens with his purposeful stride.

  The other livestock had already been moved outside the castle walls to graze for the day. The ducks and geese were likely making their usual rounds of the moat as well, but the chickens always stuck close to the safety and security of the outer ward.

  At least until the odd prince tore through there, disquieting the flock.

  Through a combination of the long climb to the wall walk and sheer hunger, Gadolphin finished every crumb by the time he reached the gatehouse lookout over the western barbican. Good thing too, as a small party of four riders crested the hill not long after.

  Numerous men- and ladies-at-arms had pitched tents north of the tiltyard the evening before, in anticipation of the tourney that afternoon. More would no doubt trickle in before the contest began, whether or not they made camp.

  This group of riders did not appear to have any pack animals, however, and given the direction whence they came, they could only be the bride’s family. The distance as yet remained too great to determine whether the banner they carried displayed the earl’s arms or the viscount’s, but he would know who led the party soon enough.

  “Lower the drawbridge!” came the cry from the turret above.

  He had only been there a few minutes, yet Gadolphin started down the spiral staircase again almost immediately. Whichever relatives had come to witness the lady’s nuptials, he wanted to greet them.

  The party must have set off well before dawn to arrive this early, or mayhap even the night before. He would have been glad to offer them rooms in the castle–for an extended stay, even, should they so wish. After recent events, however, they were probably lucky to have Reina’s family in attendance at all. He should not ask too much, really.

  By the time Gadolphin reached the gate passage, the riders had crossed the drawbridge and dismounted. Grooms stood at the ready to attend their horses, and the prince stepped back, allowing them to commence their tasks, whilst trying to repress his vexation at not seeing the earl.

  Dlacier was the one in the wrong, true. The earl had just lost his only daughter, however, and to a man he considered quite beneath her. The still fresh injury to his pride could not be smoothed over so easily. To him, in fact, today’s celebration might feel more like a lemon squeezed onto an open wound. Dlacier would need time before any reparations could be hoped for.

  In the interim, Gadolphin would simply lavish his hospitality on the man’s heir.

  The guards flanking the viscount were the same two from the preceding sennight, when he and Matrohm had accompanied Lady Reina in the process of gathering her possessions. The fourth party member was a cousin of theirs, no doubt to stand up with the lady.

  She also happened to be one of the many ladies in the surrounding lands whom his mother and father had introduced to him, in the hopes of rousing his Passions. Like so many before, however, that attempt had also failed, but thankfully once he had agreed to a match with Lady Haljen Kennet, his parents had stopped trying.

  Just because he had no wish to wed her, however, that was no excuse to behave in a less than gallant manner.

  “How fare you, Lady Selvé?” Gadolphin asked, eyebrows raised as he extended his hand.

  When she offered her own in response, he bent low over her wrist. Though as was the custom with a lady one did not know too well, Gadolphin confined his lips to his own thumb. Impersonal, mayhap, but most ladies did not care to have a relative stranger slobbering all over their skin. And for his part, the idea of kissing so much as a lady’s hand threatened to bring up his most recent meal.

  She quite resembled her cousin: a lighter-colored version of Reina, like an embroidery left too long in the sun. Warm brown hair and eyes, though Reina’s were darker; round, rosy cheeks; and what Gadolphin had to admit was, objectively speaking, a shapely figure, perfectly accentuated by the bodice of the sapphire gown she wore.

  And yet… nothing.

  Now, as with the first time they had met, he felt no spark at all. All the right parts were there, and in the proper order, too. At least judging from the way other men took in the lady’s form.

  Gadolphin was sure he was supposed to feel an attraction for her, yet she may as well have been a tree for all the feelings the sight of the lady stirred within him. He could recognize her beauty in the same way one might laud a sturdy oak, but he experienced nothing like the feelings the poets described.

  “Excellent well, Highness,” Lady Selvé said, dropping into a curtsy–and determinedly avoiding his eye.

  He could scarcely blame her. The awkwardness was palpable, was it not? So his attempt at gallantry had, sadly, been misplaced. Rather than dwell on the misstep, however, or attempt to force further conversation when the lady was clearly unwilling, Gadolphin instead turned to the viscount, grasping him firmly by the forearm.

  “Corrone! May I hope your father sends his regrets?”

  The viscount’s smile immediately faded, and Corrone shook his head. “I fear not, Highness. In truth, my wish to attend today saw my own inheritance threatened.”

  Gadolphin snorted, giving his head a little shake. “Well, we must hope his Mind is soon changed. Come!” he added, tugging the other fellow by his arm. “I imagine Lady Reina is as anxious to see you as the reverse. Ah—and to see her cousin, as well,” he added, a bit sheepishly, almost as an afterthought.

  For a moment, he had actually forgotten Lady Selvé stood there still.


 § § §




  “How fare you, Fascinare?”

  Ice shot through her veins at the question, and she drew a sharp breath, fighting the urge to bolt. The hermit’s tone had not been particularly accusing–more curious than anything. ’Twas but her conscience that made her so uneasy. Getting caught red-handed was foolish, of course, but what chance did her meager attempts at augury have against Wyeth’s Sight?

  Fascinare faked a casual shrug, shaking her head. “Well, thank you, save needing some herbs—”

  “So you chose to steal them from me?”

  Now, there was the anticipated tone, but he would get no rise out of her. She had been called far worse than a thief, after all, and even correctly, in some cases.

  Fascinare looped one arm through the handle of her basket and stood, dusting her hands–carefully, so as not to spill what she had already picked–and offered Wyeth a sweet smile.

  “These are not a part of your garden, old man,” she said, waving her free hand toward the fenced area to her right, where the garden proper grew.

  Fin-anula did not grow too terribly well when transplanted, of course. That had been one of her first lessons when she played at being his apprentice, all those seasons ago. Her excuse was just that: an excuse, and not a good one either, so she changed tack.

  “Just slop a Potion of Growth on the ground, and on the morrow, you will never know I was here.”

  She actually had a vial in her pocket for that express purpose, but now she had been discovered? No need to waste the stuff.

  Oddly enough, Wyeth smiled at her suggestion and laughed softly. “I have a counter-offer,” he said, shaking his head.

  Her eyebrows rose. “Oh? What is that?”

  He gestured toward the mouth of the cave with his head. “Come inside. Dine with me.”

  Her mouth opened once more before her lips pursed in a frown. An offer of food in response to theft? That made no sense. Not unless the food was poisoned. If so, could she devise an antidote in time?

  Or mayhap the castle guards would apprehend her before they finished the meal? She need not worry if Gratian led them, and she could talk herself out of arrest with a number of the others. Matrohm, on the other hand…

  Unfortunately, she could not divine Wyeth’s motives from the lines on his aged face. Though over forty seasons had passed since she last dwelt there, she could not picture him doing either–attempting to poison her, or bringing guards to arrest her. He may not have approved of her more unseemly methods, but he would likely consider execution a trifle harsh.

  Then again, mayhap he had already forgotten the accusation he had flung at her? He was getting on.

  “’Twill be like old times,” Wyeth said, giving her another smile. “What say you?”

  She had almost decided to accept when his impatient prodding ensured her Mind was changed for her. Shaking her head, she started toward the spot where she left her old mare to graze.

  “I have to be getting back. Kellas—”

  “That child can look after herself better than you or I ever could,” Wyeth said, now smirking. “And I happen to know Kellas is at Sourdine.”

  Fascinare stiffened, sucking in another breath. She would never permit a little thing like the threat of arrest to stop her from venturing into Salet, but this? People knowing her business without her leave? That she could most certainly do without.

  When she turned and leveled the hermit with a cool look, he smiled still.

  “Ye’d have near a sennight’s ride before you see her, as it is,” he said, with a shrug. “What’s a few hours more?”

  She sighed. ’Twas not Wyeth’s fault. He could not help it, could he? Unlike the Saletans, the Triad sent his visions. He did not trawl through others’ Minds, seeking the information for himself. And distance hardly mattered when it came to his Sight. He might have known she would come to call before she did.

  In the end, the marked difference between Master Wyeth and the Saletans caused her ire to abate. “Very well,” she said finally, with a nod, and Wyeth smiled yet again as they started for the cave’s opening.

  Once they were closer, the mouth-watering aroma of rabbit stew filled her nostrils. That had always been her favored meal amongst Wyeth’s many recipes.

  She was both touched that he remembered and, of course, annoyed that he had known she would accept his offer. On this occasion, however, she tended more toward touched than annoyed.

  ||Seers||, she thought, raising her gaze to the treetops as they stepped inside.


 § § §




  With her next conscious breath, the smell of moist soil filled her nose. Her forehead itched. Though when she moved her hand to scratch, she only got a handful of leaves, in varying states of decay, for her trouble.

  A carpet of green and brown lay below her, wind rustled through leaves, birds chirped overhead, and water gurgled somewhere nearby.

  Camilla might not have the first clue what had happened before, but one thing was immediately clear: this was absolutely not Westminster Station. Though the upside, she supposed, was her hearing seemed to have returned to normal.

  As she sat upright, looking around, the wind blew her hair against her cheek.

  Her dry hair.

  “I was soaked to the skin. How long have I been lying here?”

  She was also warmer than she would have imagined, given the rainstorm. The wind picked up, blowing some leaves, and… hang on. The worst part just soaked in: wind brushed over bits where wind should never really be. That meant she was naked–outdoors!

  Camilla dove into some nearby bushes and prayed the bits poking into her sensitive areas weren’t anything that might cause a rash.

  This made no bloody sense. She’d just been in the city, and now she was in a park or something, but she had no memory at all of getting there. And why her clothes hadn’t made the journey was anyone’s guess.

  At least the rain had stopped, but that was odd, too. Despite the rainstorm, the air smelled loads cleaner than she was used to, with just a hint of the antiseptic, ozone-y scent she’d noted earlier.

  Not to mention, as well as she could tell from beneath the canopy of trees, it was now a lovely sunny day. Light filtered down between the leaves in dappled, shifting shadows all around her.

  Obviously she couldn’t put much stock in the weather reports, but the last she recalled, the forecast said the greater London area was supposed to be overcast the whole day. So either she’d been unconscious for more than twenty-four hours, or ‘here’ wasn’t quite where she’d left it. Was she even in the city any longer?

  If she’d been forcibly removed, surely she’d remember some kind of struggle. Especially the sort that ended with her starkers. And she didn’t seem hurt. No unexplained pains registered, and she didn’t see any blood or scratches. If she had been kidnapped, her abductors must have used kid gloves.

  Footsteps approached from somewhere behind her, and she froze, holding her breath. Her visitor hummed, and after a few bars, she recognized the tune: ‘Greensleeves’. She turned, slowly, and raised her head until she could see over the top of the bushes.

  A middle-aged woman, carrying a bright blue dress, walked toward a nearby tree and slung the garment over her shoulder. She grasped a limb, pulled the thing down, and arranged the dress over the barest part. Then she let the branch go and turned away. This couldn’t be her first trip, either. Several other dresses, in varying states of dryness, hung from the branches above.

  If the method of doing the laundry seemed antiquated, that was nothing compared to the woman herself. She wore two dresses, the inner fitted and snug, the outer fuller with exaggerated armholes, open from her shoulders to the tops of her thighs, and with a wide belt riding low on her hips.

  Camilla had never seen an outfit like that on a real person–only in films, pictures, old paintings, or the like. The woman also had cloth covering her head and chin. Like a nun, actually, except in this case, both pieces of cloth were white.

  Something from her days at university niggled at the back of her mind, but she shoved those thoughts aside. Musings on medieval clothing and art would do little to solve her current problem, which was crouching naked in a bush, in an as yet undetermined location.

  Had she stumbled upon some sort of Middle Ages role-play group? Though that wouldn’t explain why her own clothes hadn’t come along for the ride. Not even her scrunchie, as she was reminded when she shook her head and her hair snagged on the bushes.

  Thankfully, the laundry lady chose that moment to beat the fabric of another dress against a rock, which seemed to drown out her sharp intake of breath. The same with the reflexive giggle she gave at the mental image of her running clothes going for a walk all on their own. Now she was just being silly, but somehow this situation seemed to call for a touch of the ridiculous.

  After all, if a storm could chase her, what else might be possible?

  Still, before she went looking for any answers, getting something to wear was probably a good idea. After all, the dreadful lack of attention men usually paid her probably wouldn’t extend to wandering about with her kit off.

  As she sat back on her heels, she remembered the laundry lady, who once again headed in her direction. Wet clothing was better than no clothing.

  Camilla scanned the branches overhead. The nearest garment looked mottled red and pink–either oddly faded or nearly dry. Maybe both. The dress hung on a low branch not a meter from her present seclusion.

  If she stood, she could likely reach the hem. Of course, standing did present certain exposure problems, but if she was quick about it…

  As soon as the laundry lady walked away, Camilla pounced. But a good bit of noise accompanied her sudden leap. Prickly branches and leaves also sheared off some skin, wrenching pained grunts from her during the ascent.

  The laundry lady wheeled about and yelped. “Stop, thief! Help! She is stealing Lady Reina’s dress!”


 Chapter 4


  As much as she hated the idea of the jousters getting hurt, Camilla was grateful for the distraction. All heads had turned in the direction of the sounds–even hers, at first. But soon enough she’d recognized the opportunity dropped into her lap, grabbed two handfuls of the kirtle’s heavy skirt, and darted into the trees.

  Because dead sexy or not, that ‘prince’ had just read her mind. She was sure of it.

  Yeah, she had a bad habit of talking to herself. She knew that. Sometimes, like when she took a staycation from work, she could go days without speaking to anyone. And sometimes she ended up talking to herself, or Mrs. Frisby, just to hear a human voice.

  Only this time, she hadn’t done. She’d not even opened her mouth. But the ‘prince’ had heard her, like he’d plucked the sarcastic commentary right from her head. And there wasn’t any sort of role-playing that explained telepathy.

  Maybe she was dreaming. Maybe she’d never heard the alarm on her mobile, and any second now, she’d blink her eyes open, cursing herself for being late to work. At this point, she didn’t even think she’d care if she woke sprawled on the street outside Westminster Station.

  At the loud, deep ‘dong’ of a huge-sounding bell, Camilla stopped, turning in the direction of the noise. Maybe that was Big Ben tolling the hour, and soon she’d open her eyes, with raindrops falling onto her face. She’d not heard the quarter bells first, but that didn’t matter. They might not register if she was still asleep.

  Only she didn’t wake up. Instead, she gasped again. Initially, she’d not paid much attention to the backdrop of the jousting, as the sun had been in her eyes. She’d put the thing in the distance down to nothing more than a white cliff face, like Dover.

  But now, with the setting sun concealed behind one of the towers, she could see the massive castle built atop a rocky promontory. The chalky look appeared to be paint or whitewash coating the stones.

  That wasn’t a group of people role-playing the late Renaissance at all. Not unless they were the richest role-players in the history of role-playing. Was that ‘prince’ a real prince?

  And the bell… that had to be an alarm, but she didn’t plan on hanging about long enough to find out what the alarm was for. She hiked up the heavy skirt once more and started off again.

  The chance of another meeting with the prince was probably small. After all, she was twenty-five and had never been that close to her own queen. Still, putting as much distance as possible between herself and the castle seemed like the best choice, at the moment.

  Even if the prince had said she could keep the dress, that didn’t necessarily mean she’d been released. As far
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