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A novel set in the bestselling Schooled in Magic universe!

There was no reason for Crown Princess Anastasia of Rockfall to worry about her future, not when she was the only heir to a small yet surprisingly important kingdom within the Allied Lands. There was no reason, either, for her to learn magic, or the growing arts of science and magitech, or indeed anything else ... until she was kidnapped by a sorceress who stole her face, cursed her so she could never reveal her real name and dumped her on the far side of the Allied Lands, all the while intending to impersonate Anastasia long enough to murder her parents, be crowned Queen and instigate a reign of terror.

The sorceress believes Anastasia will never make it home, that she will be murdered or enslaved or simply vanish without trace. But with her parents and her kingdom at stake, Anastasia will do everything in her power to get back home and master the arts that will save them ...

Or die trying, a very long way from the only home she’s ever known.
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[image: ]


If you have been following my work for some time, this book needs no introduction. If not ...

Over a decade ago, I conceived a universe that would be a cross between the Harry Potter (teenager goes to wizarding school) and Lest Darkness Falls (cross-time traveller introduces semi-modern technology to the past, creating a whole new world) concepts. My heroine – Emily - was accidentally yanked into the Nameless World, sent to Whitehall School, and over the next few years, found herself introducing modern concepts and technologies (everything from the bra to steam engines, the printing press and gunpowder weapons) that changed her new world beyond any hope of repair. This sparked off a series of social reforms and revolutions, with some kingdoms within the Allied Lands (an alliance dominating the northern continent) trying to adapt to the pace of change, with varying degrees of success, and others trying to keep the lid on, only to discover the demand for change led directly to violent revolution. By ‘now,’ Emily has defeated both of the major threats confronting the Allied Lands and the kingdoms, free states, magicians and others are facing an uncertain future as the pace of change is only accelerating. Magic now coexists with science, fuelling the growth of a steampunk-style world where the two interact and compete in odd, often unprecedented, ways.

For me, this posed an interesting problem. There were storylines that were simply unsuited to Emily. Others required a very different lead character, one who lacked her otherworldly insights and concepts (and sentimentalities); one in particular - the development of magitech, tools that allow anyone to use magic - required a character who lacked any inherent magic of his own. Accordingly, I found myself experimenting with different points of view, from a handful of Tales of the Nameless World novellas to The Cunning Man trilogy. It allowed me to fill out the background of the universe – the road to the Zangarian Civil War, the backstory of Emily’s first opponent - and also explore issues that Emily couldn’t or wouldn’t touch, while also playing with characters who were very different from the main character. This did mean I had to keep Emily sidelined as much as possible, but that was no bad thing. If she entered those stories in any major way, she would rapidly take over.

The Princess Exile is the first of a set of novels featuring different viewpoint characters. Unlike the earlier Cunning Man trilogy, the novels will each feature a different lead character, from the high to the low, and will be as stand-alone as I can make them. You don’t need to know much more than what I have written above, I think, to enjoy these books. Of course, if you do like this book, please feel free to check out the rest of the series. Please also leave a positive review.

And if there are other aspects of this universe you wish me to explore, please feel free to let me know.

Thank you for your time.

Enjoy!

Christopher G. Nuttall
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Prologue
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The most frustrating thing about Princess Anastasia, Circe had discovered over the last two years, was that she didn’t have any idea how lucky she was.

She was the only child of King Arthur and Queen Marion, the acknowledged heir to the Kingdom of Rockfall. Her kingdom was not inherently opposed to a woman taking the throne and ruling in her own right, and there were no suggestions she should marry a good man and let him rule the kingdom in her name. She was young and beautiful, with long dark hair, a pale face and a well-developed body that had the poets writing sonnets to her beauty, sonnets that were not in any way exaggerated by crawlers hoping for Royal patronage. Her beauty owed nothing to the magic flowing through her veins, nor a small collection of cosmetics the castle staff kept on hand for older and far less secure aristocratic woman. The Princess truly was a lucky girl.

She was also lazy.

She had the very best of tutors, from a father who ruled his kingdom with a combination of a firm hand and practical politicking to experts in everything from magic to reading, writing, and numbers. She was very far from stupid, and she could learn a great deal about anything that interested her with remarkable speed, but she had little interest in making use of the resources around her to broaden her mind. Her father found it hard to convince her to attend court, her tutors found it harder still to make her pay mind to her lessons. She had mastered the basics - she could read and write, and few would deny her calligraphy was the equal of her father’s - but showed no interest in learning more. She spent more time riding her horse than she did behind a desk, learning the skills she would need when her father passed on and left her the kingdom.

Circe found it outrageous. She had climbed out of the gutter through a combination of magic, ruthlessness, and sheer dumb luck. If she hadn’t found someone willing to school her in magic, and the many other skills denied to a lowborn guttersnipe, she knew it was unlikely she would have survived to reach adulthood. She had made a devil’s bargain, trading her body and her mind for lessons the Princess was offered for free, and it was hard not to feel anger and resentment at how the Princess disdained the learning that would likely save her life. She had so many opportunities and she declined them all, to her own detriment. The Princess was too indolent to pay attention to politics, but Circe was not. Her father was holding the kingdom together through sheer bloody mindedness. It was unclear if his daughter could master the arts of government in time to take the helm when he died. Circe would not have cared to put money on it. Rockfall was in for some rough times.

The worst thing of all, she reflected in the privacy of her own mind, was that it was hard to hate Princess Anastasia.

The Princess was lazy, and indolent, but she wasn’t a bad person. Circe had seen aristocratic girls and women treat their maids like slaves, lashing out at them physically or verbally every time they were even slightly displeased. She had heard tales of far worse, from young women who took service the households of the great and the good to maidens who found themselves seduced and then abandoned by their aristocratic paramours and compared to many others life in the Princess’s tiny household was surprisingly pleasant. If Circe had been a genuine Lady’s Maid, she would have lit incense in thanks for such a caring mistress.

And if Circe had been less driven to attain power, by any means necessary, she might have had second thoughts about what she intended to do.

It would have been easier, in some ways, if her mistress had been truly unpleasant. Circe would have had no qualms about displacing a horrible person, and anyone who noticed the swap would likely keep their mouth shut for fear of the original returning. She knew better than to allow sympathy, or even guilt, to distract her - she had already gone too far to stop - but it was still a little harder than it should have been to take the final step. She told herself that she was doing the Princess a favour, giving Anastasia the sort of lesson her parents should have given her a long time ago, but Circe doubted Anastasia would feel the same way. The hell of it was that Circe herself would have been delighted, if someone had made her the same offer.

But the Princess did not know how lucky she truly was.

The bell rang. Circe stood, brushing down her dress. It was time.

Hardly anyone noticed her as she made her way to the Princess’s chambers. She had always taken care to dress as drably as possible, to make no attempt to exploit her position as the Princess’s maid, to do as little as possible to draw attention to herself. A handful of castle servants, more observant than their masters, had wondered at her willingness to remain in the shadows, but none had realised the truth. Being unseen gave one a kind of freedom, a freedom she had ruthlessly exploited. It had taken months of effort to subvert the castle wards, to allow herself a degree of access and control that would have shocked the court wizard if he ever realised what she had done, but it was about to pay off.

She stopped outside the door and centred herself. Once she stepped inside, she was committed. She could still stop herself ...

No. That wasn’t possible. She had committed herself long ago.

And now it was time to make the final move and reap her reward.
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Chapter One
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“I don’t want to hear any more,” Princess Anastasia said, firmly. “I’ve had quite enough.”

The Royal Tutor blinked owlishly at her. He was younger than most tutors, with an air of grim determination that was subverted by the way his tutoring robes hung oddly around his body. The appearance of an elderly man of letters, a person of great knowledge and practical wisdom, was difficult for a young man to project, no matter how well he knew his material. He’d yet to master the skill of making his lessons interesting, no matter how boring the subject matter, and it cost him. There were few other ways to keep a young woman of noble blood, let alone a princess, focusing on her work. A bored princess was a princess who simply refused to listen.

“But Your Highness ...”

“You are dismissed,” Anastasia said. She picked up the textbook, the latest – and probably already outdated – tome on political developments since the end of the Necromantic Wars and passed it to him. “I’ll send for you when I am ready to resume the lessons.”

The tutor bowed, moving far more spryly than most of his peers, and backed out of the chamber. Anastasia watched him go, somehow resisting the urge to point out that his wig was crooked, on the verge of falling off. Whoever had designed the poor man’s robes had a great deal to answer for, particularly the insistence that their wearers should either dye their hair grey or wear a grey wig. It might give an elderly man a sense of dignity, but it made a young man seem a fool, a child wearing his father’s clothes. They just didn’t suit him.

She sank back into her chair, feeling a twinge of envy. The tutor – it dawned on her, not for the first time, that she didn’t recall the young man’s name – had chosen his life, devoting himself to studying politics, the New Learning, magitech and a dozen other subjects that interested him, even though he had little hope of ever practicing them on his own. Her future was fixed, as sure as the sun rose in the east and sank in the west. She was the Crown Princess of Rockfall and she would be Queen once her father passed into the realm of the dead. There was no competition, no sibling or cousin who might make a bid for the throne themselves. She would be Queen. There was no point in trying to pretend otherwise. 

And I can’t even pass it on to someone else, she thought, numbly. It is my fate.

She rang the bell and leaned back in her chair, waiting. Patsy materialised a moment later, entering the room so silently it was hard to notice her until she announced herself. Anastasia almost envied her maid’s talent for remaining unnoticed, her maid’s dress and demeanour so subtle that she was often invisible in a crowd, without even a hint of using magic. Patsy had shown no interest in building a power base of her own, much less in exploiting her position as the Princess’s personal maid to enrich herself or even to find a good husband from the lower ranking aristocrats or merchants. It was hard, sometimes, to describe Patsy. She was so bland and boring, carrying out her duties without drawing attention to herself, that Anastasia had to think to recall the colour of her maid’s eyes. Her outfit was just ... nondescript.

“Your Highness,” Patsy said, dropping a neat little curtsy. She hadn’t adopted the modern custom of showing too much flesh or wearing something that drew attention to her curves without showing anything below the neckline. “What can I do for you?”

Anastasia stood, brushing down her dress. “I feel like going for a ride,” she said, shortly. If she left now, she’d be well away from the castle by the time her next tutor arrived. “Send someone to alert the stablemaster, then help me get into my riding clothes.”

Patsy raised an eyebrow. “You have an appointment with the Court Wizard at eleven bells, then lunch with your mother at one ...”

“I’m sure they’ll get on just fine without me,” Anastasia said, waspishly. The Court Wizard expected her to memorise volumes of magical theory before he taught her more than the basics, while her mother veered between lecturing Anastasia on her duties and moaning about events in Alluvia. It might be Patsy’s duty to remind her, but Anastasia had no intention of going to speak with either one. “My mother hasn’t had a single new thing to say for years.”

“As you command, Your Highness.” Patsy turned to the door, opened it to summon a messenger boy, and sent him on his way with a few short words. “Do you intend to ride far?”

“Far enough not to be found,” Anastasia said. She strode into her bedroom, cursing the fashion that made it hard to get out of a dress without help. “It’s going to be one of those days.”

Her maid made no comment as she helped Anastasia undress, then presented her with a set of riding clothes. They were so much more convenient – breeches, a jacket, boots – that she had determined she’d wear them all the time when she was Queen. The dresses might show off her family’s wealth and power, just in case one of the courtiers had forgotten where he was, but they were uncomfortable and irritating. It wasn’t as if anyone was likely to forget she was the princess. Her face adorned the wall of everyone who was anyone, as well as anyone who wanted to be. She’d certainly sat for enough portraits over the years.

She stood, studying herself in the mirror. Long dark ringlets of hair framed a tinted olive face, dark eyes and lips that drew the eyes of everyone in the room. Everyone said she was beautiful and she knew for a fact they were telling the truth, although it would be a rare courtier indeed who suggested their princess was anything less than stunningly beautiful. Rockfall had fewer courtiers trying to outdo their peers by singing the praises of the Royal Family, if Queen Marion was to be believed, but ... Anastasia shook her head. Her father had cautioned her to be wary of taking such crawlers seriously. They would change their tune in a heartbeat if they felt it wise.

“You need a cloak, Your Highness,” Patsy said. She’d changed too, into a riding outfit that was as drab as her regular dress. “And you should take your amulet.”

Anastasia snorted but reached for the amulet and placed it around her neck. Patsy was right. The golden design was surprisingly simple, compared to the jewellery showered on her by everyone who wanted to buy her favour, but the charms woven into the metal were designed to protect her against almost any threat, at least long enough to buy her time to escape. Her father wouldn’t be pleased if she left the castle without it, and she didn’t want to upset him. She loved her father. And yet, he never had enough time for her.

“We’ll go down the back stairs,” Anastasia said. “We wouldn’t want to be stopped along the way.”

“No, Your Highness,” Patsy agreed. “That would be most inconvenient.”

There was a faint hint of sarcasm in her voice. Anastasia ignored it. Patsy’s job was to do as she was told, while serving as a maid, chaperone and woman-of-all-work. Anastasia knew little about Patsy and that was how it should be. She did her job well and that was all that mattered. She certainly didn’t have the kind of relatives or connections that would press her to take advantage of her position or try to influence their princess. Anastasia wasn’t looking forward to assuming the throne. She would have to take several young ladies of the kingdom as her handmaidens then, enduring their presence in her most private moments. Her mother had often complained about the custom and Anastasia didn’t blame her. She had little privacy of her own too.

The back stairs were supposed to be secret, although Anastasia was sure everyone knew they existed even if they didn’t have access. Her skin prickled as they stepped through a handful of wards, designed to keep out intruders, and walked down the narrow stairs to the bottom. The stables, located at the rear of the castle, teemed with activity, young boys mucking out the stalls while the stablemaster strode from steed to steed, checking their work with a gimlet eye. He showed no hint of surprise as he saw her, merely bowing low and motioning for two of the newer stableboys to bow too. Anastasia pretended not to notice their hesitation, then uncertainty over how deeply they should bow. She hadn’t enjoyed her etiquette lessons either.

“Champion and Lady are ready, My Lady,” the stablemaster said. “I’ve taken the liberty of adding a picnic to your saddlebags.”

“Thank you,” Anastasia said. “I’m sure we’ll enjoy it.”

She allowed the man to lead her to the final stall, Patsy trailing behind her like a shadow. Her horse looked pleased to see her, whinnying as Anastasia put her arms around his neck and gave him a hug. A sudden pang of guilt shot through her – she’d been too busy to come down and see him lately – and she made a promise to herself that she’d make sure to rub him down and muck out his stall personally, when they returned. It was good for bonding with her steed, her father had said, and besides, it would provide a good excuse for being late for dinner. Or taking her meal alone, in her chambers. Eating in front of the entire court, every eye on her, was never pleasant. And right now, she didn’t have the power to make up for the inconvenience.

“Come on,” she said to Patsy. She didn’t wait for assistance, merely scrambled into the saddle and took the reins. “We have to be on the move.”

Patsy’s face didn’t change, but Anastasia had the impression the normally imperturbable maid was irked as she clambered onto Lady. Patsy could ride reasonably well, yet she was no horsewoman and clearly wasn’t comfortable on horseback. Lady was as tame as any horse could be, the kind of beast small children would be seated on to learn the basics before they graduated to friskier steeds, but Patsy had never quite reached the point where she could try a better horse. Anastasia wouldn’t have begrudged her the lessons, if Patsy had wanted to improve her horsemanship, yet ... she shook her head, dismissing the thought. Patsy was her maid. She could easily remain behind ...

But I have to be chaperoned, Anastasia thought, with a flicker of irritation. Her mother’s prudish insistence on maintaining her reputation at all times, on ensuring her virtue could not be questioned let alone drawn into disrepute, was just ... irritating. No one questioned her father’s conduct, no one raised their eyebrows if he had private meetings ... she told herself, not for the first time, that things would be different when she took the throne. I’ll do whatever I want and to hell with anyone who tells me nay.

She put the thought out of her mind as Champion trotted out of the stable and through the rear gate, the guards bowing or doffing their hats as she passed. The cold air slapped her across the face, shaking away the lethargy of a morning spent being bored to death by tutors who never used one word when a dozen could do. Lady followed, Patsy so quiet it was easy to forget they was there. Anastasia felt a flicker of dark amusement as they cantered through the streets of Caithness and out into the Royal Forest. The sense of sudden freedom was overwhelming. It would be easy, she told herself, to dig in her spurs and make a run for Rumbling Bridge, the nearest pass through the mountains that surrounded Rockfall, protecting the kingdom from her larger and more powerful neighbours. Or even to just lose herself in the forest. It would feel good to make a choice for herself, even if it were a poor one. 

Champion neighed as she pulled on the reins, commanding him to slow and turn. The castle rose above the city, the largest structure in the kingdom. Caithness was small by the standards of many other kingdoms, but it was still large enough for her. She felt a twinge of regret as she spied a handful of caravans making their way down the Northern Road, carrying trade goods through the passes and in and out of the city. The kingdom was far more progressive than most when it came to women’s rights, and there were plenty of female traders travelling from kingdom to kingdom, but she was trapped. She would spend the rest of her life in Rockfall, both ruler and prisoner of her kingdom. Lady trotted up, Patsy seated uncomfortably on her back, and Anastasia gritted her teeth. Her maid didn’t know how lucky she was. She could leave her post at any moment and find somewhere better, somewhere more suited to her talents.

“Your father is expecting you to read the latest trade agreements this evening,” Patsy reminded her. “We have to be back for dinner.”

Anastasia shook her head, curtly. The king was supposed to be the ruler of the kingdom, but Parliament did much of the work while he sat on his throne and looked regal. Anastasia didn’t pretend to understand how her father could spend so much time in committees, chairing meetings and letting everyone have their say; she wondered, sometimes, why he wasn’t the absolute monarch she knew him to be. Her mother didn’t help, grumbling about her father’s willingness to compromise rather than lay down the law. She had come from a kingdom where the king had lost his grip and faced an outright rebellion, one that had cost him his head. It didn’t help that far too many people wondered what sort of political ideas she’d brought with her ...

“You also have to receive a messenger from a foreign suitor, asking for your hand in marriage,” Patsy continued. “He’s supposed to arrive, spontaneously, this evening.”

“This must be an entirely new definition of the word spontaneous,” Anastasia muttered, sourly. The bards had hundreds of songs about princes who left their kingdoms to play at being suitors to a princess, winning their hearts by coming hundreds of miles to press their suits in person, but the real world was rarely so obliging. Any spontaneous visit was planned in advance and no one thought otherwise, save perhaps children too young to realise the truth. A prince turning up in disguise, without warning, would be a major scandal. “Do you think his portrait will look like the reality?”

“I couldn’t possibly say,” Patsy said.

“Parliament will have its say,” Anastasia said. It was true. She couldn’t be allowed to make such a choice for herself, not when the kingdom was at stake. “And so will my father.”

She turned her horse and galloped onwards, cantering to her favourite part of the woods. A small lake, so well hidden within the trees that she could pretend she was alone. She knew better than to believe it, but ... anyone within the Royal Forest without permission would be careful to remain unnoticed, not when a poacher could have his hand cut off for trespassing. Or worse. She pulled Champion to a halt and scrambled off his back, leaving him to nibble the grass as she stepped towards the lake. The horse was too well trained to run off, not unless something happened to her. Lady arrived a moment later, Patsy dropping herself to the ground with a thud. Anastasia didn’t turn. Her maid might not be a good horsewoman, but it was difficult to imagine anything putting her down for long.

The thought faded as she stared over the lake. It was oddly quiet, the normal sound of birds flying through the trees and small rodents darting through the undergrowth almost inaudible. A bit of unease ran down Anastasia’s spine, banished almost at once. It was a cold day and most of the forest’s wildlife would be nesting, trying to stay warm. She lifted her eyes to the distant mountains, noting the snow on the peaks. It had been a long time since she’d been so far from Caithness, and she’d never be allowed to travel beyond the mountains.

Patsy came up behind her. “A Crown for your thoughts, My Lady?”

Anastasia surprised herself by answering the question. “I’m trapped in a gilded cage.”

There was a hint of ... something ... in Patsy’s voice. “There are many who would wish to be in your place, My Lady.”

Anastasia blinked. It was rare for anyone to reprove her, let alone scold her. She was the Princess. No one could ever forget that, not even her mother. Certainly not a Lady’s Maid who could be dismissed at any moment, without so much as bothering with an excuse. Anastasia had dismissed maids before. She could certainly do it again.

“You can have it, if you like,” she said, snarkily. It wasn’t going to happen and they both knew it. Anastasia could no more surrender her birthright than she could cut her own throat. “It’s not a blessing.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Patsy said, her voice tinged with dark amusement. “I believe I shall.”

Anastasia turned, quickly. Patsy looked different, in a manner Anastasia couldn’t quite place. She looked ... as if she wasn’t trying to be unnoticed, unnoticeable, any longer. Her stance was firmer, drawing attention to her in a manner she normally shunned ... she looked, suddenly, very dangerous. Anastasia’s father had a regal presence, one that made it very hard for anyone to disobey his commands; Patsy, now, had a presence of her own. The shock was so great it was hard for Anastasia to think clearly, let alone speak. Her thoughts were spinning helplessly. Everything was just ... wrong.

“I ...”

Patsy jabbed a finger at Anastasia. Her entire body froze.
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Anastasia’s mind went blank.

No one, absolutely no one, had ever cast a spell on her. It was forbidden, effectively treason, to cast spells on the Royal Family, no matter the motive. Her protections ... her mind reeled as it dawned on her that her protections had been completely ineffective, that Patsy had cast a spell right through them as if they didn’t exist at all. She was helpless, utterly unable to move ... what the hell was going to happen to her? Kidnap? Death? Who would risk doing either, in the heart of the kingdom? Who stood to benefit?

Patsy strode forward until their faces were almost touching, her features seeming to sharpen into something else. It wasn’t Patsy ... no, it was, but it was also someone else. The woman hadn’t changed at all, yet she somehow drew Anastasia’s attention in a manner Patsy had never done. The maid had remained in the shadows for the last two years, little more than an extension of Anastasia’s will ... it struck Anastasia, suddenly, that she might have made a dreadful mistake. If she’d paid more attention to Patsy, perhaps she would have noticed something was wrong. But it was too late.

“We are a very long way from civilisation,” Patsy said. The voice was the same, but there was a confidence and self-assurance in the tone that made her impossible to overlook. Sparks danced around her fingertips, a grim reminder that she had magic and knew how to use it. “If you scream, Your Highness, I assure you no one will hear.”

Anastasia struggled against her invisible bonds, trying to break free. She knew a handful of counterspells – the Court Wizard had drilled some tricks into her head – but they all refused to work. The spell was too strong, or she lacked the focus to cast without moving her hands. Patsy was right, she realised as horror ran though her mind. She’d ridden far from the castle, leading Patsy where Patsy wanted to go. There might be a poacher somewhere near, someone who had no legitimate reason to be in the forest, but ...it was unlikely a poacher would come to her aid, not when it could easily get their hands cut off for poaching. And who would want to pick a fight with a sorceress?

“Two years, two years spent shadowing you,” Patsy said. “And you never even noticed!”

Anastasia wanted to scream. Two years! She’d hoped, vaguely, that Patsy had been knocked out, tied up and left in a closet somewhere, but two years ...? If that was true, she had never known the real Patsy, if indeed such a person even existed. Ice ran down her spine as she realised that she was completely alone, at the mercy of a sorceress who could cut through her protections as effortlessly as Anastasia could drive a knife through softened butter. Her mind spun, frantically trying to recall everything she’d done to Patsy. She knew she hadn’t been as bad as some young ladies, when it came to treating their maids poorly, but Patsy might not see it that way. If she wanted revenge ...

“I’m going to weaken the spell, so we can talk,” Patsy told her. “If you try to escape, or attack me, I’ll turn you into a frog. Understand?”

Anastasia couldn’t move a muscle. There was no way she could answer. Patsy’s lips twisted into a cruel smile, so alien on her bland face and yet somehow so fitting, as she made a movement with her hand. Anastasia dropped to the ground, her body spasming in pain. It was hard, so hard, not to cry out. She hadn’t cramped so badly since the first day she’d spent on horseback. It was hard ...

She forced herself to stand, trying to think. Patsy was surrounded with a faint haze of magic ... Anastasia knew, somehow, that her threat was no idle boast. The magic felt cold and hard and hostile, utterly threatening ... she dared not risk touching it. She looked past Patsy, at the horses, and cursed under her breath as she realised both Champion and Lady were frozen too, completely unmoving. There was no way she could get out of Patsy’s line of sight before it was too late ... if indeed Patsy needed line of sight to curse her. The spell might follow her as she weaved her way through the trees ... she swallowed, hard. Her father had taught her a little about how to handle herself, if she was kidnapped, but he’d always assured her that the Royal Guard would have no trouble tracking her down. Anastasia had the nasty feeling he hadn’t been telling the truth. If a sorceress had somehow managed to pose as her maid for two years, she would have no trouble hiding her victim from the guardsmen. Or the Court Wizard.

“Patsy,” she managed. “Why ...?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Patsy’s tone dripped disdain, chilling Anastasia to the bone. It was proof Patsy really wasn’t the person Anastasia had thought she was. “I’m going to take your place.”

Anastasia blinked. “My place?”

“You’re quite frustrating, you know?” Patsy giggled, eyes dancing with amusement. “You’re clever, but you refuse to develop your mind. You have magic, yet you refuse to fan the spark of power into a flame. You are of royal blood, the unquestioned heir to the kingdom, but you refuse to learn how to handle the role before it falls on you. Your father is extremely worried about what will happen to the kingdom, when he dies and you take the throne.”

“No, he isn’t,” Anastasia protested. “I ...”

“You are lazy,” Patsy said, flatly. There was something in her tone that suggested she found laziness worse than nearly anything else. “You have made no attempt to listen to your father, to understand him or the problems he faces, or even ...”

She shrugged. “What was it you said? Parliament will have its say?”

Anastasia flushed. “What of it?”

“You would put power in the hands of Parliament,” Patsy said, dryly. “And once you let go, you’ll find it very hard to claw the power back.”

“But ...” Anastasia swallowed, hard. “I thought ...”

“You didn’t think,” Patsy said. “I happen to know your father has been looking for a suitable husband for you, one with the strength to take and hold and wield power in your name. He’s been frustrated so far, because few princes can be trusted not to abuse such power once they take hold of it. I think he’ll find me a much more congenial daughter.”

Anastasia stared at her. “You can’t take my place!”

Patsy smirked. “Why not?”

Anastasia gritted her teeth. “You’re not me!”

“Really?” Patsy’s smirk grew wider. “Believe me, no one will notice.”

“You can’t,” Anastasia said. “My parents ...”

Patsy snapped her fingers. Her face shimmered, then morphed into a duplicate of the face Anastasia saw in the mirror every morning. The smirk was wrong, as if it didn’t quite match the face, but otherwise ... she swallowed, hard. She had few friends, certainly few who visited regularly, few who shared secrets with her ... horror ran through her, again, as it dawned on her that Patsy had been with her for nearly every waking moment, over the last two years. She had seen Anastasia at her regal best, she’d seen Anastasia throwing a tantrum after her mother had denied her something ... Anastasia couldn’t remember what, now. She’d been there for nearly every lesson Anastasia had taken, from her father’s tedious lectures on the history of the royal family and their kingdom to the handful of practical lessons in magic ... she knew how to read and write, how to comport herself like a princess, how to do everything Anastasia could do. And more.

“You won’t get away with this,” Anastasia said, feeling her blood turn to ice. “You won’t.”

Panic yammered at the back of her mind. A princess could be kidnapped, but most kidnappers needed to keep their hostage alive. They wanted to force concessions from the families, or to extract ransoms, or even ... the idea of kidnapping a princess to marry her had gone out of fashion years ago, yet it was still a very real threat. Few royal families wanted to admit their princess had been kidnapped, forced into marriage and raped ... reading between the lines, Anastasia wondered just how many marriages in history were nothing more than facades covering a gruesome and horrific reality. If some wandering prince kidnapped her ...

She swallowed, hard. He’d need to keep her alive. Patsy didn’t. Worse, perhaps. She had a good reason to want Anastasia dead, just to make sure no one ever realised their princess had been replaced. She could kill Anastasia now, then ride back home and take her place. Hardly anyone noticed Patsy, not even the guards. A little misdirection could hide Patsy’s absence long enough to concoct a suitable cover story, perhaps the maid going home to marry or being dismissed for being overly familiar or something, anything, that wouldn’t draw attention. Patsy was smart. She would already have a plan to explain her absence.

“I ...” Anastasia swallowed hard, resolving to keep Patsy talking. “Why? Why me?”

A flash of hatred crossed her doppelganger’s face. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are?”

She went on before Anastasia could come up with an answer. “You were born in a castle. I was born in the slums. You had a loving and caring family; my father’s a mystery and my mother a whore. You slept in a warm bed; I shivered in the cold. You had lessons in everything that took your fancy, while I had to scrimp and save and pay unimaginable prices for even the smallest lessons in magic. Do you know the price I had to pay my tutor for his lessons? Do you know ...”

Patsy calmed herself with a visible effort. “If you were in my shoes, Princess, you’d want to change places too.”

Anastasia gritted her teeth. “There are no slums in the kingdom ...”

“Hah.” Patsy laughed, but there was no humour in the sound. “Shows how much you know.”

“I’m not stupid,” Anastasia protested. “I ...”

“No,” Pasty agreed. “You’re not stupid. You are lazy, and indolent, and unwilling to learn the lessons in relative safety, lessons you need to master before you inherit the throne and find yourself learning them the hard way. You are born to wealth and power and yet you are utterly incapable of tending to it, doing the hard work of maintaining your family’s power base in an ever-changing world and then passing it down to your children. You didn’t even bother to learn the magic you need to defend yourself, in a world that can be very cruel to women who try to rule in their own name ...”

“Queen Alassa of Zangaria rules alone,” Anastasia pointed out.

“She has a husband who is a great warrior and greater sorcerer, and a best friend who is greater still,” Patsy countered. “What do you have? Name a single person who truly calls you a friend?”

Anastasia had no answer. She was the Crown Princess, the Heir to the Throne. No one could forget that, from the highest to the lowest. She’d had too many aristocratic women, daughters of the great and the good, trying to befriend her for the sake of their families; the young men, irritatingly, spent most of their time trying to impress her, or to ask for her favour. None cared for Anastasia herself, none could be trusted to keep her secrets when their families started to pressure them to talk. It was galling to realise that Patsy was the closest thing to a genuine friend she had, and Patsy had been studying her coldly, preparing to take her place. Patsy was right. She had no one.

“I’ll be a much better princess than you,” Patsy said. “Do you doubt it?”

“You’re not me,” Anastasia managed. “And they’ll ask questions.”

Patsy smirked. “It has all been arranged,” she said. “Princess Anastasia and her servant, riding home after a long laze around the lake, will be attacked by bandits. The servant will sacrifice herself to give Princess Anastasia a chance to escape, which she will. By the time the Royal Guard arrives, the bandits and the servant will be long gone. The Princess, shocked out of her complacency, will start taking her role seriously, learning the ropes and making the connections she needs to rule effectively, once her father takes early retirement. Any changes in personality will be easily explained by the near-disaster, and Anastasia’s new willingness to be the daughter her parents want will discourage any further questions. I will take your place, Your Highness, and I will be a better you than you ever were.”

Anastasia stared. “My father ...”

“I won’t kill him,” Patsy said. “But I will edge him aside, when the time comes.”

“He’s a good king,” Anastasia protested. “I ...”

“He failed to knock some sense into his daughter,” Patsy said. “But he doesn’t have to worry about that now, does he?”

Anastasia felt her legs wobble. Patsy really had thought of everything, from an explanation for her own absence to a reason for the princess’s sudden interest in doing her job. And her father ... Anastasia loved her father, despite his flaws. The idea of him being displaced by a cuckoo in his nest ... she tensed, bracing herself to spring, only to catch Patsy watching her with an amused eye. Some magicians could read thoughts, she’d been told. Was Patsy reading hers now? Or was she so familiar with Anastasia that she didn’t need to read her mind to know what she was thinking? Patsy had seen her in her most unguarded moments, watching her when she was alone and no longer needed to be the princess, rather than a person in her own right. She knew Anastasia too well ...

She sagged. “What now?”

Patsy met her eyes. “I have an offer for you,” she said. She pointed a finger at the amulet around Anastasia’s neck. “I want you to give it to me, willingly.”

Anastasia gritted her teeth. “Why? The amulet is useless.”

“Is it?” Patsy shrugged. “No matter. I want you to give it to me.”

“And if I refuse?”

Patsy’s expression hardened. “You have two choices. If you give it to me willingly, I will send you into exile a very long way from home. You are far from stupid and you have, despite your best efforts, some skills you can use to make a life for yourself. Who knows? You might find yourself genuinely happy, rather than trapped in a role you don’t really want. And I won’t kill your parents.”

She paused, dramatically. “If you refuse to surrender the amulet, I will take it from you and turn you into a frog, then bind the spell to make it impossible for anyone but me to ever restore your human form. You’ll spend the rest of your life in a lake a few thousand miles from here, so far away you’ll never get back ... and even if you do, you’ll never be returned to humanity. If you’re lucky, your mind will fade away and you’ll forget you were ever anything other than a frog. If not ... you’ll be trapped in an inhuman form, all too aware of what happened to you. And you will have to live with the knowledge that your parents will die the moment they outlive their usefulness.”

Anastasia felt sick. “Why don’t you just kill me?”

Patsy shrugged. “Where’s the fun in that?”

“You ...”

Patsy shrugged, again. “You’re not a bad person. You remind me of myself, just a little. I can give you the chance to rise from nothing, like I did, and it costs me nothing to do so. And if you give me the amulet, you’ll have a chance. Or ...”

Anastasia stared at her double. The cold, ruthless expression was utterly alien to her. The idea they were very much alike seemed absurd, utterly impossible. They weren’t the same. They just weren’t.

“Choose,” Patsy said. “What’s it to be?”

“Who are you?” Anastasia fought for time, knowing it was futile. “Who ...?”

“You may call me Circe,” Patsy said. “I’m afraid Patsy never truly existed. It was me all along.”

Anastasia stared at her, her mind churning. She couldn’t give up the amulet, could she? She recalled something about the dangers of handing it over willingly, but ... she couldn’t remember the details. She wished, suddenly, that she’d paid more attention to the lectures. If she’d developed her own magic ...

She swallowed, hard. She wanted to say no, to dare Patsy – Circe – to do her worst, but ... the idea of spending the rest of her life as a dumb animal was terrifying. Circe would do it too, she was sure. And then she’d go on to take Anastasia’s place and kill her parents. She’d thought of everything.

“I have no more time,” Circe said. She held up a hand, an eerie greenish light dancing over her fingertips. Anastasia couldn’t keep from flinching. The light pulsed against her mind, making it harder to think clearly. “What’s it to be?”

Anastasia straightened, then lifted the amulet over her head and held it out to Circe. It was a surrender and she knew it, a concession she had no choice but to make ... a sign of submission she hated herself for making. “I’ll get back here and ...”

Circe took the amulet and snapped her fingers. Anastasia froze, again.

“Spare me the melodrama,” she said. The contempt in her voice cut to the quick. “Whatever happens, you and I will never see each other again.”

Her lips twisted. “And I trust you’ll forgive me if I don’t wish you good luck.”

She snapped her fingers a second time. Anastasia’s world went black.
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Chapter Three
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“Wake up!”

Anastasia felt sick, hot and feverish and completely uncertain of anything as she struggled towards wakefulness. Her memories were a jumbled mess, thoughts spinning in circles as she tried to make sense of what had happened ... for a moment, she was certain she’d merely had a very bad nightmare and when she opened her eyes, she’d find herself in her own bed with Patsy bustling around her, opening the curtains and allowing sunlight to chivvy her the rest of the way into the waking world. Patsy ... horror ran through her as some of the memories fell into place, warning her that she wasn’t trapped in a dream. Patsy – no, Circe – had betrayed her and taken her place and ... where was she?

She gasped in pain, struggling to breathe. The air was heavy with incense, the scent pressing down on her like a physical force. Her body was lying on a thin blanket, too thin to protect her from the hard flooring underneath. It shifted oddly, a faint sensation of movement that meant nothing to her. Was she on a train? She’d seen the railway lines driven through the mountains and into Rockfall, turning the kingdom into a hub of the railway network slowly spreading over the Allied Lands ... she hadn’t been allowed to actually ride on a train, she had no idea what it actually felt like to be on one ...

A foot kicked her ribs, hard. “Wake up!”

Anastasia’s eyes snapped open. She was lying on her back in a darkened room, the only source of illumination a weak lantern hanging from the ceiling. A shadowy shape loomed over her ... she was sure, although she wasn’t sure how, that someone was staring down at her. There were faint chinks of light in the distance, as if the walls weren’t quite solid, but ... horror ran through her as she realised she was alone and helpless, at the mercy of a complete stranger. Her mother was going to be horrified, if she ever found out. But if Circe had been telling the truth, Anastasia’s mother didn’t even know she was missing.

“Good to see you’re awake,” a voice said. It was masculine but oddly scratchy, as if the speaker had forgotten how to talk long ago and was trying to relearn the art the hard way. “I have bought your contract.”

Anastasia felt her head spin as she forced herself to sit up despite the throbbing pain in her head. The floor below her was rocking very slightly, a faint and yet very disconcerting motion that bothered her at a very primal level. Her body ached, a dull pain that made it hard to think. She was alone, with a man ... she gritted her teeth. She had more important problems, right now, than her reputation.

Her mouth was dry. It was hard to speak. “Who are you?”

“You may call me Master Avitus,” the voice said. “I am your master.”

He snapped his fingers. A lightglobe appeared in midair, so bright Anastasia felt as if daggers were being driven through her eyes and straight into her mind. The pain was agonising ... she gritted her teeth, trying to recall the mental disciplines the Court Wizard had tried to teach her. She really should have paid more attention, she told herself bitterly. There were no painkilling potions here ... somehow, she had the feeling Avitus, whoever or whatever he was, had no interest in her comfort. It was just impossible to think clearly, yet ... she forced herself to grow accustomed to the light, to look up at Avitus. He was ...

She stared, numb horror pervading her thoughts. He was a walking skeleton ... for a horrified moment, she thought he was a lich before realising he did have skin, but it was so tightly stretched over his skull that she could practically see the bone underneath. His robe concealed most of his body, but his arms were painfully thin and his fingertips long and angular in a manner that was disturbingly inhuman. She met his eyes and recoiled at the sickly yellow gaze, the impression of a human body kept alive by spite and raw magic. The stench of decay struck her a moment later and she nearly retched. It had barely been covered by the incense.

It was difficult to think clearly. Where was she? The Blighted Lands?

She looked down at herself. Her riding clothes were gone, replaced with a tunic that was so loose she couldn’t help wondering if it had been made from a potato sack. The boots were the only thing she’d been allowed to keep ... her hand reached for the amulet, a flash of horror running through her as she realised it was missing. It was ... her memories caught up with her a moment later, reminding her that she’d given it to Circe willingly. Or close to willingly. It hadn’t been much of a choice.

“Get up,” Avitus ordered. “I want a look at you.”

Anastasia gritted her teeth. “Do you know who I am?”

Avitus gave her a sallow smile that was chillingly inhuman. “Who are you?”

“I am ...”

Anastasia choked, her lips twisting painfully the moment she tried to speak her full name. It was suddenly very hard to breathe, as if someone had wrapped invisible hands around her neck and was squeezing gently but firmly, crushing the life out of her. She heard a high-pitched giggle from above as she bent over, fighting to get some air into her lungs. Circe hadn’t missed a trick, she realised dully, as the sensation slowly ebbed away. She’d ensured Anastasia couldn’t tell anyone who she was. Even trying would likely get her killed. And she had no idea if she could remove the curse without it killing her first.

“Anastasia,” she managed, finally. She could say her name, but any hint of her title brought the choking sensation back into being. “I come from ...”

Her vision blurred. She couldn’t say the name of her kingdom either. Or anything beyond her own name. She wondered, suddenly, just how common her name actually was. There’d been a few hundred copycats back home, girls named after their princess before she’d even seen her first birthday, but where was she? Not, she supposed sourly, that it mattered. Just because someone had the same name as the princess didn’t mean she was the princess.

“Get up,” Avitus repeated. “Now.”

Anastasia forced herself to stand, looking around the chamber to keep from staring at his horrific face. The room was larger than she’d realised, somehow managing to look like a demented cross between a kitchen, a slaughterhouse, and a wizard’s lair. The tables were laden with glassworks, the walls lined with shelves groaning under the weight of jars, cauldrons, and a handful of books her instincts warned her not to touch. A handful of bodies hung from the rafters, like pigs and sheep in the castle’s stockrooms ... her gorge rose and she retched, helplessly, as she realised they were human bodies. They were being drained of their blood, the liquid flowing through glass pipettes into the floor ... she dreaded to think what might be below the oddly shifting wooden floorboards. It was an abomination. She might not have paid much attention to her magic lessons, but even she knew that anything that involved human sacrifice was bad news, a sign of the dark arts. Where was she?

“I neither know nor care from where you came,” Avitus said. She forced herself to look at him. He was actually slightly shorter than she was, but his presence was strong enough to make her want to take a step back. It poisoned the air. “All that matters is that I bought your contact. I own you until you pay me back.”

“That’s illegal,” Anastasia protested. It was effectively slavery, banned in all civilised kingdoms. “I ...”

Avitus snorted. “Where do you think you are?”

Anastasia had no answer. Circe had told her she’d be sent a long way away ... but that could cover anywhere from the Southern Continent to Dead Man’s Castle on the southern side of the Blighted Lands. Avitus couldn’t go unnoticed somewhere normal, could he ...? Perhaps she was in Celeste. The city ruled by magicians for magicians wouldn’t give much of a damn about an inhuman man, as long as he paid his taxes and didn’t cause trouble. Or perhaps she was in the Blighted Lands. There were all sorts of stories about warped and twisted creatures that had once been men, too alien to have any sort of life in the north. If she was that far from home ...

“You’re in the free state,” Avitus told her. “It doesn’t matter how you got here. All that matters is that I own your contract. I own you.”

He turned away, exposing his back. “You’ll be working for me until you pay off your debt,” he continued. “You’ll find me a decent master, if you behave yourself. If not ...”

Anastasia stared at his back. His hairless scalp made a very tempting target. She could hit him ... she caught herself, suddenly very aware she was dealing with a dark wizard. He wouldn’t turn his back unless he was deliberately giving her a chance to strike him, unless he knew he could absorb her blow and use it as an excuse to punish her. She was no longer in the castle, no longer in a place where only her father could so much as scold her, she was ... she swallowed hard. She was helpless. Circe had taken her place and sold her into slavery and ... and what? She was trapped.

Avitus didn’t turn to face her. “How much magic do you know?”

“Very little,” Anastasia said. There was no point in trying to lie, not when she would likely be tested. It was hard to fake competence ... or so she’d been told. “I can read and write and a few other things ...”

“Oh, goody,” Avitus said, with heavy sarcasm. “That’ll come in handy.”

He kept walking, motioning for her to follow him into the next room. It looked like a storefront, with an open door and no visible windows. The shelves were near-empty, only a handful of jars visible in the shadows. She couldn’t keep herself from staring out the door, a faint whiff of salty air teasing her nostrils as she stared at the wooden walls. Was she on a ship? Or somewhere near the seashore? Or ...?

“This place needs a good scrubbing,” Avitus said, leading her into a third room. It looked slightly more comfortable, but the stench of decay was ever-present. “You’ll be doing it, of course.”

Anastasia gritted her teeth. “And how much will I be paid?”

“I’ll be charging you for your lessons too,” Avitus said. “If I need to teach you how to be useful ...”

“Of course,” Anastasia muttered. She’d watched when an apprentice sought the king’s justice by filing a complaint against his master. The older man had been very careful to ensure his apprentice never quite reached the point he could strike out on his own, keeping him as unpaid labour by constantly fiddling the accounts. Her father hadn’t been amused and ruled against the master. “Am I going to be paying for my upkeep too?”

“Of course,” Avitus echoed. “Consider yourself lucky you haven’t been collared.”

He kept talking, his words battering against what remained of her mind. She was trapped, effectively enslaved, and ... she was going to do menial work. She was a princess, a young woman of royal blood ... not here. She had never even heard of the free state and that meant ... she wasn’t a princess, just someone who happened to share a name with a young woman the locals probably didn’t even know existed. Even if she somehow managed to disclose her true name, would anyone care? And would she regret it if they did?

Avitus walked through another door, still talking. Anastasia saw her chance and slammed the door closed, trapping him on the far side long enough – she hoped – to get the hell out of the nightmarish shop before it was too late. She wasn’t slow on her feet ... she turned and ran, slamming the other door as she darted into the shopfront and out the door and ...

Her body just stopped, as if she’d run into an invisible wall. She had a second to realise she was standing on wooden decking before her body turned around of its own accord and walked back into the shop, through the door, and dropped into a full prostration. No matter how hard she tried to get her body to budge, she couldn’t move a single muscle. She’d often thought it absurd how some maidservants prostrated themselves in front of their masters – their heads pressed against the floor, their bottoms high in the air – and yet, she’d somehow never realised how humiliating it was to be trapped in such a position, unable to so much as lift their heads until their master released them. She couldn’t see a thing, but she could sense Avitus walking towards her. His presence was overpowering.

He kicked her rear, hard. Pain shot through her as she collapsed onto the floor, the agony more than she could bear. She had known some maids were beaten, if they made mistakes or talked back to their superiors, but no one had ever dared strike her. Even her father was too kind and gentle to lay a hand on his daughter ... the kick, so hard and shocking, brought the true horror of her situation into her mind in a way the magical compulsion had not. She was completely and utterly at his mercy. And there were worse fates than being turned into a frog.

“Get up,” Avitus ordered, coldly.

Anastasia forced herself to sit back on her haunches, then stand. Her owner – she cursed herself for even thinking of him as anything other than her captor – seemed amused, although it was hard to be sure. His smile was weirdly stretched ... Anastasia couldn’t help wondering if he was even remotely human, if he was really something so strange it didn’t quite know how to pretend to be human.

“I permitted that, as a demonstration of futility,” Avitus informed her. There was a hint of snide amusement in his tone, as if he relished the chance to rub her nose in her own helplessness. “You may not leave this establishment without my permission. If you try, you will find yourself back here and trapped until I choose to release you. Later, when we come to understand each other a little better, I will let you do tasks for me outside ... but you will always be on my leash, unable to go further than I choose to permit. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes,” Anastasia muttered. The Court Wizard hadn’t told her anything about compulsion spells. The amulet was supposed to protect her against such tricks ... the amulet that was hundreds, perhaps thousands, of miles away, wrapped around Circe’s neck. She wanted to think the amulet had turned on the sorceress, when she donned it, but she couldn’t convince herself. Circe was too smart to let herself be defeated so easily. “I understand.”

“Good.” Avitus’s expression didn’t change. She couldn’t help wondering if his face had stuck that way. “You’ll find brushes and washcloths under the sink. I want this room clean before nightfall.”

Anastasia turned away, trying not to show her despair as he left her alone. The stories about kidnapped princesses had been horrific, but their captors had always known who they were and been careful not to do anything that would hurt or kill them. Not physically, at least. The idea there was something exciting about being kidnapped had been absurd even when she’d been a child, before she’d learnt a little more of the facts of life. And how stories could cover up a dreadfulness no one deserved to face.

She forced herself to open the cupboard under the sink and retrieve the tools, then water from a bucket. She’d never stood and watched the castle’s staff do any cleaning and she wasn’t sure where to begin, but she had no choice. If Avitus thought she was genuinely useless, who knew what he’d do? Her imagination provided too many answers, from things unthinkable to a normal sane human mind to things that somehow managed to be even worse. Avitus wasn’t a necromancer, but that didn’t make him harmless. Whatever he was, he was the exact opposite.

It was harder than she realised to scrub the floor, to remove layer upon layer of dirt and grime from rotting wooden floorboards. The wood looked as if it had been shiny once upon a time, but now it was tainted, so unsteady she had the uneasy feeling it was on the verge of collapse. She knew two stableboys had been dismissed after they climbed into the loft, fell through the floorboards and landed on the ground below ... was that going to happen to her too? She honestly didn’t know. It was hard, so hard, to remain focused on the task. If she ever made it home, she promised herself she’d give the castle staff a raise. She had never realised how hard they had to work, just to keep the floors clean. Her father ...

Anger boiled through her. Circe was in her place, pretending to be her ... and she was here, trapped and helpless and utterly alone. She was a slave ... she gritted her teeth, promising herself she’d do whatever it took to get back home and save her parents, then reclaim the place that was her birthright. She would do anything to get home.

And when I do, she swore on her soul, I will make that bitch regret she ever heard of me.
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Chapter Four
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If she ever got home, Anastasia promised herself again and again, she really was going to give the castle servants a raise.

It wasn’t easy to keep track of time, as she washed and scrubbed and cleaned everything from the floors to the wizard’s vast collection of glass jars, vials and magical paraphernalia, but she thought she’d been held captive for a week. It felt like a year. She awoke early in the morning, ate a breakfast porridge that was easily the blandest thing she’d ever tasted, then spent the rest of the day doing her duties, before eating more of the bland porridge and going to bed. It was hard to tell if she was having any effect on the dirt and grime, no matter how hard she worked. The stench of death and decay seemed ever-present. No matter what she did, it surrounded her and crawled into her nostrils. It was too much to handle, at times, and she found herself crying at night. If Master Avitus noticed, he said nothing. He didn’t seem to care very much about anything but his magic. She wasn’t sure what sort of magic he did, yet she knew it was dark and dangerous and probably illegal. He would be somewhere a great deal more pleasant if his type of magic was legal.

She spent some time testing the limits of the leash binding her, only to discover he’d been telling the truth. There was
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