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      London, July 1788

      

      The room off the cellar admitted no light or warmth. Likewise, no cries of despair escaped its thick stone walls. Sera balled up her fists until her nails dug into her palms and held in the scream. While no one outside the room might hear, she would, and she refused to release the pent-up rage.

      She stood before a long, narrow workbench. On its surface waited a row of bottles in various pretty hues. Her guardian and master, Lord Branvale, had left her with a simple spell to cast over a range of potions to preserve them and stop the oils from going rancid. Yet her mind struggled to grasp the threads needed to weave the magic together.

      Bah. She hated preservative spells—they grated over her skin in an unpleasant fashion. How she longed to craft magic that worked with Mother Nature. To encourage trees to soar to unusual heights, or orchids to bloom in the middle of winter. Her fingers itched to dig in the soil and to have dirt under her nails.

      Instead, she was making things that glowed prettily in a bottle as they sat on a lady’s dressing table. Every day, Branvale berated her and bemoaned the fact that the council had decided she should be allowed to live. All her failures simply proved the inferiority of women mages, and would justify the council’s policy of smothering baby girls so that their power might transfer to more deserving males.

      Sera let out a gasp as a fingernail punctured her skin and a droplet of blood welled up. With an effort, she let out a deep breath and shook her hands free of tension. Her anger must be directed not at herself, but at the ignorant men who controlled her life.

      At the age of five, every mage was taken from their parents and given to a mentor to be trained in the use of magic, and to learn the history of mages in England. Plucked from the arms of a mother who must have loved her, the council thrust Sera at a man who peered down his nose at her, scoffed at her feeble attempts, and constantly reminded her of the inferiority of her sex.

      She wanted to scream. Stupid, small-minded, ignorant men. A certainty dwelt in her bones that she possessed more ability than any of them, but she needed to find her unique way of casting. Every day, she vowed to prove them all wrong and to light up the sky with her gift. Except she struggled to light the tinder in the grate.

      A long sigh escaped her, and her shoulders sagged. With hands flat on the bench, she bowed her head and, for a single, lonely second, despair flashed through her. Then she shook it away. Again. She must try again. Only if she finished the task could she escape the stuffy room.

      Branvale had a reputation for his potions and lotions that removed wrinkles, brightened the skin, and returned the sparkle to ageing eyes. He thought his method proprietary and that no one could ever replicate it. Except Sera spent long hours refining his work once he had done the mixing and casting. She knew the contents off by heart, including the fact that his secret spells were little more than pleasant-smelling illusions.

      Closing her eyes, she considered the required spell anew. This time, she ignored the method her master had drummed into her and considered her own way of achieving the same end. Instead of infusing a preservative into the potions that were sought after by noble ladies, Sera worked with the oils and herbs to extend their lifespan.

      Her way took longer, each ingredient individually examined and coaxed into altering its form. Rather than forcing them to comply, she enhanced them from the inside. By the time she finished, the entire row of bottles vibrated with a faint song and a sparkle added to their glow. Work done, she placed stoppers in the bottles.

      Arching her back, she relieved muscles cramped from a day bent over the table. Then Sera removed her apron and hung it on a hook by the door, before scrubbing her hands in a bowl of water. She tossed the dirty water down a drain in the corner, where it gurgled and swirled before racing off to join the rest of the wastewater on its course to the river.

      She hurried from what had once been a storeroom and along the servants’ hallway. A quick glance at the clock in the servants’ hall as she passed confirmed she had perhaps an hour before Lord Branvale returned and demanded to see her work. She hurried on to the bright kitchen.

      In the most warm and welcoming room of the entire house, Sera pulled out a chair and sat at the long oak table. The skylight above cast watery sunlight over her as she poured a mug of light ale from the jug and took several long gulps of the refreshing drink. Her throat was parched from a long day in the former cellar, and her stomach complained about the lack of sustenance.

      “Here, that stomach’s so loud you’d wake sleeping babes.” Rosie Privatt, the cook, used a towel to pick up a plate from the stove and carry it over. Under the cast iron lid, she had kept warm a few slices of beef, potatoes, and long beans. Short in stature, Rosie had a generous smile and a kind nature. When Sera had joined the household, Rosie had been the cook’s assistant and, from their first day together, she had treated the young mage like a sibling.

      “You are a gem, Rosie. I would starve without you.” Sera picked up a fork and silenced her grumbling stomach.

      Her statement was literally true, as their master often worked Sera for long hours with no respite. He didn’t care if she ate or not, but he certainly ensured that he never skipped a meal. Not that she received any special lack of attention; Branvale treated all the servants under his roof poorly. His status as one of England’s twelve mages confirmed, in his mind, his superiority over everyone else.

      In many ways, Sera preferred the way he treated her, as she found kindred spirits below stairs. They existed in their own world in the twilight rooms beneath the town house. Staff became her family and ensured she was fed. In return, she did what she could to protect them and crafted small enchantments and wards that made their lives easier.

      Sera lived on a knife’s edge, never knowing when the experiment of letting her live would be declared a failure. Twice a year, she was trotted out to the Mage Council to be assessed and to attempt to grow a blade of grass in the barren soil around the tower. After her lacklustre performance, the older mages would cluster together like a pack of vultures. Some shook their heads and murmured how her power was wasted inside a female vessel.

      “Thank you, Rosie,” Sera said after finishing her meal.

      She washed the plate and cutlery in the hot water left in the sink and put the dishes away. Then she snatched an apple from a bowl and pushed through the back door into the courtyard that opened to the mews beyond. High walls surrounded the yard, to shield from noble view the servants, tradespeople, and the laundry hanging to dry. A thick wooden door allowed access to the garden on the other side of their enclosing wall.

      Sera’s first step onto the grass brought a wash of contentment over her body. Through the small kitchen garden, she emerged into the contemplation walk, the only part of the garden ever used by Lord Branvale, with its neat pattern of pathways laid out from a central pond and its tidy geometric beds. Through a gap cut in the yew hedge, the rest of the garden stretched wild and unattended.

      Several feet into the wild flowers, a shimmer arose from the ground and stretched upward. A visible reminder of another way her body and mind were controlled. The mage in charge of her education had tethered her to the house and grounds. While she couldn’t walk all the way to the back of the garden or slip into the mews beyond, she could sit under a spreading elm.

      The light faded to a soft yellow as the afternoon lengthened. As she bit into the apple, a sparrow flew down and perched on her outstretched finger. It tilted its head and chirped.

      “What have you seen today, my friend?” she asked the small bird.

      The bird looked up and flapped its wings. Sera let her mind touch the bird’s, and in an instant, she soared high with it and skimmed over the rooftops. She circled with its friends and they flew as a mob toward an area of damp lawn where insects and worms prowled.

      “Thank you,” she whispered as she released the bird’s mind. They might imprison her form in the house, but her mind could escape thanks to her feathered friends.

      “Sera?” a voice called from the other side of the high stone wall. A scrabbling noise gave way to a huff as a girl’s face appeared.

      Sera’s best friend in the entire world, Katherine Napier, hauled herself up and sat on the wide lintel. With sharp features, hair in myriad brown tones like feathers, and a pointed nose, the young woman resembled a bird herself. She also possessed a keen mind and a fierce loyalty to her imprisoned neighbour.

      “Hello, Kitty. What news from the outside world?” Sera walked to the bottom of the wall to peer up at her friend. How she longed to climb the tree and drop to the other side!

      “Father has asked discreet questions of his noble associates about what will happen when you turn eighteen. Apparently Branvale intends to petition the king that you remain in his custody. The council has agreed with him that they should extend your apprenticeship until you are at least twenty-five.” Kitty delivered the words softly, but the spark in her eyes revealed the depth of her indignation on Sera’s behalf.

      The world turned white in a sudden snowstorm of rage. Her fingers pressed into the apple’s flesh. Then, with great effort and a deep breath, Sera swallowed her retort. She needed to reserve her anger for the man responsible, not the friend who had merely delivered the message. The sweet apple turned tart in her mouth, and she tossed the remains under a shrub, where the nocturnal creatures of the garden could dine on it after dark.

      “They cannot stop me from taking up my position.” On reaching the age of eighteen, mages entered the service of England and took their seat on the Mage Council. They were given a rank equivalent to that of a duke and, in return for their service to their country, were granted a house and a stipend from the Crown.

      “Not if we act quickly, they cannot. Apparently there is some hurriedly drafted proposal before Parliament to change the gender neutral Mage Act into one that refers throughout to male, man, and masculine. They think to exclude troublesome women from claiming the full rights due to mages.” Kitty huffed. “Father is slowing it down as best he can. Thankfully, he has several enlightened friends who are rather keen to see what happens when you are set loose on the council.”

      Kitty’s father, the Honourable Samuel Napier, was the third son of a viscount. Grasping the chance to make his own way in the world, he had distinguished himself in the law and established a well-respected practice of solicitors. He had then made some canny investments and derived a yearly income from his enterprises greater than that of his older brother or even their father’s heir.

      Sera leaned on the wall, the rough stone pressing through her shabby gown at her back. “They judge me and declare I cannot fly, before I ever have the chance to leave the nest and test my wings.”

      Kitty dangled her legs over the wall and hung on to a branch of the elm for balance. “We have two days to figure out an escape plan and to get you to court. Once you claim what is rightfully yours, their efforts to change the legislation will be for nothing. They cannot put you back into a box.”

      A sad smile touched Sera’s lips. She had tried to push through the barrier or to walk out the front door, but no spell or incantation allowed her past. Branvale had to create a door for her through his creation, as he did when she took lessons with Kitty or he needed to parade her before the council. The wide bracelet on her left wrist itched, and idly, she scratched under the metal. “We’ll keep trying. There has to be a way. I simply haven’t found it yet.”

      A grin spread across Kitty’s face, and her eyes sparkled. “I believe in you, Sera, as does Father. You will find a way and you will show them all.”

      “I couldn’t do it without you.” People’s belief in her might be the exact magic she needed to break free. She fully intended to walk out of the house the day she turned eighteen, which meant coming up with a way to shatter Branvale’s barrier.

      “I don’t intend to miss a minute of what is coming! I want to see the looks on their faces.” Kitty laughed, spread her arms wide, and nearly toppled from her perch.

      Sera shot out a blast of air to rebalance her friend. “Well, I need to think. I only have two days to figure out how to pass through the barrier.”

      “I’ll be waiting for you on this side of the wall,” Kitty called.

      Sera pushed through the oak door to the courtyard to return to the kitchen. Over the previous years, the servants had grown accustomed to a mage sitting with them below stairs. Or perhaps they were sympathetic to the lonely child who had joined the household. Among them, Sera found a measure of companionship, and in the cosy kitchen, the social divide fell away. Now, she sipped a cup of tea while their chatter washed over her.

      Jake Hogan, Branvale’s valet, sat across from her, polishing a pair of boots for their master. “Blasted tea is cold,” he muttered. Nothing put a shine to the leather like a bit of spit, which needed a hot cup of tea to keep the mouth moist. Of a tall, thin build, he had light brown hair and an intense pale stare that often unnerved the younger maids.

      “Let me.” Sera put down her cup and picked up his, cradling it in her palms. A few whispered words, and soon a waft of steam curled from the surface.

      “Thanks, Sera—you have your uses after all.” He toasted her with the cup, then slurped a mouthful of piping-hot liquid. He swallowed, then spat a clean globule at the boot into which his left hand had been thrust.

      “Yes, a bright future awaits me as a tea lady at the theatre. It will always be piping hot for the toffs.” The comment elicited chuckles from the others, but the words fell cold through her middle.

      She stared at her hands and wondered what was wrong with her. Part of her refused to believe that her inability to cast resided solely with her gender. Her mind imagined spells and enchantments far beyond the level of skill her hands displayed. Why would her brain play such a trick on her, if it weren’t possible? No. She believed the deficit was either in Branvale’s training methods or in something else. Most likely the fog that descended over her thoughts when she grasped for the words of power.

      Branvale kept her working in the windowless old storage room, when her hands itched for soil under her nails and her ears strained for birdsong. What if her magic needed to be close to nature to work to its full potential?

      Goosebumps raced up her arms, and she rubbed at them before rising from her seat and taking her cup to the sink. “He’s back. I had better go wait for him.”

      Her body reacted when the other mage approached the house, a helpful warning signal that allowed her a few moments to scurry back into the dark.

      “I’ll make sure his supper is hot.” Rosie swung her legs over the bench seat.

      While mages could summon food from thin air, it lacked any nourishment. You could eat an entire banquet of magical food and still be hungry, with nothing of any substance inside you.

      Sera hurried to the workroom and donned her apron. When the heavy tread sent a shiver through the stairs by the door, she hunched over a book, reading about the feats performed by mages in the Tudor period.

      The door swung open and banged on the wall behind it. “Did you manage that pathetic little spell today?” Branvale crossed his arms over his chest. Of average height and build, he projected an imposing air that made people around him look up and take notice.

      Sera suspected he cast an enchantment over himself to ensure he was noticed. Certainly his luminous blue eyes weren’t a natural colour. It amused her that he could alter his eyes, but hadn’t figured out how to make himself taller.

      Schooling her features into a neutral expression, she closed the book and turned to her gaoler.
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      Sera gestured to the array of bottles, their contents glowing in the low light. “Yes, Lord Branvale. All the potions have the preservative activated, and I added a luminosity to the liquid.”

      He held one hand over the row, judging her work by sending a touch of his magic to assess hers. One vial at the end of the bench refused to glow, its contents remaining a thick, dark red. When his palm stopped over that one, he plucked it from the row and placed it in his pocket. “For my special client,” he murmured.

      The contents of that particular bottle sent a shiver through Sera. The substance possessed a heavy viscosity like treacle. Try as she might, she couldn’t discern the purpose of the potion, almost as though Branvale had cloaked those ingredients.

      “You were supposed to use the spell I entrusted you with, not do something else.” His lips pulled upward at the corners. In other people, that might have made a smile. But not in him.

      “I sought only to ensure the satisfaction of your customers, Lord Branvale. The bottles will emit a magical sparkle as they sit on a dressing table that will look fetching by candlelight.” If you were wealthy enough to buy beauty potions from a mage, you wanted something that looked expensive and ensorcelled.

      The spell to cast the glow gave her an idea. It would make a far safer light for the servants than carrying a candle up and down the steep stairs. All she needed was a shape to contain the spell. A mushroom popped into her mind, with a cap that could be tapped to turn the light off and on. Or glass jars could become lanterns that never failed or succumbed to the wind. That would be her next project for the staff.

      A grunt came from across the room as Branvale picked up a bottle, uncorked it, and sniffed the contents. “Why did you not use the spell I gave you?”

      “I—” She got no further.

      “Useless girl. Let me guess—you couldn’t get it to work?” He shook his head and Sera could practically see him numbering her faults in his mind.

      “Instead of adding a preservative, I increased the lifespan of the ingredients. I believe that will also make the effects of the potion last longer,” she murmured. Her way made a better lotion for the women to rub into their faces—one that would actually work.

      “Next time, do as you are told. No one wants a girl who thinks for herself. Pack them up ready for dispatch in the morning.” He turned on his heel.

      “Yes, Lord Branvale.” She bowed her head, but only to hide the defiance in her eyes. Only a few more days, and she would be mistress of her future.

      When he stormed out the door, she turned to her last task for the day. She wrapped each bottle in tissue paper, then placed it with care in a wooden crate. Straw made padding between each bottle, to ensure they didn’t bump against each other and crack while being delivered.

      Finally done, she left the cellar. Her body followed the path from memory as her mind tackled how to break through Branvale’s barrier. For years she had tried, and at most only succeeded in poking her fingers through. She refused to believe that Branvale could outwit her. Every day she fixed potions crafted by his magic and Sera knew, deep inside herself, that she was the better mage.

      As she climbed the servants’ stairs hidden within the walls of the house to her attic bedroom, loud voices in the entranceway caught her attention. She paused on the landing that opened to the entrance hall. Curiosity made her crack the door open as her master swept into the hall, summoned by Elliot Bryn, one of the footmen.

      A man prowled the tiles, his hat wedged tight on his head and a dark overcoat around his body as though he were the embodiment of a storm. The stranger waved a tight roll of paper as soon as Branvale appeared. “It didn’t work! I demand my money back.”

      Branvale waved Elliot away, but declined to escort the intruder to his study or the drawing room. Whoever it was, he was not welcome in this house. Only when he thought they were alone did her master turn on the interloper. “If it didn’t work, then you failed to read the incantation properly.”

      The short, squat man peered up at the marginally taller mage. “I read it exactly as you wrote it. No man, mage or not, crosses me. Give me my money back, or there will be trouble.”

      Branvale laughed. “I am not responsible for the incompetence of others. Begone.” The mage flung out his hands, and the man slid backward as though a sudden gust of wind pushed against him.

      “You’ll be sorry we ever crossed paths!” the man yelled as he tumbled out the now-open front door, which slammed shut on him.

      Branvale turned and narrowed his bright blue gaze as he surveyed the hall. Sera held the door shut and slowed her breathing. While she sensed his presence, he seemed unaware of hers. Only when his footsteps had retreated to his study did she let out a breath and carry on up the stairs.
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      In her almost thirteen years under Branvale’s control, Sera had acquired exactly two friends. She didn’t count the staff, because they were family. And like family, sometimes they didn’t get on, rubbed up against one another, or had their petty squabbles. But at the end of the day, they were fiercely loyal to one another.

      A friend was someone different—another person who liked her and wanted to spend time in her company.

      Kitty was her best and closest friend, although with only two, there wasn’t much competition for the title. The other was Lady Abigail Crawley. She was older than Sera by a handful of years, and Branvale had brought the noblewoman into the house to educate Sera in the more delicate ways of society.

      When Sera turned thirteen, the gleam in the eyes of those on the Mage Council changed into something more speculative. There were muttered questions about Sera’s lack of manners and grace, and how on earth could she ever be presented at court when she acted like a wild animal?

      As it transpired, leaving her to the care of the servants didn’t create a woman capable of gliding through the palace and being paraded before the king and queen—something that Branvale would one day have to do with Seraphina. Her master faced a barrage of well-deserved criticism for the fact that Sera didn’t lift her pinkie when she drank her tea, had been known to bite, and walked with the long strides of a man while hiking up her skirts. Lady Abigail was engaged and had begun regular visits to school Sera in how a proper lady behaved.

      Sera hated the composed and elegant young woman on sight. Branvale had chosen her, which made her character suspect, and Sera didn’t want to learn how to behave properly. Lady Abigail reciprocated Sera’s animosity. Over a succession of tense teas, Sera learned Abigail hadn’t wanted the task. Her grandfather, Lord Rowan, the oldest mage on the council, had suggested his granddaughter as the most appropriate person to impart some natural grace to the awkward girl mage.

      As they spent more time in each other’s company and realised they had a common foe, a friendship grew. Abigail disliked the way her mage grandfather dictated her life. Sera disliked the way all mages sought to control her every move. Rosie often muttered that too many cooks ruined a fine meal. Perhaps too many mages pulling her strings exhausted Sera’s natural magical abilities?

      Today, Sera fetched the good tea service from the butler’s pantry and wiped the cups before setting the tray. She carried it into the small parlour, the only room she was permitted to use when Lady Abigail visited. She perched on the edge of a chair, back straight, feet together, as the clock chimed the hour, and waited for Elliot to admit her visitor.

      Sera rose as the door opened and curtseyed deeply to her friend. Abigail’s mother had married an earl, elevating her friend far above her own common birth. At the age of eighteen, Sera herself would receive an honorary title and the status of a duchess. That title attached to the mage only and did not elevate their descendants, who had to fend for themselves.

      Abigail clapped her hands. “Good. That one would satisfy Queen Charlotte herself.”

      “I fear your fine work has deprived the court of a spectacle. I wonder if they expect a wild and half-naked mage, snarling at the end of a leash.” Sera waited for Abigail to sit before taking the adjoining chair.

      “I fear you are right. Many whisper about you at court. Some refer to you as the witch. Perhaps before you are presented, you could elongate your nose, place a large wart on the end, and sprout hairs from your chin?” Abigail clasped her elegant hands in her lap. Her light brown hair had been expertly coiffed and pinned under a hat perched at a jaunty angle. She possessed the ample proportions and pale complexion much favoured by painters. Humour gleamed in her brown eyes.

      “I could blacken my teeth and affect a hump as well, to give them the witch they long to see?” Unlike her friend, Sera resembled a starving waif, begging in the street. Taller than most women, her irregular meals failed to put meat on her bones. While she attempted to pin up her dark locks, they seemed to possess their own magic and at least one strand always defied her attempts to secure it.

      Sera poured tea, then added a dash of milk and a teaspoon of sugar before passing the cup and saucer to Abigail.

      “They have not seen the likes of you before—that sparks both their curiosity and their concerns.” Her friend sipped her tea and regarded her over the rim of her cup.

      As the granddaughter of a mage, a trace of magic flowed through Abigail’s veins. The descendants of mages were referred to as aftermages. While nowhere near as powerful as mages, they were touched with a variety of gifts. Abigail had a talent acceptable to society—her gift was music. Her exceptional singing voice was sought after to grace soirées and parties.

      Mages were rare anomalies. At any one time, only twelve lived on British soil. When a mage died, his power flowed to a babe born in the same instant somewhere in England. Oddly, when a mage fathered children, they were powerless, but the next generation and those that followed all possessed a diminishing trace of magic. Once the seventh generation was born, the magic disappeared from that line and never reappeared. Mother Nature herself imposed a limit on how many people had magic in their blood.

      “If there had been more women mages throughout history, people would have stories to draw upon to allay their concerns.” Sera’s fingers tightened on the cup and it rattled on the saucer. She was the first female mage to reach adulthood in hundreds of years.

      “Well, you will soon be presented at court and society will see that you are a refined young woman. I expect you will make a marvellous match by the end of the year.” Abigail sipped her tea with her pinkie finger perfectly extended.

      Sera ruined her composure by spluttering a mouthful of tea back into the cup, and a small amount went up her nose. With a push of magic, she managed to get the cup and saucer on the table before they fell, and dabbed at her face with a handkerchief. Taking a breath to calm herself, she narrowed her gaze at her friend. “What match?”

      Abigail winked as she took another sip. “Come now, do not play coy with me. Your forthcoming status as a mage makes you rather eligible on the marriage market. I expect the council will receive several offers for your hand.”

      Anger rolled from Sera and her hands curled into fists. The teacup and pot rattled on the table. Her sole focus had been escape. It had never occurred to her that the council would auction her off like a prize broodmare. Her breath came short in her chest as panic set in. Only by digging her nails into her palms and focusing on the stab of pain could she bring herself under control.

      She had endured until now by telling herself that once she turned eighteen, she would be free. Anyone who thought to manoeuvre her like a pawn would discover the depths of her resolve. Ideas spun in her head, but first, she had to escape. With an effort, she drew a deep breath and placed a smile on her face. “Then let us hope I make a good impression when presented to King George, and all your hard work pays off.”

      “Lord Branvale has yet to set a date for when that will be, so we still have plenty of time to ensure everything goes perfectly.” Abigail reached for a tiny biscuit.

      How could her master not have set a date yet? She turned eighteen in a matter of hours. All the more reason to break free. She would die waiting for Branvale and the council to open her cage and let her out.

      At the end of Abigail’s visit, she kissed Sera’s cheek and murmured early good wishes for her birthday as they parted company. “I will visit on the day of your presentation and bring my maid to help you dress,” her friend promised.

      Sera nodded and swallowed the lump in her throat. “You know I value your help,” she murmured. A shiver alerted her to Branvale’s presence in the house, and she would say no more with his spells listening to her every word.

      The remainder of the day passed without incident. Sera returned the tea tray to the kitchen and washed up before continuing with the spellwork waiting for her in the cellar room. That evening, Branvale went out, while Sera ate in the kitchen with the other staff.

      “I know him upstairs won’t request anything, but I shall find time to bake you a cake tomorrow, to celebrate.” Rosie rested a hand on Sera’s shoulder as she rose from her chair.

      “I don’t need a cake, Rosie. I’ll not have you getting into trouble if you take the time to make one.” From long experience over the years, she predicted Branvale would find some other task to keep the staff busy and conveniently forget his ward’s milestone birthday. Usually he entertained at home and made the day all about himself, and ensured no one had time to draw breath enough to so much as wish her well.

      Would eighteen be any different? No. If anything, he would grip her all the tighter.

      Rosie waved away her concerns. “We all know what he’s like. One of these days he’ll get what he deserves.”

      “Imagine if he knew I spat on more than just his boots,” Jake muttered, and the other staff laughed.

      Sera shook her head. Branvale was not well liked. The only good thing they could say about him was that he paid them on time every quarter day. Nobles didn’t seem to grasp the fact that it was foolish to ill-treat those who prepared your meals.

      “I’ll see you all in the morning.” Sera said her good-nights and walked up the dark, narrow stairs to her room. As she undressed and folded her gown, part of her hoped everything would change tomorrow. But the realistic bit of her brain pointed out it would be another day, like all the others before it.

      She climbed into bed and pulled the blanket over her shoulders, curling up under its warmth. “No, something will change. I feel it,” she whispered as she let herself drift off to sleep.

      A few hours later, a clank awoke her with a start. The sound vibrated through her limbs, and she shook as it rushed over her. Sera sat up and stared around at her dark room. Clouds obscured most of the moon, and only thin strips of silvery light reached through the small window. Below, a clock chimed twelve.

      That must have been what woke her. The clock seemed awfully loud tonight. Each chime echoed through her body.

      “Happy birthday to me.” Her eighteenth birthday and the day, supposedly, she came into her own as one of England’s twelve mages. If she were ever allowed to step into that role. The Mage Council prevaricated about her fate and could potentially delay any decision for years.

      A sigh heaved through her, and she pushed her pillow up so she might lean against the wall. A single tear welled up in her eye, and Sera wiped it away. Part of her had always imagined a glorious future awaiting her as soon as she turned eighteen. That dream crashed to earth and smashed into a thousand pieces as an imaginary Branvale laughed in her face. He wouldn’t release her—Abigail’s slip that he had yet to organise a date for her presentation at court proved it.

      The bracelet on her wrist developed a maddening itch, and she rubbed the surrounding skin. Tree branches spread in one direction over the beaten copper, and pretty filigree roots swirled in another. The size of the piece made it hard to get her nails under it to scratch. As her fingers passed over the metal, an image flashed through her mind—thin roots spread from the tree, through the bracelet, and into her veins. As it went, it poisoned her blood and sapped her magic.

      A memory surfaced. On her first day with Lord Branvale, he had snapped the bracelet around her young wrist, and pain had flared up her arm. He had scowled and berated her for her ingratitude that a pretty piece of jewellery to make her feel welcome had made her cry.

      That was the last time she had ever shed a tear in front of him.

      Frustration built within Sera. Men controlled her life. They made decisions about her, as though she were only a decoration to be placed on a table. Or worse. She was a broken vase no one wanted, that would soon be tossed on a refuse heap.

      “No more,” she rasped. She would grow old and wither waiting for Branvale to free her, or for the Mage Council to allow her to take her seat.

      If the things due to her were not given, they would be taken. And that required her freedom.
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      Sera stared at the bracelet. The itching increased until it seemed to burn. “What are you?”

      She passed a fingertip over its surface and a silver tendril rose and snagged on her nail. She tugged, and with a stab of pain, a short thread came loose from her arm and slithered through the filigree work. With a shake, Sera tossed the gossamer thread to the floor.

      She did it again, pinching a thread attached to the metal. Then, taking a deep breath, she yanked it from her arm. Her hand trembled, but her mind grew certain about what she had to do. Narrowing her gaze, she whispered frosty words at the spiderweb-thin roots, until they froze. Pain raced through her body, and Sera gasped as ice burned in her veins. Gritting her teeth, she bent over her wrist. With her finger and thumb, she grasped a silver tendril and tugged it free of her arm. As it popped out of the bracelet, she flung it away and seized the next one.

      At times, the pain almost made her faint, and she leaned back against the wall. Her vision swam in darkness and chills wracked her body, while her heart beat with a frantic drumming. Sweat dribbled down the side of her face, and she wiped it on her arm. Some tendrils were short, others raced up her arm and across her torso. One snaked around her throat.

      While the agony seared her, with the removal of each root, a soothing balm rushed to fill the void left behind. She grew stronger, even as the tendrils fought to remain inside her body. They erupted in barbs to shred her veins as she tugged them free. A surge of new magic healed the damage and prevented her from bleeding out.

      By the time the clock struck one, a pile of silver threads writhed on the floor. The last one stubbornly refused to be evicted from her body. She ground her jaw to stop from crying out as she wound it around her finger. Inch by inch, it emerged from her wrist. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she shook with the effort, but still she reeled in the strand. With a pop, the last one burst free, and Sera tossed it on the heap with the others. The bracelet cracked open at a previously unseen hinge, and she threw it into the far corner of the room.

      Sera dropped back on the bed, sweat coating her skin. With each breath, the pain evaporated and in its wake…she was reborn. Power flowed through her limbs, like a river where children pile up rocks to dam the water flow, but a heavy rain washes them all away. Finally, the obstruction cleared.

      With a flick of her wrist, she set fire to the strands and then dispersed the ash before the planks of the floor caught fire, too.

      “I’m free.” But now was not the time to fall into an exhausted sleep. She needed to escape while the house slumbered. Quickly, she dressed in a plain gown, shrugged on a casaquin and shawl, and laced boots on her feet. Then she swept up the bracelet in a handkerchief and tied the ends in a knot before tucking it into her belt. “I don’t know what you are, but I intend to find out.”

      Down the servants’ stairs she crept, for once grateful to have been made to use them. It made her escape easier. In the kitchen, she cast one last look around before slipping through the back door.

      “I’m sorry, Rosie,” she whispered to the cook, who had promised her a birthday cake. “But I will be back for you.”

      Outside, the moon guided her. Through the heavy door and out into the garden, now washed in silver. The boundary barrier shimmered in the moonlight, the faint line she could never cross. Until now.

      Sera placed both her hands on it and whispered, “Begone.” The wall shook, then without a sound, it shattered into thousands of pieces that dropped and disappeared into the earth.

      At last, she could do whatever she wanted—and first on her list was climbing the tree. Sera scrambled up the spreading elm and along a limb to where it reached into the neighbouring garden. She dangled for a moment, her feet swinging in the night air, before she let go and dropped to the ground.

      “Free,” she whispered, staring at Branvale’s wall from the Napier family side. Sera stretched her arms up over her head and spun in a circle. The exhaustion disappeared, replaced by excitement at the possibilities now before her.

      Scooping up a handful of pebbles, Sera used her magic to direct them at Kitty’s window until it opened and her friend stared out at her. “About time you escaped. I’ll be right down.”

      Within a few minutes, a light drifted through the house and the terrace door opened.

      “Happy birthday.” Kitty threw her arms around Sera and hugged her tight. “Come back to my room and we’ll figure out how you will storm the palace.”

      “How do you know that is what I plan to do?” Sera frowned.

      Kitty snorted and linked her arm with Sera’s. “Please. You have been my friend forever. Of course I know exactly what you intend to do.”

      Kitty picked up the candle in its silver holder and carried it in one hand as the two young women trod on silent feet through the house and up the stairs to Kitty’s bedroom. She clicked the door shut and placed the candle beside the bed.

      Sera unlaced her boots and climbed on the bed next to her friend. Kitty spread a coverlet over the two of them to keep warm. They talked for most of the night, thinking up and discarding various ways to sneak Seraphina into the palace. In the quietest moments, they whispered of their hopes for the future.

      Sleep claimed them at some point, and Sera woke as dawn blushed across the sky. A cart rattled along the street outside, most likely a tradesman making early deliveries. She slipped from bed and walked to the window, watching the people below.

      “I’m famished,” a sleepy voice said from behind her.

      “Plotting does make one hungry.” Sera rubbed at her wrist. The pain had vanished, but a dull ache remained. An angry red scar in the shape of the tree carved on the bracelet now marked her skin. Without a doubt, Branvale had shackled her with magic and weakened her. But to what end?

      She would find out what he had done to her, but there was a more important task first. She had to present herself to the king before the Mage Council moved against her.

      “Let’s get you dressed.” Sera waved her hands, and the blanket peeled itself off her friend.

      Kitty grumbled as she rose and crossed to the armoire. She threw it open and selected a gown to wear while Sera tugged her boots on.

      They descended to the dining room, and despite the early hour, Mr Napier was already up and having his breakfast.

      “Happy birthday, Sera.” He toasted her with his coffee cup and then gestured to a large box on the table, in front of a vacant chair.

      Sera reached out and touched the dark red ribbon. “For me?”

      Mr Napier smiled. “Of course. Kitty’s birthday was two months ago.”

      Kitty
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