
        
            
                
            
        

    


Alassa’s Tale

  
      A Schooled in Magic Novella

      
Christopher G. Nuttall 

      
         


      
     
         


      
      
         


      
      
         


      
      
         


      
      
         


      
      
        Twilight Times Books

      
      
        Kingsport Tennessee



    Alassa’s Tale

     


    This is a work of fiction. All concepts, characters and events portrayed in this book are used fictitiously and any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.

     


    Copyright © 2018 Christopher G. Nuttall

     


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, without the permission of the publisher and copyright owner.

     


    Twilight Times Books

    P O Box 3340

    Kingsport TN 37664

    http://twilighttimesbooks.com/

     


    First Edition, January 2018

     


    Cover art by Brad Fraunfelter

     


    Published in the United States of America.

     



Table of Contents


  Prologue



  Chapter One



  Chapter Two



  Chapter Three



  Chapter Four



  Chapter Five



  Chapter Six



  Chapter Seven



  Chapter Eight



  Chapter Nine



  Chapter Ten



  Chapter Eleven



  Epilogue



  Afterword



    Historian’s Note

     

    Alassa’s Tale takes place during the start of Graduation Day.


    Prologue

    KING RANDOR HAD, AS FAR AS anyone outside a very small group of trusted counselors knew, three reception chambers in his castle. There was the Great Hall, where the monarch might address the court or hold formal events; there was the Privy Chamber, where the Privy Council met and talked; there was the King’s Bedchamber, where the king’s most intimate associates – or those the king wanted to favor – were invited for private discussions. A watching courtier could tell who was in favor and who was being frozen out, or who had influence over the king, simply by determining where the king chose to meet them. A man who was invited to the King’s Bedchamber was a man to watch.

    There were two other reception chambers protected by a combination of subtle magic, powerful wards and simple misdirection. The Royal Chamber was reserved for the Royal Family and the king’s most trusted counselors, its mere existence known to a select few. The other – the Black Chamber – belonged to the spies. Only a handful of the king’s agents knew of the chamber – or how to use the secret passages to enter without being detected – and none of them could step into the castle itself without Randor’s permission.

    The chamber itself was surprisingly bare, for all that it belonged to the king. Randor sat in a large chair, rather than a throne, and sipped from a glass of wine he’d poured himself. Dust hung in the air, a mocking reminder that the chamber hadn’t been cleaned for nearly a year. It would soon be time to bring a maid in to do the work, then execute the poor girl and dispose of her body somewhere in the catacombs. Randor had balked when his father had shown him the chamber, back when he’d been on the verge of ascending to the throne, but he’d long since lost any doubts about the practice. Secrets had to be maintained, whatever the cost in blood and treasure. And it was never safe, even for those who had sworn undying loyalty, to know the secrets of a king.

    He took a sip of his wine as he brooded. He’d been king for nearly thirty years, yet he was on the verge of losing his grip on the kingdom. The barons were rebellious, the common folk were revolting … and he couldn’t even trust his own family! His brother was an enchanted fool, locked up for his own safety; his daughter was an ambitious bitch, moving steadily to secure more and more power for herself. It didn’t really surprise him – Alassa was his daughter, after all, and it hadn’t been that long since Randor had fought for scraps of power from his father – but it worried him. A conflict between the royals could easily lead to outright civil war as the barons sought to take advantage of the chaos.

    And the more I restrict her, he thought grimly, the more likely it is that she will rebel.

    He stroked his greying beard, cursing his own mistakes under his breath. He’d banked everything on getting a son, a legitimate heir. Even if the baby boy had been four or five years younger than Alassa, there would have been plenty of time to raise him to be a king and teach Alassa that her duty lay in supporting her brother. Alassa was a competent sorceress, after all. And if you couldn’t trust your own flesh and blood, who could you trust? They would have made a great partnership … but it had never come to pass. Alassa had been his only child – she was still his only legitimate child – until well after he’d been forced to confirm her as his primary heir. And then …

    The irony was enough to make him wonder if he’d offended one of the gods. He’d seduced Alicia – the sole surviving heir to the Barony of Gold – as an act of revenge against her dead father more than anything else. The pleasure he’d gotten from making her crawl had been amusing, all the more so because he knew her father would be screaming curses from the traitor’s grave. But Alicia had become pregnant and given birth to a handsome baby boy, fifteen years too late. Randor ground his teeth every time he thought about it. There was no way he could put Alassa aside, not now, without sparking outright revolution. And Alassa would be a formidable foe.

    He took another sip of his wine. His father had had no trouble controlling Randor, but Randor had never been in any doubt that he would succeed his father. He’d undergone an apprenticeship under a harsh taskmaster, a father who had never hesitated to box his ears for mistakes or failure. But King Alexis the Great had understood Prince Randor because he’d been a young man, once upon a time. Randor hadn’t had that advantage with his daughter. In hindsight, he knew he should have treated Alassa as his heir from birth. But he’d squandered the opportunity in his desperate bid for a son.

    And Alassa has some of the most powerful people in the world on her side, Randor thought, grimly. And she has time on her side too.

    The room felt colder, suddenly. He still shivered when he remembered Emily breaking out of his wards, even though a dozen wardcrafters had sworn blind they were unbreakable. Randor had ordered the men executed afterwards, more to assuage his fear than anything else. Emily could have killed him in that moment and he knew it. And he was sure she knew it too. 

    If I’d known how many changes she would bring, I would have had her killed, he told himself, again. A girl from an alternate world … if it hadn’t been Alassa who’d told him, he wouldn’t have believed it. But it’s too late now.

    He looked at the simple wooden table, wondering if he had the time to watch his son grow to manhood. It would be good to have another heir, given that Alassa and her husband Jade had yet to produce a child of their own. And then … who knew? 

    But he doubted the barons would give him that time. He’d banned private armies, after the coup attempt six years ago, but he knew the barons were secretly building up their forces in preparation for a war. They knew, as well as he did, that it was only a matter of time before hostilities broke out, once again. And the commoners were arming too. He knew that revolutionary groups were spreading, despite his best efforts. Recruiting sergeants had been attacked, tax collectors had been brutally murdered, priests who proclaimed the divine right of kings and noblemen had been driven from their temples … chaos was spreading, no matter what he did. 

    And Alassa … who knew what Alassa would do?

    She had options, Randor acknowledged. And a very good reason to want to seize power before Alexis – Alicia’s child – grew up. And if she chose to side with the barons or one of the revolutionary movements … why not? That was precisely what Randor’s own father had done when he’d assumed the throne. He’d played the barons off against the commoners and, in doing so, had taken control of the kingdom. Why would Alassa not do the same? She was a girl, just as Prince Alexis had been a fop who loved to play with soldiers. It would be easy for Alassa’s allies to underestimate her until they felt the knife at their throats …

    The wards shifted, slightly. Randor tensed as he sensed his visitor walking up the hidden passageway, her presence muffled by the wards. The doorway opened a second later, allowing a cloaked figure to step into the chamber. She threw back her hood, revealing a pale face topped with inky black hair. Her dark eyes were wide with surprise.

    “Your Majesty!”

    She went down on one knee, hastily. Randor concealed his amusement behind his beard. Sir Xavier hadn’t told her she would be meeting the king, then. But the report from the Black Daggers had been clear. This was a report Randor had to hear.

    “You may rise.” He reached out with his senses, using the wards to get a better impression of his visitor. A magician … a powerful magician. She was masking well, hiding her power behind her wards, but that in itself was revealing. She might well be strong enough to face a combat sorcerer. “I understand that you have a report for me.”

    “I do,” the girl said. She looked to be around twenty-five, although appearances could be deceiving. “I am Lynnette … Your Majesty … I discovered …”

    “There’s no one here to hear us,” Randor said, dryly. There was no reason to take official notice of her stumbles. “You may speak freely.”

    “I discovered treason, Your Majesty,” Lynnette said. “Treason most foul.”

    Randor tensed. One hand reached for the sword at his belt. “Explain.”

    “I must distress you,” Lynnette said. “I …”

    “Then distress me,” Randor snapped, impatiently.

    “I was tracing the remnants of the plotters who attacked the wedding, last year,” Lynnette said. “Sir Xavier tasked me with finding out who backed them.”

    Randor nodded, slowly. The plotters – who’d come within millimeters of killing both Randor and Alassa – had been slaughtered. But someone had backed them, someone powerful. And that person had remained unidentified.

    “It was Paren who supplied the funds,” Lynnette told him. “And the Lady Emily knew.”

    It took Randor a moment to understand what she’d said. Paren? Paren the merchant? Paren the man Randor had lifted into the aristocracy? Paren the man whose daughter was one of Alassa’s closest friends and advisers? Paren …

    A hot flash of anger roared through him. He believed it. Paren had means, motive and opportunity. And his daughter … his daughter was far too close to Alassa. Imaiqah had to know, which meant … 

    And Emily knew, he thought, angrily. His thoughts spun from side to side. He needed time to think. And she said nothing.

    He looked up into two dark eyes. “Do you have proof?”

    “Yes, Your Majesty.” Lynnette recovered a set of papers from her bag. “Emily knew. And I believe that Lady Imaiqah knew too.”

    Randor nodded, impatiently. Paren would not have left his daughter out of the planning, not when she’d been organizing the wedding. Smuggling weapons into the ceremony would have been easy – had been easy – with Imaiqah’s connivance. And that meant … either Imaiqah had cold-bloodedly plotted the murder of her friend or she’d intended Alassa to take the throne after Randor’s death. And then … did Alassa know? Had she plotted to turn her wedding into a patricide?

    And I let Imaiqah go to Cockatrice, he thought. What is she doing there?

    He cursed. He’d have to act fast, but that wouldn’t be easy. Alassa had been sent off on a diplomatic trip, but she’d be back soon. Too many things would have to be set in motion before Alassa returned to the castle. He didn’t even have time to check and double check the evidence, just to be sure someone wasn’t trying to mislead him. And then …

    If Alassa was ignorant, this will teach her a lesson, he thought. Trust was not something to be used in great quantities. And if she’s guilty … I still have a son.

    His thoughts hardened. And I will hand the kingdom over to him if Alassa plotted to kill me.


    Chapter One

    ALASSA THREW BACK HER HEAD AND laughed.

    The King’s Road opened up as the horse galloped forward. She heard Jade cry out behind her, his voice lost in the clatter of hooves. He’d only want her to slow down, she knew. Jade was a brave man, but he absolutely refused to allow her to take risks. Her smile grew wider as the horse raced down the road. A woman was expected to obey her father, then her husband, but she was the Crown Princess. Exceptions were made for a Crown Princess.

    And a sorceress, she thought. Exceptions are made for them too.

    The wind grew stronger, blowing through her golden hair. She allowed it to stream out behind her, enjoying the sensation of freedom. It wouldn’t last, she knew, not when they were back home. Her father would expect her to play her role as Crown Princess, Heir to the Throne. He wouldn’t allow her to shirk her duties, not if she wanted to succeed him. It had taken him years to come around to the idea of his daughter following him, rather than a strapping son. And the hell of it was that now, after acknowledging his daughter as his heir, King Randor had a son. A bastard, to be sure, but a son nonetheless.

    Forget about him, Alassa told herself, sharply. She knew she’d be seeing too much of the little brat over the next few years, even if her father had promised to keep the boy’s parentage a secret. It was hard not to feel threatened. Enjoy your freedom while it lasts.

    The horse neighed as the trees grew closer, casting the road into shadow. Alassa glanced behind her, seeing nothing. Jade was a good horseman, one of the best she’d seen, but she’d been riding practically since she could walk. And Jade’s horse wasn’t quite as good as hers. She’d insisted on the best for herself and gotten it, too. The rest of the convoy – their guards and attendants – wouldn’t have a hope of catching up with either of them until they slowed down.

    Better let him catch up, sooner or later, she thought. The thought of galloping all the way to Alexis was delightful, but she didn’t really want to abandon Jade. I don’t want to get too far ahead.

    She smiled at the thought. Jade would be angry, of course, pointing out that she’d put her life at risk – as well as the unborn baby in her womb. If, of course, there was a child. She wasn’t sure herself, not after two false alarms. Jade and she would have an argument, once they reached the castle and established privacy wards, an argument that would end with hot make-up sex. She felt her smile grow brighter. She couldn’t wait. 

    The King’s Road grew bumpy, the horse catching itself an instant before it could plunge its foot into a pothole. Alassa pulled back on the reins, slowing the horse down … just a little, enough to ensure their safety. Her lips thinned with disapproval. The local villagers were supposed to keep the King’s Road in good repair, even though they weren’t supposed to use it themselves. No doubt they’d done as little as they felt they could get away with, so far from Alexis. Peasants rarely bothered to think about their betters. Or care, for that matter, that they really weren’t that far from the capital. Her father could dispatch a team of inspectors and soldiers at any point, if he wished.

    They haven’t even cut the undergrowth back from the road, she thought, displeased. The King’s Roads were meant to allow horsemen and carriages to race from one side of the kingdom to the other. And they needed constant maintenance or else they would slow passage. Father will definitely not be pleased.

    She looked behind her, again. There was still no sign of Jade. She smiled, knowing he would be miles ahead of the convoy. They’d have a chance to kiss, a little, before the mounted men caught up with them. It wasn’t something she’d ever seen herself doing in married life, but … Jade wasn’t the kind of man she’d expected to marry. She felt a sudden rush of affection for her husband – and her father, the man who’d accepted her choice. She knew too many princesses and noblewomen who’d been forced into unhappy marriages for reasons of state. Princes and noblemen had been forced to wed too – of course – but they had alternatives. No one cared – much – if a husband had a mistress, but a wife …?

    We have to be sure who fathered the children, she reminded herself, sourly. It was just another grim reminder that, if her father had sired a legitimate son, she would have been put out of the line of succession years ago. The nasty part of her mind wondered just what she would have done if her father had sired a son. Would I have accepted it? Or would I have cursed the child before he grew into a man?

    The surge of magic caught her by surprise. She reacted instantly, drawing on her own magic to hurl herself into the air. Her riding skirt billowed around her an instant before the horse ran straight into the spell and froze. A trap. She’d almost ridden straight into a trap. Another spell crackled past her, cast by someone on the ground. She shaped an attractor spell of her own, aiming it at the nearest treetop as her levitation spell failed. The tree seemed to bend, just for a second, before she was suddenly shooting towards it. She canceled the spell an instant before she slammed into the tree, grabbing onto a branch before gravity could reassert itself and cause her to fall. 

    She grinned, savagely, as she peered down. There were too many leaves and branches for her to actually see anything, but she sensed at least one sorcerer on the ground. He didn’t appear to have very good control over his magic. Few sorcerers would willingly show their full power to the world, which meant she was either dealing with an incompetent or someone too powerful for him to hide his full power. Or someone who wanted her to think he was one or the other.

    The tree shook, violently. Alassa glanced up, sighted another treetop and cast a second attractor spell. She flew off the branch, yanked forward by an irresistible force. Jade had explained, in detail, precisely why the spell worked – and why balancing the weights was important – but Alassa didn’t care about the details. She wasn’t her friend Emily, who’d happily spend an afternoon taking the spell apart to find out how and why it worked, then rewrite the spellware to suit herself. All Alassa cared about was how it could be used.

    She cast a third spell as she flew through the air, latching onto a third tree. The magic balanced, allowing her to hang motionless in the air. Jade had told her that it was an old combat sorcerer trick, although he was the only combat sorcerer she’d seen use it. Even Master Grey hadn’t used it, not when she’d been watching. But then, he’d been confined to the dueling circle. There had been no room to fly.

    One of the spells snapped, canceled by her unseen attacker. Alassa gasped as she hurled towards the other tree, catching herself an instant before it was too late. She grinned as she crawled around the tree trunk, moving from branch to branch. The sorcerer had assumed, no doubt, that she was levitating. He’d probably expected her to fall out of the air and land at his feet. But instead she’d been yanked out of the way.

    She looked down, trying to peer through the leaves. The sorcerer would be able to sense her, she was sure. She couldn’t hide herself and use magic, not simultaneously. And yet, she could easily make her escape. She could turn herself into a bird and hide in the woods, or simply move from tree to tree until she crossed paths with Jade and her guards. It would be the smart thing to do.

    Her fingers reached down and touched her abdomen, where the baby was growing … if, indeed, there was a baby. If there was no baby, she could transform herself and hide ... but if there was, she’d risk harming the unborn child. And she couldn’t allow herself to be captured ...

    Pulling her magic around her, she threw herself to the ground. Another spell shot past her, a moment too late. They were trying to capture her, it seemed. A trained sorcerer had no shortage of options if he wanted her dead, rather than locked away in a hidden cell. Not someone who wanted to cause chaos, then. There weren’t that many factions which would come out ahead if King Randor was suddenly left without an heir. The list of suspects was long, but manageable. 

    She hit the ground, her spells canceling her fall. Magic billowed out in all directions – she heard a male voice curse – as she landed, looking around quickly. Two men, both dressed as peasants, were forced back by her magic, holding up their hands to shield themselves. She snapped her fingers at them, casting a pair of transfiguration spells. They should have been transformed into frogs, but the magic snapped out of existence an instant before it touched their skins. Not sorcerers themselves, then … yet someone had given them protections. The list of suspects suddenly seemed a little shorter.

    A hand fell on her upper arm, swinging her around. Another man stood there, leering down at her. Alassa felt a flicker of contempt as she threw a punch at his jaw, casting the force punch spell an instant before she made contact. The man’s head disintegrated under the force of the blow. She yanked herself free of his grip as his body collapsed, resisting the urge to kick him as hard as she could. What had he thought she was? A pampered princess who’d faint the moment she saw blood? Or a scared little girl who’d be too frightened of the big strong man to fight back? Or … there were women in court who’d probably surrender at once, if someone grabbed their arm, but not her. She was a sorceress! Didn’t they know she was a sorceress?

    She turned back to the other two men, glancing around for the sorcerer. Where was he? Had she landed on him? She didn’t think so, but she couldn’t see him anyway. And there was no time to reach out with her senses. The two men were advancing on her, carefully. One of them was holding an iron net, runes carved into the metal. A good trick, she acknowledged sourly. Once they had her pinned down, they’d be able to stun or drug her before they carried her deeper into the forest. Even Jade would have problems tracking them down before they reached their lair. And then they’d probably use her as leverage to make her father do whatever they wanted.

    Hell, no, she thought.

    Alassa took a step backwards, studying the men as they advanced. They didn’t seem to be angry that one – perhaps two – of their fellows had died, even though they were clearly a team. Professionals, then. Mercenaries? Or armsmen? They were definitely not peasants, whatever they might be wearing. Their clothes were too clean. It was a dead giveaway, even if they weren’t moving and acting like soldiers. The ambush had come far too close to outright success. It might still succeed.

    Hell with that, she thought. 

    She cast another pair of spells, watching them flicker and die, then cast a kinetic spell on a tree branch. The two men didn’t look impressed as she pushed it at them, clearly not recognizing the threat. A normal spell would fail the minute it struck their protections, dropping the branch to the ground, but Alassa hadn’t cast a normal spell. Emily had taught her something better, something guaranteed to take even a trained sorcerer by surprise. The spell might die, the moment it was canceled, but the motion it had imparted to the tree branch would live on. She watched with grim satisfaction as it slammed into its targets, hurling them back. One of them hit a tree hard enough to break his neck. The other was badly wounded. It was a minor miracle he’d survived.

    A spell slammed into her back, throwing her to the ground. The sorcerer. She cursed her mistake as she hit the dirt, trying to force herself to move forward as another spell smashed her back down again. She’d forgotten him … how had she forgotten him? She twisted, fighting the power as it burned through her protections one by one. The sorcerer was bending over her, his face so indistinct that her eyes just seemed to slip over him. A glamour, then, a glamour so powerful that it had caused her to lose track of him altogether … until he’d attacked her.

    The last of her protections started to die. She’d be helpless … panic yammered at the back of her mind, panic she ruthlessly suppressed. She forced herself to roll over, slipping the virgin blade from its sleeve and slashing out towards him. He jerked back, so quickly that all she did was cut him. But it was enough. His glamour snapped an instant before he staggered and fell. The poison on the blade was very quick. Only a trained alchemist could possibly have brewed an antidote and none of them could have brewed it in time to save the victim’s life. He tried to lift his hand, perhaps to cast one final spell, but it was already too late.

    Alassa stood, returning the dagger to its sleeve and brushing the dirt off her clothes as she looked down at the dead body. The sorcerer was a complete stranger, somewhat to her relief. At least he wasn’t a recent graduate of Whitehall! But then, someone who’d been at the school would know better than to underestimate her. She glanced up and smiled as Jade’s horse cantered into the clearing, his magic crackling on the air. He’d sensed something, alright. And he’d pushed his horse with magic. The poor creature looked as though it was on the verge of collapse.

    Lady Cecelia will not be pleased, Alassa thought, wryly. The Lady of the Stables was one of the most intimidating people in the castle. She’d been one of the very few people Alassa had respected and feared as a child. But he had no choice.

    She grinned as Jade jumped off his horse. “What kept you?”

    Jade stared back at her. “What happened?”

    A dozen mischievous answers ran through Alassa’s mind, but she walked forward and kissed him instead. He kissed her back, hard. Someone had tried to kidnap her, but he’d failed … he’d failed completely. She pushed against Jade, feeling his muscles start to relax. She’d escaped. She wanted to celebrate …

    Someone groaned. She jerked back, one hand reaching for the dagger. One of the attackers was still alive … badly wounded, mortally wounded, but alive. Jade walked towards him, motioning for her to stay back. Alassa followed, studying the wounded man carefully. His legs were a mangled mess and, judging from the way he was struggling to breathe, he had internal injuries too. A trained healer might be able to save him, but who’d want to waste effort trying? He’d committed an act of treason against his king!

    She drew the dagger. “Answer my questions and I’ll give you a quick end,” she said. Emily would not approve, but Emily wasn’t the one who needed answers. Besides, there were no other ways to make him talk. No one would send armsmen or mercenaries out on a kidnap mission without making sure they couldn’t be forced to divulge information. The only way to get answers was to make the wounded man talk willingly. “If not … I’ll just leave you here.”

    He looked back at her, his eyes filled with horror. There was no hope of survival. He knew it as well as she did. And being left behind … he might die quickly or he might be chewed to death by wild animals. The blood would draw foxes and wild boar to the clearing. Alassa wouldn’t have cared to face a boar, not without proper weapons or magic.

    “I …”

    He convulsed, sharply. Alassa started forward, but Jade caught her arm and pulled her backwards. The wounded man shuddered, then went limp and unmoving. Jade stepped forward and prodded him, not gently.

    “A suicide spell,” he said, finally. “One designed to keep him from talking under any circumstances.”

    And one he would have had to accept willingly, Alassa thought. It would have been a very complex spell. A simple one wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference between being wounded and being tortured. Who are we facing?

    Alassa reached out and took Jade’s hand, just for a moment. His warm grip was reassuring, even though she knew she should be worried. Someone had risked an ambush within a few hours of Alexis. And even though the ambush had failed, the person behind it was still unknown. One of the Barons? Or one of the more radical factions? Or someone trying to cause trouble? Everyone knew the kingdom was on a knife-edge. An attack on the Crown Princess might just start a slide towards civil war.

    She let go of Jade’s hand, stepping away from him and standing straighter as the guardsmen raced into the clearing, followed by the four carriages. Her personal bodyguards jumped off their horses, weapons raised … too late. She kicked herself, mentally. Too many people knew she had a habit of galloping off, leaving her husband and bodyguards behind. That piece of predictable behavior had nearly gotten her kidnapped – or killed. Her father was not going to be pleased.

    “Your Highness,” Sir William said. “Are you alright?”

    Alassa looked back at him, evenly. Sir William was one of the very few senior knights – he was old enough to be her father – who didn’t appear to resent taking orders from a young woman. And he wasn’t scared of her magic either, as far as she could tell. That made him practically unique around the court. But then, she had been a little monster when she’d come into her powers. And there was no way she could show weakness now. Too many older men saw her as a foolish female, someone who would allow either her hormones or her husband to guide her. She honestly wasn’t sure which one they found most objectionable.

    Probably the prospect of Jade giving me orders, she thought. The unfairness burned in her gut. Even something as simple as holding Jade’s hand would be seen as a sign of weakness - of femininity - while boys half her age could lead men and win renown on the battlefield. At least my hormones are aristocratic hormones.

    She pushed the resentment out of her head. She was Crown Princess – and she would be Queen, in time. The kingdom would be hers until she died, whereupon it would be passed down to her eldest child. That was all that mattered.

    “Put the bodies in the carriage,” she ordered. She carefully didn’t answer his question. It wasn’t one he would have asked a man. “We’ll see if we can identify them when we get home.”

    “Of course, Your Highness,” Sir William said.

    “I don’t recognize any of the bastards,” Jade said, as the troopers hurried to obey. “Not even the sorcerer.”

    Alassa nodded, stiffly. There were thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of sorcerers in the Nameless World – and not all of them went to school. The bastard who’d set the ambush could have studied at Mountaintop or Stronghold or … he might simply have been taught by his parents. There was no guarantee that an investigation would turn up his name, let alone whoever had hired him. The unknown backers had worked hard to ensure they wouldn’t be fingered by their servants.

    “We’ll find out,” she promised. Anger burned within her, demanding retribution. Someone had tried to kidnap her, to turn her into a pawn in their game. “And then we’ll kill them.”

    Sir William stamped back to her. “The bodies have been stowed, Your Highness,” he said, curtly. “I suggest we move.”

    Alassa looked at her horse. The poor beast was lying on the ground, dead. Whatever spell had been used to freeze the beast had snapped during the brief fight – or, perhaps, the sorcerer had killed the horse, just to make sure she couldn’t jump on and flee. He definitely hadn’t known her very well, had he?

    “Give me one of the spare horses,” she ordered. She was aware of Jade shifting behind her, but deliberately didn’t look at him. “The rider can stay in the carriage.”

    Sir William looked, just for a moment, as if he wanted to protest. Alassa didn’t blame him, not really. He would be in deep shit when they got home, if only for letting her get so far ahead of him that she’d run into an ambush and had to fight her way out by herself. Jade was equally guilty, but Jade was Prince Consort. There was literally no one else to blame.

    But I won’t let them put me out of the way, either, Alassa thought. They wouldn’t tell a king or a prince to hide.

    “As you command, Your Highness,” Sir William said. “Shall we go?”

    Alassa nodded. Jade was not going to be pleased, but he’d keep his thoughts to himself until they were alone. And then … they’d argue, they’d fight, and then they’d make up. She definitely couldn’t wait.

    “Yes, Sir William,” she said grandly, once the dead horse had been cremated. “We shall go.”


    Chapter Two

    ALASSA FELT GRIMY BY THE TIME they cantered up the Royal Mile towards the castle. It had been a long ride, made longer by Sir William’s determination to avoid a predictable route home. She didn’t fault him for being careful, even though whoever was behind the bandits was unlikely to risk having more than one team picketing the king’s roads. The chance of being noticed by someone who might be inclined to report their presence was simply too high.

    Although they could just have bribed someone to ignore them, she thought, grimly. The king’s inspectors were grossly underpaid, particularly now. Or even subverted a couple of taxmen.

    She glanced from side to side, taking in the city. There were fewer people on the streets than she’d expected, but the sun was already setting behind the eastern mountains. Curfew was in thirty minutes, more or less. Anyone caught on the streets after dark would be lucky if they only spent a day in the stocks, being booed and hissed by their fellows, before they were released back onto the streets. Her father’s paranoia had been growing stronger, ever since the assassination attempt. She winced, feeling a stab of remembered pain as the ball slammed into her chest. She’d been healed, naturally, but the memories remained.

    There were more armed guards surrounding the castle, the first – and very visible – line of defense. No one, save for the King and Princess’s armsmen, were allowed to bear weapons anywhere near the castle itself. It had grated on some of the nobility, who regarded their right to bear arms as a sign of their position, but King Randor hadn’t been inclined to care. A show of force, he’d insisted, was often enough to stop plotters in their tracks. Beyond the guards, Alassa could see the subtler defenses woven into the castle’s walls – wards and protective runes designed to keep out magical threats – but very few others could. Zangaria had never been a great haven for sorcery and those sorcerers who lived in the city were largely working for the king.

    She allowed herself a moment of relief as she passed through the gates – the wards pressing against her to confirm she was the princess, instead of a sorceress in disguise – and into the courtyard. The castle was a squat brooding monstrosity, a huge building of grey stone that dated back to the days before the Empire, but it was home. She’d grown up on the upper levels, surrounded by maids, ladies and sycophants. It was funny how she hadn’t realized just how poorly she’d been brought up until she’d gone to Whitehall. But if her father had seen her potential from the start, she would never have gone to Whitehall.

    And I would never have met Jade, she thought, with a rush of affection. She’d been lucky with him and she knew it. Or Emily or Imaiqah or …

    A pair of stableboys came forward, ready to take the horses. Alassa slipped off her mount neatly, landing on the stone floor. Normally, she would have taken the horse to the stable herself and rubbed the beast down, but she didn’t have time. It gnawed at her more than she cared to admit, certainly not in front of anyone other than her closest friends. The servants were there to serve, but using them was also a kind of dependence. She couldn’t afford to have people thinking she was dependent on her servants. She’d learned that lesson the hard way. 

    The stableboys bowed, then took the reins and led the horse away hastily. Alassa felt a stab of amusement, mingled with guilt. She’d learnt her lesson about bullying servants – and everyone else too – but the legacy of the past still remained. Far too many of the older servants remembered her as a little brat, not a grown woman. They were still at her mercy. A word from her was still enough to have a servant dragged off and tortured to death. The stableboys simply didn’t want to be in eyeshot long enough for her to think of something amusing – or horrible – to do to them.

    She looked up at Sir William as he dismounted. “Dismiss the escort,” she ordered, keeping her voice level. Men respected strength and determination, but they detested people who were either overbearing or weak. It was a balancing act that seemed tilted against the women. She had no idea how Lady Barb managed to command so much respect from all and sundry. “Give them a day of leave – and a bonus.”

    Sir William didn’t even look at Jade. “Yes, Your Highness,” he said. “It shall be done.”

    He bowed and strode off to address the men. Alassa allowed herself a smile, then turned and strode towards the door. Servants and lesser nobility scrambled to get out of her way, the latter trying to attract her attention without making it too obvious they were trying to catch her eye. Word of her arrival had clearly spread. Someone in the watchtower had probably seen her convoy pass through the city gates and alerted everyone who’d bribed him to keep an eye out for her. She wondered, as she pretended not to hear any of the unsubtle requests for her attention, just how many people had bribed him. The watchtower position was a great one to earn enough money to live comfortably, as long as one didn’t get too greedy.

    She listened, trying hard to show no reaction. There were men who wanted audiences with her father, men important enough to stay at the castle but too unimportant to be granted a royal audience immediately; there were women who wanted their lands and titles confirmed, or their proposed marriages confirmed; there were even a couple of heiresses petitioning to have their wardships handled by the king himself, instead of their male relatives. Alassa made a mental note to see to them herself, rather than trouble her father. The king wouldn’t be interested in stripping minor estates of everything they owned before their rightful inheritors came of age, but he’d definitely arrange their marriages to suit himself. An heiress made a great reward for a junior nobleman – or even a soldier – who’d served the king well. And no one would really care if the heiress was happy or not.

    The crowd thinned out as she reached the bottom of the stairs and walked up. Jade followed, probably glaring nastily at a handful of particularly determined petitioners. Alassa smirked inwardly at their discomfort, although she knew it was a mistake. A powerful nobleman had plenty of ways to keep his juniors from appealing to the king, even though it was their legal right. Allowing the petitioners to speak to the king – or his daughter – as they walked through the halls might be the only way to be sure they knew what was going on. Who knew? A lord who had taken direct possession of his ward’s lands – regardless of her legal rights – might be up to something unpleasant. 

    Something else unpleasant, she thought, sourly. 

    Her stomach churned, a grim reminder that there might be a new life growing inside her. She was all too aware of just how easily wardships and guardianships could be abused. The Duchess of Iron had intended to ensure that her uncle would become regent, after King Randor’s death, and literally rewrite Alassa’s brain to suit himself. Not that he would have had to work too hard, she admitted privately. The nobility wouldn’t automatically rise in defense of a female ruler, particularly one with her reputation. Who knew? They might even expect her uncle to seek special dispensation to put his wife aside and marry his niece himself. It wouldn’t be the first time a nobleman had committed incest to keep power within the family.

    It wouldn’t have gone that far, she told herself, as her stomach heaved. The Duchess was pulling his strings.

    They reached the top of the stairs and headed down the corridor, wards flickering into existence long enough to check their identities – again – before fading back into the background magic and allowing them to pass. She felt, more than heard, Jade tensing behind her as the wards probed at his magic. He was, technically, the court wizard, but King Randor had a whole stable of magicians working for him. The task of warding the entire castle was too much for Jade to do alone, yet she knew he wouldn’t be happy at the thought of other magicians adding their modifications. And yet, they’d started to update and tighten the wards again. She’d been in magical homes that had less intrusive wards.

    She wanted to glance back at him, or squeeze his hand, but she knew they were being watched. The guards lining the walls, the servants brushing the statues or sweeping the floors … they were never alone, not outside their private rooms. It was odd, she reflected, how she could be naked in front of the servants without a qualm, but not show any hint of affection to her husband. And yet, nakedness was natural. Affection, on the other hand, was weakness.

    The large wooden doors opened as they approached, allowing them entry into the antechamber. Alassa looked around, her mood darkening as she spotted Viscount Nightingale kneeling in the middle of the chamber, his blue eyes firmly fixed on the marble floor. There were few people she detested more than Nightingale and fewer still she intended to have executed the moment she took the throne. Nightingale might be one of her father’s most loyal and trusted servants – and he had to be loyal, because he had no power base of his own – but she disliked him. The only person who seemed to respect Nightingale was the king …

    No, Alassa corrected herself. Father doesn’t respect him any more than anyone else. He just finds the man useful.

    “Your Highness,” Nightingale said. His oily voice had always grated on her nerves, particularly when he’d been the Master of the Princess’s Bedroom. Her bedroom. Now, as Master of the King’s Bedchamber, he had a surprising amount of power that he knew better than to abuse in any great way. He’d take bribes, of course, but he wouldn’t dare work against his king. “May I say what a great pleasure it is to have you return to your father’s castle?”

    “You can take your tongue off my … boot,” Alassa snapped. She’d almost said ass. Her father would have heard – of course – and given her yet another lecture on proper behavior for a Crown Princess that would be spoilt by him trying not to laugh. “Stand.”

    Nightingale stood, keeping his eyes lowered. Alassa studied him for a long moment, half-hoping it would get on his nerves. He’d grown fatter in the last few months, despite the best efforts of his tailors to disguise his growing paunch. His face was as pudgy and unformed as ever, characterless in a way that made her feel sick. He was little more than a parasite, serving her father because he had nowhere else to go. She had more respect for the stableboys than she had for the aristocrat in front of her.

    “You will inform my father that we need to speak with him,” she said, firmly. “Now.”

    Nightingale looked paler, somehow. “Your father is in a very important meeting …”

    Alassa glared. “You will inform my father that we need to speak with him,” she repeated, allowing her voice to harden. “Now.”

    “Your father specifically requested no interruptions,” Nightingale said, nervously. “I can take a message.”

    Alassa gritted her teeth in annoyance. Nightingale might delay her, slightly, but he’d never dare keep her away from her father without specific orders from his king. And that meant that her father really didn’t want to be disturbed. Crown Princess or not, there were some meetings that even she wasn’t allowed to attend. She could force her way past Nightingale – he’d never dare lay a finger on her, or order the guards to keep her out – but there would be consequences.

    “You will inform my father that I need to speak with him as soon as possible,” Alassa ordered, flatly. It would be tomorrow, at the very earliest. Her body was reminding her just how hard she’d been riding over the past few days. “A breakfast appointment will be suitable.”

    Something – annoyance, perhaps – flickered in Nightingale’s eyes. But his voice remained level. “As you command, Your Highness,” he said. “I will inform your father personally.”

    Alassa turned and strode towards the door to the Royal Apartments, Jade following at her heels. He hadn’t said anything, but she could sense his silent disapproval. She kept her thoughts to herself as they walked down the corridor, passing yet another set of complicated wards, and entered the Princess’s Antechamber. Lady Lye was already there, waiting for her. She performed a hasty curtsy as Alassa entered, keeping her eyes down. Alassa wasn’t fooled for a moment. Lady Lye wasn’t pleased her mistress had returned.

    “Your Highness,” Lady Lye said. She was a stout woman of noble blood, but one without land or monies of her own. Like Nightingale, she was loyal to her king because she had nowhere else to go. “I have taken the liberty of preparing a small meal in your dining rooms …”

    “Good,” Alassa said, cutting her off. Lady Lye would not have prepared the meal with her own two hands, of course. “I require privacy for the remainder of the night. You are not to disturb me for anything short of a genuine emergency.”

    She held Lady Lye’s eyes until she nodded in submission. The older woman was more likeable than Nightingale, but she was still more interested in feathering her own nest than supporting her mistress. The Master – or Mistress – of the Queen’s Bedchamber was in a position to distribute a remarkable amount of patronage, for which they would be rewarded with a sizable fortune and a vast number of clients who owed her a favor. It wouldn’t have been so bad, Alassa thought, if she’d been allowed to choose her own candidate for the post, but her father had appointed Lady Lye. Alassa had no doubt that the older woman kept an eye on her mistress for the king. The wretched woman even kept track of her monthlies …

    And she may realize I’m pregnant soon, Alassa thought. If, of course, I am pregnant.

    She stepped forward. Lady Lye hastily stumbled to the side, allowing Alassa and her husband to pass through the final set of wards. She’d warded the chambers herself, back when she’d first returned from Whitehall; Jade had added his own improvements, as husbands were wont to do, but the wards were still hers. She could feel her magic running through the walls. It felt like home in a way nowhere else, even her bedchamber at Whitehall, did. 

    The door closed behind them as she looked around. Their bedchamber was massive, dominated by a giant bed, a huge fireplace and a table for midnight snacks. Three doors led to the bathroom, the dining room and Jade’s private bedchamber … one he rarely used. There were times when Alassa couldn’t help thinking that the reason her parents had only had one child – one legitimate child – was because they didn’t share a bed. Her father’s visits to her mother had taken on a formalized pattern that couldn’t have been conducive to getting pregnant. But then, Jade and she made love nearly every night and she still wasn’t sure she was pregnant. They’d had enough false alarms to make her wary about making any declarations.

    And what will we do, she asked herself as she turned to face Jade, if I can’t get pregnant?

    Jade met her eyes. “You shouldn’t have ridden off like that.”

    Alassa looked back at him, evenly. “We won, didn’t we?”

    “We might not have won,” Jade pointed out. “They were trying to capture you, not kill you.”

    “I know.” Alassa grinned. “Which gave me the chance to fight back, didn’t it?”

    She sighed, resting her hands on her hips. Jade was concerned about her. She knew he was concerned about her. Hell, he was the only person in the castle she could allow to see any signs of weakness. He was her husband, not her subordinate … and yet, in so many ways, he was her subordinate. It was sheer luck he’d been schooled at Whitehall, where men and women were de facto equals. She knew she’d have many more fights – and nastier ones – with a man who’d been raised traditionally. 

    “You took a major risk,” Jade reminded her, sharply. “What if they had captured you?”

    “But they didn’t,” Alassa said. Emily or Imaiqah might have pulled back, concentrating on evading rather than fighting, but she was made of sterner stuff. Besides, the prudent thing to do was also the thing that would be taken for womanish weakness. “I won.”

    She allowed her smile to widen. “I won!”

    Jade opened his mouth, but she leaned forward and kissed him – hard – before he could say a word. Their quarters were heavily warded, so heavily warded that no one – not even her father – could spy on them. They could be themselves in their bedchamber, rather than the masks they were forced to wear outside. And she wanted – she needed – to celebrate. He kissed her back, his strong arms wrapping around her. His hands reached for her shirt and started to unbuckle it.

    “I love you,” she whispered. She was lucky. She knew she was lucky. A husband she actually loved … as opposed to someone she married out of duty to her father and her kingdom. Yes, she was lucky. “Jade …”

    “I know.” Jade picked her up and carried her to the bed. “I love you too.”


    Chapter Three

    ALASSA SMILED AS SHE WOKE, THE world slowly coming into focus as she opened her eyes. Her body ached, but in a good way: a reminder of everything – good and bad –they’d been doing yesterday. Jade snored next to her, one arm thrown over her. She felt her smile widen as she snuggled up to him, feeling his warmth flowing into her body. It was funny just how nice it felt to share a bed with someone she loved. Somehow, no one had mentioned that during night-time talks about boys …

    The wards twitched, slightly. Alassa tensed, even though she knew no one could get through her wards without permission. The door opened a moment later, the faint sound of footsteps echoing through the air. A maid, then. Alassa would know the sound of household slippers anywhere. They were designed to be quiet, just to keep the maids from waking their masters and mistresses when they came to light the fire.

    Alassa sat upright and peered into the gloom. The nightlight had faded, even though it was supposed to be drawing power off the wards. She made a mental note to check it as the maid jumped, spinning around in alarm. Alassa cast a light-spell, holding up one hand to keep the maid from panicking. The younger girl – she looked too young to go to Whitehall – stared at her in shock. Alassa was rather amused to note that the girl’s eyes were flickering between her eyes and the light-globe, rather than her bare chest. And yet, the maid’s reddening face made it clear she’d realized that the princess was naked.

    “Ah … Your Highness,” the maid stammered. She dropped into a curtsy, then half-fell to her knees. “I … I …”

    “You didn’t wake me,” Alassa said, as reassuringly as she could. Her ten-year-old self would have ordered the maid whipped, but … but she’d grown up. “Light the fire first, if you please.”

    The maid hesitated, then turned back to the grate. She was a small girl, Alassa noted, with straggly brown hair and a thin body barely concealed behind her uniform. Probably common-born, then. Either the daughter of a commoner who’d been raised to the nobility or someone who’d been taken on as a scullery maid and then promoted. She made a silent bet with herself that it was the former. The maid might well have annoyed Lady Lye – it was probably why such an unprepared girl had been sent into Alassa’s bedchamber – but she wouldn’t have been given the job in the first place unless there was something in it for the older woman. A scullery maid would have nothing to bargain with, nothing to trade for a better job. But then, serving the princess might not be considered a better job.

    Alassa swung her legs over the bed and stood, looking down at herself. The bumps and bruises had already faded, leaving her body as pearly-white as always. She touched her abdomen gently, wondering if she dared use a spell to determine if she was truly pregnant or not. Her cycle had always been strikingly irregular, even before she’d started to use potions at Whitehall to blunt the worst of her periods. It was quite possible that she was simply a couple of weeks late. 

    She heard a scratching sound and glanced at the maid. The younger girl was fiddling with a firelighter, trying to light the fire. Alassa reached for her magic, an instant before a spark finally caught and the flames started to spread to the logs. The maid looked up, her mousy face pleased. She caught sight of Alassa and reddened, sharply. Definitely not someone used to the noble life, then. Who cared if a low-born servant saw an aristocrat naked?

    “You can relax,” Alassa said, as the maid prostrated herself. “What’s your name?”

    “Mouse, Your Majesty,” the maid said. “I … ah …”

    “It’s Your Highness, technically,” Alassa said, amused despite herself. Mouse would be a nickname, of course. But if the girl had accepted it … who was she to question? “What did you do to annoy Lye?”

    Mouse flushed. “I’d sooner not say, Your … ah … Your Highness.”

    Alassa eyed her for a long moment, wondering if she should press the matter. Lye could hardly blame Mouse for answering Alassa’s questions, but that might not stop her from punishing the younger girl anyway. It must have been something pretty bad, although Alassa’s imagination failed to suggest any answers. Lye had full authority to beat her subordinates, if she wished, or unceremoniously fire them if they failed to meet her exacting standards. What had Mouse done to deserve such a sadistic punishment?

    “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” Mouse stammered. She kept her face firmly pressed into the floor. “Please don’t turn me into a toad.”

    “I won’t turn you into a toad,” Alassa said. She wanted, just for a second, to go back in time and give her past self a kick up the backside. Her past self had turned servants into toads, just for giggles. “Did Lye send a message for me?”

    Mouse started to look up, then stopped herself. “I …”

    “Stand up,” Alassa said, irritated. “And tell me what Lye said. Calmly, if possible.”

    The maid stood, glancing around as if she was unsure where to rest her eyes. “She says that your royal father will see you for breakfast, alone.”

    No Jade, Alassa translated, silently. Maybe Mouse wasn’t being punished for anything other than being the lowest girl on the totem pole. That message would have annoyed someone a great deal more placid than Alassa. Jade was her husband. He should be invited. Did Lye hope to spare herself my anger?

    She shrugged. There was no point in beheading the messenger – or turning her into a toad. It was a lesson Emily had taught her, years ago. And it was one she had no intention of forgetting.

    “Go put water in the tub,” she ordered, curtly. She glanced at the clock, silently calculating the time. Her father’s public breakfasts were long, drawn out affairs. A private breakfast, on the other hand, rarely lasted long. “I’ll come through in a moment.”

    Mouse hesitated. “I …”

    “Spit it out,” Alassa said, as kindly as she could. “What do you want to say?”

    “There’s no hot water, Your Highness,” Mouse said. “I’ll have to go to the kitchens and …”

    “Let me worry about that,” Alassa said. “Go fill the tub with cold water.”

    Mouse bowed her head, then hurried off. Alassa smiled after her, reminding herself that it was better to be on good terms with one’s servants. Mouse probably wasn’t working for Alassa’s father – or her own father, come to think of it. And the chance to add Mouse to Alassa’s patronage network wasn’t one to miss. Who knew where Mouse would end up in the future? 

    She glanced at Jade and smiled, ruefully, as she realized he was still asleep. She’d worn him out last night, then. Her body thrummed with pleasure, reminding her of everything they’d done … her body already missed him dreadfully. She was tempted to wake him, but that might be too much for poor Mouse. Besides, he needed his sleep. She wasn’t sure what she’d be doing in the afternoon, but Jade had to inspect the additions to the wards and pass judgement on their suitability. King Randor might have hired dozens of wardcrafters, all experienced men, yet she trusted Jade more than any of them. He was bound to her in a way none of the others could match.

    The sound of splashing water echoed out of the bathroom as she walked into the chamber, not bothering with a nightgown or even a towel. Mouse was carrying water from the vat and pouring it into the tub, her face flushed with the effort. Alassa wondered, sourly, if Lye was making an unsubtle jab at Alassa’s determination to limit the number of servants permanently attached to her household. The indignity of allowing the princess to actually dress herself – horror of horrors – was far exceeded by the annoyance of only having a limited number of slots that could be used for patronage. But then, it was still more than the Master of the Queen’s Bedchamber could distribute at will.

    I must see Mother later, Alassa thought. Queen Marlena had been ill, off and on, for the last few years. It hadn’t escaped Alassa’s notice that her mother’s illness had coincided with her father’s affair with Alicia, Baroness Winter Flower … an affair that had produced a bastard son. Did Mother know that Alicia was pregnant before I found out?

    “It’s cold, Your Highness,” Mouse said, nervously. Did she think she’d be blamed, even though she’d pointed it out already? It was far from uncommon. “I can go to the kitchens …”

    “Don’t worry about it,” Alassa said. She drew on her magic, casting a heating spell. The water began to steam. She tested it gingerly – there were horror stories of idiots who’d nearly killed themselves by heating the water while they were still in the bath – then climbed up the steps and clambered into the tub. The hot water felt wonderful. “Pass me the soap.”

    Mouse’s eyes went very wide. “Yes, Your Highness.”

    Alassa allowed herself a wry smile. “Who’s your father?”

    “Ah … Sir Monad,” Mouse said. “He was ennobled three years ago. Ah … he runs a shipping and trading concern, down by the docks. Your father knighted him because he … ah, did a service for the king.”

    And he wasn’t a knight long enough for his daughter to learn the ropes, Alassa thought, understandingly. Imaiqah had had a difficult time making the transition from commoner to noblewoman … and she’d been close personal friends with both the Crown Princess and Baroness Cockatrice. But long enough for his daughter to enter my service.

    She allowed Mouse to wash her blonde hair as she sat back in the tub, enjoying the warm sensation. Whitehall had spoilt her in that regard, at least; hot and cold running water on demand was a rarity outside the castle, save for a handful of magical homes. When she was queen, she was going to have it installed even if it meant tearing down half the castle to put in the pipes. It was hard to believe, now, that she’d once gone two or three days between showers or baths. She must have smelt foul.

    “I don’t need a formal gown to visit my father,” she said. Dressing up all the time was frustrating – there were dresses and gowns in her wardrobe she knew she’d never use again – but there was no need to wear a fancy dress to breakfast. They would be alone. “Can you get the green morning dress and its accompanying underwear out of the wardrobe and place them on the bed?”

    Mouse blinked. “Do you not require help drying?”

    “No,” Alassa said, amused. She wondered if Mouse would realize just how relaxed she’d become. “I’ll be fine.”

    She watched the maid hurry away, then lifted herself out of the tub. Water ran down her body, dripping to the floor. She gathered herself and cast a drying spell, banishing the water into nothingness. Her hair flowed out, then formed into a long blonde ponytail. It wasn’t strictly formal – she’d have to have it redone before she allowed herself to be seen in public – but it would do. Her father wouldn’t care if she was dressed formally or not.

    Mouse was waiting for her as she walked into the dressing room. It had apparently been designed as a smaller bedroom, although she’d never been sure why. How many husbands was she expected to have? One of her ancestors might have kept a wife and a mistress in his quarters, she supposed, but it might have been seen as a step too far. An aristocratic wife might be expected to turn a blind eye to her husband’s whoring, yet rubbing her nose in his infidelity would have provoked resentment. Someone whose father or brothers were politically powerful could have caused all kinds of trouble.

    She shook her head when Mouse offered to help her, donning the underclothes before pulling the long dress over her head. It was delightfully simple, unlike the white gowns she was expected to wear in public; it went well, she felt, with her golden hair and pale skin. She inspected her appearance in the mirror – the dress hinted at her curves, rather than revealing them for all to see – and nodded in satisfaction. She was a wife now. She no longer needed to display herself quite so blatantly.

    Not that it would have mattered, she thought, wryly. She was the Crown Princess, not Mouse or another common-born girl. I could be uglier than Lye and smellier than a pig-boy and men would still be lining up to marry me.

    “You look stunning, Your Highness,” Mouse said.

    “Thank you,” Alassa said.

    She smiled, rather wanly. It was a good thing Lye hadn’t heard that opinion, because she would have disagreed. Alassa had to wear fancy clothes and be draped in jewels if she wanted to look the part of a princess. The simple green dress was more suited to a junior noblewoman than the heir to the throne. But Alassa found it hard to care.

    When I am queen, she thought as she led the way back into her bedchamber, my daughter will be able to wear what she likes.

    She touched her stomach, once again. It would be easy, very easy, to cast a spell to determine if she was truly pregnant. But she didn’t really want to know. There would be no question of paternity, of course, but … It would be easier, she thought, to cope with a miscarriage if she hadn’t had time to anticipate holding her child in her arms. And, perhaps, to change the laws to ensure that a firstborn daughter could inherit …

    It was a bitter thought. She understood the logic that insisted sons should always have precedence over daughters, but … she hated it. It would have galled her, seven years ago, to know that her baby brother was going to take the throne. Now, as an adult – and the Confirmed Crown Princess – it would have driven her into a murderous rage. She had no idea what she would have done if her mother had somehow become pregnant again, but she doubted it would have included standing aside for a younger boy.

    She glanced towards the concealed door, hidden within the stone walls and covered by layer after layer of obscurification charms. It was her most secret chamber, warded so heavily that only she could gain access. The spells were so tightly bound to her that the entire compartment would be incinerated if she died. And inside … she winced, inwardly, as she thought about what Jade would say if he knew she had a couple of forbidden books. She’d purchased them in First Year, back when her father had started to plan her marriage; she’d paid a steep price for them, a price she didn’t want to think about … she’d seen no choice, of course, but still …

    Jade wouldn’t be happy if he knew I had them, she thought. There were some magics that were too dangerous to use, unless one was desperate. And Father wouldn’t be happy either.

    But she had been desperate. The prospect of being married to a monster – or even someone who thought a wife should be seen, but not heard – had been terrifying. She’d known it was her duty, yet … she’d planned for the worst. The price she’d paid would have been more than worthwhile if she’d needed the forbidden spells. And …

    Mouse squeaked. Alassa glanced up, sharply. Jade was standing by the bed, reading a note someone must have posted through the door. He was naked, facing them … his face reddened as he saw Mouse. He wasn’t used to being naked in front of strangers either …

    “Father has summoned me for a private breakfast,” Alassa said, as Jade hastily grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around his waist. His muscles were still clearly visible, his skin marred with scars from his training. “Did Sir William summon you?”

    “Yes,” Jade said, holding out the note. He didn’t show any resentment at being excluded from breakfast. “I’ll see you in the afternoon?”

    “I hope so,” Alassa said. She wanted to kiss him, but she suspected that would be far too much for Mouse. “Have fun.”

    She led the way into the antechamber and pulled on a pair of shoes. There was no sign of Lady Lye, thankfully. Alassa made a mental note to ensure that Mouse got some kind of reward for her services. She’d done better than some of Alassa’s noble-born ladies. They seemed to expect the princess to treat them as her closest friends and took it as an insult when they weren’t allowed to gossip with her. And then they expected her to arrange decent matches for them …

    “You can go now,” she said, to Mouse. “My compliments to Lady Lye, please, and she’s to put you on morning duty for the rest of the week.”

    Mouse looked conflicted. Alassa didn’t really blame her. Lady Lye’s “punishment” had misfired. If, of course, it was a punishment …

    Alassa strode down the corridor, not looking back. The private corridors were open only to the king, his family and his closest allies. She passed no one as she walked up to her father’s private door and pressed her hand against the wood. The wards took longer, this time, to open the door. Her father was growing more and more paranoid in his old age.

    I nearly died on my wedding day, she reminded herself. He has reason to be paranoid.

    The door opened. Bracing herself, she stepped inside.


    Chapter Four

    ALASSA WOULD NEVER HAVE ADMITTED IT, but there were times when she envied Imaiqah’s easy relationship with her father before his death. Imaiqah’s father had been a kind man, as loving to his daughters as he’d been to his sons, while Alassa’s father had been a distant figure in her youth. King Randor had rarely paid any attention to her, even after she’d started to show signs of powerful magic. He hadn’t even bothered to discipline her when she’d turned into a royal brat.

    She curtseyed as the door closed behind her, taking advantage of the opportunity to study her father. He was a tall, powerfully-built man, but she could see flecks of white within his brown hair and beard. It was hard to see a resemblance between herself and her father, save for the blue eyes. His meaty face was so unlike hers that it was hard to believe he was her father. But her paternity had been checked a hundred times before she’d reached her first birthday. She was his only legitimate child.

    “Rise,” her father intoned. He sounded tired, as if he hadn’t slept. “Join me.”

    Alassa rose and walked over to the table. It was surprisingly small for the castle, with only enough room for ten guests. The maids had laid two places, facing each other, and put a handful of dishes and a steaming jug of Kava in the middle. Alassa sat and poured herself a mug as she inspected the food. Bacon and eggs; bread, fried tomatoes and mushrooms … her stomach heaved at the sight. She’d grown used to heavy breakfasts at Whitehall – magicians had to eat to fuel their spells – but right now she couldn’t face it. She took a piece of bacon and some bread, resolving to eat something lighter later. It wasn’t as if anyone would dare question her eating habits.

    Her father waited for her to take a sip, then leaned forward. “You left your escort,” he said, curtly. “What were you thinking?”

    Alassa made a face. “That no one would dare attack us so close to the capital,” she said. “And that it was a moment of freedom before we returned home.”

    “And it nearly got you captured or killed,” King Randor pointed out. “You were lucky.”

    “I was good, Father,” Alassa said, stiffly. She knew he had a point – she had been lucky – but she’d trained hard and well. “They didn’t know who they were trying to capture.”

    Her father pointed a finger at her. “They knew,” he said. “If they hadn’t underestimated you, young lady, you’d be a prisoner now. Or dead.”

    Alassa felt her temper start to rise. She liked it when her father paid attention to her, but this …? “When you were my age,” she said, “you were commanding armies in the field.”

    “When I was your age, I had a little brother,” King Randor countered. “And if I had been captured or killed, Alassa, it would still have been bad.”

    “You were taking the field at twelve,” Alassa snapped. It was true, although – reading between the lines – it was clear that King Alexis had attached an older officer to his son’s command to make sure the inexperienced boy didn’t make too many mistakes. “How many chances do I get to prove my worth?”

    “My brother is only three years younger than I,” her father said. His tone was reasonable, but the hard look in his eye made it clear he was annoyed. “Not to be repeated. Clear?”

    Alassa sighed. It wasn’t fair. She hadn’t had anything like the opportunities her grandfather had given her father, not least because there had been no real doubt over the succession. Her uncle was the spare, not someone who’d jumped ahead of his brother through an accident of birth. If she’d started earning respect at twelve, instead of terrifying everyone with her magic …

    But there was no point in arguing. “Clear.”

    “Glad to hear it,” her father said. She doubted he believed she really accepted his decrees. They might look different, but they were very similar on the inside. It made it all the more galling that her father had tried so hard for a male heir, rather than training his daughter to take his place. “The bodies were of indeterminate origin.”

    “Armsmen,” Alassa said, flatly.

    “Quite,” King Randor agreed. “But whose armsmen?”

    Alassa shrugged. There were hundreds of potential suspects, although the number of suspects powerful or desperate enough to risk attacking the Crown Princess openly was quite small. One of the barons, perhaps. A lesser nobleman would have to be completely insane to risk it. The various radical factions amongst the commoners might be less inclined to respect her rank, but they’d have problems finding mercenaries willing to expose themselves so openly. And they had no trained armsmen …

    “You visited Gladstone,” King Randor said, after a moment. “Was he pleased to see you?”

    “I believe he remains loyal,” Alassa said. “But I don’t know how long that will last.”

    She sighed, again. Baron Gladstone had been her father’s ally for longer than Alassa had been alive. He hadn’t taken any part, as far as anyone knew, in any of the coup attempts. But she knew that was meaningless. Gladstone would put his family ahead of everything else. If he thought there was a reasonable chance the barons would come out ahead, he’d switch sides without hesitation. It would be the only way to protect his son’s inheritance.

    King Randor quirked an eyebrow. “Indeed?”

    “His estates have quite a few radical factions now,” Alassa told him. “And the peasants are getting uppity. They’re not running off to the nearest cities now.”

    “I see,” he said. “That isn’t good news.”

    Alassa nodded. Technically, aristocrats were supposed to hunt down peasants who fled the land for the cities within a year and a day or the peasants would become de facto freemen. In practice, the cities served as an escape valve. Peasants and serfs who might become dangerous could take their ambitions elsewhere. The ones left behind didn’t have the nerve to rise up against their masters. But if the radicals weren’t going to the cities …

    “It is something we’ll have to deal with, sooner or later,” he said. He sounded calmer now. “Your friend has caused a great deal of change.”

    Alassa kept her face impassive. Emily was one of her closest friends, but Alassa wasn’t blind to Emily’s shortcomings … or the dangers her innovations posed. The spread of reading and writing alone had changed Zangaria in ways Alassa suspected Emily had never anticipated, while gunpowder and steam engines were threatening to reshape the world. There was already a quiet, but vicious arms race underway as countries and free cities sought to develop their own gunpowder weapons and improve upon the design. Whatever Emily had sought to do, it couldn’t be denied that the changes had already spun out of control.

    And now word is spreading across the countryside, Alassa thought. Writing had once been the domain of noblemen and scribes. Now, anyone could write. Who knows where it will end?

    “She meant well, Father,” Alassa said, gently.

    Her father gave her a sharp look. He hadn’t forgiven Emily, then. It was sheer luck that so few people knew what had really happened after the wedding. Alassa would have found it hard to forgive Emily too. Humiliation, even private humiliation, was the kind of thing that tended to gnaw at people. 

    “I’m sure she did.” Her father nodded to the plates. “Eat up. We have much to discuss.”

    Alassa nibbled her bacon, half-hoping her father wouldn’t pay too much attention to what she was eating. If he drew the wrong conclusion, or even the right conclusion … there was no way to know what he’d do. He’d started asking her if she was pregnant shortly after she’d married, pushing her to use potions and charms to enhance her fertility. It was fairly common amongst the aristocracy – her mother’s family had pressured her to get pregnant too – but she didn’t like it. She wasn’t a brood cow.

    I might as well be, she thought, remembering one of her mother’s lectures. The Queen had been strikingly frank in the months before Alassa’s wedding, talking bluntly about matters that made even Imaiqah cringe. She’d been expected to have a child within the year and Alassa, Crown Princess or not, faced the same expectations. But neither of them had managed to get pregnant so quickly. My first duty is to continue the line.

    “I have a number of matters to attend to,” King Randor said. He took a piece of bacon and chewed it, slowly. “I want you to handle the judgements in my place.”

    Alassa blinked in surprise. “Me?”

    “You.” He shot her an unreadable look. “People have been coming to court for judgement, Alassa. They deserve to be heard.”

    “Yes, Father,” Alassa said, automatically. She was surprised, despite herself. The Crown Prince – or Princess – might wield the power of Low and Middle Justice, but her father almost always handled petitioners who attended court himself. It was a simple way to keep track of what was going on, although – as he’d told her after she’d been confirmed – it was often difficult for a petitioner to secure an appointment. “Do I speak with your voice?”

    “You will be Queen, when I am gone,” her father reminded her, dryly. “You’ll be speaking with your voice.”

    Alassa blinked in surprise. Her father had allowed her to handle a couple of petitioners – and a handful of court cases – but he’d always been there, ready to confirm or countermand her judgements. It had galled her at the time to know she wasn’t trusted, although she supposed he had a point. A casual judgement snapped off in haste could easily have unfortunate implications somewhere down the line. And yet, now, she was being told – in effect – that she would have full authority. It was … odd.

    “Thank you, Father,” she managed. “Are there any considerations I should take into account?”

    His lips twitched. “Wear something more regal and uncomfortable,” he said. “You have to look reasonable, responsible and powerful.”

    “Yes, Father,” Alassa said. Her father always wore his gold armor to court. It wasn’t very protective, but it conveyed a sense of power and magnificence that more practical armor couldn’t match. “I’ll change into a court gown.”

    Her father nodded, looking into the distance as though he was distracted by a greater thought. Alassa wondered, grimly, just what was so important that her father was prepared to devolve complete authority to hear cases and pass judgement to her. She found it hard to imagine anything that could convince him to give up so much power. There was no way her judgements could be countermanded without considerable embarrassment for the crown.

    She took a breath. “Father, what will you be doing?”

    King Randor’s eyes narrowed, suddenly. A hot flash of anger crossed his face. Alassa looked down, hastily. She’d touched a nerve, somehow. And yet she didn’t know how.

    “I have important matters to attend to,” he said, finally. “I need you to step up and take some of my minor duties.”

    Alassa struggled to keep her face impassive. She knew her father had secrets, but … but what could be so important that she was kept out of the loop? She was the Crown Princess, her father’s acknowledged heir. And if he died tomorrow, she would have no time to find out what was going on before it was too late. King Randor had never had any problems briefing her on matters concerning the nobility and their endless struggle to weaken the crown. What was so important – so dangerous – that he refused to share it with her?

    “I won’t let you down, Father,” she promised.

    “Good.” He still sounded distracted. “There may be other affairs that need handling too.”

    “I’ll take them,” Alassa said, quickly.

    Her father’s lips twitched. “Don’t offer so fast,” he said, wryly. “You never know what it might be.”

    Alassa felt her cheeks heat. He was right.

    “I have to ask you a different question,” her father said, suddenly. “What is Emily doing in Cockatrice?”

    Alassa gritted her teeth as she felt the answer welling up inside her. She hated it – hated it – whenever her father used the Royal Bloodline to force her to speak. She’d tried to resist it, time and time again, but the answers just forced their way out of her lips. She could no more deny her father an answer than she could lie to him. It made her feel like a puppet, even though she knew her father had endured the same treatment.

    “Emily isn’t in Cockatrice,” she said. “She’s in Whitehall, taking her final year of studies.”

    And not having an easy time of it, Alassa thought. Emily wouldn’t be her first candidate for Head Girl. Powerful and respected Emily might be, but she had little interest in bossing younger students around. Father doesn’t have to know that, though.

    “And Imaiqah?” Her father eyed her narrowly. “What is she doing in Cockatrice?”

    “Right now, she’s coping with the fallout from Beneficence,” Alassa said. Her father knew that, damn it! He’d approved the spending to limit the damage Vesperian had caused. Too many nobles and freemen had invested in the madman’s projects. “She’s started a whole series of projects to keep the new economy afloat while it recovers from the crash.”

    “I see,” her father said. “And is she cooperating with the other Barons?”

    “She does have an agreement with Jade, regarding the proposed railway track,” Alassa said, irked. “We discussed this with you last year.”

    King Randor nodded, slowly. “It may be time for a state visit to Cockatrice,” he said. “I need to see the new world for myself.”

    Alassa frowned, inwardly. Perhaps the other Barons were complaining about the vast numbers of commoners deserting their lands and heading to Cockatrice. Emily’s barony was the center of the New Learning, a place of opportunity for everyone … whatever their social origins. No one really knew how many people had moved into Cockatrice over the last few years, but it was clear that the number was quite high. Emily’s population had probably tripled in the last year alone. The Barons had to be taking note.

    And now Emily isn’t there, they may scent weakness, Alassa thought. Imaiqah might be serving as a baroness, but she wasn’t a baroness. She was weak in a way Emily would never be. They might be plotting trouble.

    “You would find it interesting, Father,” Alassa told him. “It’s a whole new world.”

    “Quite.” He finished his bacon and leaned back in his chair. “I may have another task for you in a couple of days. There are some other aristocrats who need a reminder of their loyalties.”

    “Yes, Father,” Alassa said. The chance to get out of the palace couldn’t be missed. And it was a sign, however small, that he trusted her to handle delicate matters. The thought warmed her heart, even though she knew it wouldn’t be enough. “Where do you want me to go?”

    “I haven’t decided,” her father said. “You may be required to make a Royal Progress.”

    Alassa smirked. “That will make us popular.”

    King Randor had no trouble picking up the sarcasm. “Just remain focused on the issue at hand,” he told her. “I would love my subjects to love me, but I’ll settle for fear. I have no intention of turning into my grandfather.”

    “Yes, Father,” Alassa said. King Bryon the Weak had allowed his aristocrats to bully him, making concession after concession until he hadn’t had a leg to stand on. The monarchy had been almost powerless when King Alexis III had been crowned. Thankfully, he’d been made of sterner stuff and the crown had reasserted its power. “I won’t let them forget it.”

    “Very good,” King Randor said. “Now …”

    The wards twitched. King Randor looked up, his face twisting in irritation, then made a sharp gesture with his hand. Alassa turned, just in time to see the door open and Nightingale step into the room. She felt a hot flash of hatred – the magic bubbling below her skin – as the wretched man walked around the table and bowed low to her father. What could be so important that he dared to interrupt their breakfast? Didn’t he know she wanted to spend time with her father?

    Nightingale spoke, too quietly for Alassa to make out the words. But her father’s face darkened.

    “Alassa, go handle the judgements this morning,” King Randor ordered, curtly. “I’ll see you in the evening.”

    There was no point in arguing. Alassa rose and walked to the door, silently promising Nightingale a horrible fate when she took the throne. Damn the man. Couldn’t whatever it was have waited? She stepped through the door and into the antechamber, frowning in surprise when she saw a middle-aged woman waiting outside. The woman looked back at her evenly, not in the least intimidated by a Crown Princess. Her dress indicated that she was a noblewoman, but Alassa didn’t recognize her. And yet, someone with that sour face and tight eyes should have been memorable. 

    Shaking her head, Alassa walked down the corridor. Her ladies were already gathering in her antechamber, Mouse amongst them. They swooped around Alassa as she entered, twittering about appropriate dresses for passing judgement. They’d make her change, of course, before she sat on the throne. And then … she considered, briefly, asking Jade to come with her before dismissing the idea. She couldn’t afford to let the courtiers start thinking that he was dictating her answers. They’d use it against her.

    “The white court dress will do,” she said, cutting off their bleating with as much force as she could muster. She didn’t have time for a long debate. “And hurry.”


    Chapter Five

    ALASSA SAT ON HER FATHER’S THRONE and sucked in her breath. The throne was solid metal, uncomfortable enough to give her pins and needles within an hour. It had clearly been designed for someone quite a bit larger than she was – larger than her father too, come to think of it – and she couldn’t help wondering why a cushion would be seen as a sign of weakness. She looked like a little girl, sitting on her father’s chair. The only consolation was that her father didn’t look much better.

    Her stomach churned as a line of scribes, witnesses and courtiers filed into the room. Some of them looked surprised to see her, rather than her father, sitting on the throne, but they hid it quickly. She wasn’t particularly concerned. The Hall of Judgement might be where the king heard court cases and petitions, but it wasn’t the real throne room. Even she would be in trouble if she sat on the primary throne before her father’s death. 

    She kept her face impassive as she looked around, silently noting how her father had turned the chamber into a grim reminder of their family’s power. Paintings of four kings – Bryon the Weak had been excluded – were mounted on the walls, their idealized faces glowering down at the mere mortals who dared to enter the chamber; swords, maces, axes and other weapons hung around them, a reminder that no one was allowed to enter the chamber armed without the king’s permission. The King’s Champion was the only person routinely allowed to bear weapons anywhere near the king.

    But no one complained about the virgin dagger, Alassa thought. The dagger was nestled in her sleeve, as always. Perhaps they never thought to check.

    The clock chimed, once. Alassa leaned forward, pasting a regal expression on her face. They were right on time. No one would complain, openly, if the session started a little late, but she knew from bitter experience that the courtiers would take it as a sign of either weakness or carelessness. Neither would bode well for the future. She resisted the urge to scowl as Nightingale entered the room, looking as though he’d bitten into a lemon. The girl behind him looked nervous, but grimly resolute. Her clothes marked her as minor nobility, yet the leather folder under her arm spoke of a different world.

    “Lady Saffron, Your Highness,” the herald said. “Ward of Viscount Nightingale, Master of the King’s Bedchamber.”

    Alassa had to fight to keep her face under tight control as a flurry of excitement ran through the chamber. No wonder Nightingale looked pissed. He’d hoped the case would be heard by the king, not the king’s daughter. He knew he wasn’t popular, but the king might rule in his favor anyway. Alassa, on the other hand, wasn’t so inclined.

    She studied Lady Saffron for a long moment, hastily recalling the girl’s history. Her father had been caught up in the coup attempt five years ago and executed, after King Randor had regained control. Saffron had been nine at the time, so her guardianship had been passed to Nightingale rather than being kept by the king himself. It had given Nightingale considerable power over the girl and her lands. Indeed, as long as she remained underage – and unmarried – Nightingale could control her lands to suit himself.

    And she’s growing into a beauty, Alassa thought. Saffron was so thin and pale that Alassa couldn’t help being reminded of Emily, back when they’d first met, although Saffron had jet-black hair and dark eyes. She’d be attracting attention even if she didn’t stand to inherit a vast estate.

    “Lady Saffron,” she said, calmly. The wards projected her voice across the chamber. “You may speak.”

    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Saffron said. Her voice was quiet, but resolute. “I have come to plead for my emancipation from my guardian.”

    Nightingale colored. Alassa hid a smile as titters ran around the chamber. A ward pleading for emancipation was rare … and one succeeding in reaching the king, or his deputy, was almost unheard of. Nightingale would be a laughingstock, whatever the verdict. He’d make a point of taking it out on the girl. 

    Alassa kept her voice even. “On what grounds?”

    Saffron took a moment to gather her thoughts. “On the grounds of criminal mismanagement, gross appropriation of lands and poor long-term planning,” she said. “And on a refusal to listen to me or even consider my interests.”

    She took a breath. “It was his job to keep my lands in trust for when I reached my majority. Instead, he has plundered my lands of everything of value, transferred some of my properties to his ownership and even failed to arrange for long-term planting and maintenance that would keep the estate productive. He has eaten my seed corn, Your Highness. And he has refused to train me in estate management or allow me to determine who I marry. I will not be married to a seventy-year-old man who smells.”

    Alassa felt a flicker of sympathy. Nightingale had near-complete control over Saffron – more, perhaps, than he’d have over a biological daughter. She couldn’t help wondering if Nightingale planned to marry the girl himself, although he was already married. But it wouldn’t be hard for Nightingale to arrange a divorce from his wife and then force Saffron to marry him. As her guardian, he could give himself permission to marry her. Shitty, but legal.

    She met Saffron’s eyes and saw desperation there. “Do you have proof of mismanagement?”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Saffron said. She opened the folder. “I have the facts and figures here.”

    Alassa took the papers, silently blessing Emily’s innovations. Her father had scribes and accountants to do the hard work, but she didn’t have to place her faith in men with agendas of their own. The New Learning had spread so far simply because it was simple, so simple that anyone could use it. Saffron – and whoever had given her the papers – didn’t have to be a trained accountant to understand the figures.

    Her temper flared as she ran through the numbers. Nightingale hadn’t touched the entailed lands, but he had sold off lands that weren’t permanently bound to Saffron’s family … he’d sold them to himself, at below market rates. Technically, he was supposed to get Saffron’s permission for any sales, but she’d been too young to understand how badly she was being cheated. No doubt Nightingale would try to argue that Saffron had been old enough to understand the truth. And while it was harder to say anything about the long-term planning, it was clear that Nightingale was failing in his duty. He was supposed to keep matters ticking over until Saffron came of age, but he wasn’t even doing that.

    She looked at Nightingale. “Do you have anything you wish to say in your defense?”

    Nightingale looked unsure of himself, just for a second. Alassa wasn’t surprised. He couldn’t put forward a case that would convince her, yet there was no point – either – in trying to play to the gallery. Nightingale was the least popular man in the room and everyone knew it. He knew it too.

    “Your Highness,” Nightingale said. “The figures she has presented show only part of the story. Her father’s estates were in serious trouble when I acquired her wardship. He had overextended himself quite badly, using his entailed lands as collateral to finance purchase of additional lands and properties. The steps I took were designed to rationalize her estates, then ensure she was married to someone who could guarantee her long-term safety. I admit that I took radical steps, but they were necessary.”

    And I can believe as much or as little of that as I like, Alassa thought. She would be astonished if Nightingale hadn’t considered marrying Saffron himself. Her lands and titles would secure his place in the aristocracy, even if he fell from favor. And I don’t believe a word of it.

    She took a breath. Technically, she should order a full investigation – and keep Saffron in the castle – before passing judgement. But that would give Nightingale time to start bending the king’s ear. And then Saffron would be in deep shit. It wouldn’t be a simple beating, either, not after she’d humiliated her guardian publicly. Nightingale would be within his rights to lock the poor girl up for the rest of her minority or simply marry her off at once. It could not be allowed.

    And besides, she just didn’t like Nightingale.

    “The charges against you are serious,” she said, “and you have made no attempt to present countervailing figures. Accordingly, you are hereby stripped of Saffron’s wardship and all rights over her estates. The sale of her lands will be investigated and, if found not to be in her best interests, will be reversed. You will be responsible for compensating her if it should be impossible to recover her lands.

    “Furthermore, given her bravery in coming to court, I hereby declare Saffron to have reached the age of majority and invest her with her lands, properties and titles. Neither you nor anyone else will determine her marriage. I trust this is satisfactory?”

    Saffron’s face lit up. “Thank you, Your Highness!”

    “She’s too young,” Nightingale objected. “Your Highness …”

    “My father was leading troops when he was twelve,” Alassa pointed out, sharply. “Are you saying he was too young?”

    Nightingale opened his mouth, then stopped, suddenly aware of the dangerous waters in front of him. King Randor would not be amused if he heard Nightingale question his achievements. The courtiers snickered behind their hands, amused. Whatever the outcome, they were sure of a show.

    “I accept your judgement, Your Highness,” Nightingale said, finally. He sounded so calm that Alassa would have found it hard to believe he was angry, if she hadn’t known him so well. She’d always been good at reading people. “And I wish Saffron the very best.”

    Liar, Alassa thought. Nightingale had known he was checkmated – and he’d conceded, rather than waste time trying to undo something that couldn’t be undone. King Randor might scold his daughter for ruling against his favorite, but he wouldn’t change the ruling. That would call his judgement into question. Alassa would happily listen to a sharp lecture from her father if it meant Nightingale being spited. And who knows? Perhaps other guardians will learn from your example.

    “Lady Saffron, rooms will be arranged for you in the castle,” Alassa said. “We will talk before you return to your lands.”

    She made a mental note to ensure that someone provided Saffron with some good advice before Nightingale could find a way to take revenge. Saffron was young – that was true – and she’d spent the last five years in a gilded cage. It spoke well of her that she’d managed to escape and bring her former guardian to justice, but she still had a lot to learn. And everyone would be after her hand. Alassa had seen quite a few young women self-destruct after being emancipated too early. Men seemed to have more chances to recover from their mistakes.

    The queasy sensation in her chest grew worse as she heard the next set of petitions, passing judgement or – in one case – referring the matter to her father. King Randor might have expected her to make the judgement herself, just so he could wash his hands of the matter, but the ramifications were beyond her ability to parse. She promised herself that she’d talk the matter through with her father, perhaps over dinner. It would be a chance to spend more time with him.

    “Lord Harrogate, Your Highness,” the herald said. “And Master Hovers.”

    Alassa looked up, surprised, as the two men were ushered into the room. Lord Harrogate was old enough to be her father, but somehow managed to look younger – and every inch an aristocrat. He wore fine clothes, his hair perfectly coiffed to define his status. His hand rested on his belt, very close to where his sword should be; his eyes swept the room, somehow managing to dismiss men who outranked him. Beside him, Master Hovers was clearly a merchant, a pudgy bald man in dark clothes. He looked worried, even fearful; he clutched a leather folder of his own as if it were a life preserver. And he looked terribly out of place.

    “Master Hovers has brought the case, Your Highness,” the herald said.

    “Very good,” Alassa said. She glanced at Lord Harrogate, then looked at Master Hovers. “You may begin.”

    Master Hovers opened his folder and revealed a set of promissory notes. “Your Highness,” he said. “Three years ago, Lord Harrogate approached me for a loan – one thousand gold crowns, at ten percent interest. He signed a paper promising me his estate in the city as collateral. Two years ago, he declined to repay the loan, but offered further collateral in exchange for a second loan. The same pattern repeated itself last year. Lord Harrogate owes my family a total, including interest, of four thousand gold crowns.”

    Alassa sucked in her breath. Four thousand crowns was a lot of money. There weren’t many lower-ranking noblemen who could comfortably dispose of so much cash, not at once. She was surprised Master Hovers had managed to amass so much, although those who’d managed to find new ways to use the New Learning had made fortunes. Clearly, the taxmen hadn’t realized just how much money was being made. And she really had no idea why Master Hovers had made even the first loan.

    But an estate in the city would be worth a great deal more than a thousand crowns, even in the short term, she reminded herself. The estates were rarely available, not for love or money. Or even high rank. The merchant might have hoped to sell it on for far more, or even use the estate himself.

    She met his eyes. “Why did you make the first loan?”

    Master Hovers looked down. “I was given to understand that refusing to make the loan would result in trouble, Your Highness,” he said. “My business was fragile. I was reluctant to take risks.”

    Alassa nodded in understanding. A nobleman, even an impoverished nobleman, could make a great deal of trouble for a commoner. Lord Harrogate had probably applied both the carrot – in the form of the collateral – and the stick, threatening Master Hovers to ensure he’d get the loan. And once the habit had started, it had become harder for Master Hovers to say no.

    “He approached me for another loan, this month,” Master Hovers said. “I requested, instead, repayment or the estate. He refused to give me either.”

    “He refused to give me another loan, Your Highness,” Lord Harrogate said. He had a snooty voice that grated on Alassa’s nerves. He’d probably been one of the junior courtiers who’d had dreams of marrying her, once upon a time. And then he’d probably considered trying to give Jade a very hard time. “I need the money and …”

    Alassa scowled. She knew Lord Harrogate by reputation, if nothing else. A playboy who was incapable of doing anything but indulging in wine, women and song. He’d had plenty of chances to better himself, yet he’d taken none of them. And Master Hovers was clearly an asset to the kingdom. A man who could earn enough to loan three thousand crowns – even spread out over three years – was someone to watch.

    And he might not have been able to loan the money safely, Alassa thought. She’d learnt more than she’d ever wanted about finance after the crisis in Beneficence spread into Zangaria. Master Hovers might have gambled everything on Harrogate paying him back.

    She gritted her teeth. The queasy sensation was getting worse.

    “Lord Harrogate,” she said, firmly. “You took three loans and put your estate forward as collateral. You will either repay the loans within the week or forfeit your estate to your creditors.”

    Lord Harrogate stared at her. “Your Highness …”

    “A nobleman’s word is his bond,” Alassa reminded him, sharply. Most noblemen would probably insist that it didn’t apply when the word was given to commoners, but she found it hard to care. Emily had talked about social trust, once upon a time. If society’s leaders broke their word, they also broke their trust. Why should anyone look up to them when they weren’t worth it? “You made the agreement. Did you think you would never have to honor it?”

    Lord Harrogate glared, then muttered. “Time of the month …”

    Alassa felt her temper snap. “You will repay the loans, with an additional fine of one thousand crowns, or you will forfeit your estates,” she said, flatly. She doubted he’d dare say that to the king! Alassa’s father would probably have beheaded him on the spot. “And you are formally banished from court until my father sees fit to allow you to return.”

    She braced herself, shaping a spell as Lord Harrogate’s hand fumbled for a sword that wasn’t there. If he lunged at her, she’d kill him … instead, he turned and strode off. The courtiers parted to allow him to leave. Alassa was almost regretful. Blasting the man to ashes would have been very satisfactory.

    “Your Highness,” Master Hovers said. “I thank you from …”

    “Yes, yes,” Alassa said, cutting him off. Her stomach was starting to hurt. She nodded to the herald. “Clear the court. The remainder of the session is canceled.”

    The herald, thankfully, didn’t argue. The chamber cleared with surprising speed. Alassa suspected that meant the courtiers were going to gossip – and evaluate her performance – but right now she found it hard to care. She felt queasy …

    “Summon my husband to my chambers,” she ordered a messenger, as she rose. “I’ll meet him there.”


    Chapter Six

    “YOUR HIGHNESS,” LADY LYE SAID. “I didn’t expect …”

    “Get out,” Alassa snapped, as she strode into her bedroom. Thankfully, the maids had already changed the bed. “Now.”

    Lady Lye stared. “I …”

    Alassa turned, allowing magic to crackle over her bare skin. “Get out!”

    The older woman blanched – perhaps recalling stories of Alassa as a little girl – then turned and hurried away. Alassa glared after her as she sat on the bed, touching the wards to confirm she was alone. Lady Lye and her ladies might be working in other parts of the suite … no, she was alone. She closed her eyes for a long moment, trying to center herself. The queasy sensation in her stomach refused to fade.

    And I messed up, she thought, sourly. Her father wouldn’t be happy that she’d ended the session ahead of time. It would be taken as a sign that something was badly wrong elsewhere or, more significantly, that Alassa was unreliable. Either way, the gossips would be chattering more and people who thought they could take advantage of whatever had happened would be laying their plans. Father will not be pleased.

    She looked up as Jade entered the chamber, wearing a sparring outfit drenched in sweat. He hadn’t even bothered to shower, let alone change. But she found it hard to care. He’d come at once and that was all that mattered. She was surprised at herself for summoning him so quickly. That too was something that might be taken as a sign of weakness.

    “Alassa,” Jade said. His voice was low, but urgent. “What happened?”

    “I’m not sure,” Alassa admitted. She rubbed her chest, gently. “I felt … I felt out of sorts.”

    Jade’s eyes narrowed. He sat down next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. She could smell his sweat, a sign he’d been doing more than just watching the soldiers. But then, Jade was technically the king’s champion as well as the court wizard. He might not get in the ring with aristocrats who refused to bloody their hands on him, but he’d certainly spar with the common soldiers. And they wouldn’t go easy on him just because he’d married a princess.

    “What do you mean?” Jade removed his hand and touched her chest. “Should I call a healer?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. Healers were bound to keep their secrets, but someone would notice a healer had visited her. Damn the bastards. “I could barely eat this morning and I just felt sick!”

    Jade’s eyes widened. “Morning sickness?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said, again. She hadn’t wanted to consider the possibility. It would have made her pregnancy more real, making it worse if she lost the baby again. “Is this normal?”

    She tried to think of someone – anyone – who’d both had a baby and could be trusted. But there was no one on the list. Emily, Imaiqah and her friends at Whitehall had no children, while she doubted she could rely on any of the ladies of the court to keep their mouths shut if she asked them for advice. Even her mother couldn’t be trusted, not when her father could force her to talk at any moment. And even if whoever she picked did stay quiet, someone would notice if Alassa summoned them to her chamber …

    “I can send a letter to my mother,” Jade said, doubtfully. “She’d be happy to advise.”

    Alassa kicked herself, mentally. She’d forgotten Jade’s mother. But how long would it take for a letter to reach them? Jade’s parents had made their home in Swanhaven, but his father was a wanderer. It was quite possible they were on the other side of the continent. It might be weeks before they got the letter …

    “Please,” she said. If they were in Swanhaven, the letter would reach them in a day or two. “But …”

    She looked up at Jade. “What if I am pregnant?”

    Jade hugged her. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

    Alassa wasn’t sure. On one hand, having an heir so soon would cement the monarch’s position and, more importantly from her point of view, let her get the pregnancy out of the way before she had to take the throne. But, on the other hand, there were risks involved in giving birth … and, if the child was a boy, her father might try to suggest the throne go straight to him. And even that wasn’t the worst possibility. If Alassa died in childbirth, there would be no legitimate heirs left.

    “I think so,” she said, finally. She’d been raised to know she had to have a child – more than one, ideally – as soon as possible. And she wanted a child. “But … but I don’t know.”

    She glared down at her pale hand, feeling weak. Her thoughts were spinning through a storm of emotion, emotions she barely understood. She had never felt delicate before, or helpless, even when the Duchess of Iron had been using her as a hostage. And she’d beheaded her own aunt … something too many courtiers forgot, in her opinion. But now, she felt helpless, caught up in something she barely understood. Her body was changing and she didn’t like it.

    At least I can trust Jade, she thought, as she touched her chest again. How many other women can’t trust their men?

    She sucked in her breath. “Cast the spell,” she ordered. “We need to know if I really am pregnant.”

    Jade tensed. “Wouldn’t you rather call a healer?”

    Alassa shook her head. Her monthlies had stopped, but she was so irregular that her cycles were an effectively meaningless measure. She thought it had been ten weeks since she’d bled, but she didn’t know. And while it was rare for her to get ill – the Royal Bloodline laughed at colds and the flu – she had to admit it was a possibility. Perhaps she had a nasty stomach bug, one persistent enough to overcome her protections. She wanted – she needed – to know.

    “Do it,” she said. There was no risk in the pregnancy test, thankfully. She didn’t need a healer to perform the spell. She’d have done it herself, if she trusted her magic. Right now, she wasn’t sure she could cast a spell to save her life. “Please.”

    Jade hesitated, then cast the spell. A faint golden glow shimmered into life around Alassa, magic sliding through her skin and into her womb. A second later, it turned green and faded out of existence. Alassa felt tears prickling at the corner of her eyes. 

    She was pregnant.

    “We’ve having a baby,” Jade breathed.

    Alassa nodded, not daring to speak. A child. A real child. A child that was growing within her womb. A child … she swallowed, hard, as the full implications struck her. Her life was never going to be the same again. She’d be a mother, with all that implied; she’d be a ruling queen with an heir waiting in the wings …

    She swallowed, hard. “How long?”

    Jade cast another spell, then frowned. “I’m not an expert, but I’d say you were at least a month or two gone.”

    Alassa snorted, rudely. Men! They were experts at casting contraception spells, but pregnancy tests? It was rare to find a man who boasted of his prowess in casting spells that were traditionally seen as womanish. But she had faith in Jade. He might not be a healer, but he knew enough healing magic to cast something as simple as a pregnancy test.

    “Two months,” she mused. Her thoughts raced. Pregnancies lasted forty weeks, didn’t they? The Royal Bloodline tended to make a mockery of all predictions. “That gives us thirty-two weeks before I give birth, unless the child comes early.”

    “You might not be so far along,” Jade said. “You’d need a healer to give you a proper check.”

    Alassa blinked away her tears. Jade was right. If she was only a month into the pregnancy … she sighed, wishing it was over already and hating herself for it. She was Crown Princess, not Queen. The kingdom would survive if she took a few months off to give birth, then pass the child to a wet nurse. Unless she died in childbirth … she groaned as the implications became real. Her father would have the child, assuming the baby survived …

    She clutched Jade’s hand. “Promise me something?”

    “Anything,” Jade said.

    “If I die, and the child survives, protect it from my father,” Alassa said. She didn’t think her father would hurt the baby, particularly if his grandchild was a baby boy, but she knew better than to expect her father not to try to shape the child. “Just … just give the child a chance to grow up.”

    “I promise,” Jade said. He held her, tightly. “Your father won’t hurt him.”

    Alassa nodded. Jade didn’t have a drop of noble blood in him – despite some sycophants drumming up a family tree that included a distant relationship to Baron Gladstone – but he had power. If worse came to worst, he could take the child and run. It pained her to think about her child growing up, away from the castle and the title that would be his – or hers – by right, but at least the child would be alive and free. And who knew? Perhaps her son would return, one day, to claim his throne. 

    She sighed, leaning against Jade. Perhaps she was being silly. Perhaps she’d have the pleasure of watching her son grow into a young man, or her daughter grow into a young woman, ready to take the throne when Alassa died. She wouldn’t repeat her father’s mistakes. She’d make sure her child was ready to take the throne, simply by giving him – or her – important tasks from the start. She wondered, suddenly, if she should start thinking about names, then shook her head. It was bad luck to name a child before it was born.

    Jade kissed her head, gently. “We need to tell your father. And everyone else …”

    “Not yet,” Alassa said. Her father would probably suspect – his spies would have told him everything he needed to know – but he wouldn’t say anything. Not yet. “We should keep it to ourselves for the moment.”

    “Emily and Imaiqah, at least,” Jade said. “And my parents.”

    Alassa hesitated. She was reluctant to tell anyone, at least until the pregnancy was well underway. Hopes would be raised, hopes that would come crashing down if she lost the baby. She wasn’t sure she could bear the sympathy if she miscarried, either the genuine sympathy from her friends or the fake brand from people who stood to gain if the royal line ended with her. And yet, Jade had a point. It wouldn’t be that long before her father confronted her with the truth.

    We’re not doing anything wrong, damn it, she thought. We just don’t want any premature celebrations.

    “We’ll tell them after the healer’s checked me out,” she said, finally. She’d have to give that some thought. Maybe if she arranged a meeting with a healer during her next visit to one of the barons. Or maybe at Cockatrice. Imaiqah could summon the healer and no one would think twice about it. “And then we’ll have a due date we can tell them.”

    Jade nodded. “As you wish …”

    Alassa stood, gingerly. Her legs felt unsteady. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to walk around the chamber, determined that she wouldn’t allow her body’s weaknesses to bring her down. It was bad enough being a woman in a country where women were seen as weak – and in desperate need of male guidance – without being pregnant too. The men would treat her as if she were made of fine porcelain and do everything for her … a kind of condescension that was, in its own way, as annoying as a casual dismissal for being born female.

    Although anyone who met the twittering idiots thronging the halls in search of a husband could hardly be blamed for having a low view of women, Alassa thought nastily, or for thinking that they can’t do anything for themselves. Those idiots don’t have a brain cell between them.

    The thought made her smile, unpleasantly. It was easy to look down on the brainless beauties, girls whose only hope of a good life lay in finding a good husband. Even the ones who stood to inherit wealth and power needed a male protector if they wanted to be taken seriously, a protector who could easily become a master. And the older women – and men – held them in absolute contempt. She was glad, so glad, that she’d gone to Whitehall. The women there were encouraged to use their minds.

    And the men are taught to regard women as more than pretty faces, she told herself. Jade is a far better catch than any baron.

    She stopped, steadying herself. She was pregnant. And her world was about to change …

    No, it had changed. And the sooner she came to terms with it, the better.

    “Father isn’t going to be pleased with me,” she said, turning to face Jade. “I poked Nightingale in the eye.”

    Jade lifted his eyebrows. “Literally?”

    Alassa shrugged. “I took his ward away from him,” she said. She shrugged as she explained about Saffron and her need for a protector. “Are there any good men amongst the lesser nobility?”

    “Sir Robin, perhaps,” Jade said. “But I thought he was spoken for.”

    “Father hasn’t made up his mind,” Alassa said. Sir Robin’s service in the war – and his command of the musketmen – merited an heiress, but King Randor had seriously considered marrying him to Imaiqah. Alassa wasn’t so sure that would be a good idea. Sir Robin wasn’t the kind of man to treat his wife as a minor child, but he hadn’t been to Whitehall either. He was very much the product of his society. “And it might be better to go for someone married.”

    Jade considered it. “Sir William is married,” he said. “And Sir Topsham is … uninterested in women.”

    “I’ll put their names forward,” Alassa said. She’d have to consider the long-term implications carefully. Sir William had little to gain from marrying Saffron, but it would take him away from Alassa’s guardsmen; Sir Topsham might be uninterested in women, yet the rewards that would come with marrying Saffron might make it worth putting his inclinations aside. “She’ll get to make the final choice, at least.”

    “Just don’t pressure her,” Jade advised. “You’re still the Crown Princess. A suggestion from you might easily be taken as an order.”

    Alassa smiled. “Why don’t you take my suggestions as orders?”

    Jade stuck out his tongue. “You never take my suggestions as orders.”

    “Then I suggest you kiss me,” Alassa said, sweetly. She walked back to the bed and leaned forward. “And then …”

    Jade kissed her lightly, his hands reaching out to hold her. Alassa blinked in surprise. It was a light kiss, a gentle kiss … much like the kisses they’d shared when they’d first started courting. She’d enjoyed them at the time, she’d learned to love the way his lips made hers feel as though they were on fire, but now … they’d gone a long way beyond kissing. And yet, he was holding her as though she was fragile. She tensed, despite herself. She was not going to let him treat her like … like porcelain.

    “I’ve been pregnant for a month, at least,” she said, crossly. She knew he meant well, but … she wasn’t fragile, damn it. “And if what we were doing last night didn’t hurt the baby, kissing won’t hurt it now.”

    Jade looked reluctant. Alassa felt a hot flash of anger, mingled with grim understanding. They’d had so many moments when they’d thought she might be pregnant that neither of them wanted to do something – anything – that might harm the unborn child. And yet, she couldn’t afford to let him treat her so gently. She needed him to be her rock, not her guardian. And she wanted him.

    She placed her hands against his chest and pushed hard. Jade fell backwards, landing on the bed; she climbed on top of him, her hands running up to his head. It was easy to kiss him passionately, easy to start undoing his buttons and remove his shirt. He kissed her back, even though she could still sense a hint of reluctance. He was a good man …

    The wards twitched. Alassa froze, then rolled off Jade and sat up as the door opened and Mouse stepped in. The poor girl looked terrified, frightened out of her mind. No doubt Lady Lye had told Mouse that Alassa was in a very bad mood. If she’d realized what she’d interrupted, she might expect Alassa to blast her to ashes on the spot.

    “Your Highness,” Mouse said. She kept her eyes firmly fixed on the floor. “His Majesty sends his compliments and requests that you and your husband join him for afternoon tea in the blue room.”

    Alassa sighed. “Understood,” she said. That wasn’t a request, of course. Her father’s suggestions were orders too. She supposed it was a good sign that Jade had been summoned as well. Her father wouldn’t scold her in front of witnesses. “Please inform my father that we will attend on him promptly.”

    She glanced at the clock. Two bells in the afternoon. Her father always had afternoon tea at three bells. And she had to wash and change – they both had to wash and change – before they joined him … she groaned, inwardly. They’d have to finish what they’d begun later.

    “Go,” she said, gently. There was nothing to be gained by terrifying the servants. And it wasn’t as if they needed Mouse to help them wash and dress. “We can handle ourselves.”

    Mouse curtseyed and withdrew.


    Chapter Seven

    ALASSA HAD ALWAYS BEEN PRIVATELY SURPRISED that her father – and her grandfather – had kept the blue room, at least without some extensive redecorating. Bryon the Weak had created the chamber as a refuge from an increasingly hostile kingdom, a place where – if rumors were to be believed – he had indulged in effeminate pursuits while the barons stole his kingdom. The walls were blue, the furniture was blue … everything in the room was blue. It was supposed to be relaxing, Alassa had been told, but she couldn’t help finding it unnatural. She fully intended to redecorate once she took the throne.

    She stepped into the room and stopped, dead. Her father was sitting at the table, but he wasn’t alone. Baroness Winter Flower - Alicia! – and Lord Burrows were seated next to him, waiting for Alassa and Jade. Alassa felt her magic flare, demanding release; she forced herself to concentrate, damping it down before it lashed out of its own accord. The room’s wards might be enough to save the wretched pair, but it wouldn’t do anyone any good. She walked forward and almost stopped again, in horror, as she saw the high chair. A small baby – a toddler, really – sat beside Alicia, gurgling.

    “Alassa,” King Randor said. “And Jade.”

    Alassa found herself unable to speak. She’d known that Alicia had given birth to a boy, but … it was one thing to know, but quite another to come face to face with a child who might be a threat to the throne. To her throne. Everyone knew that Lord Burrows wasn’t interested in women, damn it. And she had no doubt that quite a few people had guessed Lord Burrows hadn’t fathered Alicia’s child. A bride could produce a child quicker than a married woman – everyone knew that – but what about a bride who was never touched by her husband?

    And they even named the boy Alexis, Alassa thought. It wasn’t exactly uncommon for common-born children to be named after the monarch or his immediate family – there were quite a few girls called Alassa in Zangaria – but it was rare amongst the aristocracy, where the search for a unique name took priority. They nailed their colors to the mast, didn’t they?

    “Please, be seated,” King Randor said. His tone was polite, but Alassa had no trouble hearing the edge in his voice that told her she had to obey. “We have much to discuss.”

    Alassa sat down, silently grateful for Jade’s reassuring presence. Her father had promised her – promised her – that Alicia and her faux husband and her bastard son would never be allowed to return to court. There was no shortage of work for them to do in Alicia’s Barony. Winter Flower had come far too close to losing the Barony of Gold title, simply through mismanagement. But King Randor had summoned them to the castle …

    She eyed the child, feeling a surge of naked hatred. A healthy baby boy … the child was a threat, no matter what her father said. Illegitimacy wasn’t always a problem, not if there was a shortage of legitimate heirs. And her father had always wanted a little boy. Her stomach churned as she considered the implications. A spare was one thing – she understood the need for an heir and a spare – but a potential competitor? Her father had always played the long game. No one would ever believe that Lord Burrows had fathered the brat, leaving the gate open for the king to recognize his illegitimate son.

    That child is a civil war waiting to happen, she thought, numbly. She took a sandwich, silently grateful that they hadn’t been summoned to a proper meal. Her stomach was churning savagely. She doubted she could even nibble a piece of bread, let alone roast meat and potatoes. And father brought him to the castle.

    Alicia didn’t look happy, Alassa noted. The blonde girl – only a few years older than Alassa herself – looked worried, as if she knew she was a pawn in the king’s games. But then, she’d always been a pawn in the king’s games. Alassa had no idea why her father had chosen to seduce his ward – she hadn’t even known about the affair until it had exploded into the light – but Alicia had been powerless to resist. Even now, with a barony under her control, Alicia still had her limits. Her husband, a known royalist, would see to keeping her under his thumb.

    She studied the older man for a long moment. Like most of his ilk – the men who preferred men to women – he wore an exaggerated masculinity like a shroud. His clothes were cut to show off his muscles, his hair was designed to draw attention to an iron face and strong jaw … he was handsome enough, she supposed, but there was something oddly unreal about it, as if he was trying too hard. She understood, all too well. A man could like men instead of women and no one would care – much – but a man couldn’t afford to look or act like a woman. Being effeminate was the kiss of death.

    “You handled the judgements well,” King Randor said, once he’d eaten a couple of sandwiches himself. “I have not seen fit to overturn any of your judgements.”

    Alassa nodded, although she wasn’t impressed. The king couldn’t overturn the judgements, not without calling his own authority into question. But she was surprised he hadn’t quibbled over Nightingale and Saffron. Surely, he could have done something to keep her from hearing the case, let alone passing judgement. Perhaps he’d wanted to clip Nightingale’s wings, without making it too obvious that he’d wanted it to happen. The prospect of Nightingale attaining lands and powers of his own was unbearable. Or …

    She shrugged. It wasn’t as if Nightingale had anywhere to go. He had too many enemies to survive without the king’s favor and he knew it.

    “You did penalize Harrogate a little too much,” the king added. “A more reasonable repayment schedule might have saved some of his face.”

    Alassa met his eyes. “If he doesn’t repay his loans, and we let him get away with refusing to repay his loans, what will it do to us in the long run?”

    She pressed on before her father could answer. “And what if someone else had bought the debt?”

    It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it had to be faced. Harrogate might have been able to get away with it, in the short term. But his creditor might have sold the debt to someone else, someone with the power to force Harrogate to pay or surrender his estate … it could have gotten very messy. In hindsight, perhaps she should have purchased the debt herself. An estate in the city might have come in handy, either as a private place for herself or as a home she could gift to one of her friends. But she hadn’t thought of it in time.

    “Yes,” King Randor agreed. “But Harrogate is already complaining to his fellows.”

    Alassa shrugged. “Is anyone likely to fight for him?”

    “No,” King Randor told her. “But we don’t need more discontent.”

    He poured himself a glass of wine and took a sip. “I have a specific task for you,” he said, flatly. “I want you to go on a state visit to Harkness. Baroness Harkness.”

    “She’s a baroness now?” Alassa scowled at the table. “I thought she’d been stripped of rank and title?”

    “She’s also the only one with a fair claim to the title,” King Randor pointed out. “And she has yet to have a child.”

    Alassa made a face. Baroness Lillian Harkness had been involved in the attempted coup, but King Randor had been reluctant to kill a woman of noble blood. Instead, he’d stripped Baroness Harkness of her lands and title – of everything – and vested them in her nonentity of a husband instead. The proud and domineering woman, one of the most independent noblewomen in the kingdom, had been reduced to a charity case, utterly dependent on her husband. It was crueller, perhaps, than executing her outright. Alassa found it difficult to believe that Baroness Harkness wouldn’t bear a grudge.

    “She doesn’t have any reason to like us,” Alassa pointed out, dryly. “And most of her clients are still loyal to her personally. What can I offer her?”

    Her father frowned. “The slow restoration of her lands, if she agrees to behave herself,” he said. “And a place at court, come the next season.”

    And if there wasn’t a prospect of another revolution amongst her clients, you’d have kept her at court since the coup, Alassa thought. If she has a child …

    “We may need to offer her more,” she said, out loud. “Perhaps if we were to recognize her as the dowager baroness …”

    “She’s too cunning a woman to accept an empty title,” King Randor said. “And yet, she needs careful supervision.”

    “Which her husband cannot provide,” Alassa said. “She really should be kept here.”

    She smiled, rather coldly. Baron Harkness wasn’t exactly of low birth, but he was quite a few steps down the social ladder from his wife. Alassa had no idea why Lillian’s parents had agreed to the match, although she could see a few advantages. It would be hard for the husband to control his wife, at least while the lands and titles were vested in her rather than him. And he was such a milksop that formal control of the estates probably wasn’t enough to allow him to control his wife.

    “We don’t want to push the remainder of the barons into outright defiance,” King Randor reminded her. “It might be hard to control.”

    He took a breath. “You’ll stay there long enough to hold a formal court and assess the situation,” he told her. “If you feel we can safely allow the woman to regain some of her powers, we can do so. If not … either way, I want her to attend court next season. I need to discuss her successor with her before it’s too late.”

    Alassa nodded, curtly. Lillian Harkness didn’t have children. The nasty part of Alassa’s mind insisted that her husband was too weak to give her children, although the royal family wasn’t the only noble bloodline with low fertility. And if Lillian Harkness died before a successor had been nominated … there would be problems. Real problems. Alassa knew, all too well, that a dispute over who should claim the barony could easily turn violent. 

    “She does have a handful of distant relatives,” Alassa pointed out, after a moment. “And I don’t think any of them were attainted.”

    “No,” King Randor agreed. “But none of them live within the barony either.”

    That wasn’t a concern when you gave Emily Cockatrice, Alassa thought, darkly. You liked the idea of someone being unable to handle their new estates.

    “If one of them meets with my approval, they’ll be declared the formal successor and trained in estate management,” her father said. “Naturally, this could cause problems of its own.”

    “Yeah,” Alassa said. “Lillian might have a child of her body.”

    King Randor’s eyes narrowed, although she wasn’t sure if he was irked at her pointing out a valid concern or her informality. A child would change everything, not least because a child’s claim to the land and titles couldn’t be superseded. And if someone had already been trained as the heir – in the full expectation they would succeed Lillian Harkness when she died – it could get ugly. It had certainly managed to get ugly in the past.

    “She may well be past the age of childbearing,” her father said, finally. “But that is one of the things we will discuss.”

    Alicia’s son made a gurgle. Alassa eyed the child, feeling cold hatred competing with an odd flicker of maternal instincts. Alexis was lovely, yet …

    She looked away, wishing she could take Jade’s hand. Her father was sending her away for at least a month, perhaps longer. A formal state visit – princess to baroness – could take a very long time, particularly if both sides were trying to outmatch the other. She knew it had to be done, but she wasn’t blind to the real reason her father was sending her away. He’d invited his mistress – and illegitimate child – to the castle and he was sending his daughter away to make sure she didn’t interfere.

    Damn it, she thought, angrily. Perhaps she should go see her mother. But what could her mother do? The Queen had no power, practical or formal. When the baby grows up …

    Her stomach churned, again. She swallowed, hard. The sandwich tasted like ashes in her mouth. She didn’t dare touch the wine, yet if she called for juice or water … the castle water was safe to drink, she’d been assured, but very few people drank it. Her father would certainly start wondering what was happening if she ordered water.

    She looked at Alicia. The older girl flinched. Alassa felt a flicker of pleasure, even though she knew it was wrong. Alicia hadn’t really been given a choice. Her entire life had been directed by others, first her parents and then the king and her husband. Alassa knew she should feel sorry for Alicia, but she didn’t. Alicia’s pregnancy had caused all kinds of complications and would cause others, as Alexis grew to manhood. The cute little boy was definitely a civil war waiting to happen.

    “I trust life in Winter Flower is suiting you,” she said, tartly. It was hard to keep her voice level. “A barony requires your constant presence, doesn’t it?”

    Alicia must have heard the ice in her tone. But she managed to keep her voice even.

    “There is much work to be done,” she said. “But I feel that I have made a good start, even though vast numbers of peasants and serfs have fled north.”

    “Oh dear,” Alassa said. She dared Alicia into a verbal trap. “Was the barony poorly managed before your return?”

    Jade kicked her under the table, none too gently. The barony had been managed by one of the king’s agents, who’d reported directly to the king. Any criticism of the agent could easily be taken as criticism of the king. And who knew where that might lead?

    “My parents invested poorly,” Alicia said, ducking the trap. “It requires a long period of good governance to repair the damage.”

    Alassa scowled. Alicia probably had more experience with verbal duels. Alassa had never really had to learn to debate, even at Whitehall. By shifting the blame to her parents, Alicia had neatly avoided pointing the finger at the king’s agent – and, through him, the king.

    Even though the agent deserves the blame, Alassa thought. Agents never had long tenures. It wouldn’t do to let one get too connected to the land. And so they took as much money and crops as they could in their year, even if it risked stripping the peasants of their seed corn and the estates themselves of any chance for long-term planning. The barony was probably weakened quite badly between the executions and Alicia’s confirmation.

    King Randor looked amused. Alassa resisted the urge to glare at him. What had he hoped to achieve by inviting Alassa to share a table with her enemy? She and Alicia might have a great deal in common – they were both women in a man’s world – but there was no way Alassa could forgive Alicia for having her father’s child. Her half-brother was a potential threat to her power. She thought, grimly, about the spellbooks in her private chamber. There were ways to curse the little brat, ways that would leave no traces for investigators to find … she could do it, easily. She wanted to do it.

    Father might have his suspicions, she thought, but …

    “Winter Flower will regain its prominence soon,” King Randor said. “The Baroness and her husband have done a good job.”

    The Baroness has, Alassa thought. Lord Burrows hadn’t said a word. Does he do anything apart from showing off his muscles and posturing?

    She told herself, sharply, that she should be grateful. Lord Burrows had recognized the child as his own. It would be hard, perhaps, for the king to claim the babe, particularly as the little brat was heir to Lord Burrows as well as Alicia. And yet, it wouldn’t be difficult for something to happen to Lord Burrows. Alassa knew, all too well, just how ruthless her father could be. If Lord Burrows became a problem, Lord Burrows could suffer a tragic accident that would leave his son without a father. And then the king could step in …

    Her stomach heaved, again. She swallowed.

    “I need to be excused, Father,” she said, carefully. She was not going to throw up in front of her rival. Or her father, for that matter. He might have accepted her as his heir, but she was damned if she was showing him any trace of feminine weakness. “I’ll discuss the formal plans for the state visit tomorrow.”

    The king eyed her for a long moment. “You are excused,” he said, gravely. “And take care of yourself.”

    He knows, Alassa thought.

    She rose carefully and nodded her goodbyes to the guests. Alexis giggled, damn him. She knew he was too young to know what he was doing, but still … the surge of hatred almost bowled her over. It was all she could do to keep her magic under control. Jade stood, putting out an arm automatically. Alassa took it and allowed him to lead her to the door. Perhaps it was a sign of weakness. Right now, she didn’t care.

    I’ll have to tell him formally, Alassa thought. And then …

    She shrugged. Right now, the important thing was not being sick. Everything else could wait.


    Chapter Eight

    “I THINK YOU SHOULD DRINK THIS,” Jade said, holding out a bottle. “It’ll settle your stomach.”

    Alassa eyed it, warily. They’d barely made it back to their chambers before she’d thrown up, thankfully into a bucket. There hadn’t been much in her stomach, but the dry heaves had hurt more than the actual vomiting. She hadn’t felt quite so bad since she’d swallowed a tainted potion and been forced to expel everything, just to save her life. That time, she’d felt better afterwards. Now … her stomach still felt uncomfortable.

    She took the bottle and eyed the label. “Will it hurt the baby?”

    “No,” Jade said, flatly. “It’s just designed to make you feel better.”

    Alassa frowned, then lifted the bottle and poured a small amount into her mouth. It tasted better than most potions, but the taste was still unpleasant enough to make her want to spit it out at once. She swallowed it instead, then replaced the lid. The taste of cloying milk ran down her throat, making her stomach churn angrily. But the unease slowly started to settle as the potion did its work.

    “Thank you,” she managed. There weren’t many men who’d have stayed with her when morning sickness began to bite. But then, she supposed Jade had seen worse. “You’ll need to get more of this potion.”

    “I think the sickness should go away in a while,” Jade said. He sounded unsure of himself. “But you really should see a healer before too long.”

    “I will,” Alassa promised. She rubbed her forehead. It felt damp with sweat. “I’m sorry.”

    Jade put an arm around her shoulders. “Sorry for what?”

    Alassa shook her head. “Father’s playing games, again. That child …”

    She bit down hard on her temper. “That child is a civil war waiting to happen.”

    Jade gave her a sharp look. “He’s a little boy. Barely even a toddler.”

    “He won’t stay that way,” Alassa pointed out, sharply. “Ten years from now, he’ll be old enough to lead troops. My father led troops when he was twelve. Fourteen years from now, he’ll be old enough to sit on the throne and rule as his own man. And then …”

    Jade squeezed her, gently. “He’s not a recognized royal son, Alassa.”

    “That doesn’t matter,” Alassa said. How could she expect Jade to understand? He hadn’t been raised amongst the aristocracy. “Father can perform a paternity test and recognize him at any moment. And then …”

    She could see it, all too clearly. Her father had always wanted a male heir. Given a decade or two, he could train Alexis to take the throne … and put his daughter aside. He could do it too, she knew. The Assembly probably wouldn’t stand up to their king over her. And enough noblemen had their doubts about a female ruler that they’d be unlikely to lodge more than a handful of pro forma protests. She would be put aside and that would be that.

    Magic boiled in her veins, threatening to break loose. She wouldn’t stand for it. She wouldn’t tolerate it. It was her throne, damn it! She’d worked hard to be worthy of being her father’s heir. She wasn’t going to stand aside for a little brat so young he was still in diapers, a baby boy who was nothing more than her half-brother. She would not stand for it.

    “You think he’ll take the throne,” Jade said, carefully. “But he’s still a toddler.”

    “Which makes it all the easier for someone to manipulate him,” Alassa pointed out. There had been a handful of child-kings over the past three hundred years. None of their stories had ended well. “Alicia might be plotting to put him on the throne too.”

    Jade twisted, forcing her to turn her head to look at him. “You’re the acknowledged heir,” he said, quietly. “Your father can’t take that from you, can he?”

    “He can, if he gets the Assembly to agree,” Alassa said. It wasn’t easy to remove someone from the line of succession – the noble families hadn’t wanted to set a precedent that could be used against them – but it could be done. “And he has enough clients in the Assembly to ensure the vote goes his way.”

    “You’re also--” – Jade made a show of thinking about it “--twenty-two years old, with an education in magic, a growing reputation for serving as your father’s right hand and, last but not least, a loving husband and a child of your own on the way. Exactly how is a one-year-old baby going to stand against you?”

    Alassa flushed. “He won’t stay one year old!”

    “No, he won’t,” Jade agreed. “But you have a head start. Alexis can’t even be confirmed as heir until he’s … what? Fourteen? Fifteen?”

    “Fourteen,” Alassa said, grimly. Her own confirmation had come at sixteen. Further proof, if she’d needed it, that her father had been reluctant to declare her his heir. “Before then, someone would have to appoint a regency council or a regent.”

    “So you have thirteen years before the boy can become a genuine threat,” Jade pointed out, wryly. He kissed her, lightly. “You’ll have plenty of time to build up your power base and become untouchable. And you’ll also be the mother of the next monarch.”

    “Unless our child is a girl,” Alassa said. Her cheeks heated as she recalled Harrogate’s snide remark. “The aristocracy might prefer a male child.”

    She scowled as another thought occurred to her. Her child – their child – would be a year younger than Alexis, assuming there were no complications. Alexis might pose no threat to Alassa herself, but he might well threaten Alassa’s daughter. Or even a son. If Alexis’s paternity was an open secret, he might think he had a claim to the throne. She gritted her teeth as she realized something nastier. Alicia and her husband might have no choice but to push their son’s claim. They had good reason to fear for him when another monarch took the throne.

    “But our child will be legitimate,” Jade said. “Doesn’t that make a difference?”

    Alassa shrugged. “They’d still want a boy.”

    “They have you,” Jade said. “And they’ll have our child.”

    “They don’t respect me,” Alassa said. She tapped the space between her breasts. “They just see a silly girl.”

    She kicked herself, mentally. If she could go back in time, she’d find her past self and give her the thrashing she’d so richly deserved. She could have spent her first decade learning everything she needed to know to run a kingdom, as well as forging ties to the younger aristocrats and building a patronage network of her own. Instead, she’d been a little brat who’d made everyone’s lives miserable. Any nobleman who knew her by reputation had extremely good reason to prefer an untested toddler to a bratty princess. And they’d be right, too.

    And a toddler on the throne would give them more time to lay their own plans, Alassa thought. The Barons were nothing if not persistent. They’d recovered from Alexis III’s purge and built up their forces to the point they’d been able to gamble on a coup against Randor and Alassa. And they’d come far too close to success. The kingdom needs a strong leader.

    “Respect is earned,” Jade said. “It isn’t given.”

    “I know that,” Alassa snapped. She wished, not for the first time, that she’d taken advantage of the chance to learn from Lady Barb. “And no one respects me.”

    Jade sighed, heavily. “Do you remember your first year at school?”

    Alassa scowled. Whitehall had been an education in more ways than one. She’d learnt, the hard way, that some people just wanted to take advantage of her – and that they’d drop her like a hot rock if they felt they couldn’t use her. And she’d also learnt that some people were true and brave, even if they were commoner-born. And …

    “Yeah,” she said. She leaned against him, silently grateful for his presence. “I remember.”

    “I couldn’t decide what I wanted to do for the longest time,” Jade said. “There were times when I thought I’d go into Charms, then days when I just wanted to learn enough to ensure a good living and spend the rest of my time having fun. It wasn’t until Fourth Year that I decided I wanted to be a combat sorcerer, then I had to spend most of Fifth Year preparing for Martial Magic. My father was quite scathing about me not being ready for the class.”

    Alassa lifted an eyebrow. She hadn’t met Jade until he’d already been in Sixth Year. She’d never realized that he’d had problems deciding what to do with his life. But then, she’d always known what she’d be doing. Either she’d take the throne or she’d be married off to someone her father chose. Common-born or not, Jade had had far more options than she’d ever had.

    “I worked hard,” Jade said. “I mastered the magics. I marched up and down the hills until I was fit and healthy. I walked onto the field, back when class began, in the certain knowledge that I had done far more than the bare minimum. And, on that field, there was a scrawny girl who was a little firstie.”

    “Emily,” Alassa said.

    Jade nodded. “She wasn’t ready for the class,” he said. “We had Aloha, of course, but Aloha was a freaking genius. Everyone knew she’d go far. Emily … well, it was painfully clear that she wasn’t remotely ready for the class. She didn’t know the spells; she certainly didn’t have the strength or endurance to fight bare-knuckled against a man or march for twenty miles without stopping. We thought her … her father had arranged for her to take the class. She certainly couldn’t have gained admittance without someone pulling the strings.”

    He smiled, humorlessly. “The smart money insisted that she’d be gone within the month. She’d either quit when she realized she just couldn’t fake it or Sergeant Harkin would kick her out. The old bastard wouldn’t have stood for someone joining his class who didn’t have the potential to succeed, no matter who was backing her.” 

    “And yet, she persisted,” Alassa commented.

    “Exactly,” Jade said. “She never complained. She never whined to the sergeants. She never even quit. She just carried on; studying hard to fill in the gaps in her knowledge, exercising hard to build up her strength and endurance. She’d won a little admiration and respect even before Shadye attacked Whitehall and she saved us all. And Alassa, she deserved it.”

    Alassa smiled. “I know.”

    Jade’s face lit up as he smiled back. “I’m not saying she was perfect, because she wasn’t. She was almost always at the bottom of the class. There were just too many gaps in her knowledge for her to do more than scrape through the exams. And … and she was weak and untrained, at least at first. But her determination to just keep going won her a great deal of respect. She made mistakes, yet she learnt from them. I’ve known more experienced magicians who couldn’t do that.”

    “I know.” Alassa giggled. She’d met her fair share of fools. Magicians were rarely idiots – magic killed stupid magicians – but they tended to have their own set of blinkers. “She deserved success.”

    “The events in Tarsier proved that,” Jade agreed. “She killed a third necromancer.”

    Alassa nodded. “Yeah,” she agreed. She narrowed her eyes. “What’s your point?”

    “My point is this,” Jade said. “You cannot demand that the noblemen respect you. That’s bratty behavior and, more importantly, it implies that you don’t deserve respect. Emily wouldn’t have won any respect if she’d demanded it or cried when she didn’t get it. You may be your father’s acknowledged heir, but you need to earn respect for yourself.”

    “Which isn’t easy when I can’t lead troops in battle,” Alassa said, sourly.

    “Respect doesn’t just come from leading troops,” Jade countered. “You can start, perhaps, by being a firm, but fair ruler. Your father is already sending you out on state visits. You can parley them into a power base of your own, if you try. And your judgements are already winning you respect.”

    Alassa’s lips twitched. “The noblemen won’t be pleased if I keep ruling against them.”

    “They’ll respect someone who stands her ground,” Jade told her. “And someone who is prepared to change her mind if she is proved wrong.”

    Alassa made a face. Too many aristocrats were reluctant to ever admit they could be wrong, seeing it as a sign of weakness. Their enemies would jump on them the moment they even hinted that they might be wrong. But anyone with a brain knew there was no point in playing out a losing hand. The problem lay in changing one’s mind without coming across as weak and indecisive.

    She gave him a hug. “So you think I should persist?”

    “Yes,” Jade said. “You’ll inherit the throne and formal power. But what you can do with it might be limited by how much – or how little – they respect you.”

    He kissed her, again. “You have plenty of time to build up respect. And neither you nor our child are threatened by a little baby boy.”

    Alassa looked down at her hands, torn between shame and a grim understanding that she had no choice. She’d sworn her oath to the kingdom, when she’d been confirmed as Crown Princess and Heir. It was her duty to deal with threats to her family, even when the threats shared her blood. King Randor had banished his brother to the Duchy of Iron, where he lived in comfortable confinement. Alassa might not have that option when it came to dealing with her half-brother. A young man with the resources of a barony was not someone who could be underestimated.

    She sighed. The coldly logical part of her argued that the child should die so the kingdom could remain at peace. But the emotional part of her insisted that the child was a helpless little boy. Alexis had committed no crime, save for being born. And how could she blame him for that? 

    It’s father’s fault, she thought. And Alicia’s.

    “Thank you,” she said, after a long moment. “You’re very reasonable.”

    “I try,” Jade said. He looked conflicted. “I promised you that I’d always give you good advice. And I meant it.”

    Alassa nodded. She was lucky. Her husband wasn’t plotting to overthrow her, or take their child for himself, or even chasing women around the court. And he was offering her good advice, even if it was a little frustrating. Compared to some of the men she knew infested the court, Jade was a saint! Her father wasn’t the only man with an illegitimate child. One nobleman boasted over a hundred children. 

    And others keep their wives on their estates, well away from court, she thought. Some even beat their wives.

    She shuddered at the thought. She’d promised herself, years before her marriage was more than a theoretical possibility, that she’d kill her husband if he tried to beat her. The black magic tomes she’d purchased offered plenty of ways to kill an abusive husband from a distance, if she didn’t put the knife in him herself. And yet, there would have been consequences if she’d married a prince and killed him. Her father might have had to send her to her former in-laws for punishment, just to stave off a war.

    “Thank you,” she said, quietly. She knew what she was thanking him for. “You’re very kind.”

    “You’re welcome,” Jade said. He winked at her. “Do you want to wash and then go to bed?”

    Alassa felt her stomach twist. “I definitely need to wash,” she said. She’d have to banish all traces of sickness, too. Lady Lye would notice and rumors would start to spread. “And then …”

    She stood and walked towards the bathroom. There was no need to call a maid, not when she was perfectly capable of washing herself. Whitehall had taught her that, right at the start. Getting into a shower – or even filling a tub with water – was hardly a difficult task, even if there were some noblewomen who believed manual labor was beneath them. It still pained her to recall that there had been times when she’d thought she needed her maids to do everything. If nothing else, she was more independent than most of the ladies of the court.

    Perhaps that helps too, she thought, wryly. How can a woman earn respect when someone else does everything for her?

    She pushed the thought aside as she heated the water, then stripped down and washed herself thoroughly. The dress would have to be given to the maids, of course, but she could use a couple of spells to clean it before she put it in the basket to be washed. They wouldn’t know what she’d been doing before undressing.

    Not that it will stop the rumors, she reminded herself. But it might keep them down to a dull roar.

    She walked back into the bedroom, naked. Jade was studying a note.

    “Sir William sends his regards,” he said. “He and the men will be ready to leave on the state visit tomorrow afternoon.”

    Alassa frowned. “So quickly?”

    “So it seems,” Jade said. “The king has already set our itinerary.”

    “He is efficient,” Alassa conceded. Her father clearly wanted to prevent an incident. Alassa hadn’t been planning to cut Alicia dead during a state dinner, but it was something she might have done. “And we do have to check in with the baroness.”

    She dismissed the thought. “Get washed,” she ordered. Jade looked up, his eyes going wide when he saw her. Alassa had to smile. She knew she was beautiful – she’d been designed to be beautiful – but it was nice to have proof that Jade thought so. “And then come to bed.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Jade said. He started to undo his shirt. “I’ll be along in a second.”


    Chapter Nine

    “We HAVE A … PROBLEM,” JADE SAID, the following morning.

    Alassa looked up, sharply. She should have known the morning was going too well. They’d made love before falling asleep and again after they’d woken up, then enjoyed a leisurely breakfast in their private dining room. She’d even managed to keep most of her breakfast down as they’d planned, afterwards, a way to visit their country estates following the state visit to Harkness. Things had definitely been going too well.

    Jade held out the chat parchment they shared. “Take a look.”

    Alassa took the parchment and read it, quickly. “She wants you to be one of her jurors?”

    She frowned as she considered the implications. Emily’s last message had spoken of her fears and frustrations, not about a trial. But … she scrolled back up, reading each successive paragraph twice. Frieda was going on trial … and, if she was found guilty, she would be handed over to Fulvia of House Ashworth. Alassa had met Fulvia. She wouldn’t have given a forged book of spells for Frieda’s chances once Fulvia got her hands on the poor girl.

    “Crap,” she said, finally. Jade wasn’t royalty. He’d merely married into royalty. But there might still be problems if he joined the jury. “Do you want to go?”

    “We owe her,” Jade said, quietly.

    We owe Emily, Alassa thought. She liked Frieda – the younger girl reminded her a little of herself – but she owed Emily. And I have to repay my debts.

    She groaned, inwardly. There was no way she could go herself, not with preparations for the state visit already well underway. Her father would hardly let her cancel the visit long enough to go to Whitehall. And besides, her presence would certainly cause problems. Hell, her father might object to Jade going. Jade was his Court Wizard, after all.

    “We’ll have to tell father,” Alassa said. She cursed under her breath. Her father wasn’t Emily’s biggest fan. He might deny Jade permission to go. “And then …”

    She rang the bell, then reached for a piece of paper and scribbled out a short note for her father. Mouse appeared a second later, looking depressingly cheerful. Alassa gave her the note and strict orders to take it straight to the king, then dismissed her and turned back to Jade. She didn’t want him to go, damn it. But she knew Jade had to go.

    “If father says yes, you need to go,” she told him. “And … you’d better stay in touch.”

    “If I can,” Jade warned her. “They might not let us talk to outsiders.”

    Alassa winced. “Do everything you can to end it quickly,” she said. They hadn’t spent more than a few days apart since they’d gotten married. “And don’t mess it up.”

    “I won’t,” Jade said.

    Mouse returned, carrying a roll of parchment. Alassa took it, her finger brushing aside the king’s wax seal. It was a simple statement, formally granting Jade permission to attend the trial as a juror … but as an independent personage, rather than a representative of Zangaria. He wasn’t even allowed to talk to his wife. And he was being ordered to leave immediately … She felt a surge of irritation, mingled with the grim awareness that her father didn’t have much choice. The Compact had to be honored.

    “Very good,” she said, sourly. “You’d better pack.”

    She glanced at Mouse. “Pack my husband a set of clothes … enough for a couple of weeks, I think. They can be washed there, if necessary.”

    “I can get more clothes at Whitehall,” Jade reminded her. Like most common-born, he was uncomfortable with servants handling the packing. “And don’t touch my toolbox.”

    “Make sure you take everything you need,” Alassa told him. “You won’t be allowed to come back until the trial is over, one way or the other.”

    Mouse was still standing there. Alassa glanced at her, inquiringly.

    “The Lady Imaiqah is coming this afternoon, Your Highness,” Mouse said. “Will she be taking tea with you?”

    Lady Lye must have ordered her to ask, Alassa thought. She blinked in surprise as she realized what Mouse had actually said. Imaiqah is coming here?

    She looked at Jade. “If she’s coming, then yes,” she said, slowly. She could delay her departure by a few hours, if she wished. It wasn’t as if her itinerary was worked out to the second. Anyone with half a brain knew it was difficult to predict precisely how long it would take even a relatively small convoy to reach its destination. “Did Lady Lye say when Imaiqah would be arriving?”

    “No, Your Highness,” Mouse said.

    Alassa nodded. Imaiqah didn’t need to do anything more than step through a portal to reach Alexis. She could reach the castle at any time. And then … Alassa smiled. She could meet her friend and have a proper chat with her, discussing things she didn’t dare share with anyone else. Perhaps she could talk Imaiqah into coming with her. Cockatrice could take care of itself for a few days. 

    “Thank you,” she said. “Go pack.”

    Mouse scurried off. Alassa met Jade’s eyes. “I didn’t know Imaiqah was coming,” she said. “Why do you think she was summoned?”

    “There are still rumblings in Beneficence,” Jade said. “They’ve been spreading into Swanhaven and Cockatrice.”

    “Perhaps,” Alassa said. “Or maybe he’s finally decided it’s time for Imaiqah to marry.”

    She sighed, inwardly. She had no idea if Imaiqah wanted to marry Sir Robin, particularly if he’d been chosen by the king. And if she didn’t … Alassa shook her head in annoyance. It would be … unfortunate … if her father tried to press Imaiqah into a marriage she didn’t want. Imaiqah might be less flashy than Alassa – and less famous than Emily – but she had power and the skill to use it. Or she could simply leave, secure in the knowledge she could make a decent living elsewhere. Alassa would need to be there to mediate if negotiations went badly.

    “He has been talking about it for a while,” Jade agreed. “And Imaiqah has said nothing.”

    “She wouldn’t,” Alassa said. “Not openly, at least.”

    “No,” Jade agreed. He rose. “Take care of her too, alright? That’ll win you some respect.”

    Alassa stuck her tongue out at him, then followed him into his workroom. A handful of tools sat on the workbench, protected by a complex set of interlocking hexes and wards. The maids refused to dust in the workroom, let alone do anything else. Alassa didn’t blame them. She could see the wards, but she’d have problems undoing them. The maids, lacking even the merest hint of magic, would be scared of triggering a ward they couldn’t see until it was far too late. Jade wasn’t cruel, unlike some magicians she’d met, but the experience would still be thoroughly unpleasant.

    She watched him pick up and pack a handful of tools, then pull a sorcerer’s robe over his shirt and trousers. It made him look older, somehow, as he swung his bag over his shoulder and headed for the door. She hadn’t worn something similar for nearly two years, not since she’d left school. It made her feel nostalgic. Whitehall had been exciting and dangerous, but it had also been a simpler time. Now … she didn’t dare cough for fear that someone would take it as a sign of weakness – or as an excuse to start something violent.

    Mouse had packed a simple trunk. Jade opened it, shook his head in wry amusement and then closed it again. Alassa understood. Mouse – and the other servants – would have assumed Jade needed enough clothes to outfit a dozen men, as if he couldn’t have them washed at Whitehall. She’d had to take a dozen trunks when she’d gone to Whitehall for her first year, although she hadn’t used more than a handful of dresses. But Jade had been taught to travel light.

    “It’ll do,” she told him, as he levitated the trunk into the air. She didn’t want him to go. He could stay another few hours, couldn’t he? But she knew better. “Shall we go?”

    She opened one of the hidden passageways and led him up a concealed flight of stairs, the trunk following them like an obedient puppy. The darkened passageways brought back memories, reminding her of the days she’d explored the network as a young girl. One of the passageways allowed wanderers to peer into the maid quarters, letting them watch as the maids removed their clothes before bed. It made her wonder, now, if her father had watched the maids when he’d been younger. The thought made her stomach churn. She didn’t want to think about it.

    And besides, he wouldn’t have any problem convincing a maid to take her clothes off for him anyway, she told herself, firmly. A common-born maid couldn’t hope to marry the prince, but being a mistress came with vast rewards. Father was the prince long before he was the king.

    The wards parted at her touch, allowing them to step into the teleport chamber. It was the only room in the castle where someone could teleport out without having to walk right outside the building, although no one could teleport in. Jade had told her that he’d tried to find a way to allow certain people to enter without having to walk through the gates, but it was impossible. There was no way to tell who was trying to teleport until they actually arrived.

    Jade turned to face her. “I’ll be back as quick as I can.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. She wondered just what the pregnancy was doing to her. She felt weepy. She hadn’t felt so weepy in her entire life. “And … when they ask, don’t be too confident about the baby. Please.”

    “I understand,” Jade said. She knew he did understand. “And afterwards … I could bring them back for a visit.”

    “Father wouldn’t be pleased,” Alassa said. Emily was technically an exile, although the king would have real problems keeping her from visiting the country as long as she kept her head down. “But we could always meet in Swanhaven.”

    She hugged him tightly, silently relieved there were no watching eyes. “Goodbye,” she said, reluctantly. “Come back soon.”

    Jade bowed, then stepped back into the center of the room. Alassa retreated to the door and watched as his body flared with light, then vanished. She had to blink away bitter tears. She knew he had to go – she’d told him to go – and yet she felt as though he’d abandoned her for good. She wanted to go back to the chat parchment and order him home …

    No wonder the men are so reluctant to put a woman on the throne, she thought, as she turned and made her way back up the secret passage. Pregnancy plays merry hell with our brains.

    She gritted her teeth, reluctant to concede that the men might have a point. But it didn’t matter. She’d have her heir – and a spare – long before her father died, allowing her to take the throne. She would make certain not to get pregnant again, once she was queen. They wouldn’t be able to claim that her hormones would destroy her ability to rule.

    It felt harder, somehow, to step through the hidden entrance and back into the real world. She was tempted, despite herself, to remain within the secret passages and explore, as she’d done as a child. There were entire sections she knew existed, but she hadn’t been able to enter. It would be fun, perhaps, to see if she could find the entrances now. But she didn’t have the time. She closed the hidden entrance, replacing the concealment spells with a wave of her hand. Her father had made it clear, years ago, that she was not to show the passageways to the servants. A servant who found one of the entrances would be executed. Her father had never placed much faith in mind-wiping spells.

    There was a tap on the door, a moment later. “Come.”

    Sir William stepped into the chamber. “Your Highness,” he said. “The convoy will be ready to depart as planned.”

    And a very quick plan it was too, Alassa thought. It normally took weeks to prepare for a state visit. Her father had put the plan together with astonishing speed. We didn’t even know we’d be going until last night.

    She met his eyes. “We’ll be leaving in the late afternoon,” she said. “Will we have enough time to reach Falcone’s Nest?”

    Sir William paused to think. “We should, Your Highness,” he said. “But I would advise that we leave earlier.”

    Would you, now? Alassa bit down a sharp reaction. It was his job to point out potential problems. And yet … would he have said it to Jade? Or King Randor? I don’t want to leave too early.

    “We will still be in daylight,” Alassa said. Very few people travelled at night, certainly not outside the bigger towns and cities. Everyone knew the night belonged to the supernatural world. “And that is all that matters.”

    Sir William bowed. He was too old a courtier to show any trace of displeasure, but she had no trouble picking up on it anyway. She didn’t blame him, either. Keeping her safe was his job and she’d just made it harder. He might double or triple her guard, but they might still be outnumbered and outgunned if they faced another ambush. She silently promised him that she wouldn’t ride off again.

    And if Imaiqah accompanies me, we’ll have to sit in the carriage and talk, she thought, wryly. We’ll have a lot to discuss.

    She took a breath. “Are the men ready?”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Sir William said. “I have thirty men assigned to the convoy, all armed with muskets and pistols as well as more … conventional weaponry. We should be more than a match for any bandits.”

    Alassa smiled. Sir William was old, but he was flexible enough to appreciate the value of the new weapons. She knew others who didn’t believe cannons and muskets would be sticking around, not when their failure rate was so high. The king had privately encouraged that attitude, trying to convince his aristocrats that gunpowder weapons were nothing more than toys. Alassa doubted his efforts had been particularly successful. The gunpowder weapons had proven their mettle at Farrakhan.

    “Very good,” she said. The men were hers, technically. Her armsmen. Not her father’s, not Jade’s … hers. And yet, she’d never led them into battle. She’d barely even rewarded them for their service in a manner they might respect. “We’ll depart this afternoon and reach Falcone’s Nest before dark.”

    She sighed, inwardly, as Sir William bowed and retreated. It wasn’t going to be a comfortable few days, with or without Imaiqah. She was going to be trapped in a carriage for hours, with very little time to stretch her legs or use the facilities. There were plenty of spells to clear the air or dispose of waste, but even they had their limits. And she was going to be aching everywhere by the time they finally reached their destination.

    Shaking her head, she walked to her desk and started to work her way through the pile of paperwork. She had servants – minions, Jade had once called them – to do that for her, but she knew she had to keep abreast of what was going on. It was easy, all too easy, for someone in a high place to manipulate the information his superiors received. Nightingale, damn the man, was in an excellent position to do a great deal of damage. She had no doubt he was quite prepared to do whatever it took to enrich himself.

    She stumbled across a note from Saffron and smiled. The younger girl asked for a meeting to discuss her lands and future. That was a good sign, Alassa decided. The chance to pair Saffron up with someone she knew could be trusted was one that couldn’t be missed, although she would have to be careful. Jade was probably the only person at court who’d been taught that men and women were equals. The others would expect their wives to obey them, no matter who had the superior birth.

    A woman may rule as a queen, yet obey as a wife, she thought, recalling the judgement of one of her father’s former privy counselors. The bastard had tried to grapple with the problem of a female ruler and failed, spectacularly. He’d have the woman surrender everything to the man.

    She made a note to discuss potential candidates with Saffron, then scribbled out an invitation – in her own hand – to dinner after she returned from Harkness. Saffron probably wanted to leave court as soon as possible, but it would take time for her to make the arrangements. Nightingale, damn him, was probably trying to undermine her already. It would be easy for him …

    There was a sharp knock on the door. It opened a second later, revealing Mouse. She looked … frantic. Frantic and terrified and breathing hard, as if she’d been running. Alassa tensed. Busting into royal apartments without permission was a good way to get killed. Nothing short of an absolute emergency would convince Mouse to take the risk.

    “She’s been taken,” Mouse said. It seemed to dawn on her, a second too late, just how badly she’d messed up. “Ah … Your Highness …”

    Alassa stood. “Who’s been taken? And why?”

    “She’s been arrested,” Mouse insisted. “She’s been …”

    “Who?” Alassa snapped. Arrested? “Who’s been arrested?”

    “Imaiqah,” Mouse said. The words tumbled out so quickly that they were jumbled together. “She just arrived. And the king’s sorcerers arrested her! They said she was a traitor.”

    Alassa stared. “What?”

    She swallowed hard. Her father had to have given the orders. No one else could or would issue charges of treason. And that meant …

    “Stay here,” she snapped. Cold logic told her she should slow down, but she couldn’t. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”

    Gritting her teeth, she marched through the door and out into the corridor.


    Chapter Ten

    “YOUR FATHER IS IN AN IMPORTANT meeting,” Nightingale said. He stood in the center of the antechamber, blocking her way. “Your Highness …”

    “Get out of my way,” Alassa growled. “I need to see my father.”

    “Your father is in an important meeting,” Nightingale repeated. “Your Highness …”

    Alassa shaped a spell in her mind, then cast it. Nightingale shrank until he was barely two inches high, his clothes shrinking with him. He stared up at her in horror, terror written on his face. Alassa could hear the guards snickering behind her as she strode over him and crashed through the door into her father’s audience room. The wards buzzed around her, but didn’t try to stop her. She was almost disappointed.

    Her father was sitting at a table, facing the sour-faced woman she’d seen yesterday. They were talking like equals, not … Alassa had no time to wonder who the woman was or why her father considered her so important. She had other things to worry about, starting with the life of one of her closest friends.

    “Father,” she said, sharply. “We need to talk.”

    King Randor studied her for a long moment. Alassa gazed back, refusing to be intimidated. Interrupting a private meeting wasn’t just against courtly etiquette. It was something that could get someone – even her – in real trouble. And yet, she needed to talk to her father. She had no choice.

    “It seems that something important has come up,” King Randor said, to the woman. “We’ll continue later.”

    The woman rose, curtseyed and headed for the door. Alassa tensed as the woman swept past her, feeling an overwhelming sense of menace. She couldn’t help being reminded of Lady Barb. The woman, whoever she was, was dangerous. She felt her back itch as the woman moved out of eyesight, the door closing behind her a second later. A combat sorceress? Or simply someone capable of projecting a threat?

    “Alassa,” her father said. He stood, folding his arms over his chest. His shirt was covered in protective runes. “What is the meaning of this?”

    “You’ve arrested Imaiqah,” Alassa said, sharply. She had no doubt of it. Mouse wouldn’t have dared tell her that unless she was absolutely sure. “Why?”

    She saw, just for a second, a flicker of surprise in her father’s eyes. He hadn’t expected her to know, then. No … he’d expected her to be gone before Imaiqah arrived. Ice ran down her spine as she realized just how carefully her father had manipulated everything. She and Jade had been scheduled to depart well before Imaiqah’s arrival. It was sheer luck that she’d stayed behind long enough to find out what had happened. 

    Her father met her eyes. “I have proof that her father was behind the assassination attempt on your wedding day,” he said, flatly. “And she has been taken into custody pending an investigation.”

    An investigation, Alassa thought, numbly. It was unbelievable. And yet ... her father wouldn’t have moved against a senior noblewoman – and Imaiqah was a senior noblewoman, to all intents and purposes – without being absolutely certain of his ground. And that meant … innocent or not, Imaiqah’s life was forfeit. A traitor’s family would always share in his fate. He’s going to kill her.

    She stared back at her father, her mouth suddenly dry. “Father … the evidence could be faked.”

    “It has been checked, repeatedly,” King Randor said. He shot her a sharp look. “I am not such a fool, young lady, that I believe everything I am told.”

    “But …”

    He spoke over her. “Paren himself died, of course, but it was possible to trace the funding and weapons back to his workshop. A number of assassins were linked to underground movements that were, in turn, linked to him. We simply lacked the key to unravel the scheme.”

    Alassa shivered at the pain – and anger – in her father’s voice. He’d elevated Paren to the nobility, ensuring that his children would be noble in their own right. It had been a reward for services rendered, services that had ensured the king would keep his throne. And he’d been betrayed. It was never nice to know that someone had tried to kill him – and his daughter – but it would be a thousand times worse to know that he’d been betrayed by a man who’d benefited so much from his patronage. Paren was lucky he was dead. If he’d been caught, his death would have been truly horrific.

    “Imaiqah didn’t know,” Alassa said. She couldn’t have known. Imaiqah had spent the entire wedding taking care of Alassa. She wouldn’t have known. “Father …”

    “Is that true?” Her father met her eyes. “Did she know? Did you know?”

    Alassa felt the answer welling up inside her. For once, she didn’t try to fight it.

    “No,” she said. “I didn’t know. But Imaiqah didn’t know either.”

    “You don’t know that,” her father corrected. “It wouldn’t be the first time someone has tried to do something to benefit me, while ensuring I had plausible deniability if something went badly wrong. Imaiqah might have known enough to be aware of what was coming, but kept her mouth shut.”

    “She didn’t,” Alassa said. “Father, I know her.”

    “You don’t know anyone,” her father said, bitingly. “No king or prince knows anyone. They just know the face their loyal subjects present to them.”

    He looked down for a long moment. “And your friend Emily did know, after the fact if not before. She said nothing.”

    Alassa didn’t believe him. No, she didn’t want to believe him. Emily would not have allowed the assassination attempt to go ahead, not if she’d known ahead of time. She’d warned them, time and time again, of a demonic vision of death on Alassa’s wedding day. But … it was easy to imagine Emily finding out the truth, afterwards, and keeping it to herself. What possible good would it have done to reveal everything? Imaiqah and her family - her innocent family - would be proscribed. Any of them unlucky enough to fall into her father’s hands would be tortured, interrogated and executed. A traitor’s entire family had to die.

    She should have told me, she thought, numbly. Her thoughts moved sluggishly. I could have handled it.

    “Father,” she said. “I …”

    “A traitor cannot be allowed to live,” King Randor said. “I must move against the family and …”

    “You let your brother live,” Alassa snapped. “He betrayed you!”

    “He was manipulated,” her father snapped back. Cold anger flickered in his eyes. “And you know he was manipulated. And he’s going to spend the rest of his life under arrest.”

    “He could have resisted,” Alassa said. It wasn’t fair. She knew it wasn’t fair. But she said it anyway. “Imaiqah didn’t know what her father was doing.”

    “It doesn’t matter,” King Randor said, sharply. “I cannot allow treason to flourish, whatever the cost. It has to be cut out of the kingdom.”

    He met her eyes, daring her to disagree. “A king must do things he finds reprehensible if he wishes to keep his throne. I have learnt of a plot against me – against us – and moved to deal with it by executing everyone involved. That is my duty! I will not allow the monarchy to be weakened through sentiment. That was Bryon’s mistake.”

    Alassa took a breath. “Then give her to me, Father,” she said. “I can keep her in my custody.”

    She gritted her teeth, wondering if she should fall on her knees and beg. She’d seen other women do that in front of the throne, making themselves look weak and pathetic as they begged for the king’s personal intervention. But she couldn’t abase herself like that, not in front of her father. She was Crown Princess, not someone like … like Nightingale. She didn’t have to beg for her rank and title. It was hers by right.

    “No,” her father said. His voice was very firm. “Alassa, Imaiqah cannot be allowed to live.”

    Alassa clenched her fists, feeling magic boiling under her skin. She could lash out at him – she could kill him – but … she had no idea how the wards would react. Her father wasn’t a strong magician, she thought, yet he was cunning enough to offset his weaknesses in his place of power. The magic threaded through the room would turn on her in an instant if she struck out at her father. And even if she succeeded …

    Her father wouldn’t budge, she knew. He ruled by the rod, not by love. Imaiqah was condemned simply for being the daughter of a known traitor. And she would be executed, sooner rather than later. No one would take chances with a powerful and skilled magician, particularly one who had powerful friends. The execution warrant might already have been signed, sealed and delivered. Imaiqah’s friends couldn’t be allowed a chance to rescue her.

    She lowered her eyes, feigning submission. “Yes, Father.”

    Her father didn’t sound convinced. “You will return to your chambers and wait,” he ordered, coldly. “The state visit can be delayed, for the moment. We’ll discuss the matter later, when we have both calmed down.”

    Alassa fought to keep her face under control. Her father sounded reasonable, but she knew better than to take that at face value. He’d execute Imaiqah within the day, then expect her to just … to just accept it. Her cheeks burned with shame as she realized that, six years ago, she would have accepted it. Imaiqah had been a mousy little commoner when they’d first met, someone Alassa could use and discard at will. Alassa had learnt hard lessons since. 

    She wanted to argue, to rebel against being sent to her room like a naughty little girl. But it would give her a chance to act. There was no one else who could act. It might be hours before Jade checked the chat parchment … or Emily or anyone else who might be able to help. And Emily had her own problems. She couldn’t be expected to drop Frieda and come rushing to Imaiqah’s rescue.

    “Yes, Father,” she said, trying to sound like a little brat. It was surprisingly easy. “Would you like me to stand in the corner too?”

    Her father ignored the jibe. “I know this isn’t easy,” he said. His voice was almost sympathetic. “But the sooner you learn to trust no one, the better.”

    Alassa winced, inwardly. She’d trusted the wrong people, six years ago. She knew that to be true, even as she also knew she’d learnt to trust the right people. Emily had never betrayed her, nor had Imaiqah … Imaiqah couldn’t be blamed for her father’s treachery. But she would be executed soon, unless something happened to save her life.

    “Go,” her father ordered. “We will talk this evening.”

    “Yes, Father,” Alassa said.

    She walked out of the room, closing the door behind her. Nightingale stood on a table, still tiny. Alassa puzzled over how he’d managed to get up for a few seconds, then decided one of the guards must have picked the tiny man up and put him there. She strode over to the table and glared down at the little man. He looked back at her, his face pleading. He was utterly terrified. Alassa couldn’t help wondering if the guards had put Nightingale there in the hopes he’d fall and break every bone in his body. Nightingale was not popular.

    “Tell me where Imaiqah is or I’ll blow on you,” she snarled. A gust of wind would be enough to push Nightingale off the table and send him falling to his death. “Where is she?”

    Nightingale stared back at her, clearly warring between fear of her and fear of her father. The king would not be happy if Nightingale betrayed him and Nightingale, unlike Imaiqah, had no friends who might come to his aid. But the prospect of dying in such a horrible manner seemed enough to overwhelm him. He stammered out an answer, so quietly that Alassa had to ask him to repeat it. Imaiqah was being kept in the lower dungeons.

    She cast a confusion spell, just to keep Nightingale from blabbing to her father, then walked off. The shrinking spell should wear off soon, although Nightingale would have a very unpleasant time of it before the magic faded. Who knew? Perhaps he would fall to his death after all. Her lips twitched. If there was anyone in the castle who deserved such a horrific fate, it was Nightingale. He’d won the king’s favor by spitting on everyone else.

    Mouse was sitting in Alassa’s room, waiting for her. Alassa blinked in surprise, then remembered that she’d told Mouse to remain. No doubt the maid had considered it a welcome break. Lady Lye could hardly argue if the princess had ordered Mouse to stay in the room. There was no way the older woman would risk punishing the maid for following orders, particularly when the orders came from the Crown Princess herself.

    “Stay there,” Alassa ordered. She forced herself to think. Jade and Emily were good at plans, but Alassa preferred to follow her instincts. Besides, she knew there was no way she could outwit her father. She’d have to move faster than him. “I have a job for you.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Mouse said.

    Alassa barely heard her. Imaiqah was in the lower dungeons. Heavily guarded, heavily warded … only the Tower of Alexis was more secure. Imaiqah would probably be moved to the tower within the day, if she wasn’t executed in the next few hours. And getting her out of the tower would be impossible. No, she had to be rescued before she could be moved or executed.

    There’s no time to call for help, Alassa reminded herself. And I don’t even have time to send a message.

    She took the signet ring off her finger and muttered a spell over it. The coat of arms – her coat of arms – started to glow faintly. It wasn’t a complicated charm, but it was bound to her personally. No one, not even the most powerful magician in the world, could fake it. Jade would know it was her ring, when – if – it reached him. And then …

    “I have a job for you,” she said to Mouse. “And you’ll have to follow instructions to the letter.”

    Mouse looked up, gravely. “Whatever you want, Your Highness.”

    Alassa passed her the ring and a handful of gold coins. “Go through the gatehouse and down into the town,” she ordered. The ring alone would be enough to identify Mouse as one of Alassa’s messengers. “Find a place to stay – not your family’s home – and remain there for a week. If you don’t hear from me by then, go to Master Abrams in the Grassmarket and tell him to send a message to Jade describing what happened.”

    She sucked in her breath as Mouse took the ring, the glow confirming that Alassa had given it willingly. If she was lucky, her father would accept Imaiqah’s escape as a fait accompli: he’d be angry, of course, but he’d accept it. Alassa would be in disgrace for a while – she was sure of that – yet she was his only adult heir. He might send her off on a long progression or something else that would banish her from court for a while, but he wouldn’t kill her. There was no point in sending Jade an update until she knew what had happened. It would only worry him.

    “Go now,” she ordered. She didn’t think her father would bar messengers from leaving, particularly ones carrying the princess’s ring, but it was well to be sure. “And stay out of sight.”

    Mouse frowned. “Your Highness … how will you find me?”

    “You have my ring,” Alassa said. The magical signature would allow her to find it with ease, once she was ready. Going herself would be risky, but … she could cope. “I’ll find you. Go.”

    She watched Mouse go, then opened the secret passageway and hurried down to the lower levels. There were no passageways that led all the way to the dungeons, as far as she knew, but she’d need help in getting through the defenses. She cursed the timing under her breath as she stepped out of the secret passageway, just outside the barracks. If Jade had stayed just a few more hours …

    There’s no point in crying over bad rolls of the dice, she reminded herself, sharply. Her father had drilled that lesson into her when he’d finally started taking her education seriously. The thought cost her a pang. She was about to go against her father for the first time in her life. All that matters is how you cope with them.

    Sir William looked up, surprised and a little embarrassed, as she stepped into the chamber. Her armsmen were drilling, hacking and slashing at each other as they waited to find out when they’d be leaving. Jade had trained with them over the last year, pushing them to the limits. He’d insisted that they were good men, but their training was limited.

    “Your Highness,” he said, straightening. The other armsmen dropped their weapons and stood to attention. “I …”

    Alassa took a breath. She wasn’t sure what to say. Sir William had been loyal to her father before he’d sworn to her, even though his oaths put her ahead of her father. And while the others had sworn to her personally, they might balk at challenging the king. In theory, they couldn’t be blamed for what she ordered them to do; in practice, King Randor might execute them if they went against him.

    But that would weaken his ties to other armsmen, she told herself, firmly. Her father always played the long game. Weakening his men’s morale – by making it likely that they would be executed if they fell into enemy hands – would be dangerous. He wouldn’t want to take the risk.

    “We have a prisoner to rescue,” she said, bluntly. They would follow her orders. “And then we have to get her out of the castle.”


    Chapter Eleven

    ALASSA FOUGHT TO KEEP HER FACE under tight control as they made their way towards the dungeons. She had every right to be in the castle – she didn’t think anyone would be alarmed if they saw her and her armsmen – but she knew her father had been growing increasingly paranoid. He’d been having the wards modified extensively while Jade and she had been touring the countryside. She could feel the magic crawling through the walls, layer after layer of complex spells. Who knew what would trigger them?

    She resisted the urge to glance back as they made their way down the stairs. The armsmen were following her, their footsteps echoing against the walls. They’d been doubtful, she knew, even though they couldn’t be blamed for following her orders. In hindsight, she really should have spent more time with them. But she’d always had something more important to do.

    Father had an unfair advantage, she thought, without heat. No one thought there was anything odd about him watching the troops as they drilled.

    It had been a long time since she’d been in the lower dungeons, but the layout wouldn’t have changed. The castle’s designers had worked hard to make sure there was only one way in or out of the lower levels, ensuring the prisoners couldn’t get very far if they managed to break out of their cells. It was rare for anyone to be held for very long, not in the king’s castle. They were either moved to the inescapable tower or sentenced within the week. Imaiqah wouldn’t be any different.

    We get in, yank her out of her cell and go straight for the secret passage out of the castle, Alassa thought. She’d be in worse trouble for revealing the passage to Imaiqah, even though her friend could swear an oath never to reveal its location. And once she’s out, she can go straight to Whitehall.

    It wasn’t much of a plan, she conceded sourly, but it would have to do. Emily and Jade would take care of her, whatever King Randor said. And then … Imaiqah was a skilled magician. She could change her name, if the king was completely beyond reason, and set up shop on the other side of the continent. Alassa didn’t want to lose her friend completely, but at least Imaiqah would be alive.

    We’ll have to get the rest of her family too, Alassa reminded herself. Imaiqah’s mother and siblings had moved to Cockatrice. It would take time for the king to get his hands on them … but he would, if she gave him the time. They might all have to run.

    She turned the corner and walked towards the inner guardhouse. It was carefully designed to make it hard to enter from both sides, although it was hampered – somewhat – by the need to rush troops into the dungeons if the prisoners revolted. A pair of guards were clearly visible, carrying swords and pistols; others, she knew, must be lurking just out of sight. Her heart began to race. They were committed now.

    Sir William strode forward, every inch the aristocratic soldier. “Make way for Her Highness!”

    The guards started, then hastily called for their superior. Alassa cursed under her breath. She’d hoped the guards would just let them through, whatever orders they’d been given by her father. It would be a brave or foolish lowborn guard who stood in her way and refused to move. But then, her father had no qualms about ordering the guards to separate noblemen who started fights in the throne room. The guards tended to make the most of it.

    A higher-ranking officer appeared. He looked nervous, caught between two fires. On one hand, he had his orders from the king; on the other, Alassa might make him pay for following his orders. No doubt everyone had already heard about what she’d done to Viscount Nightingale. There was no point in trying to keep secrets like that in the castle.

    “Your Highness,” he said. “I have orders from the king that no one is to see the prisoner without his personal authorization …”

    “I have his permission.” Alassa cut him off. She would have felt sorry for the officer if he wasn’t blocking her way. “Show me to her cell.”

    The officer blanched. “Your Highness … the king said that only people bearing his personal authorization were to be allowed into the cell.”

    Alassa made a gesture with one hand. The armsmen surged forward, fists at the ready. The guards had no time to react before they were overwhelmed. Sir William muttered a curse, then ordered the men into the inner guardroom. It wouldn’t be long before someone noticed the guards were missing. And the wards might have noticed too. Alassa gritted her teeth as she stepped over the officer’s unconscious form. Her father might already be on the way.

    “Open the inner door,” she snapped. “Now!”

    An armsman ran forward and put his shoulder against the metal. “It isn’t budging!”

    “Magic,” Sir William said. 

    Alassa braced herself, then pressed her fingertips against the runic diagram. The spell holding the door closed wasn’t very powerful, but it was complex. She resisted the urge to just muster her power and blast it to atoms, even though overloading the spellwork would be easy. And yet … she nodded to herself as she sensed the trap. Whoever had designed the spell was a cunning bastard. Anyone who removed the spell without being very careful would bring the roof down on their heads.

    “One minute,” she said, as she carefully undid part of the spell. “I … there!”

    The door opened, revealing a darkened corridor leading down into a chamber. Sir William ordered two of his men to take lanterns and lead the way down, watching carefully for booby traps. Alassa followed, pushing her senses to the limit. The wards didn’t seem to have reacted, but she knew from bitter experience that that was meaningless. Just because there was no audible alarm didn’t mean the alert hadn’t been sounded.

    A gust of foul-smelling air struck her as she entered the chamber. She swallowed hard, desperate not to show weakness in front of the armsmen. It was all she could do to keep from being violently sick as she looked around. A handful of iron cages, all empty, were clearly visible. Alassa allowed herself a moment of relief, mixed with concern. Imaiqah would have been humiliated – or worse – if she’d been put in one of those cages, but at least Alassa would have found her. Instead, they’d have to check the cells one by one.

    “The upper-class cells are to the left,” she said, quietly. “Check them, quickly.”

    Another gust of air struck her as she peered into the darkness. The wards were pressing against her mind, making it harder to draw on her magic. She wasn’t cleared to be in the dungeon and the wards knew it. And yet … she peered into one of the cages, recalling the stories from her grandfather’s reign. A number of noblewomen had been locked into similar cages and displayed to the public, their every move visible to prying eyes. Perhaps Baroness Harkness hadn’t been so badly treated after all.

    But Grandfather needed to make it clear that he was in charge, she recalled. Putting noblewomen on display had been sick, but it had also served a purpose. He didn’t dare let the aristocrats think they could revolt again.

    “Two of the cells are occupied,” an armsman called back. “But I can’t open the doors!”

    Alassa hurried down the corridor. The smell grew worse as she stopped outside the first door and pressed her fingers against the lock. It was locked by iron bolts and secured by magic … she felt a flicker of admiration for the designer, even as she started to undo his work. The roof might not be rigged to collapse, this time, but only the precise application of power would be enough to open the door. She didn’t think blasting it open was a good idea. The wards would certainly respond badly.

    And it might kill the person inside, she thought.

    She wished, grimly, that Jade had stayed one more day. Or that Emily or Aloha or even the Gorgon had been able to join her. They would have done a better job of unlocking the cell. Instead … she thrust her mind and power forward, gambling that she could overcome the spellwork before it collapsed or sounded the alarm. Magic crackled around her, pushing back as she started to undo the spell. It buckled, then screamed an instant before it evaporated into nothingness. Alassa swore out loud as the door unlocked. If her father hadn’t known that something was wrong before, he certainly knew now.

    The armsmen shone a light into the darkened cell. Imaiqah sat on a wooden bench, her arms locked behind her back and iron shackles on her wrists. Her tinted skin looked odd under the flickering light. Her dress was mussed, but intact. Alassa breathed a sigh of relief, even as she caught the tell-tale scent of Durian. They’d forced Imaiqah to drink potion to suppress her magic, then. The thought alone was enough to make her shudder. She’d only taken the potion once, herself, and she’d felt as though she’d lost a limb. It hadn’t been a pleasant experience.

    “We’re getting you out of here,” she said, hurrying forward. The two pairs of shackles around Imaiqah’s ankles were cruel. One of them was designed to make it impossible for her to walk, even though she was locked in the cell. She guessed the guards took the smaller pair off when they wanted her to move. “Stay quiet.”

    “We don’t have time to remove the shackles.” Sir William said sounded disgusted. “We’ll have to carry her out of here.”

    Alassa nodded, standing upright. Imaiqah’s eyes were dazed, as if she’d been forced to drink more than just a magic-suppressing potion. Alassa supposed her father’s interrogators might have given her something to loosen her tongue, although it was just as likely they’d wanted to drug her to make sure she couldn’t plan an escape. Imaiqah’s eyes weren’t even tracking her friend and the armsmen. Up close, there was a nasty bruise on her cheek.

    Someone is going to pay for that, Alassa thought, darkly. One of her father’s personal armsmen, perhaps. It didn’t look like deliberate torture, but it didn’t matter. I’ll turn him into a rabbit and throw him to the hunting dogs.

    She forced the anger out of her mind and looked at Sir William. “Carry her out of here,” she ordered. “We have to hurry.”

    Imaiqah moaned, an oddly disturbing sound, as Sir William picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. Alassa touched Imaiqah’s forehead lightly, wishing she knew more about the healing arts, then headed for the door. The wards were buzzing now, magic flickering through the walls as they came to life. It wouldn’t be long before the only exit was blocked, trapping them within the dungeons. And then … the king would just wait for hunger and thirst to take their toll before he sent his men to capture them.

    Alassa led the way down the corridor and back into the chamber. She could hear the sound of running footsteps ahead, a line of guardsmen running towards them. Her armsmen took up defensive positions, drawing their bladed weapons. Alassa cursed under her breath as she saw them. She had no particular qualms about killing, but slaughtering her father’s guards wouldn’t be taken lightly. And besides, one day she’d be queen. She’d have to rule them.

    “Try not to kill them,” she ordered. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. Real combat didn’t follow rules. “Please …”

    The guardsmen crashed into her line. They weren’t very well trained, part of her mind noted; they fought with staves, rather than swords. She puzzled over it for a long moment as men began to fall, some clearly injured or dead. It made no sense, unless …

    She looked up towards the guardhouse. The first wave of guards was expendable. Of course they were. Their job was to keep the intruders busy while the others set up shop in the guardhouse. She reached out with her senses and cursed again as she sensed at least one magician amongst the second set of guards. He’d be taking control of the wards now, she was sure, and trying to find a way to turn them against her. Or merely keep her trapped until her father arrived …

    “We have to move,” Sir William said, urgently. “Hurry!”

    Alassa nodded, shaping a spell in her mind as they hurried around the combatants and up the long corridor. The wards were growing stronger, power crackling around her as they approached the guardhouse. A high-power spell would almost certainly be absorbed by the wards before it reached its target, but a low-power spell? She cast the itching charm, pushing it ahead of them like a shield. It was nothing more than a prank, by Whitehall’s standards, but the guards wouldn’t be able to counter it. Their armor wouldn’t be able to handle a spell that wasn’t directed straight at them. It didn’t cover everything.

    She heard screaming up ahead as she burst into the guardhouse. A dozen men lay on the ground, scratching frantically. A thirteenth man was desperately trying to cast a counterspell and not having much luck. Alassa smirked as she cast a spell of her own, forcing him to defend himself. The guards wore armor that was supposed to protect them from spells, armor that was interfering with the counterspells. But the armor hadn’t kept the itching charm out. How could it?

    The magician deflected the fireball, then cast a stunner of his own. Alassa countered it, although it was harder than she’d expected. The magician didn’t seem to have much in the way of raw power, but he was far from inept. She didn’t have time to duel him, even though she thought she could win. Instead, she slammed enough power into the magician to throw him right across the room and into the wall. He fell to the ground and lay still. She hoped, despite everything, that he wasn’t dead.

    “We have to get to the passageway,” she said. The sound of fighting, behind her, was slowly dying away. Hopefully, her armsmen would have the sense to surrender once they realized she was on her way. There was no point in them continuing the fight. They’d be beaten, probably, but they’d be alive. “Hurry!”

    She could hear others running towards her as they hurried down the corridor. The king would be deploying guards to all of the chokepoints – she’d watched the plans being drawn up herself – but would he think to secure the secret passage? She doubted it. He’d expect her to use it, perhaps – there was no way she could get Imaiqah out through the gates – but he wouldn’t want to reveal the secret passageway to everyone. The guards would talk …

    He might come himself, she thought, feeling cold. She cast a handful of hazing charms into the air, trying to make it harder for the wards to track them. Or he might send his other sorcerers.

    She glanced back at Sir William. “How is she?”

    “It’ll take weeks for the potion to work its way out of her system,” Sir William told her, grimly. He didn’t sound as though he believed himself. “I don’t think she’ll be able to walk for a few hours.”

    Alassa gritted her teeth. She knew enough about potions and their side effects to know that Imaiqah was in for a rough time. And she wouldn’t be in any state to look after herself. Sir William would have to go with Imaiqah, then. Alassa couldn’t go, not when she had to smooth things over with her father. He’d want to punish her, somehow. A year or two of exile, perhaps. Or something worse. 

    Take it like a man, her thoughts said. She giggled, despite herself. Her grandfather had once clouted his teenage son with an iron glove, if her grandmother was to be believed. Alassa believed it. Her grandfather had been a violent, ruthless and occasionally cruel man. She could take that, if necessary. You want him to respect you, don’t you?

    She rounded the corner and stopped. The sour-faced woman she’d seen talking to her father was standing in front of the secret passageway, hands resting on her hips. Alassa cursed out loud, knowing it was already too late to retreat. She could hear men running behind her, chasing them through the castle. And the woman in front of her …

    “Your Highness,” the woman said, firmly. She had a prim voice that reminded Alassa of Lady Barb. “Stop. Now.”

    Alassa braced herself as she reached out with her senses. The woman was masking well, but Alassa could sense the tell-tale flickers of magic. A powerful magician, then. Or someone trying hard to pretend to be powerful. But anyone with that sort of control, able to present themselves as powerful, would certainly be skilful. They would be a very dangerous opponent.

    “Stand aside,” she grated out.

    The woman gestured. Alassa raised her magic to defend herself … and realized, a second too late, her mistake. The blast of power slammed into her, shoving her backwards. She’d tried to block it, not deflect it. Alassa heard Sir William cry out in pain, an instant before her defenses started to disintegrate. She stumbled and fell, landing on the stone floor as the last of her personal wards were ripped away. The shock made it hard to concentrate enough to rebuild her defenses. She’d expended too much magic earlier.

    She tried to scramble backwards, but it was already too late.

    The woman walked forward and jabbed a finger at Alassa …

    … And Alassa’s world went black.


    Epilogue

    HER MOUTH TASTED FOUL.

    Alassa retched as she fought her way back to wakefulness. Her stomach felt empty, yet … she gagged, helplessly, as she opened her eyes. She was lying in a comfortable bed, in what looked like a simple apartment. It was a large chamber, finely decorated, but there were no windows. The walls were bare stone. The only source of light was a glowing crystal embedded in the ceiling, well out of reach. She sat upright, realizing that someone had removed her dress while she slept and changed her into a simple white nightgown. She was a prisoner …

    I’m in the Tower of Alexis, she thought, numbly. It couldn’t be anywhere else. She swallowed hard, glancing from side to side. She’d never been in the prison – very few people who went inside talked about their experiences – but she’d heard rumors. I’m a prisoner.

    She felt her stomach, gingerly. They’d fed her Durian potion while she slept. Was the baby alright? Panic yammered at her mind as she realized the baby might have been harmed by the potion. The magic-suppressant – the taste was unmistakable – might have hurt the unborn child. She silently vowed revenge as she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. Whoever had fed her potion was going to suffer. 

    Her legs felt wobbly. How long had she been out? There was no clock in the room, nothing to show the time – or the date. She could have been kept in an enchanted sleep for days or weeks, with proper care. Her hair didn’t feel to have grown any longer, but … but it was hard to be sure. Her head felt as though it was stuffed full of cotton wool. It would take time for the potion – and whatever else they’d fed her – to work its way through her system and come out.

    A door opened. The sour-faced lady stepped into the room.

    Alassa acted on instinct and threw herself forward. Her muscles locked up a second later, sending her crashing to the floor. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t even blink. Her arms and legs started to ache as the hex held them still. She’d been frozen before, of course, but this was different. It was …

    Strong arms rolled her over. She found herself staring up at the older woman. There was no mercy in her eyes.

    “I permitted that, as a display of futility,” the woman said. Her voice was clipped, utterly toneless. “This chamber is heavily warded. Even if you somehow manage to gain access to your magic, you will not be able to use it. There are layers upon layers of protections to keep you from escaping.”

    Alassa wanted to scream in frustration. Who was this woman?

    The woman smiled, coldly. “You are a prisoner,” she said. “If you accept that, and behave yourself, your stay in the tower will be reasonably comfortable, at least until your father decides your ultimate fate. If, however, you decide to cause problems for us, we will take steps to render you harmless. Given your condition” – she reached down and tapped Alassa’s abdomen – “I advise you to behave.”

    She knows, Alassa thought. She knows I’m pregnant. And that means father must know too.

    Two maids entered the room, one carrying a plate of food, the other carrying a jug of water and a glass. They wore plain uniforms, rather than the fancy outfits she’d seen at the castle and aristocratic mansions; their expressions were as cold and humorless as any prison guards. But then, they were prison guards. They put their trays down on a table and walked out, as silently as they’d come.

    “You may write letters, if you wish,” the woman added. “Or spend your days practicing needlework. Or even ask for something else, as long as it doesn’t pose any threat to us.”

    She waved her hand, casually. Alassa’s muscles unlocked. She fell in a heap, her arms and legs screaming in pain. Pins and needles ran over her body. It was all she could do not to scream. Instead, she forced herself to her feet. She’d endured discomfort before. She could do it again.

    It was hard, so hard, to speak. But she had no choice. “Who are you?”

    The woman inclined her head, regally. “Lady Matilda, Custodian of the Tower of Alexis,” she said. “And you are in my custody.”

    Alassa stared in disbelief. The Custodian of the Tower of Alexis was a woman? It was a shock. Generations of courtiers had speculated endlessly about just who the king had appointed to run one of his most important buildings – the tower was a fortress as well as a prison – but none of them had considered that the custodian might be a woman. Lady Matilda had certainly not inherited the role. And yet, as a combat sorceress, she was well-prepared to deal with any hostile prisoners.

    And she won’t be influenced by feminine wiles either, Alassa thought. She wouldn’t have lowered herself to try to seduce a guard, but others … there were plenty of stories about women being locked in the tower for offending the king. Why did none of those women reveal the truth?

    “I need to speak to my father,” Alassa said. “I …”

    “Your father will speak to you when he wishes,” Lady Matilda said. “Until then, you will be held here.”

    Alassa swallowed. “Imaiqah?”

    “She is being held here too,” Lady Matilda said. “You will not be allowed to see her, however, unless the king changes his mind.”

    She met Alassa’s eyes. “You have full run of the apartment. Should you require anything, within reason, you may ring for a maid and ask. The wards will keep you from leaving the apartment or attacking the maids. You will be given a dose of suppressant potion every two days, which you will drink. It will not harm the baby. If you refuse to drink it, you will be held down and forced to swallow. If you test my patience, you will regret it. There will be no further warnings.”

    She sounds like Lady Barb, Alassa thought.

    “I understand,” she said, reluctantly.

    “Good,” Lady Matilda said. She started to turn towards the door, then stopped. “You would not be the first member of the royal family – or a noble bloodline – to spend time in the tower, then go on to a shining career. I suggest you bear that in mind.”

    Unless there’s another heir in waiting, Alassa thought.

    She walked through the door, closing it behind her. Alassa didn’t hear a key turn in the lock, but she knew it didn’t matter. Without her magic, she couldn’t even sense the wards, led alone unlock them. Trying to open the door would merely result in punishment. And while she could endure anything for herself, she didn’t know if the baby would survive. The pregnancy was still only a few weeks old.

    Bitch, she thought, uncharitably. Lady Matilda was only following orders. She was clearly formidable, too. No woman became a combat sorcerer without being very formidable, a cut or two above their male counterparts. How do I get out of this?

    She washed her mouth out with water, then checked the food. It was better than she’d expected, given that she was in prison, but … her stomach rebelled at the thought of actually eating. She put it to one side and searched the apartment. It had everything a young noblewoman could actually want, from books, clothes and needlework supplies to hot and cold running water. But there were no windows and, as far as she could tell, no other ways in or out of the apartment. Her skin itched as she remembered the wards. She would be under permanent observation. The slightest mistake might get her in real trouble.

    There’s no way out, she thought, as she walked back into the bedroom and sat on the comfortable bed. She didn’t want to admit it, but there was no point in trying to deny it. I’m trapped.

    A sense of despondency threatened to overcome her. She’d gambled and lost. Imaiqah was still a prisoner, Sir William was … she had no idea what had happened to him, but she doubted it had been pleasant. Her father … what was he thinking? What was he doing? And Jade had no idea where she was or what had happened. He might not even realize there was a problem for weeks. They’d known they were both going to be very busy.

    Mouse had plenty of time to leave the castle, Alassa told herself, firmly. And she’ll ensure that Jade gets the message.

    She looked down at her pale hands. Mouse … might not have been allowed to leave the castle, signet ring or not. And … it dawned on her that she had no idea where Mouse’s loyalties really lay. With her princess? Or with the king? She kicked herself, mentally, for not having tested Mouse more carefully. But she had never bothered to force any of her ladies to swear loyalty to her and her alone. They would have taken it poorly.

    Mouse will get the message to Master Abrams, she reassured herself. Master Abrams had no obvious ties to Jade, let alone Alassa. She didn’t think her father knew that Jade had been in quiet contact with the older man. And he’ll make sure it gets to Jade.

    She sighed as she lay back on the bed. Her father still had only one adult heir. But a legitimate grandchild was growing in Alassa’s womb and … and he had a bastard son, if he wished to retroactively legitimize the wretched child. The thought gnawed at her mind, mocking her. She’d failed; she’d failed spectacularly. Her father might try to keep her confined for the rest of her life. She might never see freedom again.

    Jade will come, she told herself. Even if the message didn’t get through, Jade wouldn’t be distracted forever. He’d come back to the castle and … and then? Her father would be ready for him. But he was a skilled magician and he knew enough to be wary …didn’t he? He wouldn’t be taken so easily. He’ll come for me.

    It wasn’t much. But it was all she had.

     

     

    End of Alassa’s Tale

     

    The Story Will Continue In:

     

    The Princess in The Tower

     

    Coming Soon.


    Afterword

     

    A long time ago, in a faraway country …

    It was, actually. I was living in Malaysia when a set of unconnected ideas jelled into Schooled in Magic. The outline endured a number of changes before I wrote the first book – and the planned series grew from fourteen novels to twenty-one as I moved along – but the basic idea remained the same. Schooled in Magic would focus on Emily and her impact on the Nameless World. It wouldn’t turn into a massive multi-POV series that would grow spectacularly out of hand.

    This had a number of advantages. Readers saw the world through Emily’s eyes, both as a person and the academic she might have become. But it also had the disadvantage of Emily’s mindset not matching the local mindset. She was – is – very much a fish out of water. The realities facing the locals – and their attitudes – are alien to her. She reacted with horror to things the locals considered perfectly normal, even necessary. It was – and remains – hard for her to accept that some things won’t change in a hurry.

    From her point of view, for example, Markus and Melissa have a right to fall in love and get married. Fulvia should certainly not be dictating Melissa’s future partner to her. But from everyone else’s point of view, Markus and Melissa are being dreadfully selfish and Emily, who turned a blind eye to their budding romance, was grossly irresponsible. A great deal rested on Melissa’s planned marriage and, when it fell apart, the after-effects echoed for years. A clan-based society generally takes a dimmer view of free love because the long-term effects can damage the entire family.

    It also had the disadvantage of making it harder to show how others viewed Emily. She had forty chapters in each book to herself, while everyone else has only the prologues and the epilogues. This sometimes made it harder to show the greater picture. I therefore decided that I would write a handful of short stories following other characters, ones who would be seeing things from the outside. Given that there would be an odd jump between Graduation Day and The Princess in the Tower, it seemed appropriate to write a story about what Alassa was doing before ending up in the tower.

    The problems facing Alassa have been quite common, in our history. Henry VIII was notoriously desperate to have a male heir, to the point of tearing England away from the Papacy and having a series of wives in the hopes one of them would give him a son. (And to some extent it worked, as Henry was succeeded by Edward VI.) However, Henry’s actions could not fail to have a baleful effect on his daughter … which was unfortunate, as the young Mary Tudor was, in many ways, very much like her father. She certainly acted swiftly and decisively when her brother died, allowing her to take the throne for herself. Who knows what would have happened if Henry had trained her to succeed him properly, rather than turning her into collateral damage? Instead, by the time she became queen, she’d been warped into a monster.

    But, at the same time, Henry had a point. Ruling Queens were almost always considered weaker than their male counterparts. They couldn’t lead troops in combat, they couldn’t rule their councillors, there was a very good chance they’d die in childbirth and, perhaps most dangerously of all, they would be expected to defer to their husbands. Mary Tudor’s marriage to Philip of Spain was disastrous, at least in part, because she allowed her wifely duties (as seen at the time) to conflict with her responsibilities to her kingdom. Elizabeth refused to marry because it would weaken her, whoever she married. And yet even this caused problems. She had no child. The question of just who would succeed her when she died was one that haunted her courtiers’ minds.

    In a sense, of course, the problem facing Ruling Queens throughout history is reflected in our present-day society. Women who win respect from men do so by being strong, independent and practical. At the same time, this is a delicate balancing act; a woman who ‘leans in’ too much will be seen as overbearing and thus trigger a rebellious response, while a woman who is too shy and retiring will be seen as weak. (This is true of men who act the same way, but other men don’t generalize this to cover all men.) Even now, maintaining such a balancing act is difficult. It requires an instinctive understanding of people that is often sorely lacking in both men and women. 

    This is partly why Margaret Thatcher won a lot of genuine respect, even from her political enemies. She was capable of presenting herself in a manner that appealed to male voters. And when she realized she had miscalculated and overreached herself, she chose not to persist. She put the good of the Conservative Party ahead of herself. 

    (A fictional example of this would be Commander Susan Ivanova of Babylon 5. Ivanova is likable – an important trait in a TV character – but also a person men can follow.)

    Alassa does not, in short, have an easy time of it. And precisely how this will resolve itself – for Alassa and Zangaria – remains to be seen. 

    I do have several other stories in mind. One will follow Shadye as he takes the first steps towards becoming a necromancer. Another will follow Lady Barb, I think; a third may focus on Gordian. (If you have anything you want to see, please feel free to let me know.) But that really depends on just how well this story works. If you like it, and you want to see more short stories, please let me know.

    And please leave a review <grin>.

     

    Christopher G. Nuttall

    Edinburgh, 2017


    About the author

    Christopher G. Nuttall was born in Edinburgh, studied in Manchester, married in Malaysia and currently living in Scotland, United Kingdom with his wife and baby son. He is the author of twenty-six novels from various publishers and over fifty self-published novels.

 


    Current and forthcoming titles published by Twilight Times Books

 


    Schooled in Magic YA fantasy series

    Schooled in Magic — book 1

    Lessons in Etiquette — book 2

    A Study in Slaughter — book 3

    Work Experience — book 4

    The School of Hard Knocks — book 5

    Love’s Labor’s Won — book 6

    Trial By Fire — book 7

    Wedding Hells — book 8

    Infinite Regress — book 9

    Past Tense — book 10

    The Sergeant’s Apprentice — book 11

    Fists of Justice – book 12

    The Gordian Knot – book 13

    Graduation Day – book 14

    Alassa’s Tale – book 14.5

     

    The Decline and Fall of the Galactic Empire military SF series

    Barbarians at the Gates — book 1

    The Shadow of Cincinnatus — book 2

    The Barbarian Bride — book 3

     

    Chris has also produced The Empire’s Corps series, the Outside Context Problem series and many others. He is also responsible for two fan-made Posleen novels, both set in John Ringo’s famous Posleen universe. They can both be downloaded from his site.

    Website: http://www.chrishanger.net/

    Blog: http://chrishanger.wordpress.com/

    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/ChristopherGNuttall

cover.jpeg





