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Аннотация
Would you rather dance beneath the waves or hide your smuggled magic there? Welcome to a world of sparkling adult fantasy and science fiction stories edited by Stephanie Burgis and Tiffany Trent and featuring underwater ballrooms of one sort or another, from a 1920s ballroom to a Martian hotel to a grand rock �n� roll ball held in the heart of Faery itself.
Stories in this anthology:
Ysabeau S. Wilce, �The Queen of Life�
Y.S. Lee, �Twelve Sisters�
Iona Datt Sharma, �Penhallow Amid Passing Things�
Tiffany Trent, �Mermaids, Singing�
Jenny Moss, �A Brand New Thing�
Cassandra Khaw, �Four Revelations from the Rusalka Ball�
Stephanie Burgis, �Spellswept�
Laura Anne Gilman, �The River Always Wins�
Shveta Thakrar, �The Amethyst Deceiver�
Patrick Samphire, �A Spy in the Deep�


THE UNDERWATER BALLROOM SOCIETY
Edited by
TIFFANY TRENT AND STEPHANIE BURGIS
Cover Design by Patrick Samphire


INTRODUCTION: THE POWER OF WHAT IF
by Tiffany Trent

As science fiction and fantasy writers, the power of �what if� is our stock in trade. But �what if� means nothing if it�s not followed with �yes.�
It was years ago that I first heard the tragic (and quite Gothic) story of the underwater ballroom at Witley Park. The tale of Whitaker Wright and his fraudulent investment schemes in 1890s London is surely worth a novel in and of itself, but the estate he built (and abandoned) at Witley Park with its underwater ballroom has captured many imaginations. I had saved files and images of it, knowing I wanted to write a story about it someday, unsure quite how I would do it justice.
Then, one day I saw my dear friend Stephanie Burgis talking about it on Twitter.
�Wouldn�t it be great if�?�
�What if�?�
[image: ]
We asked each other what if we edited an anthology in which each story featured an underwater ballroom, but then we took the crucial step of saying yes to the adventure before us. Immediately, other authors who saw the conversation wanted into the ballroom, and thus The Underwater Ballroom Society was born. We built it, and they came.
In this anthology, you will visit an old hangout one last time with an ex-punk siren and find out what the twelve dancing princesses learned in their secret world. You will feel the fallout of Oberon stealing a guitar god. You will wonder if magic might finally find a lonely officer of the Crown and a smuggler. You will learn about the secret society of Mycologians and find love with a girl who never otherwise fit in to society�s expectations. You will know what happened to Syrus Reed after The Tinker King, and you will be swept away by the determined romance of Amy Standish and Jonathan Harwood in Spellswept, the prequel novella to Snowspelled. You will solve mysteries with Harriet George under the Valles Marineris on Mars, and you will be left longing at the rusalkas� ball.
Setting is so often relegated as mere furniture in stories, but it is far more than that. Setting not only imbues a work with atmosphere, but often has a mind of its own. As Robert McFarlane said in Landmarks, �Books, like landscapes, leave their marks in us.� We hope this book will leave its mark in you, and that you will return often to the underwater ballroom.

THE QUEEN OF LIFE
YSABEAU S. WILCE


The Queen of Life

Once upon a time there was a band that was bigger than big, louder than bombs. This was back in the glorious days of the Old Regime, long before the Waking World fell at last fast asleep. Long ago fabulous days, when the Voivode of Shingleton swam the poisonous Winnequah Sea for a five diva bet, and died not long after of an agonizing skin ailment, smug with accomplishment to the end. When the great singer Lotta Peachblossom, in the role of Joleta, sang el dug�ello at the Porkopolis Opera House, shattering all the glass within a twenty-mile radius and giving every spectator a migraine that lasted for two weeks. When the lift took three hours to get to the top of Porkopolis� tallest building, The Gaudy Pikestaff, and served snacks on the way and had velvet couches to nap upon. When Drusilla Van Hofferan tricked ice elementals into freezing her rooftop pool and hosted an ice skating party there�in the middle of the inferno summer. When the dancer called Lady Grinning Soul was fined ten thousand divas for walking a were-lion down the Munificent Mile during rush hour. When Puppy Blake and the diarist Xi Hoon conducted a duel to the death entirely with bon mots while standing at the bar in Brennen�s Hotel drinking pink gins.
A glorious time, full of glorious people, and this band, Love�s Secret Domain, the most of glorious of all. Everyone in the Waking World knew Love�s Secret Domain. They knew the band�s singer, the incandescent Sylvanna de Godervya, who kept that incandescence, her fans whispered, by bathing in donkey�s milk and faery ichor. They knew Merrick, the drummer, who had been a pig changeling in Faery until he had been released by Titania in exchange for a jar of thick-cut tawny marmalade. By then, Merrick had been a pig so long that he couldn�t change back to human entirely, but his trotters were more formidable strikers than the hardest drumsticks. (The tabloids said that his drumskins were made from his own sloughed pigskin, but that rumour was completely unverified.) (And yet one hundred percent true.) And Litacia, the bassist, whose skin crawled with tattoos of every note of her bass lines, and who, it was said, was handfasted to a percussion demon from the fourth level of Erebus.
And the guitarist: Robert Mynwar.
O Robert Mynwar! That iconic portrait, guitar slung to his knees, white doves in flight over his sun-kissed, wind-blown, blonde locks, hung on thousands of walls, sighed over by thousands of day-dreaming fans. The glittering blue eyes; the oh-so-very-tight kilt, slung so low over that taut belly, the fantastically muscled calves. They said that the Muse of Music taught Robert Mynwar to play: that She made his guitar, the Queen of Life, with Her own hands, carved the guitar�s body from Her own shin bone, strung the neck with strands of Her own hair, and made the pearlescent inlays on the fretboard with teeth plucked from Her own mouth. When Robert Mynwar�s long elegant fingers blurred along the neck of the Queen of Life, the sound he coaxed from her made the Waking World fall silent. Birds dropped from the sky, so struck by the melodious rhythm that they forgot to fly; rabid dogs lay down peacefully in the street, foaming no more; crying children found their tears had turned to diamonds. Newly-made spouses left their partners at the altar to hear Robert Mynwar play; babies came early; the dead left their graves to dance.
Perhaps somewhere there were a few people who had never heard of Love�s Secret Domain�hermits, castaways, cat-ladies�but by the time the band was midway through the Horses of Instruction Tour, those people were few and far-between. Word of their musical prowess had spread beyond the Waking World, into Faery, into Elsewhere�and beyond.
The Horses of Instruction tour was massive; each show more legendary than the last. The show where Sylvanna�s and Robert�s voices entwined into a summoning of the Muse of Music Herself, who stayed to play an encore that left the delirious audience�s ears permanently ringing with the final lick of The Crystal Cabinet. The show where the stage slowly rolled forward during the band�s biggest hit, A Tender Curb, crushing twenty-five ecstatic fans into jelly. The show where the son of financier Sookie Kodos flung himself onto Robert Mynwar, hoping to clip a lock of that sunshine hair; instead, Sylvanna beat him around the head with her mandolin before the bodyguards dragged him offstage. The show where Robert�s guitar solo ignited the roof of Oaktown Ballyhoo on fire, and the rest of the show had to be canceled much to the fans� dismay, who would have been happy to be burned alive if they could do so while listening to the pulverizing roar of The Crystal Cabinet. The show where a glade of aspens uprooted themselves from their hillside, and, lured by the thundering bass line to Pity, A Human Face, tried to storm the Ticonderoga Gaiety Music Hall only to be repelled in a pitched battle with an enormous murder of crows, who had been following the band from town to town for weeks.
Then one day, towards the end of this triumphant tour, Oberon himself left his palace under the Hill, stepped out of Faery into the Waking World, to hear Love�s Secret Domain play. He stood in the front row, halting the mosh pit�s churn with his presence, and though Sylvanna de Godervya�s voice that night was sweeter than honey, it was Robert Mynwar�s guitar that made his black eyes glow green. Faeries, as you know, love music but they cannot make it themselves, being as inherently tuneless as the night air. As the last bars of The Crystal Cabinet fell away, Oberon stepped through the ear-splitting roar of the crowd, over the heads of eager fans who had pushed forward in a desperate attempt to reach their idol, up onto the stage. As the twinkle of thousands of lighters sparked the darkened bowl of the amphitheater, Oberon enfolded the surprised sweaty guitarist into a swirl of crimson cape.
And then they were both gone.
_____
That was the last show Love�s Secret Domain ever played.
Robert Mynwar was never again seen in the Waking World and though Oberon, or Titania, might be seen from time to time, hunting humans through the forest on Crimble, or shopping at the Porkopolis Prada, Robert Mynwar stayed beneath the Hill. Sometimes news came of him, but always gossip unverified. A few months after his abduction, a changeling staggered out of Faery, and told The Porkopolis Music News he had seen Robert Mynwar and Oberon walking hand-in-hand through a pleached alley of hornbeams in the garden of Castle Fare-thee-Well. A year or so later, a hedgewitch claimed she�d been gathering green melancholy from a faery field when she had spied Robert Mynwar standing on a cliff above the Heart�s End Sea, sobbing into a spidersilk handkerchief. Five years after that, a beggar who stumbled into a faery ring on New Year�s Day and spent ten years (ten minutes) in Faery before being expelled by Mab, the Faery Seneschal, for drunkenness, said that when he was taken before the Faery court, he saw Robert Mynwar, bound to Oberon�s throne with a chain twisted from ivy and his own hair. Twenty years gone, a milkmaid from Monona, who had seen Love�s Secret Domain play one hundred and fifty-six times, said she had a vision of the great guitarist in a bucket of milk she�d squeezed from a blue-tinged cow; he was sitting in Titania�s solar on a tussock of green moss, playing a guitar with no strings.
After that, nothing.
And Robert Mynwar, already a legend, became legendary.
_____
A boy stands at a crossroads. It doesn�t matter which crossroads, or where. Above, a wolf moon sails up the curve of the sky, round as an eye. The crossed arms of the two roadways stretching away from him shine white as silk. The trees that surround the crossroads whistle in the night breeze; every leaf, every branch exposed in the moon�s glare. A spire of smoke drifts upward from the cigarillo the boy smokes. The smell of cloves mingles with the spicy scent of eucalyptus, and the boy�s perfume, which is the loamy fragrance of dirt.
After a time, a month, a year, an eternity, the moon reaches its height, directly over the center of the crossroads. The moon should begin its majestic descent downward, towards its set, but instead it pauses. The wind ceases; the moonlight becomes thick and still as paint. The cigarillo smoke hangs motionless in the air, like tree moss. The boy drops the cigarillo and steps on the red ember eye, crushing it.
A long black vehicle is coming down one of the roads; its headlamps cut through the darkness like searching antennae. Illuminating the boy, they pin him into place in the center of the crossroads. The limo is going fast, too fast; it�s going to mow him down if he doesn�t move. But instead of jumping out of the way, the boy extends his arm, extends his thumb. Brakes screeching, puffing black smoke, the limo barely stops in time. Its front bumper brushes the boy�s knees. Despite the garish glow of the headlights, the boy�s features remain sunk in shadow. He walks to the side of the limo, opens the door, and climbs inside.
The boy is greeted with excited yapping; the fox-faced corgi sitting on the jump seat has leapt up on its stubby legs and is alarming loudly. He gives the corgi a firm look, and the dog collapses into a furry pillow, tongue derping. In the middle of the back seat, Sylvanna de Godervya is sunk into a pile of white fur, so thick and deep that only her face is visible. A black guitar case sits next to her. Time has taken the sharp edge of her jaw, the smooth line of her cheek and forehead and the raven-black hair is now tarnished silver. But she�s still incandescent and those violet eyes are still deep enough to drown in.
�You took your time,� Sylvanna says. That famously rough voice is even raspier now, but lovelier too, its cragginess evoking weary experience and heartbreak.
�I�ve been busy,� the boy says, settling into the seat opposite. The corgi tries to worm onto his lap, whacking at his hand with a fat paw. He scratches its pointy ears.
�When I wanted you, you didn�t come.�
�Don�t be silly. You were busy too,� the boy says. �Songs to write, shows, children, grandchildren, the recording label, this fat little baby here.�
Her lip curls, as though to dismiss all those things. �I didn�t expect you to look so�handsome�so frivolous. Like a groupie.�
The boy grins, shakes his curly head, and crosses his legs, sheathed in trousers so tight it�s a wonder they don�t split at the motion. The plunging neckline on his flowing shirts shows off a muscular chest; his wrists are wreathed in turquoise and silver; more silver chains dangle from his neck. The heels on his red leather boots are five inches high. The clothes have been unfashionable for at least sixty years. �I take the form I think most pleasing; it makes things easier. More pleasant. More familiar.�
�You missed my mark,� Sylvanna says, but the smile quirking around her lips says he hit it most exactly. �Anyway, you should take your gorgeous ass and sashay out of my limo. I�m not ready. I�m on my way to the Were-Flamingo Gala. I�m the guest of honor. They are expecting me.� The purple eyes glitter fiercely. �I have things to do.�
�I�m sorry, honey, but it�s time. You�ve been wavering for months. Your heart��
�My heart died long ago. That�s nothing to do with my health.� Then she sighs, her voice crumpling. �I suppose there is no fighting Death. I will go with you if you tell me that one day I shall see him again. But you won�t, because it�s not true. They live forever in Faery. I�ll never see him again.�
The boy shrugs. Never is a long time�to her at least. To him, there�s no never, only the inevitable. He draws on his clove cigarillo, exhales. Sylvanna closes her eyes, breathes the waft of smoke in. �That smell. I haven�t smelled that smell in years. It always reminds me of him. Those foul cigarillos he smoked. Spicy, dark. You aren�t as pretty as he was. What a god. That hair, like spun gold, that ass, tight as a drum. When our voices came together, they said our harmony was a stairway to heaven.�
When the boy doesn�t reply, she says, �I looked for him everywhere. Faery-rings and sunsets. Hollow trees and elf-steeds. Solstice and Beltane. The Valley of Evermore and the vales of Kashmir. But I never found the way under the Hill.�
�Few mortals do, my dear,� the boy says. �And think of the songs you wrote in your sorrow. In a thousand years, those songs will still be sung. Heartbreak, sorrow, love.�
�His songs. Songs about him. I wrote other songs but no one cared about them.�
�Your songs,� he says gently. �But anyway, it doesn�t matter now.�
�It matters to me,� Sylvanna says. �It still matters to me.�
The boy sighs. �When it is your time, you must come. That is how it works. How it�s always worked. The natural order of things.�
�For humans, that is. But not for faeries. And not for humans in Faery. Doesn�t that bother you, that you, who hold sway over everything in this world, are barred from theirs? And that they may come and steal your subjects, take them beyond your reach, and you can do nothing?�
This does bother him; she�s got him there. He has a tidy nature; there are rules and he follows them. The rules must be followed else there would be chaos. But faeries don�t follow the rules; they love chaos, and when they steal a human, they upset his books, ruin his reckonings, leave an empty space in his ledger that he might never be able to fill. It is very annoying.
�You, so powerful, and against them powerless,� she jeers. Then, more gently: �Tell me, if he hadn�t been taken, would he be with you now? Would I be alone now anyway? It doesn�t hurt to tell me; it would be a great comfort to know.� Her eyes are soft and welling�the color of a bruise. Even the boy is not immune to such eyes; besides, Love�s Secret Domain is his favorite band.
He says: �In a crash, at the end of the Horses of Instruction tour, at the age of thirty-five. Driving too fast on a backroad; a farmer misses the yield sign. �
�Instantly?�
�Instantly.�
�Ah�� Sylvanna says, and those eyes close for a second, and the lines of pain around her mouth smooth away. �Thank you. Now, humor an old lady. Open that case there.�
The boy lifts the case and opens it. Inside lies a guitar, as curvy as a woman, glossy and plump. He lays it across her lap. She pats the fretboard with a claw-like hand: �The Queen of Life, Bobby�s guitar. He left her behind�Oberon couldn�t take her, you see�Bobby always said her strings were made from strands of the Muse�s hair, but that�s not true. Just ordinary guitar strings. But they have iron in them and faeries loathe iron.�
The boy takes her in his arms, cradling her head against his broad chest, caressing her face. The corgi crouches on the seat opposite, tongue derping, watching. �Give me a puff of that nasty thing. Ah, so sweet� so sweet�� But if she means the cigarillo, or the guitar, or him, or some far-off memory, he doesn�t know. She closes her eyes, leaning into him, and they sit in comfortable silence for a while; eventually her eyes close and her breathing grows light.
�I hear horses� thunder�� she whispers, and he presses his lips to hers, catching one breath, then two, and the final third� But there�s a fourth�this is odd, there should never be a fourth breath�the third breath should be her last. Her hands, now surprisingly strong, have him in a grip that is not letting go. He finds himself dwindling; his corporeal form dissolving until he is nothing but his own pure essence; his kiss is supposed to draw her out, out of her body, into death, but instead, he is being drawn into her. Within seconds he is trapped within her mouth. She bends to the guitar, as though to kiss it, and puffs a writhing ball of violet light into the small void in the guitar�s belly.
�Well,� says Sylvie to the corgi, �Lady Nimue was right. They are so eager to trap you that they don�t notice when you are trapping them.� She pats the Queen of Life�s swollen belly. �Don�t worry. I shan�t keep you long. And you shall thank me in the end.�
Back in the case goes the Queen of Life. Sylvie shrugs off the white furs; underneath she drips with green velvet and white lace, her suede boots are the color of dawn. Age still limns her, but all trace of infirmity is gone. She�s as graceful now as she was at twenty, perhaps even more so, because now that grace is seasoned by comfort in her own skin. At twenty, she still wondered who she was. At eighty-two she knows. She says gaily to the corgi: �Off we go then, over the hills and far away, to embrace the gloom��
She exits the limo, taking the guitar-case with her, and the corgi, too, tucked under her arm like a furry purse. As soon as she lets the corgi down, it takes off like a shot, down the westerly road, pausing briefly to look back at her, starry-eyed and eager.
Sylvie pulls her velvet hood up over her hair and, slinging the Queen of Life over her shoulder, follows the corgi down the road.
_____
The corgi knows the way to Faery, of course; all corgis do. They were bred long ago to serve as faery steeds, back when the faeries kept small and separate from humans, hidden. This is why corgis are so mischievous; their canine good nature has been leavened with the faery love of chaos. Every corgi knows that though the faeries have chosen to walk among humans for now, and have taken their size, they might someday decide to return to their original state and need the corgis� service again. So, the corgis keep in touch.
Down the westerly road, the corgi trots, over the hills and far away, and Sylvie follows, through the goblin market at Feetings & Foil and out onto the Benighted Road. They pass through the common towns of Last Week and Next Friday, and punt down the River Wry, through the Mizzle Locks. By then, they have been trekking for many hours and Sylvie is flagging. She�s no spring chicken and the road goes further on and on. At Sleep-Weary on the Wry, they stop for tea with a growly tomte, who the corgi charms with somersaults. They snack on cakes made from spun sugar and plum cheese, sip medlar wine mixed with sour milk. Thus refreshed they forge onward, up the Cragfast Pass, whose stony walls are skith with snow. Then down the rocky Rime Road, clotted with ice, and out onto the Dismal Plain.
The corgi is a bright blot of cheer in the otherwise cheerless landscape; if the fat little dog will not falter, Sylvie won�t either. Through Nightfast Vale and the Forest of Arden they go, the trees as thick as thieves, and a blank black sky overhead, fingers of foxfire scratching at them from the brush. Sylvie�s feet are dragging now, and the Queen of Life is as heavy as a toddler. She�s so weary and footsore, and the vengeful spirits that had started her out have faded into a misery of exhaustion. The corgi nips her ankles, drives her forward, and though she is sleep-weary and her shoulder burns with the weight of the guitar, she continues on, down the Old Plank Road, across the Mewling Marsh, past Sorrow-in-the-Glen, and the ruins of Moonraker Hall. For a while, she sings as she goes, all the old ballads that she and Robert had once sung together: Honey in the Dell, The Princess & the Pig, Let Me Be Your Salty Dog, The Red Cape. But eventually her voice cracks into silence; her throat tastes of sand. Now Sylvie is so bone-cold exhausted that the landscape fades from her vision. All she sees is the pathway plodding on forever under her feet, and the cheerful wink of the fluffy butt bouncing along before her, and that cheerful bounce is all that keeps her going. But at last, after hours, days, months, years, the indefatigable corgi halts.
Blinking the crust from her eyes, Sylvie leans the guitar case against her legs, easing her burning shoulder. A gray wind scuds gray clouds through a gray sky. A featureless drear landscape, bereft of buildings, color, foliage, or comfort. For the first time since they set out, Sylvie, despite the warm velvet cape, shivers. Ahead of them the road vanishes into a squishy bog, punctuated with the skeletal fingers of dead reeds and ragged catkins. Spindly trees, distorted by the wind, straggle along the bog�s edge, surround a wattle hut, crude and disintegrating.
�Home! Home!� the corgi frolics about her feet, and so Sylvie knows that this featureless drear landscape is Faery, for only in Faery can corgis talk.
�What a horrible place,� Sylvie says. �And I don�t see any faeries, either.�
The corgi bounces up on Sylvie�s knees, and squeaks: �Put your sunglasses on!� Humans who come to Faery under the usual circumstances are enchanted; they see only the false glories of Faery, the tempting lies, not the bitter truth. Sylvie, of course, is not under enchantment, and so she sees Faery as the forlorn place it truly is. But years ago, a tarot card reader in Towana Canyon sold her sunglasses�golden frames, pink mirror lenses�that the witch swore would allow the wearer to see as though she were glamoured, and when Sylvie puts them on, they work as promised.
The drear landscape is overlaid by a wide grassy lawn. Above, a coin-like sun sits in a boiled blue sky. The sun in Faery is brilliant but lacks warmth. The air smells stiflingly of flowers; a m�lange of roses and lilies too pungent to be agreeable. The colors�celadon grass, emerald trees, azure sky, scarlet flowers�are luscious but lifeless.
�Come come!� the corgi chides. �Every second here is a year in the Waking World. There�s no time to waste!�
�My time in the Waking World is up,� Sylvie says. �So that hardly matters to me.�
�I don�t want to miss the party!� squeaks the corgi, springing at her knees, nipping at her velvet skirts with needle teeth, driving her, laughing, forward. Beyond the grassy lawn is a half-timbered house, sitting by a lake, both surrounded by a dense copse of trees: ash and oak, chestnut and cherry. A pair of swans float upon the lake; their red beaks bright blotches of sangyn against the dull black of their feathers.
A dash of glittering light coalesces before Sylvie and the corgi, becomes a tall woman, draped in spangled cloth: Mab, the Faery Seneschal. Her lips are red as pomegranates and her hair the silvery purple of stardust. At first glance, she�s beautiful, but a second look shows that beauty is tinged with the grotesque. Her mouth is too wide, her eyes too big, her fingers long and insectile, her skin as brittle and slick as porcelain. She�s dressed all in white, a maggoty shade of white that suggests not purity and renewal, but putrescence. When the faeries try to copy human fashions, despite their magic, they always get the subtle details wrong.
The corgi waddles towards the faery woman, fluffy butt wiggling in joy, shrieking: �Mab! Mab!�
Mab scoops the corgi up and allows it to dab at her face with its long tongue. Over its foxy head, she observes Sylvie: �You have grown so old since yesterday.�
�Yesterday was years ago to me,� Sylvie says.
�It is a terrible fate to be a human, to be young and fair, and then so quickly to decay.�
�A terrible fate indeed: to grow, to learn, to love, to create, to let go. Some say it�s a terrible fate to be a Faery; to stay unchanging and unfeeling for all eternity, to spend one�s time in nothing but frivolity and pleasure-seeking,� Sylvie answers.
The faery woman answers: �Our pleasures are our own. It is well, then, that we each are satisfied with how we are. Did you bring the guitar they call the Queen of Life?�
�I did.�
�Good. He pines, he says he must have it, he sulks for it. They have offered him the most famous guitars in the Waking Worlds: Lucille; Robert Johnson�s 1929 Gibson; Clapton�s Blackie; Page�s double-necked Stratocaster; Brakespeare�s Honeythroat. He wants the Queen of Life�only her. The Lord and Lady have become impatient. Come.�
Mab turns and walks toward the lake, the tails of her white gown slinking behind her like the segments of a worm. Sylvie and the corgi, who Mab had collapsed from her arms onto the ground, follow. The swans have moved to the edge of the lake now, fishing among the catkins. As Mab approaches, they scatter, trailing thin lines of wake behind them. Mab walks off the grass, out onto this wake, the corgi bouncing along behind her. Sylvie hesitates; and the corgi turns back towards her and yaps �Come on! Come on!�
So Sylvie follows, out onto the water, wondering if it will hold her�a human woman�as it does a faery woman. And it does; her footfall is as firm as if she walks on solid ground. The water of the lake is rising up around her; she�s sinking as she walks, an unnerving feeling only leavened by the consolation that since the only death in Faery is the Death she has trapped in the Queen of Life, she surely cannot drown. Though the water is rising around them, they are not getting wet; now the surface of the lake is above their heads, and they are walking down a sloping pathway that leads to�
An immense room, airless and dark, with a ceiling bounded by the lake�s volume, a huge mass of water poised directly above. Thin lances of light pierce the murky water, and darts of gold, black and white�carp easily as big as the fat corgi. Under this watery canopy hundreds of faeries weave and turn among each other, bowing and twirling, pairs coming together, moving apart, in some incomprehensible pattern. They are dancing, Sylvie realizes, their movements jerky, so strangely ungraceful for creatures of such beauty, hopping stiffly, elbows held at strange angles, steps shuffling and awkward. Their headdresses of bone and branch, ash and hawthorn, trailing moss and ivy, bend and sway like a forest in windstorm.
But the ballroom is completely silent, not even the sound of the dancers� slippers on the floor can be heard. A stage looms above the dance floor and faeries stand upon its height, making motions with strange objects. One clutches a massive rock in each hand, pounding on the skull of a huge horned animal. Another holds a bone to her mouth; another blows on a large shell. A fifth has strung dry leaves on a long stick and shakes the stick like a tambourine. But these facsimile instruments make no noise, no music, no sound at all, or at least no sound that Sylvie can hear. The light shafting through the water wavers, too weak to provide much illumination, so the dancers, their clothes, their hair, seem, even through the enchanted sunglasses, grey and bland. And there on the dais opposite the stage, dark Oberon, with his moonlight hair and his icy eyes. And proud Titania, her rounded shoulders gauzed in heart�s-ease taffetta, a crown of tangled flowers�honeysuckle and heliotrope, yarrow and bluebells�poised on her head. And, lounging between them, Robert Mynwar, bright as the sun. In the Waking World, he glowed; golden hair, golden skin, sapphire eyes. Here, even in the wan watery light, he fairly blazes. Sylvie�s heart catches; she�d forgotten how breathtakingly gorgeous he is, so young and merry. He does not in any way look as sorrowful as the reports had made him out to be. He looks content, and relaxed, albeit a bit petulant; that last expression oh-so-familiar. A small mandolin nestles in his lap, glossy as a lap-dog.
�Proud Oberon, Fierce Titania, King and Queen of all who live Under the Hill,� Mab says. �You bid me send for the guitar called The Queen of Life, and I have done so.�
The corgi makes a sort of bow by settling its stumpy front legs to the floor, wiggles its glorious floof, and Sylvie makes a creaky curtsy. Oberon says: �And you brought a hag, as well, to mar our court, and give us pain to see such ugliness.�
Robert grins at this; he�s looking right at her, but there�s no glimmer of recognition in his eyes. How could there be? He hasn�t seen her in sixty years. But in his mind, it�s been only days; he remembers her, if at all, falsely.
Sylvie says, forcing a quaver in her voice, �Lord and Lady of the Hill, I ask you to pardon me. I come only as the servant to the guitar, the Queen of Life; when it is delivered, I shall withdraw.�
�Oh leave her be, Oberon,� Robert says, �Give me the guitar, granny�� He�s slinking down from the dais now, those supple hips swaying in the way that made all the young kids scream and faint. He thrusts the mandolin at her, takes the guitar-case, clasping it to his chest like a lover, before laying it down on the step.
�Oh you darling,� Robert says, when he opens the lid. �Oh you gorgeous gorgeous girl.�
He swivels into a sitting position; props the Queen of Life on his lap, caresses her curves, running his fingers over her frets, up and down her glittering strings. His eyes dance; the smile he bestows upon her almost breaks Sylvie�s heart anew. �Thank you, granny, for bringing her to me. Tell me, do they remember me in the Waking World? Or am I long forgotten?�
�Oh, no, you are a legend. Legendary. Not just as a rock star, but one who tempted the King of Faery himself. The greatest guitarist who ever lived. No one shall ever forget Robert Mynwar.�
He grins: �I am glad to hear of it; glad I was right to accept Oberon�s invitation. If I�d stayed in the Waking World I�d be old now�how long has it been?�
�Seventy-three years,� Sylvie says.
He shudders. �I�d be as old as you, older even. Decayed, decrepit. No offense, dear lady. Long ago superseded by someone younger, someone maybe not as talented but flashy. Now, I shall live forever.�
�But here, in Faery. Among the faeries. Where nothing is real.�
�It seems real enough to me, feels real�and if it feels real what else matters? And much less complicated than the Waking World. No love, no jealousy, no fear��
She says: �Those are things that make a musician great, the emotions that generate creation. To live without turmoil, without passion, to live passively��
�To live is to grow old, and to grow old is to die, to fade away. Far, far better to burn out, dear lady.�
�And what about the rest of the band? Sylvanna, Merrick, Tashie?� she asks bitterly. Suddenly she feels a fool. Here she thought she was rescuing him from a faery enchantment and it turns out that enchantment was his heart�s desire. Well, bucko, she thinks to herself. Prepare to be disappointed. The party is over.
�Oh, I�m sure they profited nicely from my spectacular exit.�
�And your children?�
�Sangyn? She was a toddler, I�m sure she didn�t even miss me.�
This was quite untrue, but no point in saying so now. Sylvie had been five weeks pregnant when he left; he doesn�t even know that he also has a son. There�s no point in mentioning it now. He�s lost interest in the conversation anyway; she knows that eager look in his eyes. He wants to play.
He says: �Strange, I would expect, after all these years, for the Queen of Life to be out of tune, but she�s not. Richard has taken good care of you, my lovely.�
Sylvie says nothing, but her heart writhes with rage. She had fired Richard, Robert�s roadie and chief crony, two hours after Robert�s abduction. He spent the following years peddling baroquely viscous gossip about the band before choking on his own vomit after a particularly heavy bender. She�s been the Queen of Life�s caretaker all this time. For the first five years or so, she didn�t touch the guitar; even the thought of doing so was too agonizing. But then, as time went on, the guitar became, instead of a painful reminder, a comforting companion. She never played it in public, but all her songs were composed upon it. A guitar that isn�t played, Robert Mynwar often said, grows sour, just as does a woman who isn�t touched. Well, that last hadn�t been a problem for her, but she was still sour.
Titania, bored with this talk, has risen from the divan. She stands over Robert, drops a hand upon his gleaming head.
�Play,� she says. �Play for us.�
�As you will, my lady.� He grins, standing, slinging the guitar-strap over his shoulder. He has to adjust it downward; he always played with the Queen of Life hanging around his knees, but Sylvie had shortened the straps. The faeries part the dance floor for him. He climbs the stairs to the stage; the faery musicians have moved aside. A shaft of brilliant sunlight pierces the gloomy water and pins him in place, like a butterfly spiked to a specimen board.
Sylvie closes her eyes; she can�t bear to watch.
But in her mind�s eye she sees him, as she�s seen him so many times before, those long years ago: the guitar balanced on the outthrust leg, the hopping strut, the left hand flying up and down the fretboard, fingers moving so fast that the individual chords are a blur. The half-smile hidden by the swinging hair, and the sound, the melody like a racing river, snatching one up into its currents, carrying one away�
The memory is so vivid in her mind, that it takes her a moment to realize she doesn�t hear any music.
She opens her eyes.
And there he is, just as she had remembered him, playing furiously, and yet there is no music. It�s not the lack of amplification; the Queen of Life is a charged instrument, she doesn�t need an outside source of galvanism to play. It�s not the new strings; she�d changed them herself. But he is acting as though he hears the song, and, peering through the murk, the other faeries seem to be listening intently. Then she realizes. She�s in Faery. Only faery glamour works here. No other kind of magic holds sway, not even Robert Mynwar�s magick. The sunglasses show the glamour but they can�t make her hear it.
Her heart�already shattered�crumbles even more. Rage collapses into pity. That his music should be reduced to a frivolous glamour in the service of a cold-hearted king and queen seems a travesty, a true horror. Even worse�he does not know it.
One long flourish of his left arm, sending the soundless chord flying up towards the watery ceiling. Robert Mynwar stands, panting, grinning.
�Any requests?� he cries. The Queen of Life purrs a random flourish. Sylvie recognizes the chords, so she can hear the lick in her mind�the opening riff to A Tender Curb.
�The Angel of Avalon,� Sylvie shouts out, before anyone else can do so, and before he can launch further into A Tender Curb.
Robert Mynwar looks surprised. They wrote The Angel of Avalon together, when it was just the two of them, before they formed Love�s Secret Domain. It�s a deep cut; they only played it in concert a few times. Too old-fashioned. Not a heavy enough bass line. But it remains her favorite of all their songs. �That�s an old one,� he says. �Very old. I am surprised you know of it. Are you a fan?�
�Your biggest fan,� she says. �I went to every one of your shows. Never missed a one.�
�I�m honored,� he laughs. �You brought me my girl; I shall give you the song! But I shall have to sing both parts. And it shall be a bit thin without Sylvie�s harmony. Toss me a pick, honey.� Robert Mynwar is a finger-picker; sometimes he�d come off a show with fingertips cut to meat; his guitar solos were flecked with flying drops of blood. But she played lead guitar on The Angel of Avalon (another reason they rarely played it live) and she never saw any reason to be so dramatic with her playing. She uses a pick.
She�s carried the pick all the way from the Waking World nestled in the vee of her breasts; it�s warm from her flesh, and it glints like a tiny black star when she flicks it through the air towards him.
The second the iron pick touches his hand, the enchantment fails. Sylvie knows it fails because she can hear the melody of The Angel of Avalon begin to dance out of the Queen of Life. The familiar notes make her grin with joy; despite herself, she finds her hips, her shoulders, begin to move in time to the song�s pull. It�s a happy song, a song made for dancing, and for love, despite the yearning lyrics. His eyes are closed; he�s so intent on playing he doesn�t see she�s climbed on the stage, doesn�t see her coming towards him.
She sings out:
�Still statue standing
My life is a protection
I�m waiting for a crown, a king�
His voice joins hers now: �That may never come��
He looks up, and sees her, his face crumbling into bewilderment. His left hand freezes on the fretboard, his right hand lets fall the pick. But the song does not stop, the song has taken on a life of its own, it dances on, chords tumbling over each other, furiously racing out into the faery throng, filling the ballroom with a glorious galloping melody that makes her bones quiver, her organs vibrate, her teeth clatter in her mouth. The lake, above, has churned into a squall.
�Sylvie?� Robert cries. She can�t hear his voice over the frantic music, but she can read her name on his lips. But as she steps towards him, she realizes that he isn�t speaking to her, but to the woman who has appeared before him, released from the prison of the Queen of Life by Robert�s playing. A familiar woman, the girl she used to be so long ago: lion-like mane of black hair, the swirl of lace skirts, the draped black velvet cape, thigh-high platform boots. This girl is young and beautiful, her skin as smooth as wax, her face vapid and doll-like, and it is for her that Robert is reaching. The tempo of the song has turned frantic, like an overwound musicbox, the joyful notes stretching into a high pitched howling. Robert falls into Death�s arms, which curve to catch him, as he sinks to his knees. She bends to kiss him; the Queen of Life trapped between them. Their lips meet. And the music snuffs out so suddenly that Sylvie staggers, almost falls.
The Queen of Life lies abandoned on the floor.
Robert Mynwar and Death are gone.
_____
A blazing black shadow envelops Sylvie, drags her to her feet like a ragdoll, hangs her by her shoulders.
�You have brought Death into Faery!� Oberon roars. With a movement too quick for the human eye to track, he has gone from the dais to the stage, and his eyes are blazes of starfire; horns flare from his forehead.
�So I have,� Sylvie shouts. �You stole my love, and now I have stolen him back!�
�I did not steal him! He came of his own desire. They all do! This talk of abduction is rubbish�they call us, we come, and we offer them everything they desire. No human has ever stayed in Faery save by their own choice!� The tips of his antlers brush her forehead. If he dips his head any lower, she�ll be impaled. She kicks out and catches him in the knee with the tip of her boot.
Wincing, he lets her slide from his grip. She cries: �It�s a false choice, buoyed by false promises!�
�A choice made freely!� Oberon hisses. �You humans long for our glamour and then you balk at the price you must pay! You heard him; he said he wanted nothing to do with your ugly world! You are a fool!ˮ
Oberon is right. She is a fool. Suddenly she wants nothing more than to be a million miles away from Faery. Tucked up in her own bed, with a hot water bottle, a box of chocolates, and the snoring corgi. Oberon is still shouting when Titania, now standing at his side, the corgi held to her shoulder like a baby, says: �You fuss over nothing, my lord. Robert was growing tiresome anyhow, and now he is gone. She should be gone, as well! Toss her out!�
�But she brought Death into Faery!� Oberon says again, and now he sounds peevish, like a whiny child. �That insult cannot go unchallenged.�
Titania answers: �And Death, having gotten what it wanted, is gone. Mab shall see to our security better in the future and make sure that it does not return. But first, Mab, harness the hummingbirds. We shall hunt butterflies on Hawthorne Hill.�
The seneschal bows her stardust head and fades from view. The ballroom has emptied; the other faeries have fled. The lake water remains dark, but it no longer churns. �I want my dinner,� the corgi complains, and Titania hushes it. Oberon�s horns dwindle; green seeps back into his eyes. He says to Sylvie, his voice oozing charm: �You are Sylvanna de Godervya. I saw your solo show at Hammersmith. I loved your last album.� He stretches a long arm towards her, index finger extended. Titania knocks the finger away.
�No more musicians,� Titania says. �They are far too much trouble. Come, my lord, let us sup before we hunt, and lie together perhaps. You, human, do not come to Faery again. Here�� Titania tosses the corgi at Sylvie; the loaf tumbles towards her, fatty paws scrabbling. Somehow Sylvie manages to catch it. The force of the catch flings her backwards; a rush of wind fills her ears, squints her eyes. Through the sting she catches glimpses of a dizzying whirl of geography, all the landscapes she and the corgi had trudged through to get to Faery, now flashing by like a kaleidoscope. She clutches the quivering corgi to her chest, closes her eyes to the stomach-churning blur, and then it�s over. Stillness surrounds her, and a wet tongue snorgling her ringing ear.
Sylvie opens her eyes. She�s back at the crossroads, and there, engine still purring, waits her limo. The corgi flops out of her arms, and looks upward, barking. Something is spinning down out of dark sky; Sylvie holds out her arms just in time to catch the Queen of Life before it smashes on the ground. A second item pings Sylvie on the head; bounces off the corgi, who yips in pain�the iron pick.
�Well, that was fun. At least we didn�t have to walk all the way back,� Sylvie says to the corgi, and it mlems at her. She takes off her sunshades and chucks them. She is very tired, and her joints burn like fire. A spatter of gentle rain hits her shoulders; then another spatter, much harder. But despite these aches she feels light as a feather. For years she had lived with despair and loss tucked under her heart. Then her heart was full of roaring rage. Now the despair, the loss, the rage: all gone. For the first time in forever, instead of feeling full of him, she feels full of herself. She laughs as she realizes she didn�t free him. She freed herself.
The corgi runs to the limo door and stands there; it doesn�t like its floof to get wet. Syvlie says, �I agree. Let�s go home.�
�Can I catch a ride with you, pretty lady?�
A tall figure steps into the center of the crossroads, turquoise ring flashing on the extended thumb. Jeans as slick as paint and tiny flowered shirt, opened all the way to the ornate silver belt-buckle, slung low on swaying hips. A toss of hip-length golden floss hair, the solar flare smile. The corgi shows its teeth, shark-like, twisting around her feet, and she soothes it with a gentle push of her foot.
�It�s a foul trick,� she says. �To come in that guise. Turn back into the groupie, or I shall imprison you again. And this time I shall not let you out.�
Robert Mynwar laughs: �Don�t be a git, Sylvie. Come on, get in the limo. You�ll catch your death in this rain.�
�I already caught my Death, Bobby,� she says. She opens the door of the limo and the corgi bunny-hops inside.
�Oh, I know. He was quite annoyed, but he says he won�t hold it against you. In fact, he let me come in his place to fetch you. Wasn�t that kind?�
After tucking the Queen of Life into the seat-well next to the corgi, Sylvie turns back to face Robert Mynwar. He�s still grinning, as though the entire last seventy-two years were nothing but a joke. Even in the drizzling rain, he�s glorious. He�ll always be glorious. He may be dead, but he really is going to live forever, the bastard. Well, so will she, on her own terms, and without him. She�ll match his legend, and then some. The woman who stole Robert Mynwar back from the faeries and then gave him away.
�Sorry, Bobby, I can�t give you a lift. I�m late for an engagement.� Sylvie quickly jumps into the limo and slams the door shut. Robert peers through the window; tapping on the glass, and she laughs, thinking of all the times they snuggled together in the back of this limo, staring out at the fans so desperate to get to them. Now he�s the one on the outside, desperate to get to her. The corgi jumps the seat, snuggles into a circle against her, its warmth a welcome ease to the ache in her hip. She tabs the window down a crack: �I�ll see you later, Bobby. Much later.�
�But you have to come with me�� he says, bewildered.
�No, I don�t. Tell Death that he owes me for the favor I did to him in helping him balance his books. I�ll come to him when I�m good and ready but not tonight.�
�Why are you being so mean, Sylvie? I thought you�d be glad to see me.�
�I thought so too, but I was wrong.�
She rolls the window back up before he can respond.
Sylvanna de Godervya raps on the glass divider and the limo shifts into gear. She glances out the back window as the limo rolls away, but the darkness has already swallowed Robert Mynwar.
�Well met by moonlight, proud corgi,� Sylvie says, scritching the corgi�s ears, and it yawns in agreement.
FINIS
For the real Sylvanna de Godervya

A Note from Ysabeau S. Wilce

Since it�s quite obvious to me that if Oberon had seen Led Zeppelin play in 1974 he would have undoubtedly stolen Robert Plant away to Faery, I can�t believe no one has done the rockstar abducted by faeries story before. But it appears that I might be the first. Clever readers will quickly realize that Love�s Secret Domain is a pastiche of two incendiary 1970s bands, and their song titles are mostly stolen from that rockstar of poets: William Blake, whose famous painting of Oberon and Titania dancing could only have been improved with a Les Paul in the background. The geography of the journey to Faery is indebted to the British writer Robert MacFarlane (@RobGMacfarlane) whose Twitter feed is a fascinating exploration of forgotten British language and landscape, and ever an inspiration to me. I like this conceit enough that I feel the urge to expand it to a novel; so perhaps I shall just do that. Rock stars and faeries seem a match made in� Faeryland.
Many many thanks to Stephanie Burgis and Tiffany Trent for letting me play in their submerged ballroom.
(And if you should ever see a fat corgi waddling urgently down the road, heading west, I urge you not to follow.)

TWELVE SISTERS
Y.S. LEE


Twelve Sisters

Content warning: implied domestic violence
Don�t you wonder what happened afterwards?
Yes, yes: a king was plagued with twelve daughters who, despite being locked into their bedroom every night, wore holes through all their dancing slippers by morning. His solution? Invite any passing adventurer to discover our secret and inherit the crown. After many failures and messy beheadings, a grizzled soldier with a cape of invisibility followed us to our underground revels, brought back proof of our adventures, and claimed the eldest princess in marriage. Everybody knows that much, thanks to the Brothers Grimm.
And now you shall know what happened next.
_____
�It was my fault,� said Anya. �I shouldn�t have��
�Married him? You had no say in the matter.�
�Argued with him. I should know by now�� She dabbed her eyes with a lace-trimmed handkerchief.
I couldn�t see an injury at first�not until I realized that the shadows sheltered by her high collar were actually fingermarks. I unclenched my teeth and turned to the maid in the corner. �Grace, fetch a hot posset for Princess Anya. Plenty of Madeira.� A trip to the kitchens and back. Time to heat the cream, grate the sugar, steep the mace. Twenty minutes� privacy, perhaps.
�Sister, I don�t need�� Anya shivered, and her beautiful posture began to crumple.
�Go,� I said, and Grace fled. When the door closed behind the maid, I wrapped a soft shawl about Anya�s shoulders. My touch was gentle. She flinched nevertheless. �Come,� I said. �Sit by the fire.�
She lowered herself cautiously into an armchair, as though it might take sudden exception to her presence. And here, by warm firelight, there was something else about her that looked� different. A familiar kind of different. �Oh, sister�� I couldn�t quite bleach the chagrin from my voice. �Are you with child again?�
She stared at me, aghast. �Sweet heaven, do you think? So soon?�
I was no physician, yet it seemed so obvious. The subtle swelling of her face, the new languor of her movements: her body engaged, once again, in that most magical and ruthless of feats.
�Are you sure you�re not a witch, Ling?� Her smile was small, stiff. �You have never been wrong before.�
Twelve years ago, a few moons after her marriage to the soldier, I had noticed the changes but not understood their import. Since then, I�d observed them at the start of each pregnancy. �Don�t you feel it yourself?� How could she not sense such a transformation in her body�s workings?
Anya�s tears flowed faster. �I don�t know what normal feels like anymore. I scarcely recognize this carcass as mine.�
I could well believe that. Anya had birthed eleven daughters, running down in age like steps on a staircase. The youngest was still an infant. People thought princesses soft and idle, but Anya�s body was as worn as that of any farmwife. Even her speech was different: losing half her teeth robbed her of the crisp hauteur that had been one of her defining traits.
�Maybe this one will kill me,� she said. Her voice was wistful.
_____
It was the bleak heart of winter, the snows were deep, and our father, the King, was dying. Within a few days or weeks, Anya�s husband would become king�all according to the proclamation made in order to solve the mystery of our worn-out dancing shoes.
Shoes!
For such were the lives of princesses: every pirouette need be accounted for.
Anya�s soldier had not seemed monstrous, a dozen years ago. Surly, yes. Arrogant, certainly. We had not liked him, but neither had we feared him. Three nights in a row, Anya gave him the sleeping draught in the antechamber of our bedroom and we watched as he �drank� it, rivulets of mulled wine trickling down his chin. We hid our smiles, thought him merely greedy and clumsy. We hadn�t seen the sponge concealed within his untrimmed beard, didn�t realize he was only feigning sleep.
When he put on the cloak of invisibility and followed us down the enchanted stairway, I felt his tread catch the hem of my gown, the heat of his breath on the back of my neck. I was alarmed. But I was the youngest, a child of twelve, with a habit of obedience. Anya insisted that all would be well. I set aside my instincts. Later, in the ballroom, I saw invisible hands lift my wine goblet, watched unseen lips drain it, repeatedly. I didn�t realize he enjoyed my terror.
After Anya was wed, there remained eleven of us. In order of birth, each a year younger than the previous: Bunmi, Chanda, Damla, Esther, Fatima, Genevieve, Hasnaa, Isolde, Johanna, Keiko � and I, Ling. The glories of our dancing nights became common gossip. Courtiers and diplomats never asked outright, but all wanted to know what else we�d done in the nether world besides dance. Were we certain we�d only allowed the princes to row us in those enchanted boats? Had we only dined in the castle � and all together, always? And what of the cut of our ballgowns? Did we truly expect them to believe�? The King cursed, he threatened, he trebled our dowries. After that, my sisters found spouses.
Now, the King�s bedchamber would be crowded. Anya and I lived here, at the castle, but our ten sisters and their families were expected on the morrow. Tomorrow was not only the beginning of our deathbed vigil; it was the first time the twelve of us would be reunited since the scandal.
_____
Next morn, I set out early for a walk. Fresh snow squeaked under my fur-lined boots, the sky pressed low under its burden of clouds. There was nobody about for miles. Until, suddenly, there was.
A cloak of coarse brown, battered men�s brogues, a bundle of kindling in her gnarled hands: she was so much the picture of a hedge-witch that I wondered if I�d imagined her. As a child, I�d had a book of tales that showed just such a crone as this. But when she doffed her hood and looked up at me, I blinked at the steel-rimmed lunettes balanced on her nose. I would never have invented a hedge-witch with spectacles.
�The King is dying,� she said, by way of greeting. Her voice was both deep and sharp.
I inclined my head. So close to the castle as we were, this was common knowledge.
�Are you prepared?�
�The remaining princesses arrive today.� I turned and pointed to the castle chimneys, two dozen of them wafting smoke. �All are making ready.�
�Are you prepared, Princess?�
I swung back to look at her more closely. �You recognize me?�
�Princess Ling, of course.� Her eyes gleamed, even behind glass. �The unmarried one.�
As the youngest daughter, I was never destined for marriage; my duty was to our aging father and the keeping of his household. Yet I cherished my spinsterhood. How could I not, with the example of Anya�s husband ever before my eyes? Besides which� I had a secret.
My sisters were dispersed and our nightly revels undone, but I held fast to our history. They were now queens and empresses of far-flung nations, but in my underground domain, I reigned supreme. And each time I descended to our secret dreamworld, I felt as close to them as we�d ever been, a dozen and more years ago.
I chose my words with precision. �Am I prepared to bid farewell to my father, the King? He has lived a long and useful life.� Despite his very careless handling of his daughters, the King had been a monarch who avoided war and fed the poor. One could not hope the same of Anya�s mercenary.
�And have you made preparations for his successor?� asked the hedge-witch. She was enjoying this interview.
I hesitated. �What sort of ruler do you predict he�ll be, mother?�
�You don�t need a scrying-glass for that, Princess. You know precisely what sort of king the soldier will make.�
He was a brute and a braggart and a bully. A sneak, too, who used his cloak of invisibility still: to eavesdrop on Anya and me, to make free with the treasury, to frighten the King into doing his will. Why would any of this change once he wore the crown? Thick sadness clogged my throat. �Excuse me, mother,� I said. �I must go.�
Her hand twisted the soft wool of my mantle. �A minute more, Princess.� She was very strong.
�Why?�
�I have a confession to make.�
�Then you must find a divine.�
�Oh no,� she said slowly. �You, Princess Ling, are the one who must hear my confession.�
�Is that so?� I had been an obedient child, but nobody said �must� to me, anymore.
�I gave him that cloak of invisibility,� said the hedge-witch.
I stared, wondering if I could possibly have heard aright.
She looked furtive and sour, and I realized it was an expression of shame. �I had planned to give the cloak to a good-natured swineherd. But the swineherd was delayed�his pigs got loose�and when the soldier came along at the right time�� She sighed and tapped her spectacles. �I couldn�t see so well, back then. Didn�t have these. And the two men were of an age, and his sword looked quite like a swineherd�s staff��
�You mistook a sword for a stick.�
�And have regretted my mistake ever since.� She paused. �The swineherd was far from dashing�oh, how he reeked!�but he was a decent man.�
For long moments, I was too livid to speak. She regretted her mistake? When Anya had paid for that blunder with her dignity, her health, and the entire course of her life?
�You understand, Princess Ling, that the kingdom ought not suffer the consequences of my error.�
I fixed my gaze on the glittering white horizon for several deep breaths. Then I straightened my spine and asked, �And will you grant me a gift, mother, to aid in his defeat?� I would steel myself to any horror for this task.
�I will.� She proffered her right hand and chanted, �A kingdom�s hope: the midnight knell. Twelve sisters work a timely spell. A cape changes the soldier�s shape, but answers to the shell.�
I peered at the small, brown orb lolling between the deep creases of her palm. So much for a vial of poison, an enchanted knife, or my own cloak of invisibility. The hedge-witch was offering me� a walnut? �And what must we�I�do with this?�
�Fair�s fair, Princess: I can but give you the tools. You must make your own fate.� And, by extension, the fate of the kingdom. Just as the soldier had.
I took the walnut.
_____
My sisters arrived laden with spouses and children and maids and jewel-cases and accounting books�and, in the case of Bunmi, a pet snake named Ej� from which she refused to be parted, despite the shudders and complaints of Genevieve. After supper, in the vast, chilly dining hall, I requested a private gathering of the twelve princesses; nothing official, merely a fond sisterly reunion. Their consorts�even Anya�s soldier�smiled and waved their fingers indulgently.
Once in our old sitting-room, the infants consigned to their nurses and the others to cups of spiced wine, a sense of expectation settled upon us. �Charming idea,� said Fatima. �But why are we here, Anya, and not attending the King on his deathbed?�
�Anya, sister, you look utterly exhausted,� interrupted Damla. �All that childbearing� do you truly think it wise?�
�Really, Anya, we know you are devoted to our mother�s memory but there is no need to recreate her life so exactly,� said Johanna. �Do you want to die giving birth to your twelfth?�
Esther and Hasnaa rushed to defend her, but Anya held up her hand for silence. Then, holding Johanna�s gaze, she unwound the lace scarf from her neck. �No, Damla,� she said quietly. �I do not think it wise.� The bruises were purple by candlelight.
A parched silence descended upon the room. The fire crackled. Someone exhaled. I watched my sisters string together echoes of stray remarks and casual moments, like beads on a silk strand. Their eyes grew dark.
�He must pay for this,� hissed Keiko.
�What can be done?� whispered Isolde.
Anya shivered. �Ling has a proposal.�
They stared at me in astonishment. Finally, Chanda grinned. �The tadpole has grown up. Speak on, Ling.�
�Before we begin our vigil for the King, I suggest that we visit our dreamworld one last time.�
There was another startled silence�and then an explosion of protest, all aimed at me. Esther�s voice rose above the rest. �Our father, the King, destroyed the enchanted lake and castle a dozen years ago!�
�We all heard him declare its destruction complete,� said Fatima. She sounded as choked and heartbroken as we�d all felt that terrible evening, on the eve of Anya�s wedding, when we�d been hauled before the assembled court. Officially, it was the king�s proclamation of our purity and repentance. In practice, it was a ritual of humiliation, a demonstration of his mastery over us, and a warning to wayward daughters throughout the kingdom.
Johanna�s cool voice broke the silence. �And how does this relate to Anya�s� problem?�
�I promise you, it does.� I paused, feeling a drift of warm, stale air on the back of my neck. Or perhaps I�d imagined it? �While the King dammed a river in order to drown our dreamworld, he failed to destroy it.� Eleven perplexed faces looked at me. �I discovered this myself, quite by accident, ten years ago. It is still there.�
�If it�s submerged like a shipwreck, I consider it destroyed,� said Keiko. �How much use or pleasure can there be in moldering rowboats and barnacled trees?�
The others murmured agreement but I shook my head. �It is protected by enchantment. We must swim to it but, once there, we can breathe freely.�
Fatima�s eyes were wide. �You�re saying it�s still there, in perfect condition? The lake, the trees, the castle, the princes?�
�Oh, the princes,� murmured Isolde. A chorus of tender sighs filled the room.
�It�s not exactly as it was.� It had taken me years to understand why. �Twelve years ago, when we danced there every night, our dreamworld was constructed by Anya�s imagination. She invented the silver, gold and diamond groves. The lake with the rowboats. And the princes who danced all night. It was her dreamworld, and she made it real.�
�Why Anya?� demanded Bunmi, with a second-born�s full measure of indignation. Ej� rippled against her neck.
�Primogeniture,� I said, with a grin. �If we had kept going after Anya was married, it would have been your turn, Bunmi. And then Chanda�s, and Damla�s, and so on and so forth.�
Genevieve shuddered. �Heaven preserve me from Bunmi�s snake-filled fantasy life.� She yelped as Bunmi pinched her.
�So as the last unmarried princess, it is now your dreamworld, correct?� asked Hasnaa.
�Ye-es.� But it was much more than a frivolous fantasy to me. While my sisters exchanged girlish dreams for political sway and families of their own, I remained powerless and alone. In the void of my adult life, the dreamworld became my inheritance: a legacy for the youngest, the unmarried. The left-behind.
�What is it like?� asked Esther.
When we were young, my sisters never inquired after my opinions or my dreams. There had always been so many of us, so much noise, so much busy-ness. Now, I felt terribly exposed. How could I explain that my dreamworld was more than mere consolation or diversion? It was a necessary outlet for the exercise of my mind, my will, my desires. �I kept the silver trees,� I said, slowly. �I always preferred them to the gold and diamond ones.�
�So much for good financial sense,� sniffed Johanna.
�Shut up,� muttered Keiko. �It�s her dreamworld.�
�I kept the lake, too, but instead of�� I shook my head and stood. �Sisters, if you want to know what it�s like, come see it.�
There was a long moment of hesitation. My sisters were no longer carefree princesses who spent their nights dancing holes in their slippers. They were monarchs and peacemakers, wives and mothers. They were women who negotiated with ambassadors and commanded lord chamberlains. They nursed children through fevers and knew how many haunches of venison would suffice one hundred guests. They were women who, granted one night of perfect freedom, would choose to spend it in dreamless sleep. But we were all here now. Our girlhood bedroom was just upstairs, its magic intact. I held my body perfectly still. I looked. I listened. When I heard the faintest of inhalations over my left shoulder, I bit back a smile.
I felt the room complete.
Keiko jumped to her feet. �Lead on, sister.� And suddenly they were all rising, striding towards the stairs.
�Wait!� I called. �This evening, we proceed in reverse birth order. Keiko, you follow me. Then Johanna, Isolde, Hasnaa, Genevieve, Fatima, Esther, Damla, and Bunmi. Anya, you will come last.� Her gaze was fixed somewhere in the middle distance and I felt a queasy rush of anxiety. �Anya? Are you feeling unwell?�
Her face was set like a mask but she settled her shoulders and said, �Entirely ready, dear sister.�
_____
We entered our former bedroom in silence. Anya paused in the antechamber, her gaze on the straw paillaisse: the bed where our would-be betrayers had slept. The bed where the soldier had feigned sleep. She looked up at the rest of us, watching her, and tried a little smile. �It was here that I first thought, At least I won�t have to marry him.� After a moment�s pause, she closed the door firmly behind us.
In the chamber proper, our twelve narrow beds were still in position: six against one wall, six against the other, spaced with mathematical precision. They were draped in dust, not silk, but nevertheless they looked ready to receive us. Was that a momentary weight on the hem of my gown? I waited for the goose-pimples to subside. �Are we ready?�
My sisters nodded as one.
I set down my lamp on a chest of drawers, where it cast weird shadows on the walls. At the foot of my former bed, I clapped my hands thrice. The wooden frame sank down into the floor, revealing a trap-door that creaked open. Inky water lapped at its edges.
�Remember,� I said, �We begin by swimming.�
�How far?� asked Chanda.
�One breath will be enough.�
Damla frowned. �How can we see the way?�
�Once you are submerged, there will be light.� My sisters looked at each other. They were thinking of their children, their kingdoms, perhaps of their spouses. �I will go first,� I said, and without removing my slippers, I sat at the edge of the trapdoor and dangled my legs into chilly black waters.
I looked up, around the room, and felt twelve pairs of eyes on me. Heard twelve others sharing the stale air. �Will you follow me?�
My sisters� eyes slid to Anya and the delicate lace wound about her throat. I saw their resolve swell twelvefold.
Keiko smiled at Bunmi. �It�s a good thing snakes can swim.�
I slipped through the portal. Beneath the surface, I watched my sisters drop one by one into radiant blue-green light, their looks of suspicion and determination melting into delight. I grinned at Keiko, at Johanna, at Isolde, at Hasnaa, at Genevieve, at Fatima, at Esther, at Damla, at Chanda, and at Bunmi�even at Ej�, undulating gently in the current. Then came a pause, and we all turned to look up at the dark square of the trap-door.
We waited.
The pressure of this enchanted water was no ordinary thing, trying to squeeze the air from our bodies. I was not anxious for my underwater sisters. Still, it seemed a very long time before we saw a pair of green silk slippers plunge towards us. Anya�s face was a montage of resolve, fear, surprise, and glee. We all laughed to see it, bubbles rising from lips and noses. Even Anya could not help but join in, even as she glanced over her shoulder.
When the bubbles diminished, I held out my arm and pointed. Below us glowed a bright orb of light: our dreamworld, furnished now by my imagination. I turned and swam down towards it and knew in my heart that my sisters followed.
Its threshold was a skin of light and air that pulsed slightly when I touched it. I peeled it back and held it open to give my sisters entrance, watching with amusement as Keiko stumbled in, amazed to find herself both dry, and on dry land. The others followed and, after Anya gave me the swiftest of nods, I stepped in myself and re-sealed the covering.
I turned and was startled to find myself bundled into a fierce, many-armed embrace. �Ling!� they whispered, �Oh, Ling! It has been so long!� For a long time, we hugged and laughed and wept and reminisced and wondered. And then, holding hands, we turned to explore this world of my creation.
The silver grove was much as it had always been and Anya, in particular, stroked the trees with an approving gleam in her eye. �Lovely, sister.� The lake was still on its far side. When we arrived on its shore, my sisters looked about expectantly.
�Where are the princes?� demanded Isolde. �And the rowboats?�
�I got rid of most of them.�
�But why?�
�Well, there were too many of them to begin with. And some of them talked too much � good lord, Esther, your prince never stopped talking about himself, hadn�t you ever noticed? And a couple of them sulked when I declined to waltz. Now there�s just the one left, for the odd time that I care to dance.�
�Where is he now?� asked Hasnaa, a small smile tugging at her lips.
�Probably in the castle library. He�s good at chess, too.�
Anya looked puzzled. �So how do we cross the lake?�
�Let me show you.� I stepped down onto golden sand, placed two fingers in my mouth, and whistled. After a moment, a sleek, dark form appeared at the water�s edge.
Fatima�s mouth fell open. �A dolphin?�
�Porpoise, actually.� I bent to address it. �Pierrot, could you call some friends? My sisters are with me.�
The plump creature vanished and, in a few minutes, an assortment of swimming animals began to assemble in the shallows: a seal, a giant tortoise, a walrus, the dolphin Fatima had been hoping for, an orca, a great white whale, a trio of penguins, and even a polar bear. Once mounted�the bear and the whales were able to carry several between them�my sisters and I traversed the lake, giggling and flicking water at each other. Only Anya lagged behind, her tortoise paddling valiantly.
When she came ashore, I caught her eye. �All well?�
She nodded just as Hasnaa and Genevieve caught me between them. �What is there to do in your castle?�
I showed them the starry-skied courtyard where musicians played all night. A library, containing every book ever written and every puzzle ever posed. (The prince in the library could be entreated to dance, of course, and he was always graceful and courteous.) A salon for conversation and friendly disputation, populated by gentlefolk who never, ever interrupted each other. There was even a garden for badminton and archery, and a trapeze suspended over a pool.
It was only when Damla screamed that I remembered to introduce the tigress, Noor, who enjoyed the freedom of the castle grounds. Between Noor and Ej�, Genevieve insisted that we return to the courtyard and there commanded the musicians to play our favorite dancing music.
We didn�t trouble the prince to leave his chessboard. Instead, we partnered each other, just as we had done in our long-ago dancing lessons, laughing and chaffing each other and playing at being girls again. It was only when I heard a distant clock begin to chime that I remembered our duty.
I stopped in the middle of the courtyard, my sisters whirling all about me. Anya, my dancing partner, gave me a single nod. The clock began to toll the hour. One.
�My sisters,� I said, and the musicians fell silent.
Two.
Breathless, merry, they stopped dancing, drew near.
Three.
I held out my hands.
Four.
They clasped hands and we formed a circle.
Five.
�We are twelve here tonight,� I said. �As we used to be.�
Six.
�Twelve sisters,� corrected Anya. �With an uninvited guest.�
Seven.
My sisters looked at each other with alarm.
Eight.
�He trod on the hem of my gown,� said Anya.
Nine.
�The weight of his body slowed the passage of my tortoise,� she continued.
Ten.
�I smelled the reek of his breath as he danced close behind me.�
Eleven.
I took from my bodice the hedge-witch�s gift. �But now he is revealed,� said Anya, and I opened the two halves of the walnut shell.
On the twelfth stroke there was a whistling sound, as of strong wind through a crevice. It flayed the cloak of invisibility from the soldier�s back and restored it, with a snap of fabric, to its home in the walnut shell.
He stood in the middle of our circle, composing his face to a sneer. �And what will you do with me now, my foolish princesses?� He spun towards Anya and she flinched. �Will you dance, my lady?�
�Not with you.� Her voice trembled but her handclasp was steady.
�And if I ask one of your sisters?�
�The answer will be the same from each of us,� I replied.
He laughed. �And when I am king? Will you refuse me then, on pain of death?�
�Soldier,� said Anya, and now her voice rang out strong. �Never will you be king.�
I opened the walnut shell again. On one side, Anya held my elbow tight. Keiko anchored the other. And the ravening wind shrieked and tore and lashed and sucked the soldier, bit by bit, into the walnut shell, where he might forever wear the shroud of invisibility that had lain for so long against his skin. The walnut shell closed itself with a snick.
There was a substantial silence.
�Sisters?� asked Johanna, for once tentative. �Do we now have a succession crisis?�
�No,� replied Anya. Despite the missing teeth, her words were crisp and authoritative. �Under the laws of primogeniture, I will inherit the crown, and my eldest daughter after me.� We beamed at her, yet her expression remained solemn. She touched her belly briefly. �If my daughter becomes queen before she is of age, I name Princess Ling as her regent.�
Another pause.
Finally, Johanna said, �Ling is an excellent choice.� She cleared her throat. �The hour is late.�
�Yes,� agreed Anya. �It is.�
We were still arrayed in our circle of enchantment. Our dresses were creased, our coiffures quite destroyed by the wind. And our slippers were nearly worn through. What would people say this time? Would there be another scandal? And what might the King attempt from his deathbed? We all looked up, towards the threshold, the water, the trapdoor. Towards our families, our duties, our futures.
�It is late,� repeated Anya, and she held out her hand for the walnut shell. When I gave it to her, she rolled it swiftly into a corner of the courtyard, a shadowy place where no foot ever touched down. Then she beamed at us: a wide, bold, mirthful smile, the gaps in her teeth like battle scars. �But dawn is hours away. Beloved sisters, shall we?�
We danced on.
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Penhallow Amid Passing Things

It is said that in the lands over the ocean, where birds rise from their own ashes and cats sing like larks, the court magicians can create twelve wondrous enchantments over breakfast and no one thinks anything of it. Nothing like England, where magical things fade like sun-bleached cloth, and nothing at all like this miserable Kernow, where the sea flows in all the moth-eaten holes and resets everything to true north. Nothing here but the unadorned real, for now and�perhaps�for all time.
Penhallow and the scholar Merryn�the wits and pedantry of the operation, respectively�have been arguing about this all the way from the wreck of the Leander, though their oars clank softly, and their voices are pitched as not to carry over the water. Merryn thinks the English magicians will find the trick of it again someday, so they might once again cast something extraordinary even on these godforsaken shores. Never, says Penhallow. The sea will give up her dead before she allows enchantment at her edges.
�And it�s just as well,� she adds. �We don�t have need of it. We want for nothing.�
In the broadside of this outrageous opinion Merryn is mustering return fire when the lights flash over the headland. Two fast blinks, then two slow: hurry, hurry.
�Quickly!� Penhallow calls to the flotilla ahead; she and Merryn are the rear guard. �Out and unload!�
They�re on the shore now, pulling up the boats. Hurry, but handle carefully: this is all precious stuff, potions and packages, rum bottles, fine lace. Leander went down with no loss of life three days past and what�s left is decidedly salvage.
Over the hill, silver tack jingles, and a horse picks up speed at the prick of spurs. This is Newlyn Trevelyan, who rides for the Crown. An austere figure, Trevelyan; a precise speaker, a born horsewoman; no home or hearth fire that anyone knows of. �Saltwater for blood,� say the villagers along the coast, hissing through their teeth, but that�s nothing untoward in this place where all souls sing of the sea. Trevelyan has grey eyes and ice in her marrow and is so much the living embodiment of His Majesty�s Inland Revenue that there are those who wonder if she can be human at all.
(She is. Penhallow knows. More on that later.)
Hurry!
Now it�s just potion jars left�green, pink, and red. Decorations for fancy folk�s parties, Pen thinks with disdain; not like the real enchantments that Merryn prays will someday return to Kernow. If one of the jars cracks, they�ll be awash in glittery nothings�peacocks, elephants and birds-of-paradise.
Which is not a consummation devoutly to be wished with Trevelyan on the other side of the hill. �Careful!� Pen calls, still low but carrying. �Jackie, Ram Das! Into the tunnels!�
Her voice echoes. The coast beneath the town�also Penhallow; Pen was named for it�is as delicate a lacework as anything they smuggle from France, friable rock riddled with passageways at the mercy of the sea�s ebb and flow. Pen�s men and women who know their way through the darkness are waiting just within the entrances. Jackie hefts the crates with enthusiasm�this is his first time out under a smuggler�s moon�and the unseen watchers take them from him. By dawn the cove and most of the tunnels will be underwater, and the boxes stowed safe in the farthest caverns, to be retrieved when the tide falls again.
�Quickly,� Penhallow calls again, not to chide, but time is not on their side. �No, Jackie, lad. Right, not left.�
The left-hand path runs deep underground and then deep under the water. The wind sings inside those passageways with nothing to raise it, and the shadows whisper in long-forgotten cants. Penhallow doesn�t believe in the fairy folk, but she�s a sensible creature. All her girls and boys march sharp right.
Another flash of the lights: three rapid blinks, then the long one.
One more agonising minute, and the crates are all unloaded, the boats beached and secured. �Tomorrow,� Ram Das says, and ducks away, his footsteps the last to disappear into the earth. Jackie lingers � Pen promised his mum she�d see him right to his doorstep � and she and Merryn snuff out the lanterns just as Trevelyan crests the hill. She pauses, her straight-backed-profile a sharp cut-out in the moonlight, then moves on. No lights on the beach; none on the wreck. The hoofbeats fade away in a soft, regular rhythm.
Pen lets out a breath and leads the way to where the ponies are tethered. It�s a squelch of a journey � as ever in this thrice-damned damp Kernow � but a job well-done. The Leander went down with a cargo bound for the New World. Those little enchantment bottles cross the Atlantic with the benefit of European cachet, but they�ll fetch a pretty price here right enough and the whole town will eat well in consequence.
(Pen has read most of the books of her family�s inheritance, but would have to ask Merryn how to pronounce �cachet�.)
�There you are, lad,� Pen says, to Jackie. �First time out, and you did just fine. Didn�t I tell you?�
Jackie gives her an amiable smile, lets her clap him on the back. And then the bottle falls out of his sleeve and cracks on the hard ground.
Peacocks. Green, glittering, glorious with light, visible a mile off. Fucking peacocks.
�Scatter!� Pen yelps. She and Merryn run and duck together, slotting themselves into the long ridge of gorse. She reaches for Jackie, misses grabbing his arm, but he�s close behind. No doubt he�d thought to sneak the bottle home and impress a girl with it. Pen swears silently at the idiocy of youth and keeps her head down.
But perhaps it�s no harm done, after all. The little enchantment fades to nothingness, leaving just a faint sparkle in the air. The empty bottle rolls away, and Jackie�s almost under cover. Pen sighs with relief, then realises it�s too late.
Trevelyan halts and dismounts in a single movement. She�s done years of heavy work on this stretch of coast, brought in naval men from Plymouth and unravelled smuggler operations like spun silk. But this isn�t a case where she needs to expend any significant effort. She picks up the empty bottle, inspects its Leander cargo label and its lack of excise mark. Jackie, who froze in place at the sight of her, is standing there with his mouth open like a codfish.
�Name, boy,� Trevelyan says.
�Jackie.�
Trevelyan merely stares at him.
�Nanskevel,� the lad says. Penhallow shifts forwards, so as to see better. Charging in wholesale would likely just get herself and Merryn arrested in turn, and she�ll need her freedom as well as all her guile to get him off this charge. Smuggling in these parts is a hanging offence, but it�s taking a while for the gravity of Jackie�s situation to descend upon him. His affable face strains from the effort of exerting his intelligence.
Trevelyan considers, then hoists the boy into the saddle with her. He squeaks but has the blessed wits not to try and catch Pen�s eye. She lurks beneath the bushes and is grateful for that small mercy, and the hoofbeats fade again.
When the coast is clear Merryn spits into the gorse, and disturbs one final peacock, which struts off into the darkness. �Time was,� she says, �when the Revenue would stay bought.�
Pen remembers. They could have had the boy home for his breakfast.
But no one�s tried to buy off Trevelyan and lived to speak of it. They trudge on towards the horses.
_____
In the morning Pen gets a visit from Goodwife Nanskevel, Jackie�s mother: a chattering, silly woman, who takes in washing and lodgers, and cries for the fall of every sparrow. �He�s just a boy,� she says, wiping her eyes with her apron. �Just seventeen. Just foolish. Pen, if you could do something for him, if you could say a word in the officer�s ear��
�I can�t promise,� Penhallow says, �but I�ll do my best for him.�
�You�re a fool, Pen,� says Merryn, who doesn�t suffer them gladly. She�s right, of course; if the Revenue won�t be bought, there�s nothing to be done for the boy save a clean shirt before the Assizes. After that he�ll be in other hands.
Nonetheless. Penhallow walks through the cobbled streets of the town, thumbs hooked in her pockets, and for all the good it will do, puts the fear of the Lord in the boy�s gaoler. The elderly village constable is susceptible to Penhallow�s name�Pen is its only bearer at present, and shoulders its whole weight accordingly�but it�s more than his job�s worth to interfere with the due process of the Law. (Pen can hear the initial capital.) And then she�s getting dispirited, and the sun is over the yardarm. She steps inside the Crooked Arms and finds it unoccupied, save for a gentleman with fine braid around his cuffs and ruffles on his shirt, wearing boots Pen can see her face in. He�s peering into a half-pint tankard as though it offends him.
And also: Trevelyan. Hands clasped, pensive. Pen rarely sees her by daylight and thinks: she looks tired. Not that Pen isn�t the same way, having got to her bed as the sun was coming up and out of it again for Goody Nanskevel. �About Jackie,� she says.
�The boy.� Trevelyan looks up at her. �Apprehended in an illicit endeavour in the full sight of the Revenue. You�ve come to beg for his life?�
Pen blinks. Penhallow, like the town: with its weight and dignity. �To request that his mother might see him. I don�t beg.�
�No.� Trevelyan seems startled by herself, as though coming out of a dream. �No, of course not. I apologise, Penhallow.�
An apology from an officer of the Crown. Pen stares at her in mute amazement, as Trevelyan gets up and strides out with spurs jangling, resolutely on her way to God knows where. When she�s gone, the man dressed in rich cloth comes up to Pen.
�I don�t believe I�ve had the pleasure, ah, Miss��
�Penhallow. Just Penhallow.�
The man nods. �I�d thought to speak with you. About, ah, smuggling. In these parts.�
Pen resists the urge to hush his mouth with her fist and ask if he were born in a barn. �I fear you must be confusing me with someone else, sir,� she says politely. �That was the Revenue officer just leaving.�
�I hear she made an arrest last night,� the man says. �A young lad with a bottle of something he shouldn�t have had. I doubt he�ll hang.� He waves a hand. �Not in Kernow, not with a jury of his peers. But would you want to take the risk?�
Pen starts paying attention. �Who are you, to speak to me so?�
His fingers uncurl and a seal clinks on the bar in front of him. It�s made of dull metal, the engraving worn to nothing by centuries. Pen has seen things like it in her father�s books.
�My name is Deveraux,� the man says. �Perhaps you�d care to take a walk, Miss Penhallow.�
�Just Penhallow,� Pen says irritably. But she follows him out to the harbour edge out of curiosity more than anything.
�Lovely part of the world, this.� Deveraux gestures around him with the beer mug, which he�s apparently appropriated from the pub. The sun is dazzling, the fishing boats lining up on their return. �Wouldn�t do the ride down again, for God�s love. Bruises weren�t the worst of it. Tell me something, Miss Penhallow. What do you know of magic?�
�Less than most,� Pen says briskly. �We don�t hold with it here.�
�You can�t hold with it here,� Deveraux says. �All the better. If I had a package I needed out of the country in a hurry. If it were�dangerous. If, in the wrong hands, it might cause more plagues than just peacocks.�
News does travel fast, Pen thinks sourly. Damn the boy, anyway.
�The tunnels,� Deveraux prompts, after a while. �The ones beneath the beach. You know your way around, I�m sure.�
�That�s as well as may be,� Pen says. �For all I know you�re a travelling charlatan.�
He isn�t. Not with the seal of the King�s messengers, with the same ancient insignia that marks Trevelyan�s collar. But Pen�s stubborn. (Too stubborn. Merryn despairs. Will you ever know the love of a good woman, Pen, and you almost forty.)
Deveraux glances at her, then pours his tankard out into the harbour. He leans down, fills it again with brine, tosses his seal into it as though it weren�t worth cut rubies, and hands the tankard to Pen. �Drink.�
�I see the ride from London addled your brain as well as your arse,� Pen observes.
�Drink,� Deveraux says again, and Pen shrugs; one may as well indulge the touched. She dips her head to the brine, and then stills, a shiver passing through her sinews�it�s fresh water.
(Speaking of those touched: When magic began to pass from Kernow, it was said to be the reckoning that was due to her. Inhabited time out of mind by intemperate, wilful, pagan-fey people, finally brought low by a righteous God�but it turned out they were the first, not the only. Magic is leaving everywhere on an island, everywhere bruised by the sea. A king�s seal is an old, great, powerful thing, but a last thing. Its like will not be seen here again.)
�I hope that will suffice for my credentials,� Deveraux says. �To business, then. I have something that needs to be kept safe overnight, then rowed out on tomorrow�s tide. Something powerful, you understand. Not to be pried upon, not to be tampered with. If it gets clear away, so does your lad. Agreed?�
He pours the fresh water back into the harbour as he says it, each droplet a separate jewel. It will be a shame, Pen thinks, if this is the last Cornish springtime that Jackie will ever see.
�Tonight,� she says. �An hour before sundown, the headland north-northwest. I�ll leave a light. Don�t be late.�
Deveraux holds out a hand and they shake on it. He ambles off into the town once the bargain is concluded but Pen lingers where she is, contemplative in the sunshine, with the taste of clear water still crisp in her mouth.
_____
�A king�s man in the tunnels!� Merryn splutters, overturns her ink, and spends the next two watch bells rewriting the day�s correspondence, swearing at Pen every minute of the time. The ship in harbour�Caernarfon, for once going about her legitimate business�puts out on the evening ebb and Penhallow sets out towards the cove.
Deveraux and his men arrive promptly on their hour and waste no time in unloading their bundle. Whatever precious magical artefact it may be, it�s unremarkable in its sailcloth wrapping, about the size of a fisherman�s trail net and secured by long ties. They handle it with ruthless care, not letting it touch the rock walls of the tunnels and stepping on Pen�s feet if they must to avoid it. Pen�s uncomfortable enough already. A king�s man in the tunnels. Merryn wasn�t wrong to spit piss and vinegar, and Pen�s father is like to be spinning in his grave.
(A taciturn, rigorous man, Pen�s father, who went out by nights as Pen does, and accorded the smuggler�s trade its due solemnity. He would have made the same promises to Goody Nanskevel. Pen is comforted by the thought.)
After ten minutes of shuffling through the tunnels, with Deveraux bringing up the rear, they come to the parting of the ways. One passage leads through to the sea-caves beneath the cove, where the crates are brought in and stowed. The other is the left-hand path, the one Pen�s girls and boys never take. It leads deeper underground, the route marked only in glimmers of phosphorescence.
Pen leads the way leftwards without hesitation. Deveraux�s two men are unaffected, concentrating on their bundle; they�re pleasing to the eye but they weren�t brought along for any surfeit of acumen. But Deveraux can feel the strange wind rising; he can hear the whispers in the dark. �Something built these tunnels,� he says.
�Someone,� Pen says, as the walls narrow around them, and then they emerge into the sea�s gemstone depths, beneath great arches of light and glass.
(An underwater ballroom, Pen�s family have always called it, as though it were for the fairy folk to hold their solstice balls, or for the selkies to dance their unaccustomed reels. But this is a real place, a human place. Built by the old powers, in the days when magic might still be wielded beneath fathoms of saltwater, but built by the people of Kernow.
Still and all, you couldn�t stow crates here, not with the strange breeze and the echoes of things past. Pen has been here three times in twenty years. The later visits were in discharge of the duty; she checked all was well and scurried back through the dark. But the first time was on the occasion of her majority, guided by her father as his mother had guided him. Penhallow, her father said, as she put away childish things: This, too, is yours. To care for, as she does the people and the town, until those who might claim it call for its return.)
�Quite something,� Deveraux says, shakily. �Who built it?�
�We did,� Pen says. �And whatever your piece is��she points at the package, being laid down carefully by the two men on the dry dusty floor��it�ll come to no harm here.�
And nor will anything else, if what�s in the bundle itself seeks to cause harm. The men investigate the perfect circle of the walls, finding no seals or seams, no doors or hatches. One may enter by the tunnel at low tide and leave the same way, and that is all; the glass is a single piece. Pen waits and looks up at the sea�s green underside, obscene in its way, as though one were peering at a great lady in her smalls.
�I�m obliged,� Deveraux says, as the two men finish their inspection, and come to stand by their bundle. �Now, if you�ll excuse us.�
Pen sets off along the tunnel without demur; they would rather she were not here when they open the bundle, and if the king�s men wish to get themselves lost in the tunnels it�s no business of hers.
But it seems that Deveraux and his men are officious but not entirely without gumption. They emerge on the beach only a short while after Pen, though water is splashing their boots and glossing the pebbles. Pen is looking to the path around the headland when a familiar voice says: �Cutting it fine, aren�t you?�
�Trevelyan!�
It�s an instinctive panic. But Deveraux gives Pen a pitying look as he steps out onto the beach. �The Revenue take their orders from the King, Miss Penhallow. We shall not be trespassing further upon your time.�
�You�ll be wanting a guide tomorrow night,� Pen says.
�I fancy I have committed the path to memory,� Deveraux says. �But I thank you for your invaluable assistance. It has not gone unappreciated.�
He tips his hat to her and offers a bow to Trevelyan, who scarcely nods in return. And then the king�s men are gone, their hoofbeats receding into the sodden evening, leaving Penhallow in the grey murk to consider the topsy-turviness of everything.
�About your boy, Nanskevel,� Trevelyan says abruptly. �The circuit Assizes isn�t travelling through until Michaelmas at the earliest. Send his mother to him. She might take in a blanket and a basket, if she cared to.�
�Thank you,� Pen says, and Trevelyan shrugs as though it were nothing to do with her. �You�re riding tonight?�
Trevelyan nods again, gesturing towards the sweep of coastline. A hard life, Penhallow realises for the first time�patrolling night after night, through scorn and pitiless weather.
(King�s men in the tunnels, sympathy for the Revenue. This is certainly her father�s night for spinning in his grave.)
But they�re going the same way, and all at once Pen�s tired, tired of her responsibilities, tired of mysterious folk from London and the lost powers of long ago. When they�ve cleared the curve of the headland she settles on the harbour wall, out of the wind, and pulls out a hip flask.
�Drink?� she says. According to Deveraux they�re in this together, whatever it is, and Trevelyan�s guarded look is suddenly plain exasperating. �For God�s sake, Trevelyan. You�ve a hard ride ahead of you and you�re chilled to the bone.�
Trevelyan hesitates, then sits down on the wall next to Pen. She takes a swig of the raw spirit and hands it back. �Duty paid,� Pen says, impish despite herself, and that might be a flicker in Trevelyan�s expression. A sense of humour, if there�s still scope for wonders in this world.
Although�perhaps there is such scope, at that. �Do you know what�s in the bundle?� she asks.
�Some great new magic for a modern age.� Trevelyan shrugs. �Or so they said, when they told me I wasn�t to interfere.�
Pen wondered about that; she supposes the king�s men can prevail over the Revenue if they see fit. Trevelyan reaches into her pockets and lights a rolled-up strand of tobacco, which startles Pen; she�d never have ascribed Trevelyan any vices. And she does it with no need for matches, which is more startling altogether.
�Well, there�s a thing,� Penhallow says. She�s seen magic cast, even in Kernow, but it�s vanishing rare, an arresting strangeness.
Trevelyan�s hand drops, though the flame stays at her fingers. �Party tricks.�
�Still,� Penhallow says, uncertain. It suggests that there�s something under Trevelyan�s skin that isn�t just saltwater. Something of the places far from the sea.
�My mother came from London,� Trevelyan says crisply, reading Pen�s mind. �Washed ashore here and never went back. She had the knack. But it won�t breed true.�
Pen thinks about that. It likely won�t, even if Pen could imagine Trevelyan with a babe in arms. It�s too late for such things.
Still, there remain the dissenters. �Merryn thinks it will come back some day,� Pen says, hesitantly. �This is just a shadow, a passing-off time. It will come back to us when we need it. For whatever we come to be.�
Trevelyan nods. �My mother thinks the same.�
Penhallow wonders if Trevelyan believes it herself, and if she minds the loss. �Your mother,� she says, surprised at the present tense; Trevelyan does have a home and hearth fire, after all. �Where does she stay?�
�Plymouth.� Trevelyan shrugs again. �My brothers went to sea.�
So did Pen�s, once. �Trevelyan,� she says, and then stops; in the lamplight, in the wind�s lee, she had thought to say something unwise. Without realising it until now, she�s been staring all this time at Trevelyan�s delicate, lovely hands, cupped around roses of flame.
_____
No further need to trespass on your time, the king�s men said to Pen, and that ought to be all there is to it. But Pen is nervous, up and pacing, listening for the watchbells, driving Merryn to distraction.
�Have you a thistle up your arse, Pen?� she snaps finally, laying down the treatise she has spent the whole afternoon trying to read. It�s a loan from another Hindustani scholar, passing through the village on his way to take ship from Penzance, and in whose arse Merryn is also interested.
�Strangers,� Pen says. �They don�t always know the tides. Half-an-hour�it makes such a difference��
�Not that it�d make any odds if they drowned,� Merryn says, �but go and see they don�t, if you must.�
On her way up to the cove Pen spots a cocked hat and wool coat, and finds it both comforting and unsettling that Trevelyan, too, was worried.
�There are naval men of many years� service,� Trevelyan remarks, without greeting, �who might expound to you all day long of the great accuracy of their timepieces, and never think to change from London time.�
Pen smiles. The tiny beach is deserted, though a fishing boat sits ready for use, tied up just in the lee of the cove. Penhallow watches the movement of water. Trevelyan is impassive, but tapping her foot. They do not speak.
When at last the men emerge, it�s just in time, the sea a short man�s height from the roof of the tunnels. They�re damp, stained by the green-glimmer of the cave phosphorescence, rattled in their demeanour�but out of the tunnels, and this time for sure no longer Pen�s business. She starts off towards the path to the town, and only turns back because of Trevelyan�s sharp intake of breath.
The package is no longer neatly wrapped, and the men are struggling with it. It shifts in their grip, the ties unravelling. As Pen watches, the rest of the binding comes loose, and a body flops to the ground.
�God almighty,� Pen says, starts off down the beach with no notion of what she intends to do next, viscerally conscious that Trevelyan has mirrored her movement, is close by her side.
But she�s brought short, all the wind knocked out of her. Pen thuds into Trevelyan and the two of them hit the ground together, buffeted by a massive, unseen force.
The body in the wrapping is not, after all, dead. It belongs to a young man with large, dark eyes, from which a drugged fog is clearing. As he sits up, Deveraux stumbles backwards, trying to get out of the way. His men�frightened and confused, the most animation Pen�s ever seen in them�are backing away. A shimmering ripple passes through the air from the boy�s hands.
�Not party tricks,� Trevelyan mutters.
�Oh,� Pen says; it�s the lens she needed to see this clearly. Whoever he is, this boy who was being smuggled out of the country by the king�s agents, he has enough magic in him to hold Pen and Trevelyan flat on the beach, and to keep Deveraux and his men at a distance. The tide laps out away from him, in the wrong direction, against all laws of nature. With her head pressed against the sand, Pen thinks with sucking horror about the underwater ballroom�of power that can withstand the sea.
�Get away from me,� the boy says to Deveraux, in a London accent. Deveraux tries to get up again and staggers backwards, his hands to his mouth with blood showing between his fingers.
They kept the boy prisoner in the ballroom overnight, Pen understands suddenly. They will have kept him drugged all the long journey to this coast. To keep him a secret�not to be seen, not to be heard; to be smuggled in the dead of night with the Revenue�s cooperation�and to protect themselves from precisely what�s happening now. Pen imagines him waking up in the dark of the tunnels, seeing only the phosphorescence through sailcloth, and feeling himself carried like a sack of cargo.
But whatever power he has, it�s not enough. With urging from his master, one of the king�s men manages to throw something small at the boy, who doesn�t see it coming. His expression goes slack, his head tipping onto his shoulder. A poisoned dart, Pen realises. The boy slumps to the ground again and she and Trevelyan find they can stand up. Deveraux, too, is getting to his feet, apoplectic with fury. �You incompetent bumbling fools,� he�s saying to his men, �which part of unimaginably dangerous was in any respect unclear to you?�
Pen has had enough of this.
�Deveraux!� she says, the word a whip-crack so all three men turn. �What evil is this?�
Trevelyan has a hand on her arm: caution, not restraint. Pen is suddenly comforted by her presence. But she strides forwards anyway, not willing to remain a bystander.
�Miss Penhallow,� Deveraux says, oily and serene. �As I believe I stated, this is the confidential business of the Crown. It has happened to fall within your area of expertise, but the need for that expertise is finished.�
�I don�t smuggle flesh,� Pen says. Peacocks and rum bottles are a different affair. There are some things neither she nor Trevelyan will tolerate, and they are the authorities here.
�Stand aside,� Deveraux says. Pen ignores him. She kneels down by the boy, her fingers going for a pulse. She finds one, thready; she supposes the poison on the dart must have been calibrated precisely, rather than risk his life.
When Pen doesn�t move, Deveraux draws steel. With head down Pen can feel the presence of the blade at the back of her neck, and breathes calmly, deeply: she hasn�t been a smuggler for twenty years without getting herself out of scrapes like this. But there�s no need. Another shriek of metal, the stamp of a boot on Deveraux�s foot, and Trevelyan is by Pen�s side again.
�Sir,� she says, �I would not have violence within my riding.�
She pulls Pen back with her, out of reach of the blade. The boy is still slumped on the sand and Deveraux has the same contemptuous, pitying look that Pen saw before.
�Up until now there hadn�t been any need for it,� he says. �This is necessary work for a greater good, and I�d be grateful if the pair of you would cease being troublesome. I�d have expected better from the Revenue, for God�s sake.�
He�s holding them off now just by his lofty righteousness of purpose, and the menace in his stance. Behind him the men start loading the drugged boy into the boat, wrapping him up again in the bundle of blankets and sailcloth.
�This is not what I do,� Trevelyan says softly, and Deveraux ignores her as he ignored Pen, turning to the boy. Trevelyan�s dagger is still in her hand and Pen is tough, her shoulders broad enough for all the weights that she carries, but she knows they couldn�t hold their ground here for long. Not two against three.
Pen lunges forwards anyway, tries to get to the boat before they loose the ropes. Trevelyan has read her mind, mirroring her movements exactly, and Pen is comforted again by her presence.
�Trevelyan, stand down,� Deveraux says. �Whom do you serve?�
Pen looks across in alarm. Trevelyan has halted in her tracks, her hand going to the insignia on her collar.
�You were apprised as a professional courtesy,� Deveraux said. �Now stand aside.�
Trevelyan steps away, and Deveraux looks triumphant. Pen wants to kill him. She wants to deliver his carcass to the sea�s embrace, for it to scour his flesh from his bones. She darts towards the boat again, and jerks as Deveraux tries to drag her away bodily. Every instinct in Pen�s body comes into alignment. She breaks his nose.
�Fuck!� Deveraux says thickly, and now he�s spitting blood, ready for a killing blow of his own. �Will you return to Goodwife Nanskevel tonight? Will you tell her you condemned her boy, for the sake of another who was nothing to you? Will you tell her that?
�And you, Trevelyan��this is said over Pen�s head��will you break the oaths you swore in the King�s service? Will you refuse your orders?�
There�s no answer. Trevelyan doesn�t move. Deveraux lets go and Pen stumbles, her ears ringing, and doesn�t fall because Trevelyan steadies her. Pen barely registers it, thinking about Goody Nanskevel and her son who�s the apple of her eye, and damn him, anyway, and damn all this mess. The men finish loading the boat and settle at the oars.
�Now,� Deveraux says. The boy is deeply unconscious again, the sailcloth hiding his face. The oars dip, and Penhallow and Trevelyan are silent in the cove as the boat sets out. There�s a dark shape in the distance, a ship standing immediately offshore. In half a minute the sloshing sound is almost inaudible in the wind. The boat makes its way out towards the waiting ship, and by the way the shadows move across the lights, Pen can even make out the lowering of the ropes, the unloading of the cargo.
Her hands are still twitching with the desire to do violence. And then it drains from her, as it already has from Trevelyan, and the two of them set out still in silence, back up the headland.
I don�t smuggle flesh. To be foresworn in such a thing, Pen thinks, is not a mere venial sin. It�s only as the town�s lanterns are close that she can find it within herself to ask, �Where might they be taking him?�
�To the New World,� Trevelyan says dispassionately. �There are places there that are a thousand miles from the sea.�
�You knew all about it,� Pen says, this more shocking than anything else has been in these strange few days. �You knew, damn your eyes, Trevelyan!�
�No!� Trevelyan says, panicked, and Pen�s heart hurts. �I didn�t. I didn�t know enough to stop it.�
She�s gripping her cuffs, and Pen knows it�s just as Deveraux said. Trevelyan serves at the pleasure of those who may use her as they will.
�But I�ve heard of such things,� Trevelyan says, after a minute. Calm again, though still waters run deep in her. �Those with true magic��in which Trevelyan does not include herself, Pen understands��are not entirely gone. Some are still born with it, but they�re not enough to be more powerful than the sum of their parts. Not enough to hold off the sea, nor to return magic to Kernow. So when they are found, a different use is found for them. Money changes hands in considerable sums, and� well. The Crown needs revenue.�
�It doesn�t need you,� Pen says. She�s angry that the Crown should have Trevelyan in its service alongside Deveraux; as though the two were in any way like. �Not for its dirty work.�
�I have my orders,� Trevelyan says impatiently. �Would you have me a smuggler instead? Shall I unload your tubs and crates?�
Her night work spoken of so plainly, but Pen doesn�t bristle. Without the Revenue, Pen would not be a smuggler. For the first time, she understands the truth of this�that they hold the same equilibrium as the tides, she and Trevelyan. Each unable to be what she is, without the other.
�We don�t know,� Pen says, after a while. �We don�t know what the boy dreams of. He could� find something there.�
(It�s not likely. There was such fear in him, such violence born from desperation. But nevertheless he may not know where he is bound, and he may not have loved the things and places that he left behind.)
�A new life. A new world.� Trevelyan considers it. �But even if he does. This is still what we do, with what we have.�
Yesterday, Pen wondered if Trevelyan minds the loss of her own inheritance; that she will be the last of a particular kind of people, who have lived in this place since the sea gave it up, and thought they were to be here forever. Looking at her now, Pen knows she was foolish to wonder. Trevelyan minds it. She minds it a great deal.
�They will all be sent far from here,� Trevelyan says. �The old ways will never return to Kernow.�
Her voice has a bleak, awful finality. It settles in Pen�s stomach like a stone.
As they reach the town, her attention is caught by the lights burning in the town square, the yellow glow shuttered by the bars on the windows. The old constable is about his business, lighting the lamps. In the morning, Pen will call on Goody Nanskevel, to speak of her son�s freedom. She has that comfort, cold as it is. Trevelyan does not.
In that moment, Pen makes a decision. �Trevelyan,� she says. �If you�re not to ride tonight, you�re welcome to stay.�
You�re a fool, Pen, Merryn says, as clearly as though she were really there. And Pen may be, but Trevelyan is not. She considers the offer, and says:
�Yes.�
_____
(This is where Penhallow lives: in the town that bears her name, yes, and in a house maintained by its rents and tithes. But simple, nevertheless. It�s a fine name with much to recommend it, but its finery is not in the stripped-wood beams, the ewers and plain cloths. It is in its antiquity, and its hospitality. Because�as Penhallow will have to explain to Merryn in due course�this is not the first time the Revenue have been invited under this roof. They have taken the bread and ale due to them as an honourable foe, and come and gone in peace.
That, Merryn will say, is quite a different thing.)
Penhallow is climbing the wooden stairs with a lantern held in both hands. At the top, in a darkened room, Trevelyan turns from the window with a smuggler�s moon high and proud behind her.
A hush descends, though there is no silence here that is not underscored by the sound of the sea.
�I hear you take orders, Trevelyan,� Pen says. �Take off your coat.�
Trevelyan steps away from the diamond panes. The brushed, heavy wool lands on the bed.
�And your boots.�
A thump, then another.
Next, the undone cuffs; the shirt and the buttons; breeches; everything beneath. The dagger. Her throat and wrists are bare without the insignia of the Crown. When only moonlight remains, Pen sets the lantern by her feet so the shadows are enormous. Trevelyan stands upright, always�through this as everything.
For a moment, Penhallow wants to make her kneel. She�s played that game with other women, women she�s liked, who would have laughed and done it. But for Trevelyan it would be an obscenity to countenance.
(She could have saved Jackie on her own account. She could have chosen not to see what she saw, three nights ago; she could have made a promise to Pen, to make in her turn to Goody Nanskevel; and the two of them might somehow have brought the gifted boy back to his own shores, to decide for himself what might be wrought by his power. But she did not, and Pen did not ask. Trevelyan does not bend and she does not break.)
�Get on the bed,� Penhallow says. Still crisp, to be obeyed. �And make it pretty for us.�
It takes Trevelyan a moment to understand, the instant of confusion more softening to her features than any sweet nothing would be. And then they�re awash with tiny glittering lights, like fireflies at midsummer, and for all it�s a party trick it�s the loveliest thing Pen has ever seen. More so then Trevelyan herself, whose body is bones and sharp edges against Pen�s sheets, to be investigated with care for fear of being cut.
But this is what Pen wants. She checks again that it�s what Trevelyan wants. And it seems the firefly lights have a little extra magic in them; they brighten and dim in rhythm with their maker�s pitch of breathing, and Pen laughs with delight as they all go out.
_____
In the rose-red dawn, Trevelyan gathers her clothes and Pen pretends to be sleeping. With her eyelids open a crack she watches the rise and dip of Trevelyan�s feet, arched away from the ice-cold floorboards. Trevelyan pauses in the doorway, boots in hand, looks back at Pen with an indefinable sweetness about her expression, and turns to go.
Penhallow doesn�t regret this, not at all. She couldn�t return what was taken�she couldn�t bring magic back to Kernow; but she could bring Trevelyan to this quiet, comfortable place, and she could give what was hers to give.
What was hers to give. Pen sits bolt upright, swears at the cold, and launches herself at the door. �Trevelyan! Wait! I�ve got an idea!�
Not quite an hour later Trevelyan is looking out over the water lapping in the harbour and saying, �Penhallow, this is not a good idea.�
�Neither is His Majesty�s Inland Revenue. Get in the boat.�
Trevelyan sighs and steps in, and Pen scans the horizon intently, running her internal calculations again. The delay in the tunnels the night before, together with the struggle she and Trevelyan had with Deveraux and his men, and sea�s long rise and fall at this time of year.
�Got it,� Pen says, pointing. Trevelyan shades her eyes and follows Pen�s outstretched finger, takes in the ship still standing offshore. The crew missed the tide. If they hurry�and Pen is rowing as fast as she can�they might still have time.
�It�s still not a good idea,� Trevelyan says, and then gives Pen a look of utter disgust. Pen has dropped a handful of soft cloth into the rowlocks, so the sound is muffled and doesn�t carry.
�Don�t you start,� Pen says. �Have you got everything?�
She�s just realised that she could have waited for Trevelyan to go and fetched Merryn for this errand. That this never occurred to her at the time is not something she wishes to examine too closely.
Trevelyan inspects the inventory on the bottom of the boat. The little packet contains a knife�which one can grip with one�s teeth; Penhallow and Trevelyan both tested this�; a bag of coins; and a small green bottle containing distilled essence of peacock, or perhaps elephants. When smashed it should prove an excellent diversion.
�What if it doesn�t break when it hits the deck?� Trevelyan asks, wrapping everything back up. Despite her griping, it�s a clever notion. These old merchantmen are all hold and barrels, with no internal partitions; the bundle only needs enough corrosive magic on its outside to eat through one layer of decking. If it doesn�t land close enough to him, the boy will need his own magic to get to it.
�Then we wait for someone to stand on it,� Pen says. �Hush your mouth.�
They�re close enough to be noticed now if anyone happens to be looking. It�s taking all of Pen�s professional skill to keep them as quiet as possible, letting the eddies of the water push them from side to side rather than using long strokes of the oars. But it�s early yet, the midshipmen sleepy at their posts, and though Pen is straining to hear, she can�t make out the watchbells.
�Easy,� Trevelyan breathes, and it seems they haven�t yet been spotted. Another stroke of the oars, and they�re as close as they can get.
�Now!� Pen says.
Trevelyan stands up and throws the packet over the side. It drops out of sight, Trevelyan drops to her knees, Pen starts rowing with no thought for discretion. They cover the distance with great alacrity but not so much so that they can�t hear someone shouting, �What the fuck?� and then a great deal of indistinct yelling.
Pen rows furiously for a few minutes longer, until the crew couldn�t come after them even if they wanted to, and then Trevelyan throws a net astern. They come into harbour as a fishing boat, eccentrically crewed by an anonymously-dressed Revenue officer and the woman who owns most of the land she stands on, but they tie up without inciting remark, and come back up into the town as the two respectable pillars of society that they are.
�I suppose we�ll never really know,� Pen says, as they settle on the harbour wall in the usual spot. The bundle may not have eaten its way belowdecks. The peacocks may not have been enough of a diversion. It wasn�t a great distance to land, for a strong swimmer, but the lad may never have seen open water before. And even if he gets so far, comes ashore at Pen�s familiar cove to the north-northwest, he may not have found the other gifts for him, the knife or the coins, and without those, have no way to evade the agents of the Crown.
�But we tried,� Trevelyan says.
Pen nods, slowly, and then elbows Trevelyan; she�s spotted the cloud of green sparkles, still visible against the pinks and purples of dawn. They�re both laughing a little, and they sit in companionable silence until the sun has risen entire over the water.
�Well,� Trevelyan says, standing up. �Daylight�s burning.�
�It is at that,� Pen agrees. �I suppose you�ve got your duties to attend to.�
�As have you,� Trevelyan says. She tips her hat to Pen and sets off with spurs jangling, as relentlessly determined as those she serves. Penhallow watches until she�s quite out of sight, and then goes up to see Goody Nanskevel.
_____
Four months later, it�s a small operation, five cases of rum and another three of jenever, so it�s just Merryn, Penhallow and Ram Das stowing the crates. It would have been Jackie, too, had his mother not had another attack of the vapours and refused to allow him out of the house. But Ram Das is both willing and efficient, and Pen is thinking about letting him handle the next small job by himself.
�But take the right-hand path, never the left,� Pen cautions, when proposing this idea to him, and Ram Das promises he won�t, not for the sake of a crate of jenever or to impress a girl. They amble back on foot, Pen and Merryn and the boy beaming like all his feast days have come at once, and they run into the Revenue just on the edge of the town.
�Keeping late hours,� Trevelyan observes, halting in the lamplight.
�A moonlight stroll,� Pen says, hands in her pockets. They�re empty, as are Ram Das�s. She patted him down before they left the cove.
�Yes, of course.� Trevelyan clicks her tongue and makes to ride on, but Pen holds up her hand.
�How�s your mum, Trevelyan?� she asks.
�She does well, thank you for asking,� Trevelyan says. �She thinks that she would like to see London again. Perhaps at Christmas, when the fairy lights are out.�
�That�s a long way to go alone,� Pen says.
�I may accompany her.� Trevelyan pauses. �I might� take the opportunity.�
Pen smiles. �Will you come back?�
�Yes.� Trevelyan clicks her tongue again. �Good evening to you, Pen. Merryn, Ram Das.�
She nods at them each in turn, picks up her reins and disappears into the night.
�Pen,� Merryn says. �You�re��
�An idiot and a fool, I know,� Pen says. She puts her hands back in her pockets, and smiles.
(Because this is Kernow, where she was born; this is Penhallow, for which she was named; and this is a world in its passing, from which the great things are almost gone, but still and all, are not gone yet. Perhaps those who built the ballroom under the water will one day call for its return, and perhaps they will not. It makes no difference to Penhallow. She will be here.)
(And Trevelyan will come back.)

About Iona Datt Sharma

Iona is a writer, lawyer, linguaphile, and the product of more than one country. She�s currently working on her first novel, a historical fantasy about spies. Her other short fiction is at www.generalist.org.uk/iona/fiction/ and she tweets as @singlecrow.

MERMAIDS, SINGING
TIFFANY TRENT


Mermaids, Singing

The hound with the scarred snout knew there was something different about him, and this could be ascribed partially to the fact that when he looked up at the old show posters lining the train car walls, he could comprehend them.
�Lord Halfang and the Wolf Queen�s Circus Spectacular!�
�Re-enactments of Mythic Grandeur!�
�Aquatic Enticements of a Forgotten Age!�
�Come Be Enraptured!�

All with dates and places that were smears in his memory.
The spiked iron hoops of the show routine spun in his mind; he dreamed constantly of leaping through them when he twitched in his cage at night.
The show this evening had been particularly cruel. The Wolf Queen, or Switchblade Sally, as the Ringmaster affectionately called her, had driven the hounds relentlessly through their paces with her whip, sending them through rings of fire, forcing them to dance on their hind legs until their hearts nearly burst. At the end, as was customary, the lights were dimmed and modesty screens brought to the center of the ring where he had collapsed in exhaustion.
The hound had seen her do this many times to his comrades, but this was a first for him. She advanced, her crystal-blue eyes gloating over his powerlessness. From the ruffles at her bosom, she withdrew a phial of glimmering green dust. He knew the name of it, though he did not know how he knew.
Myth.
�Behold!� the Ringmaster called from the darkness. �The true form of the Wolf Queen�s servant!�
She flicked the dust with gloved fingers and the sparkling net settled over him, digging into his fur like tiny shards of glass. His howl of agony ripped and stretched into a gasp as he rose, naked and shivering, on human legs. None could see his nakedness save her; only his silhouette was visible to the audience through the modesty screens.
She smirked at how he tried to hide himself, and memory knifed him�of sitting above this woman, as on a throne, watching her perform an acrobatic routine for him. How her final bow had been accompanied by this selfsame smirk and how, even then, though he had struggled not to show it, he�d been vastly discomfited by her.
In that moment he realized several things:
��He was not entirely a hound.
��He was also not entirely human.
��He and his comrades were being held against their will.
��He was from another world.
��He had known the Ringmaster and Switchblade Sally in that other world, and they were dangerous.
Then he�d crashed to the dirt again amid shouts and fainting in the stands.
The show was over now, and he was a hound again, bound by the rough magic the Ringmaster and Switchblade Sally used to keep all their mythical acts under control. The other hounds were busy licking savaged flanks or seared paws, some whining at the pain.
The scarred hound alone was silent. He did not know who he was or how he�d come here, but he knew two things: he had to escape. And he needed to help the others escape as well.
_____
His opportunity came sooner than he expected. When the train rolled to a stop and the doors were thrown open, Switchblade Sally entered. Her spiked collar fanned about her like the predatory frill of some ancient lizard, and her black hair was piled in an elaborate tower from which people and animals leaped on tiny golden chains.
�The parade commences in five minutes,� she said. �You will surround me and walk with me as loyal subjects should. Anyone who defies me will live to regret it.�
She carried jeweled collars in her hands which probably looked unremarkable to the circus crowds, but the green jewels inset in the collars glowed in the dim train car, promising pain if any of the hounds attempted to break ranks in the parade.
The scarred hound growled softly as she approached him, but when her icy gaze fell on him, he went silent. His muzzle bore the lash of her whip, and he knew she would not hesitate to use it again. She hurried through getting the collar on him, barely fastening the buckle. He smelled fear and apprehension on her. Something was wrong.
When the last hound was collared, she turned toward the platform, waiting for the signal from the goons for them all to disembark.
As he walked stiffly down the gangplank, the scarred hound looked beyond his mistress�s shoulder to the plaque on the wall.
London: Paddington Station, the sign said.
London. London. The name echoed in his skull and brought with it images of himself and an auburn-haired girl and� a tiny sprite running through gloomy streets like these. Only they were not quite these streets, were they?
He followed the grand parade as it circled off the platform, through the station, and out onto the street. Bobbies used their billy clubs with aplomb, cursing as they were forced to stop carriages and carts and hold back the crowd that formed quickly along either side of the thoroughfare.
The hound was used to the shouts and pointing, the wild waving of children in awe of the elephants lumbering through the damp chill of their city streets. None of this frightened or agitated him now as it once had. But the feel of the loose collar, knowing it would easily come apart if he could just dig it off with a paw, was maddening. He wondered what Switchblade Sally feared so much that she had been this careless�surely not him.
Clowns and acrobats leaped and pirouetted up and down the parade line, handing out cards and posters and sometimes sweets to the little hands that reached eagerly for them.
He wondered what the children would think if they knew what those performers actually were, and what many of the veiled circus carts truly contained. He wondered what the parents would think if they knew the sweets were laced with myth, compelling those who ate them to follow the circus wherever it went.
In most circuses, the fantastic was portrayed only through sleights of hand; it was all illusion work. But in this circus, there were no illusions. The mermaids who stared lifelessly out of the lumbering aquatic carts were real. A team of bedraggled unicorns pulled a yawning manticore through the streets. A sullen harpy glared from her perch. The only limit to the show was the beholder�s ability to believe their own eyes.
One of the great aquatic carts got stuck as it passed from the cobbled street to the bridge over the great, stinking river that wound through the city�s heart.
The entire procession shuddered to a halt. To keep the crowd from becoming focused on the stuck cart, the clowns performed an impromptu acrobatics display, and sticky-faced children screamed with delight.
The hound sat and pulled at the collar first with one paw, then with the other. When he realized everyone was watching the acrobats, he lay on the ground and inserted both paws while the others watched him listlessly.
The buckle loosened and then fell away. He went to his nearest companion and began worrying at his collar. Then another and another, until at last, exposure to the magic in the collars stung him with the force of a hundred bees. He yelped, and the final hound looked at him mournfully.
Go.
The scarred hound bowed his head, lowering his ears in sorrow. I will return for you. I swear it.
His companion bowed to him and turned away.
The other hounds had already disappeared into the crowd. The scarred hound ran next to the unicorns, gnawing through their traces until they could pull free. The harpy begged him for help from her wheeled cage, but he had no key.
I will return for you, he repeated.
For that, he knew, was his mission. To free his companions from slavery, and perhaps return magic to a world that had once known it.
He nipped at the jesses of a molting phoenix who huddled on a goon�s fist, and though he could scarcely feel his mouth, he chewed through the muzzle of the golden sphinx.
He did not stop to watch as they took flight. He ran through the ensuing chaos, making straight for the bridge.
As he came alongside the stuck cart, one of the mermaids saw her chance. The glorious arc of her tail curved over him as she leaped from the caravan. She did not quite make the railing, though, and crashed to the cobblestones in front of him.
She lay still for one moment, her kelp-colored hair streaming, her mouth forming bubbles of terror. Her scaled arms reached for him, the poison-tipped fins at her wrists opening and closing like deep-sea fans. The gold-edged gills on her sides gasped for air. She was being slowly crushed by the weight of air and the want of water.
Help me.
He heard Sally�s screams and the hobnailed boots of the goons as they pounded toward him. He looked up at the Ringmaster running toward him, drawing a revolver from his waistcoat.
As delicately as possible, he gripped the mermaid�s shoulder with his teeth. Then he pulled her hard toward the river, while her sisters sang a sea-dirge for her in the cart behind them.
Terror striped her scales a dull, muddy red. Her watery eyes met his.
Please.
The hound felt something slide across his flanks�a net, perhaps�and through the melee, he heard the click of a mechanism sliding home.
He looked over his shoulder. The Ringmaster loaded the revolver with bullets glowing green with myth and pointed it straight at the mermaid. The hound pushed with all his might. The mermaid wrapped her arms around the rough banisters and pulled herself through, scraping scales onto the stone. For one moment, she hung off the bridge, and then she wriggled through the air and into the roiling river below.
As the bullet left the chamber, the hound dove off the bridge and into the brown stench of the Thames after the mermaid. The screams of bobbies and goons chased him into the water, and two more bullets followed him. One grazed his shoulder, unwinding a thin ribbon of blood into the water. Yelping, he struggled to stay afloat before the strong current pulled him under.
Kelp-green arms surrounded him. I could take you down into the depths, she said softly above the choke and tumble of the waves. We could live happily there, you and me.
He shook his head against her. It was all he could do.
Then be free, little king, she said. But know you will have my gratitude forever. Call on my father�s name, and my people will aid you.
She whispered the name in his ear before the water took him.
_____
Abigail Chen was not who you�d call an ordinary London girl. At a glance, she could pass for full British, with her mother�s brunette curls and lush mouth, but her upswept phoenix eyes and pert nose harkened back to her father�s home in Guangdong. Here in Shadwell, though, her mother held sway as proprietress of the Oriental Quarters, taking in lascars and other refugees who reminded her of her dearly departed husband, Abigail�s father Ah Chen. Canton Kitty, as her mother was called, was indefatigable, a lifeline for those who often struggled in London�s harsh dockyards to make a living. No one would dare speak unkindly to her daughter.
Canton Kitty was not to be crossed, it was true, but Abigail did so regularly. Today, for instance, against her mother�s express orders, she was mudlarking. It seemed fair sport; the Thames was always turning up something interesting. Perhaps she�d find something unusual or valuable on the mudflats that would allow her to finance the more expensive tastes her mother denied her. Maybe a few coins, a silver spoon, something she could take to the rag-and-bone shop in trade. She�d had her eye on a stylish bonnet at the milliner�s stall for quite some time, but her mother had dismissed the need for such frippery out of hand. �You don�t need to be catchin� no one�s eye with that, Abby-girl,� she said. �When your old bonnet is wore out, we�ll find you something practical. We�re not fancy folk, after all.�
Since her fianc� Edward�s death, with Abby facing the prospect of spinsterhood, her mother saw no point in anything but practicality. Hence, Abby found herself here, holding her skirts as high as she could with one hand and clutching her boots and stockings in the other.
She was near to a bridge�her toes increasingly cold, the stench of the mud beginning to overpower even her normally stolid senses�when she saw the pale lump near one of the pilings. She couldn�t quite figure out what it could be. A dog or a pig, maybe, until she saw the long, narrow foot.
A person.
Every hair on the back of her neck stood up and warned her not to go closer. Since she seldom heeded any warning, she moved closer, cold mud squelching between her toes. The person was a young man, with the fine features of one who shared her heritage. His long black hair was clotted with mud. A silver scar slashed across his nose and ended just under his right eye. A fresh scrape along one bicep was beginning to scab over. She took in the rest of him in one blushing breath because he was quite naked�the broad, hairless chest; the sculpted abdomen�
He was breathing.
Her boots thudded in the mud near his shoulder.
His eyes opened. Rich and deep, like polished amber.
He coughed and sat up, expelling dirty water from his lungs.
She backed up several steps, ready to take flight, boots be damned. But then her bolder nature got hold of her again, and she said, �Reckon I didn�t expect to find this sort of thing today!�
At first, the way he looked at her, she wondered if perhaps she should have tried her father�s native tongue, but she had no sense of whether he was from Canton or farther north.
He saved her the trouble when he said, �Mudlarks seldom prosper.� He half-smiled, and then coughed again.
He sounded like her mother.
Abigail removed her shawl. She handed it to him and said, �I�m Abby Chen, sir. Pleased to make your acquaintance. And you are?�
He covered himself as best he could with the shawl, hiding the faint blush in his cheeks behind the tangle of his hair.
�Syrus Reed,� he mumbled. He paused, uncertain. �Syrus Reed,� he said again, more loudly, as if he�d just remembered his own name.
His face shifted, his lips twisting as he struggled to contain some emotion she could not guess. Perhaps for the first time in her life, cold logic poured down her spine and begged the question of what she thought she was doing helping this stranger, but she brushed it aside and gave him her hand instead.
�Come with me,� she said. Like her mother, she had a softness for strays.
She picked up her boots and led him back to the stairs, cursing softly when she discovered that even her new stockings inside the boots were splattered with mud. �Reckon they�re not the only thing I�m going to have to answer for,� she muttered to herself.
Mr. Reed said nothing, but climbed carefully after her, avoiding the stares and rude gestures of everyone who mocked him and his escort on the way to the Oriental Quarters. They had a long go of it across the rough cobbles, their feet bruised and covered in filth by the time they reached the alley and took the back stairs up to the kitchen.
Abby brought Mr. Reed in through the back door. Cook took such fright that she nearly dropped the entire tureen of soup she was carrying into the dining hall.
�Fetch Mother, please,� Abby said. Cook set down the tureen, threw her apron over her head, and ran from the room.
Abby winced as she searched for something to wipe their feet with, but the stranger stood stock-still by the hearth, as though he feared the kitchen would dissolve if he moved.
A few moments later, Canton Kitty arrived. She was a stout matriarch, dressed in sedate homespun buttoned almost to her chin. Though her mouth was hard, her eyes were kind, and she wore her widow�s cap with grace and a sad pride. She took one look at Syrus and said, �Let�s get him upstairs.�
They helped him up the servant�s stairs, for his legs trembled and did not seem to want to work by the time they reached the narrow little door to the first level of upstairs chambers where Kitty and Abigail lived.
�Where?� Abby breathed.
�Edward�s old room,� Kitty said.
Abby could feel the young man trying to help them, trying not to become deadweight between them, but he was fading fast.
When they got him into her fianc�s old room, Syrus Reed collapsed onto the bed. No one had been in here since Edward had passed six months ago. No one except Abby. She�d made sure the bedclothes and counterpane were straight, that Edward�s coat still hung in the wardrobe and that his shoes were still neatly arranged at the bottom of it. Even the dresser still held all her fianc�s things�his worn pocket watch, his straight razor and strop, a carnelian pinkie ring Abby had given him against her mother�s admonitions.
The oddity of having a man in Edward�s bed again made Abby cross her arms over herself, as if warding off a blow. She didn�t want to remember the last time she�d lain here with Edward, having sneaked out of her room down the hall because she could not bear the fire in her body any longer. Nor the final time Edward had lain here�his normally ruddy skin so unearthly pale�before Doctor Ah Yue had closed his staring eyes and declared him gone.
But Syrus� he was as different from Edward as could be, she thought. Dark where Edward had been fair. Mysterious where Edward had been so plainspoken and earnest. By the look of him, she doubted he�d stay long. But then, Edward had intended to stay forever, and now he was six feet under.
�I imagine this one will be shipping out as soon as he�s better,� her mother said, as if to confirm her thoughts. �Good luck to him, poor boy.�
Abby crossed her arms over herself, trying to banish the thought that she�d hoped he might stay.
Her mother turned to her. �Not a word he�s here, understand? I don�t want to run afoul of whatever landed him on the riverbank.�
Abby nodded. �I�m afraid more than a few saw us making our way here. A man wrapped in naught but a shawl is hard to miss.�
�Be that as it may, anyone asks, we don�t know nothin�. Worse comes to worst, we can stow him in the Mousehole.� The Mousehole was what her mother called a suite of hidden apartments her father had built for those who needed even deeper sanctuary. Of course, people who wouldn�t hesitate to blacken Ah Chen�s name had gossiped that he smuggled more than just refugees into London, but the rumors were baseless.
Like her husband, Kitty used the Mousehole to help people in need.
�Have Myrtle get the fire going in here so we can have some hot water. He wants bathing.�
�I can help�� Abby began.
Her mother raised a brow at her. �I think not, young lady. Now do as I ask, and then be about your chores. And no more mudlarking, do you hear? Lord knows what trouble you�ve brought on us now.�
Abby complied, but she couldn�t help smiling sadly at her mother�s attempts to keep her from glimpsing Mr. Reed in his natural state. She�d already seen everything she needed to see.
_____
Little king, little king, where do you hide?
Little king, little king, who will be your bride?


Syrus surfaced from dreams of mermaids singing and caressing him as they swam past. Their mockery and the depths at which he�d been entrapped by them left him cold and feeling half drowned again. Memory broke over Syrus, sharp as a wave of standing alone on a battlement above the sea, listening to the mermaids singing.
He had no idea how long he�d been asleep�a day perhaps? He looked around at the plain room, the little fire and kettle swung away from the hob, a tray of food sitting close to the hearth but not close enough to burn. Syrus had the distinct feeling this had been someone�s room�a man�s, perhaps�the impression made stronger by the items carefully placed on the dresser.
His head spun as he stood. He took a breath, running his hands along the unfamiliar shirt that scratched his ribs, the even-scratchier trousers that hugged his legs. His lungs still felt waterlogged. He considered looking in the wardrobe but thought better of it. Instead, he squatted on the floor and reached for the tray.
Syrus picked up bread with trembling fingers and crumbled it in his mouth, then pushed the kettle closer to the little fire.
With food, the weakness abated somewhat, though he found himself longing for an extremely rare bit of meat and hating that longing. He couldn�t say when he�d last eaten. The Ringmaster had always been stingy with rations for his charges.
He stared into the flames, thankful to be clean and ostensibly safe for the time being, though he knew such safety was an illusion. Memory floated up, a leaf on a still pond. He had escaped once before, he knew. They had caught him; that was when Sally had whipped him.
Syrus�s fingers drifted over the scar. He sighed, wondering how he appeared now in human form. What did it matter, anyway? In all of Scientia, no one had dared befriend him. But he doubted anyone could have overcome the yearning and bitterness he felt for Olivia.
Scientia. Olivia. These were new names to him. He turned them over in his mind like jewels. He had a dim memory of the city of Scientia, with its aerial streets and deep tombs. He recalled a throne room, and Olivia taking her place by the dais.
Once the queen he had served and loved, Olivia�s true nature as a warrior automaton had been revealed by Nikola Tesla. She had become a general in the battle that had ensued.
Syrus could not now remember why the battle had been fought�there was a sense of creeping horror, a dark shadow over his memory. But he knew that the girl he�d loved was lost to him forever, little more than a living statue.
Pan ruo yun ni, he whispered. As different as Heaven and Earth. So he and the clockwork general would always be.
He heard again the mermaids� taunt: ��who will you take for your bride?�
He shredded the rest of the bread on the plate into tiny pieces. No one, he thought.
Meat. He needed meat. More to the point, he needed to hunt to forget the sharp ache that Olivia left inside. He could smell mice in the walls, a cat who hunted them curled in the kitchen. He could smell the grease Cook used sizzling in the pan, and the half-rancid bit of beef the hungry serving boy kept sawing bits off when no one was looking.
He sighed.
The door opened and he smelled the girl. He had never hungered after human meat until his enslavement in the circus, and then his hunger had been mostly born of rage and revenge. People smelled differently in the place he came from. Here, they smelled like food.
But this girl� it seemed impossible that she could smell of good things in a place like this, but he caught a whiff of scent that reminded him of the wild roses in the Forest of his birth. A whiff that made him think she might be like him. Had that been why she�d found him and brought him here, rather than leaving him to lie in the muck? Might there be others like him stuck in this world?
Before he knew it, he was up and had hold of Abby�s wrist. �Are you also a werechild?� he asked, peering into her hazel eyes.
Her pupils widened. She hesitated, but then pulled herself out of his still-weak grip.
�Begging your pardon, Mr. Reed, but I have no idea what you�re going on about!� she said. Her accent was thick and rollicking, like the river itself. He was at pains to understand her; it was like being caught between the different halves of himself, wavering in and out of form. Of both worlds and yet none.
�My mistake,� he said. �Humblest apologies.� He sat down dejectedly on the edge of the bed. There was only one place where there were others like him. A place he dared not go if he valued his freedom, and yet the only place he could go if he wanted to ensure the freedom of those he�d left behind.
Abby looked at the tray. �You�ve not eaten much for someone who�s slept for two days in a row! Is there something else you fancy? Warm porridge, perhaps? Or congee?�
Syrus didn�t know the congee she spoke of, though she looked hopefully at him as though he should. He shook his head. Then, because he wanted to be honest with this girl, he said, �Meat. If you could bring me meat, somewhat rare, I would appreciate it.�
She smiled as she picked up the tray. �I think I can find something as will satisfy you. My Edward, he also�� Then she shifted the tray to her hip and put one hand over her mouth. Blushing, she said through her fingers, �I�m chattering on again, aren�t I?�
He smiled briefly. �Chatter often drives away dark thoughts. I�m in sore need of their banishment.�
�Well, I�ll fetch your meat and then chatter at you as much as you like,� she said. �That�s one thing Mum says I�m good for, at least!�
Abby whisked the tray away and, it seemed, all the light in the room. He sighed again. He knew he should not wait for her. He should leave now and trouble these kind people no more. He had promises to keep.
But when she returned, he was still sitting there, gazing at the fire, unable to bring himself to leave. It had been so long since he had lived without fear. So long since he had lived as himself.
The odor of meat roused him, and he turned gratefully to the tray and the pile of nearly rare mutton he found lying there. It was to his specifications, and thankfully fresher than the rancid roast from below.
He could not help salivating, and he wished Abby would not watch him so intently as he tucked in.
�You like mutton, then?� She laughed.
He nodded, resisting the urge to wipe his mouth on the cuff of the unfamiliar shirt he wore and using the napkin on the tray instead.
�Why do you stay?� he asked, when he was sated. �Do you not fear the talk that will come from your dawdling in a strange man�s room?�
�You as good as said you wanted company. And my chores are done, leastways all that I know about,� Abby said. She backed closer to the wall, hugging herself as if his words wounded her.
�I am sorry for my sharpness,� he said. �I just do not want to cause more trouble than I already have.�
�It�s no trouble. Taking care of people in situations like yours is what we do, Mum and me.�
�Oh?�
And she was off. She told him of her father Ah Chen, how he and her mother had founded the Oriental Quarters so that men like Syrus could find meaningful work. Eventually he drew himself up against the headboard, arms clasping knees over his baggy trousers, the tray discarded beside him. Eventually, she came closer and sat tentatively against the footboard as she talked, waving her hands around her head as if she juggled a flock of bright birds.
He liked the sound of her voice. The rise and fall of it reminded him of his Nainai telling stories in the clan train car to keep the little ones from noticing the cold�
Nainai. The memory of his grandmother pierced him to the core, deeper even than Olivia. He saw again her death, the Raven Guard slitting her in half as they meted out their retribution on his clan for his foolishness. He gasped, gutted anew. He pressed his forehead to his knees and wept.
�Have I said something wrong again?� she asked.
When he didn�t answer, she moved closer and took him in her arms. He folded into her like a child. He felt no shame over being grown and weeping�it was the mark of a grown man to weep for those lost�but a distant part of his mind worried that she might find reason to fear him mad if he kept up such strange behavior. Still, resting his head against her shoulder, at last having someone warm and alive to hold, burying his face in the wild rose scent of her� it eased him even more than the meat that filled his belly.
When he could speak again, he took the handkerchief she offered him. �Forgive me if I frightened you.�
He felt her reluctance as she released him. �No trouble. Sure as sure, you�ve been through more than most. What happened, if you don�t mind my asking?�
�I fear to tell you, Miss Abby. I don�t want to put you in unnecessary danger. I promise to leave as soon as I�m well.�
The light dimmed in her eyes a bit; he watched her struggle to hide her feelings.
�I also fear you might not believe me,� he admitted.
�Try me.�
It was his turn, then, to tell her of a land she�d scarcely heard of except in the wildest tales, a land where their common ancestors had been welcomed long ago, only to be cast out by marauding Londoners; a land where magical beasts held sway and kept the world in balance, where sylphs served as advisors and automatons as generals. He told her of the Winedark Sea and the song of mermaids under a full moon, and the Kraken that haunted the deeps. There were still gaps in his memory, but he told her what he knew of the present�that he�d been enslaved as a sideshow freak in this world for at least a year, that he�d tried to escape before, but this was the first time he�d succeeded.
And now he was here, and all he knew was that he had to free the rest of those who were being held captive.
�And after that?� she said.
Syrus chuckled bitterly. �I didn�t imagine I�d survive long enough to find out.�
�Well, you�ve made it this far with a little help. Think what you could do with a little more.�
The way she just accepted everything he�d told her stunned him. He�d hardly believe it himself if it hadn�t happened to him. But he knew he could not let Abby help him more than she already had. Taking her to where he knew the Ringmaster and Switchblade Sally would wreak their vengeance on him would not be fair to her.
�I wish I could say yes, but your mother would surely not take kindly to your offer.�
�She�s got nothing to do with it!� She glared at him, and he couldn�t help but smile at her passion. �I�m a woman grown. I��
The door creaked open and Abby abruptly stood. She glanced at her mother, who glared at her, and Ah Yue, the Chinese doctor, whose gray changshan swished around his black cloth shoes as he entered.
Ah Yue took one look at Syrus. To the women he said, �Please leave.�
He escorted them out and shut the door behind them.
_____
�Abby,� her mother said in a warning tone as they descended the stairs.
�I know, Mum.�
�Then why do you never listen? I told you to be careful. You�re still in mourning, girl! People will talk! The last thing I need is for people to think I�m running a brothel. They already think I�m running an opium den! Think of our reputation, if nothing else.�
Cook called, and her mother hurried down the stairs.
Abby knew it was useless to argue with her mum. The facts were incontrovertible. Still, she was tired of facts. Facts had led her to this endless round of chores, marketing, and, more likely than not, spinsterhood.
She wanted something different. Something as wild and unpredictable as her heart had apparently become.
That afternoon, she volunteered to go to the market. She needed what passed for fresh air to clear her head. She was angry at herself for being in such a tizzy over a man she barely knew, a man who�d been through far more than seemed possible. She was angry at him for refusing her help. He�d had the look of a wild animal about to flee, and it was likely he would be gone by morning. The thought made her heart pace in her ribs like a caged wolf.
Her mother was right: This attraction made no sense. She�d known Edward for a few years, first seeing him at the ostler�s in the market square, then every day as he�d started working for himself making deliveries. He�d rented the room from her mother when things were at a pinch for many, and it�d been all Abby had ever dreamed. And then six months ago, all those dreams had ended in a matter of days when he�d contracted a strange, incurable disease and died.
Coming to the point of wanting to be with Edward had taken years. Why, then, did she find her affections rising so suddenly for a man she�d only just met?
It was bleeding stupid, as Cook would say.
And yet, she thought, pulling her shawl tighter against the chill�the shawl that still smelled of him despite a thorough washing�here she was, still thinking of him. Here she was, worrying over him because he had spoken of danger but would not allow her to help him.
Afternoon fog was rolling in, and the lamplighter was already making his rounds when she arrived at the market. Sellers were packing up their wares, so she hurried first to buy the vegetables Cook had requested, and then onward to the Chinese apothecary to purchase a list of herbs Ah Yue had sent down before she left.
Some of them she knew�she could read a little Chinese, courtesy of her dearly departed father�but others she questioned. The scales of a dried gecko? A shark�s tooth? They sounded more like components of a magic spell to her than medicine, but Ah Yue was renowned for his healing skills; she�d seen him heal many men left for dead.
Except Edward, of course. Ah Yue had taken one look at him, shaken his head, and, over Kitty�s protests, given his patient an opium pipe.
�He may as well spend his last days in peace,� Ah Yue had said. And that had been that.
The laden basket dragged at her arm, and who knew whether the shop would close early in such dense fog, so she cut through an alley to shave off some time.
As she approached the thoroughfare again, something dark and slick nearby caught her attention. Fascinating green light sparkled around its edges. Her inner mudlark could not resist.
She stepped toward it. The thing tittered and sidled away from her feet, inviting her to follow.
One more step and she could reach it, she thought. As her bootheel clicked on the cobble next to it, the thing erupted. Sticky black vines looped out of it, reaching like tentacles up the walls and wrapping firmly around her ankles. A pulsing black stalk pushed up from the center of the writhing mass while the vines whipped up Abby�s thighs and torso, closing her mouth before she could scream.
As she watched, helpless, a bloated flower the poisonous color of night pushed out from the stalk. It spread over her, its petals yawning wide as she looked into the green-toothed depths of its blossom.
Then, in one gulp, it swallowed her whole and collapsed again into an innocuous bit of shale.
_____
A harlequin in a domino cloak, dressed as if for a costume party or an engagement with Death Himself, entered the alley. He scooped up the deadly nightshade and banished it into his sleeve.
_____
That night, Syrus woke as the fire burned low on the hearth. Something had changed. A darkness deeper than night had crept in with the fog.
The medicines Ah Yue had made for him grounded him; he felt less like he was trapped underwater. Though Ah Yue had insisted what Abby would bring from the market would make him feel even better, the powder he�d drunk made him feel more himself than he had in ages. The dream-songs of the mermaids had all but vanished. His sharper senses and clearer thoughts made him realize that when he heard the rapping against the window, he should not open it.
The wise doctor, recognizing him for what he was, had also spread a circle of protection around him, including hanging ba gua mirrors in the windows to ward off bad energy.
Still, Syrus drew back the curtain. He did not flinch when he saw what hung there�a slack-jawed circus goon hanging upside down by its feet, joints all twisted and sticking out at impossible angles.
�I will not let you in,� he said, as the goon attempted to dig out the windowpanes with its elongated, hooked fingers. It could get no purchase on the edges, and they seemed to burn it, for the goon drew back, hissing. From the glimmer reflecting off the mirror down the panes, Syrus knew the doctor�s magic was protecting him.
When the goon realized it would not succeed that way, it worked its jaw and serrated tongue frantically, trying to make words. At last, it growled, so low that Syrus could just decipher the words: �The girl. We have. You want she lives, you come.�
He grimaced. �Where?�
The goon sighed, working its slavering jaws again. �Lea Park. Godalming.� The thing twisted its head to look at him; he realized the gruesome expression it made was meant to be a smile. �Special show. I take you there.� It spread the wings from its twisted forearms to show it was capable of flight.
Syrus sighed. Slowly, he took down the ba gua mirrors and opened the window.
_____
The flight was painful, damp, and uncomfortable. The goon�s talons dug deeply into the old waistcoat Syrus had taken from the wardrobe, and by the end, it struggled to keep them both aloft.
But at last, it began descending into the drifting mist. Syrus glimpsed a sprawling manse hard by a lake. From that lake rose the still form of a god who had once ruled the Winedark Sea�but he had disappeared before Syrus�s birth, and since then the seas had been lawless and filled with Umbrals who had escaped their confines in the deep.
Syrus peered at the god as he passed over. It was a sculpture, nothing more. The mirrors in this world�of the London which was not the London he knew, of a culture that was rooted in the same as his and yet was not his�confused him. Magic worked here, yet it did not quite work the same, and the use of dark magic seemed to have no effect on the world in the way it had in his own.
The goon set him down in a wood. Its wings folded into its back and its gnarled legs lengthened, the talons shrinking into things approximating feet. It gestured with a knobby finger. This way.
It kept one talon firmly lodged in Syrus�s bicep in case he tried to escape. He smelled the others faintly and yet nearby, as if they were being held somewhere beneath the earth. And there was also food, much food�the smells of a feast. He frowned.
They came to a strange tree in the wood. The tree was vast and ancient, but it looked as though it had been struck long ago by lightning, for it was hollow at its core. The hollow was faced by an oaken door. The goon inserted a talon in the lock, shivering at the pain caused by the iron.
As the door swung open, Syrus caught another scent�wild rose mixed with fear.
Abby.
The goon hurried him down the iron staircase, for it stung both of them in equal measure. The goons had always hung from the wooden rafters of the train cars to keep as far from the iron wheels as possible. No one cared if the iron caused any other being pain.
At the bottom of the staircase, the moldy throat of tunnel disgorged into a soaring underwater ballroom. From the cracks and brown runnels of water along the walls, Syrus realized they had somehow gone under the lake, and now he stared up through a dome that ascended through the lake�s murky depths.
His breath caught at what transpired before him. Around one side of the dome, a lavish banquet had been laid amidst towering sprays of hothouse flowers. The smells of frangipani and freesia, of roast suckling pig and pheasant, nearly drowned the thread of wild rose he�d smelled earlier. At various places around the dome, certain circus acts were chained on pedestals or in iron cages�the harpy bent her head at him. A unicorn he�d been unable to save knelt on its pedestal, its head twisted downward by iron shackles so that its horn could be safely touched by circus-goers.
It rolled an eye at him in terror. My king.
King. He heard again the mermaid song: Little king, little king�
And then he knew.
He had been sitting on a throne watching the Ringmaster and Switchblade Sally perform. He had done that because he was King, chosen by the ancient Tinker King Blackwolf to renew the kingdom that had been stolen from their people.
The two had presented themselves to him as performers, and they had woven an intricate spell around him in his sorrow. They had caused him to dismiss Olivia from the throne room, for he could not bear the sight of her. He had not seen the trap until it was too late. They had swallowed him with the deadly nightshade and brought him to this world as part of their evil act. They had made him forget everything he had ever known, as they had with all the others they�d captured.
But now their power was diminishing. The prisoners were remembering.
He was not entirely human; he was not entirely wolf. But he was King.
For as much as he had shied from, even despised, the notion of royalty once upon a time, now he knew that the Elementals here were not just his fellow prisoners, but also his people. They depended upon him for their protection and safety. He had always felt that he must free them but realizing his true responsibility to them made his situation all the more desperate.
The three rings of the circus were represented in miniature at the center of the dome. Seats on risers surrounded the rings. In the middle of the rings rose a dais with two thrones. One of the thrones was outfitted with shackles. The other was not.
Syrus knew for whom the shackled throne was meant. His wolf hackles rose, and he shook himself. Though every tendon and muscle screamed for him to take houndshape and run, he knew he had to play the Ringmaster�s game just a bit longer.
Red velvet curtains hung over the other tunnel mouth entrances, and he scanned them, searching for a familiar face amongst the growing crowd of servants, circus goons, and the few remaining Elementals as he was pulled relentlessly forward.
One of the curtains was thrown back, and the Ringmaster emerged with Switchblade Sally on his arm. Behind them, a couple of goons dragged Abby, who was close to twisting out of their grip.
�SYRUS!� she shouted when she saw him.
Her shout echoed through the dome. Everyone stopped to look at him.
Switchblade Sally turned and lifted a finger. �Quiet,� she said, the menace of her voice echoing around the dome. One of the goons turned itself inside out, becoming a fleshy gag that stuffed itself around Abby�s head and into her mouth. At the terror in Abby�s eyes, Syrus moved to throw off the goon that held him, but when he saw the slow smile on Sally�s face, he stilled.
�I�ve come,� Syrus said. �Let Miss Chen go.�
The Ringmaster moved forward. Sally slid behind him, dismissing the goon and taking Abby firmly in hand.
�Not so fast,� the Ringmaster said in his oily voice. �It�s not so simple, you see?�
Syrus frowned.
�We need your help with something,� the Ringmaster said. �We are hosting a Very Important Person here tonight. Queen Victoria herself will be here to negotiate with us. A treaty of sorts. And we thought it would be best if the two heads of state spoke about it, as it were.�
Syrus was not sure what he hated more�the obsequious falsity of the man�s tone or the twitching calumny of his fingers. �You want me to swear fealty to this queen? Is that it?�
�Well,� the Ringmaster said, avoiding his gaze and spreading his hands, �after a fashion.�
�Is it not enough that I am here? That I give you myself in exchange for Miss Chen�s freedom?�
Switchblade Sally laughed before the Ringmaster could speak. �No,� she said. �You cost us dearly with that stunt on the bridge. You must therefore give more.�
Syrus knew there was some trick. There always was. But he was out of options, and he knew he would die many deaths to keep the fear in Abby�s eyes at bay.
�Very well, then,� he said.
The goon slipped off Abby�s mouth, rolling and squishing along the floor as it reshaped itself to join the goon holding Syrus�s arm. Together, they took Syrus up to the throne, while Abby sobbed and gasped as Switchblade Sally held her still.
The goons shackled Syrus to his throne, hissing with pain at the iron. Then at Sally�s signal, they took Abby by the arms and led her away. Syrus tried not to watch her go; he didn�t want to give Sally the satisfaction.
Trumpets sounded from one of the tunnels.
The Ringmaster turned and gestured to the gallery of terrified musicians near the banquet table. They struck up an entrance march as the herald pushed through the velvet curtain.
�Victoria Regina!� he announced.
A stout, middle-aged woman stepped under the dome, garbed all in mourning save for the royal sash she wore. Her train was held up by two maidservants, and they were accompanied by a servingman who looked as if he could take down more than a few goons with the cane hooked over his arm.
The Ringmaster swept his top hat from his head and greeted the queen with an unctuous bow. Switchblade Sally sank next to him in a deep curtsey.
�So, this is the mythical menagerie we were promised?� she said. She looked with cold, uninterested eyes at the bedraggled and sullen animals in the room.
�Yes, Your Majesty,� the Ringmaster said.
�Where is the phoenix? The sphinx?�
�I am afraid to say they�ve escaped, Your Majesty.� If the Ringmaster could have twisted his hat in his hands without revealing his anxiety, Syrus was fairly certain he would have done so. �But we have more entertainment devised for you. You will see, Your Majesty.�
�We had better,� she said.
The Queen was seated with all ceremony on the dais opposite Syrus. He bowed his head with the respect of one monarch to another, but her glance indicated she was unimpressed.
�Who is this person who sits enthroned opposite us?� she demanded of the Ringmaster.
�As I explained a bit to Your Majesty in my earlier correspondence, we will negotiate not just the sale of a menagerie to you, but the possible exploration and subjugation of an entirely new world. This one here is a king in his country. He can transfer to you riches and power beyond your wildest dreams, Majesty.�
The Queen took in all of Syrus with a dour glance. �Hmph.�
�Perhaps,� Switchblade Sally interjected, �Your Majesty would prefer a little refreshment and entertainment before we continue? You have journeyed a long way to be with us tonight.�
The Queen nodded to her maids and servingman. �Yes, that would suit. Bring us something. And let us see this entertainment you speak of.�
_____
The goons led Abby down the tunnel toward the iron staircase, releasing her at its foot. They didn�t bother trying to speak to her, just gestured up the stairs with their twisted fingers. One of them tossed the iron keys it held back and forth, hissing to itself.
�Abby wondered why it didn�t wear gloves to protect itself, but she figured no glove would ever quite fit in the goon�s present shape.
Abby put one foot on the stairs. Click. She looked toward the entrance above, where a shadow leaned briefly through the door. Realization dawned. They weren�t really going to free her. Something waited up there�perhaps another goon or something even more dreadful that would make sure she never breathed a word of what she knew.
But that knowledge wasn�t what made her remove her foot and turn toward the retreating backs of her erstwhile captors.
No, it was his words ringing in her ears. I�ve come. Let Miss Chen go.
It was seeing him chained to the throne, seeing all the other things he�d said that she�d scarcely believed come true. It was knowing magic was real when she�d not even been looking for it. It was knowing that, for better or worse now, she was entangled.
Even if they let her walk away, how could she?
She�d left the room when the man she loved was dying because she knew she couldn�t save him. If there was a chance she could save this man, she had to try.
The iron keys sailed from hand to hand as the goons gibbered amongst themselves. Their jangle filled Abby with certainty.
She slipped off her boots, then ran down the tunnel, driving hard with her shoulder into the goon with the keys. As the keys sailed through the air, she dove for them, ignoring the knotted fingers tearing at her dress, becoming talons and hooking into her flesh.
Her fingers curled around the keys just before they hit the moldy floor. She came up kicking and lunging toward her attackers rather than away. Her father had always told her that if she could not get away, go for the eyes and the shins of anyone who might try to molest her in the markets. She thrust one iron key deep into the eye socket of the nearest goon. It wailed and collapsed in on itself, melting off the iron into a puddle of moaning goo.
She waited the other goon out, brandishing the key at it. That one thought better of attacking and decided to flee, not into the tunnel, but up the staircase, its arms becoming wings, its feet vanishing into its body.
Abby turned and ran barefoot back into the ballroom, leaving her boots by the stairs. She skirted the mostly-empty risers, glad for the distraction of the sideshow since it allowed her to wend her way closer to the dais.
Syrus looked away from the spectacle, and the suffering in his eyes arrested her.
His gaze wandered over her torn skirts, the blood drying along her ankle where the goon had tried to seize her. His fear for her tore at her heart harder than her own terror.
Go home, he mouthed.
She shook her head. She would not be forced away this time.
�And now, Your Majesty,� the Ringmaster was saying, �for the main event�a glimpse into your new domain.�
The lights in the ballroom were dimmed even further.
Abby tried the key in the locks that held the unicorn and found that the shackles loosened. The unicorn whispered a benediction before it slipped away in the darkness. She crept closer to the iron throne, freeing those she could as she went.
Switchblade Sally withdrew a tiny hand mirror from the bosom of her corset, a motion which made the Queen snort in disgust. Sally�s hands glowed faintly green as the object grew until it became too unwieldy for her to hold. She set it down, and it continued to grow until it became a heavy cheval glass, a full-length mirror nearly twice her height and as wide as the dais.
Within the dark mirror, a pinprick of green light winked on, like a firefly or a will-o�-the-wisp. Abby�s chest tightened with foreboding.
Light rippled across the mirror in waves of green fire. A distorted image wavered and shifted until it resolved into a scene that Abby recognized only because of what Syrus had told her. The domes and towers of Scientia, the aerial lift cables running their cars up the hill and toward the temple in the mountains. The Winedark Sea pounded at the sea wall; its mesmeric tide pulled her up onto the dais.
The air in the room became dense and heavy, and Abby moved as though through water. Her very bones yearned toward the image in the mirror as if the image were a magnet calling her to a home she�d never known. The smell of the sea blew out of the mirror, and she breathed it in sharply.
Pop. The image winked out. The mirror went dim and folded into itself. The lights came up, with Abby red-handed next to the throne. Sally�s eyes threw daggers at her, and in two seconds, she stalked over and took Abby by the arm, her pincerlike grip promising true pain should Abby speak.
The agitated, sweating Queen glanced at the women, opened her fan, and tried to rid herself of the magic-laden air. She signaled to her maid, who helped her stand, and said to the Ringmaster, �A pretty parlor trick, sir, but we�ve seen enough.�
The Ringmaster�s jaw dropped. Syrus snickered, and Sally glared down at him.
It was clear by the Ringmaster�s expression that he had expected the Queen to believe him. He, the greatest of all liars, had banked everything upon someone else�s belief in him. And a powerful someone at that.
�Joseph,� the Queen said, �have them ready our carriage above. Tell Wright we won�t be staying tonight; this fiasco has quite taken up enough of our time as it is.�
The Ringmaster�s face went ashen. �Just a moment, please, Your Majesty,� he said. �I�m offering you the world, can�t you see? And power beyond your wildest dreams! How can you say no to that?�
Queen Victoria did not answer but took hold of her skirts and made to move past him.
The Ringmaster put on his best, most unctuous smile. He laid his hand on the Queen�s sleeve. �You cannot leave, Your Majesty, not now! There is still so much to discuss!�
�Don�t listen, Your Majesty!� The words were out of Abby�s mouth before she could stop them. Sally shook her until her teeth rattled as hard as the keys in her hand.
The Queen didn�t need her advice, though. She glared at the man touching her. �Unhand us at once.�
All went still. The Queen stood arrested, imperious, incensed. The Ringmaster stood, likewise arrested, pleading, restraining, leaning toward harm but also filled with fear.
Then his hand closed around her forearm, and his lip rose in a sneer. �I have taken one monarch captive; I can surely take another.�
�You wouldn�t dare,� the Queen said.
�Watch me,� the Ringmaster said.
Before Abby could draw another breath, the old Queen laughed. �Watch us,� she said. She jammed the heel of her little boot precisely into the top of his shoe.
The Ringmaster howled.
The room erupted.
The Queen�s servingman, Joseph, drew a sword from the Queen�s walking stick and set about defending her from all comers.
Switchblade Sally turned to Abby, pulling the very weapon for which she was named from a clever sheath in her wicked boots. Abby brandished the iron keys at her, but the woman was taller than she was, and far more agile than her goons.
Abby and Syrus desperately locked eyes as Sally bent her toward him over the blade of the knife. Abby tried to insert the keys in the first shackle, but Syrus whispered as low as he could, �Get the mirror.�
Abby turned her head and saw the mirror quite unattended and at the mercy of both the Queen�s boots and Joseph�s dueling feet.
She dove for the mirror, dragging Sally with her, knocking the knife from Sally�s hand against the throne.
Sally dug her fingers into Abby�s brunette curls until she cried out in pain, but Abby wouldn�t let go of the mirror.
Joseph had chased the Ringmaster down the dais and was forging a way for the Queen and her servants to exit through one of the tunnels, but goons leaped on him almost faster than he could fight them off. Animals, servants, and musicians ran about in terror.
As Abby looked into Sally�s eyes, she saw the black pupils twisting into tentacles that reached out from the blue depths. Abby clutched the mirror in terror as Sally�s arms tightened about her.
_____
Syrus lifted his face to the ceiling, as if help would somehow magically come from above.
And there, peering through one of the panes of glass, was a pale face, one of the mermaid sisters who hadn�t tried to escape. The Ringmaster and Switchblade Sally had forced the mermaids to swim in the lake since they could not fit the aquatic cart down here. Sad, watery eyes met Syrus�s, and he remembered the mermaids singing, their young sister telling him her powerful father�s name and promising to aid him if ever he needed it. He remembered the statue above them.
Little king, the mermaid whispered against the glass, say the name given thee. The best is yet to be.
�Triton,� he whispered. �Triton, Triton, TRITON,� he said, his voice gradually growing into a full shout. �AWAKE!�
There was a great cracking from above, a groaning as of metal twisting and ripping free. Everyone beneath the dome stopped and looked up as a sheet of water poured from the ceiling.
Switchblade Sally stared up, open-mouthed, releasing her hold. Abby stuffed the mirror deep into her generous bosom with a triumphant grin. She ran to Syrus and unlocked the irons that held him as the dome shattered in a spray of glass and dark water above them.
He embraced her, shouting, �Take a deep breath and hold fast to me!�
It was all he had time to say before the waters closed in.
_____
The force of the falling dome ripped Abby from Syrus�s arms. He lunged toward her, but she spun away, and he lost her in the murk and splintered glass.
Then he saw Queen Victoria sinking toward the lake bottom like a stone. As he fought his way toward her, something whipped around his ankle and tightened. He looked back and saw Sally grinning, the beak of her jaws opened wide as her tentacles pulled him toward her.
Kraken. He should have known. But then, he had never seen a Kraken walk the world in human form.
Behind her, lightning flashed from the trident, electrifying Sally even as she transformed. Triton nodded to Syrus before turning to deal with the Ringmaster. Syrus gripped the unconscious Queen as she floated past and did his best to tear the heavy mourning clothes from her. He was running out of air, but she was so weighted down by her mourning, he feared he could not get her to the surface.
At last he gained purchase, and yards of the black fabric disappeared into the murk. He took hold of her collar and kicked with his last burning breaths up through the darkness. He pulled her up on shore to the great consternation of her manservant Joseph, who had just hauled himself up from the water and was frantically calling for her.
Syrus bowed to Joseph as he rushed to his Queen�s aid, then dove back into the water, seeking Abby.
He found a few of his fellow performers and dragged them to safety. But Abby was nowhere to be seen.
At last, exhaustion took him, and he sat shivering at the edge of the lake. He had lost her. He put his head in his hands, cursing himself for not being able to hold her, cursing himself for putting her in danger in the first place.
The barest green glimmer shimmered along the rippling tarn. Syrus looked up, half-expecting the Ringmaster or Sally to rise up and drag him into the shattered depths.
Then the glow resolved into the tines of a trident, and the Lord of the Near Shore, Triton, rose from the lake. His daughters swam near him, carrying Abby in their arms. Syrus rushed out into the water to help them get her to land. He worked feverishly over her while the mermaids and their father watched impassively; they could not aid him, for water was their very breath.
But perhaps Triton helped a little, for he lowered his trident and sent a glimmer of gold through the water, which snaked up the shale to Abby�s exposed foot. In that moment, she drew a gasping breath and coughed water all over Syrus�s face.
He wiped it away with his sleeve and helped her sit.
Abby apologized profusely when she could speak, but Syrus put two fingers against her lips.
�No need,� he said. �I recall doing the same to you not long ago; it�s only fair you return the gift.�
He smiled at her, and she chuckled.
Then he turned to Triton and bowed to him. �Thank you, Lord,� he said.
Triton bowed his head. �All the thanks belong to you, little king. You saved my daughters and our kin. And you saved me. I was brought here long ago, slowly turning to stone the farther I was from my sea until I became a decoration for this man�s estate. Chance may have brought us together, but still I thank you for it.�
One of the mermaid sisters swam close to her father, and he embraced her with his free arm. �May we go home now, Father?� she asked.
She held up the mirror, which had slipped from Abby�s corset.
Triton looked to Syrus and Abby. �Will you come home, Sire?�
Syrus thought of the long vistas of Scientia, from her ring of mountains to the plunging seas. The loneliness there had been almost as crushing as his captivity. Almost.
Then he looked at Abby and wondered if he needed to be alone anymore.
Triton held up the mirror, and it grew until again they could see the Known Lands within them, Scientia�s many domes and towers, the airships navigating the dangerous sea winds to land before her wall.
Abby�s eyes widened as she beheld the land looming toward them again, as she smelled the salt and spice of the Winedark Sea for the second time that night.
�Will you come?� Syrus asked softly. �First-rate mudlarking, I hear.�
She threw a clot of mud at him, laughing.
�Is that how they say yes in this country?�
Abby laughed again, then hesitated, her eyes clouding with worry. �What about Mum? I can�t just leave without her knowing what happened to me. Can we send a message to her?�
Again the trident flashed, this time toward a heron statue that stood nearby. It flapped its wings and looked down its beak at them.
�Whisper your message into the heron�s ear, and it shall be delivered as if it were written on the finest parchment. Herons are brilliant scribes, you know.�
Abby did so, and the heron took wing, flying off toward London.
Triton said, �With this mirror, Sire, I believe our visits between the worlds may become more frequent. We will leave it in your hands to keep safe once we arrive. As you saw, its magic is too unsafe for just anyone to possess.�
Syrus held out a hand to Abby. �You are free to do what you will. All doors are open to you.�
She stood and took his hand. The warmth in her fingers still surprised him. He realized he had expected the eternal chill of Olivia�s clockwork hand. �I just want to see that red sea, and hear these mermaids singing.�
Triton smiled. �That can be arranged, my lady.�
�Whatever you wish,� Syrus said. The glimmer in her eyes made him hope that her wish was the same as his.
Abby took a deep breath and tightened her grip. �Well, then. Off we go.�
They stepped forward until they disappeared like shafts of sun shimmering in water, into the Scientian day.
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A country estate in England
May 20, 1923
The ink curved into perfect shapes as Eve expertly wielded the pen, not minding the gathering stains on her finger. The daughter of�
�Eve! What are you doing?�
�Mr. and Mrs. Clifford Winklevoss�
An elegant hand whipped past her face and snatched the invitation off the table. Eve ignored her sister and picked up the next piece of beautiful ecru paper. She smoothed it down to feel the texture across her palm.
�Eve!� Edith yelled, thrusting the invitation before her eyes and pointing at a little drawing Eve had crafted in the corner. �What�s this?�
Their tall mother, as elegantly curved as Eve was awkwardly straight, swept into the drawing room.
Eve ducked her head to see her work better. Her hand felt the exquisite gentle push of the paper against the pen, and she smiled to herself.
�I knew she�d ruin them, Mother!� Edith was yelling, still. �Why did you let her write my invitations?�
Edith�s (and Eve�s) mother took the offending item and peered closely. �Eve, is this� a button?�
�Yes,� Eve said, continuing to write. �A button because we call Edith �button.��
Edith gave a frustrated shout. �No one has used that ridiculous nickname since I was ten years old. How dare� how dare�� Poor Edith was so upset she couldn�t get out the words.
Eve felt her mother�s hand stopping her own. �Eve.�
Looking up, Eve asked, �Yes, Mother?�
�No more buttons.�
Edith grabbed the stack of Eve�s completed work. �She�s done them all that way, Mother.� Eve watched, crestfallen, as Edith tore each one into tiny pieces while their mother wore a dignified frown.
�You didn�t have to utterly destroy them, Edith,� Eve said, staring at the scattering of confetti now on the table. �I would�ve kept them.� She scooped up the bits of paper and let them waterfall through her fingers. �Although the confetti is rather pretty. We should throw it at you and William at the wedding.�
�Mother, why did you let this fool write my invitations? My wedding will be the event of the Season. And you let� you let��
�You know why, Edith.�
Edith knew why. First, they were saving on expenses, but they couldn�t speak of that. Second, Eve had beautiful handwriting, but they tried not to compliment Eve. Because Eve�s eccentricities outweighed her assets. Their mother hoped by withholding praise they�d encourage Eve to be more normal.
�Eve,� Mrs. Winklevoss said. �Now that you�ve ruined the invitations, you�ll go to the post office and buy more stationery.�
Eve continued to write.
�Eve,� Mrs. Winklevoss said firmly.
�I need to finish this one. I can�t leave it half done.�
�That�s enough, Eve.�
But Eve kept writing until she�d written the very last letter. Her fingers itched to add the button, but she resisted. �I�m done for now.�
Grabbing her novel off the table, feeling comforted by the presence of her friends within its pages, Eve left the drawing room as her sister complained, �Mother, how did you and Father have such a strange bird? Nanny must�ve dropped her on her head when she was a baby and then hid the secret.�
�Edith,� their mother admonished gently.
�I�m filled with gratitude you didn�t make me wait until Eve married because, really, Mother, no one will ever marry her. No one.�
I�m not opposed to marriage, Eve wanted to say, pausing at the foot of the stairs, but young men don�t appear to be interested. The Winklevoss�s declining fortune was an open secret, so there was no money to tempt them.
Edith didn�t bother to lower her voice as she prattled on, �When will you and Father realize she�s mad like Aunt Dorothy and will only be a nuisance? She�s not pretty enough to have men overlook her oddities. And where is Father? Is he hiding again?�
�He�s in his study, of course. He has work to do.�
�Oh, what work does he have to do?�
Eve took the steps quickly, her sister�s words lingering in her mind. She�d heard people say�usually Edith and her friends�that she had funny looks, with her pale skin, wispy blond hair, and eyes a blue so light they looked ethereal. But Eve thought she looked all right.
A lovely thing about people in novels was being able to stop reading if they were too cruel. She wanted to shut the book on Edith today.
_____
Eve left their beautiful house in the front seat of the car driven by their chauffeur�dear, ancient Holden, who�d driven their carriages before he�d driven their cars. The Winklevoss estate wasn�t magnificently large, but it was enough to be acceptable. Quiet. They even had their own sheep. In the back of the car sat Eve�s lady�s maid, prim-faced Glenda, her mouth turned down even more than usual because Eve had insisted on sitting in front with Holden. He looked uncomfortable but was used to Eve�s stubborn nature.
Glenda reminded Eve of Lucy Honeychurch�s cousin in A Room with a View. She wasn�t exactly like her, but Eve liked to imagine that she was, so she could better imagine herself to be in the novel. Especially when Lucy was kissed in a field of violets. Eve had never been kissed and probably never would be, but when she read the scene she felt it was happening to her exactly as it�d happened to Lucy Honeychurch.
As they bumped along the long driveway to the front gate, Eve�s eyes went to the lake, her special spot.
�You need to stay away from that place,� Glenda warned from the backseat.
Eve wasn�t surprised. Glenda, who�d grown up in the village they were headed to, had voiced her suspicions before.
�Why does a small lake frighten you so?� Eve asked for the hundredth time.
�When I see danger, I know to stay away.�
Holden kept his eyes on the road, but was tension pulling at his mouth?
Eve turned around. �What danger do you see?�
Glenda�s face drew into itself, even tighter. �That dark water traps restless souls.�
�Well, why don�t they just get out?�
�They�re afraid.�
�Of what, swimming?�
Holden�s mouth curled into the tiniest of smiles.
�Of living,� Glenda snapped and then would say no more.
Eve�s family, the Winklevosses, had moved to the estate when Eve was three. Her father was not from money. He�d made his fortune and wanted to play English gentleman. He�d bought an estate that had plenty of acreage but a dilapidated house, and renovated it into something rather grand. But society barely accepted Mr. Winklevoss, especially since his fortunes had turned. Edith had been very fortunate to make her match. But then again, Edith was a beauty, just like their mother.
In a kind moment, Mrs. Winklevoss had told Eve that her skin was like white silk. But then she�d looked at�not into�Eve�s eyes and said, �But your irises are so light they�re almost not even there. Like they don�t exist at all. Just like Aunt Dorothy�s.� Her father�s spinster sister who�d disappeared and never returned. Because that�s what happens, Mrs. Winklevoss claimed, when you do things you�re not supposed to. You disappear.
Eve thought it a tragedy her mother didn�t read. One could have adventures in novels and disappear. Safely.
Mrs. Winklevoss thought Eve�s reading was unhealthy and in some way contributed to her paleness. There really was so much about her daughter she didn�t understand. She�d often remind Eve, although she wouldn�t say it unkindly, of all the talents she lacked. Mrs. Winklevoss recited the list as if it must be said, must be heard. Eve couldn�t sing or dance. She couldn�t play the piano. She didn�t know how to make polite conversation with young men. She didn�t know how to sit quietly like a young lady and be normal.
But Eve�s eyes were still on the lake and her horse chestnut tree beside it. She wished she were lying there reading a book. She could do that.
_____
They rolled into the village, stirring up dust. Eve watched as they passed the blacksmith on the outskirts of town and the humble cottages and then more fashionable homes and the grand new hotel. Even her mother conceded the hotel was quite wonderful, although she said it wasn�t enough to make up for the dreary entrance into town.
After parking in front of the post office, Eve said to both Holden and Glenda, �Don�t get out.�
Holden nodded, but to Eve�s dismay, sour-faced Glenda was out of the car, taking her long strides to the post office, reaching it before Eve could even open her door.
Eve stepped out and slammed her door, then hesitated. Through the open window, she looked in at Holden. �I�m sorry. I was overcome.�
�Understandable,� Holden said with a wink.
Eve glanced at Glenda, gleeful to see her scandalized face at Holden�s impropriety. She and Holden exchanged a conspiratorial smile. Eve turned away but felt compelled to hold onto the door handle for a long count of three. She didn�t know why these rituals had her in their grasp, but there was such compulsion in her she couldn�t fight it.
�Miss Eve,� Glenda said impatiently.
But Glenda shouldn�t have spoken because now Eve had to reach out for the handle one more time.
Her objective met, she whirled around before the urge swept over her again, knocking against someone and losing her balance. A strong grip on her arm steadied her as she saw a skeleton key fall to the ground. She leaned down to scoop it up, throwing her rescuer off balance too, their arms clutching one another as they tried not to fall. She found herself looking into the mesmerizing eyes of a young man.
�I believe this is yours,� he said, their fingers touching as they both clutched the key.
�Miss Eve!� Glenda called out.
�No,� Eve said, �it�s not.�
�Do you dance?� he asked.
Startled, she laughed. �I�m no good at it.�
�Miss Eve!� Glenda yelled out again.
�Neither am I,� he said lightheartedly, �but I feel we�re dancing.�
Glenda was now beside her. �Miss Eve, what are you doing?�
The young man tipped his hat and left them, walking down the street. Eve felt compelled to follow him, but Glenda was pulling her away.
Eve looked over her shoulder at the young man and was rewarded with him turning around and giving her a wide smile and a wave. She was still looking at him when Glenda shut the door of the post office. By the time she realized she was still holding the key, he was gone.
_____
Eve delivered the stationery to Mrs. Winklevoss and climbed the stairs. She paused to watch her mother playing with Edith�s hair and heard her say, �How will you adorn your hair for the wedding? It�s so beautiful.�
Edith laughed gaily. �We have the same hair, Mother.�
Arm in arm, they went into the drawing room as Eve tried to imagine squishing into the small space between them. But there was no place for her there. She tried to picture herself on her mother�s other arm at least, but she only saw herself falling behind.
Eve tapped the railing three times before going upstairs.
_____
Eve�s eyelids were drooping. She put down her book�a fantastical tale about a girl finding herself in a land filled with things that shouldn�t be�splayed across her chest� for only a moment, closing her eyes� and then woke to shadows.
A full moon shone through an uncovered window. Most likely, Glenda had found her asleep and shooed the chambermaid away.
Eve thought she heard music. Sleepily she went to the window, greeted by stars so alive and twinkling in the night sky she wondered if they�d been singing. But no, the music was coming from the lake. Her lake. The one she loved, and Glenda feared. Pressing her face to the glass, she saw the water dazzling with light as if the lake had swallowed the stars.
She slipped on her shoes and sneaked down the stairs and across a lawn covered in night dew. With damp shoes and cold feet, she arrived at the large statue of Neptune on his throne, a marble monstrosity that�d been on the estate long before the Winklevosses. Looking up, Eve was slightly disturbed by the lone red robin perched on Neptune�s head. The eyes of the robin, as well as the sea god, watched her as she passed by. Her steps slowed as she neared the lake�s edge.
A fire of light and music rose up. Trumpets and trombones. A saxophone. A lively piano, a jazzy singer�s voice. The lake erupted with life.
Eve hesitated, a pit of fear deep in her stomach. This wasn�t one of her novels. Or was it? She couldn�t just turn the page. Or could she?
She threw off her shoes and her dress. Down to her step-in chemise, she dove into the cold spring water, swimming into the light and music, desperate to find its heart. The lake seemed to stretch on and on. Still she swam, kicking, kicking, and seeing a dome before her. Finally, she was close. Reaching out, her fingers touched glass alive with a vibrancy she�d only imagined.
She grabbed a statuette at the top of the dome to steady herself, blinking at another Neptune on a throne � this one small and metal, but otherwise identical to the one on the grounds.
She peered in at a ballroom. Red gowns and black tuxedos circled around and around a band in the middle of the room, a pinwheel of color and movement.
How did they get in?
Longing twisted inside her.
Swimming alongside the surface, she searched for a window or door, but the dome was sleek and sealed. With bursting lungs, she pushed off the glass and headed for the surface, frightened it would all disappear. Her delight was now a desperate need. With a deep gulp of air, she returned to the magic, desire racing inside of her as she felt time slipping away.
Her hands were frantic against the glass as she searched the faces, trying to catch someone�s eye. If they saw her, they�d let her in. They had to.
And there, amongst the tuxedos, as if emerging from a dream, was the young man from the village. He looked up as if he knew she was there and gestured for her to join them, his eyes bright and welcoming.
Again, she needed air. As she broke the surface, her thoughts swirled around the young man. Who is he? Is he here for me? Did he know I lived here when he saw me in the street?
Eve swam to the lake�s edge. Shivering in her wet chemise, she paced back and forth along the grassy bank, searching the ground for a hidden passageway, tapping the statue of Salacia with her seaweed hair three times, then to Venilia the nymph, then back to Salacia. How am I to get in? she asked them. Her pleas moved neither.
Then her eyes went to lonely Neptune, banished away from the water while his twin lived below its surface.
She dashed across the wet grass and crawled up the sleek marble base, standing before Neptune�s throne and startling a robin into flight. Searching by the kind light of the moon, she found a cleverly hidden door with no handle. She ran her fingers along its edges and into a lock.
The skeleton key!
She raced to the house, coming to her senses when she arrived at the door. She looked down at her bare feet and wet chemise. If anyone saw her like this, Mother would be scandalized. She hesitated, and in that hesitation, she felt it slip away.
Pressing her head against the door, she heard nothing and wanted to weep. She returned for her clothes, staring into the black, silent lake.
_____
The next morning at breakfast, Eve stared into her cup.
�Something fascinating in your tea, Eve?� Mr. Winklevoss asked, tapping his reading glasses on his plate.
�Father, please stop,� Edith said.
�Stop what?� he asked, now using his glasses to scratch the top of his bald head.
�Don�t encourage Eve. She�ll be seeing fairies swimming in her cup.�
�Why are you so quiet, Eve?� her father asked, ignoring Edith.
�I had the strangest dream.�
�Heavens!� Edith said, rolling her eyes.
�Don�t be so harsh with your sister.�
�Only the weak-minded dream,� Edith said, throwing her napkin on the table and leaving the room.
Eve returned her father�s apologetic gaze with a sad smile. �It doesn�t matter, Father. Edith only sees what she can see.�
�Have you ever thought, my darling, that you only see what cannot be seen?�
She squeezed his hand, realizing what he did not. That he�d built this estate on a need to belong to a world more imaginary and less accepting than any of hers.
_____
That day, Eve crawled onto the statue of Neptune, frustrated to discover there wasn�t a secret door in his throne. She stood on his marble knees and put her hands on his marble cheeks. Staring into his white eyes, she pleaded, �Open sesame!�
�What are you doing?�
Eve knew the voice. Looking down at her sister, she said, �Never you mind.�
�Never I mind? Never I mind! The servants are watching.�
Eve kept searching. Had the door moved? Under his trident?
�Eve!� Edith yelled.
Eve sat down on Neptune�s lap and looked at her sister.
�You�re getting your dress� look at it. We can see your undergarments. Eve, you�ve got to stop. See Mother and Father back there, afraid to approach you.�
In the distance, her hand shielding the sun, Eve spied her parents standing at the door of the house.
�Maybe they�re only enjoying the morning air,� Eve said.
�Eve, I�m telling you now. You�ll not ruin my wedding.�
�Whyever would I do such a thing?� Eve asked, surprised.
�By being your odd self.� Edith stepped forward, lowering her voice, �I realize I�m quite fortunate that I�ve been selected�.�
�Selected?�
��when we�re nouveau riche and not even that anymore. If William discovers that my sister is touched in the head, he might call off the whole thing.�
�Why would he care if I am?�
�Because, you ninny, he�d worry his own children would be like you. No one wants children like you. Now get off Neptune and come inside.�
Eve�s feelings were a little hurt by what her sister said, but she also thought that Edith was going to live a very dismal life, worrying about what William thought about things and if their children were like their Aunt Eve.
That night, Eve stared out the window, willing the music to start and the lake to glow. Finally, she went to bed, but dressed in a gold glittering gown of Edith�s, clutching the iron key in her hand.
_____
She woke to music bouncing off the walls of her room. How can no one else hear it?
She jumped into her shoes, scooped up the key, and threw open the door, half-expecting Edith and her parents to be in the hall shocked by the commotion. But the rest of the house was fast asleep. The music was only for her.
Neptune didn�t judge her as she climbed up his statue and shouted out in happiness when she found the door in his throne. She inserted the key and turned. The triumphant click of the lock opened her heart. Pushing on the door, she peered in to find a very dark circular staircase. She�d forgotten her electric torch, but she could see light at the bottom, coming in from the depths of a tunnel.
Using the moon�s light, she slipped into Neptune�s throne and grabbed the cold railing. Water dripped and echoed as she used her feet to find the steps and guide her spiral descent. If she could just get down the stairs�
Halfway down, she took one last look up at the open door. What if it shuts? What if I can�t get back out?
The music and the light and her memory of the green of the young man�s eyes beckoned. For protection, she tapped the railing three times and didn�t look back again.
The long concrete arched tunnel was not anything like the underwater ballroom. It was bleak and unwelcoming, lit by dismal electric lamps, making her wonder if this was all a horrible mistake. But she didn�t hesitate. She couldn�t. She pressed toward its end and double crystal doors that were beckoning to her. Beyond them, she spied a crowd of people.
The doors opened, releasing gaiety and music that swept away the doubt and dreariness. Many faces turned toward her, but it was the young man who had her attention.
He was there, smiling. �Dance with me.�
�No,� she said, wondering if he was real.
�But why?� he asked.
�I don�t dance.�
�Why not? It�s great fun.�
She caught the smiles of the dancers. �They do look like they�re enjoying it. But I don�t know how.�
�Is that all?� he asked, offering his hand. �No one does.�
With her nod, he pulled her into the room and wrapped her into his arms and spun her into the dancing and the laughter. Her gold dress flew up, the beads hitting her legs. The music so vibrant the notes seem to take shape and float up to the top of the dome and rattle the crystals in the chandeliers above them. Eve was under the water. She was under the world.
�Would you like champagne?� he asked.
�Oh, yes, please.�
He put a cold glass in her hand. She stared into his green eyes as tiny bubbles of champagne burst on her tongue.
�Who are you?� she asked.
�Ezra.�
�Ooh. That�s a name.�
He only laughed.
Two men with beards behind her were shouting at one another about the Industrial Revolution and someone named Engels and the poor.
�Why are they so angry?� she asked.
�They�re having a wonderful time!� Ezra said, with a laugh. �Best of friends!�
The men were now pointing at one another and laughing and she saw Ezra was right.
A table was laid out with strange delicious things to eat. Eve bit into a scrumptious dried fruit that tasted like the conjuring of a magician in Arabian Nights.
In one corner, a group spun dice and threw out money and jokes. In another, a proper lady in a dress from decades ago was sitting in a chair looking straight-ahead talking to no one. Some guests were only eyes behind elaborate masks adorned with bright jewels. One man had feathers in his hair and glitter on his eyelashes. Some ladies wore flirty hats. Some gentlemen too. And one tall, lean man dressed in a long gray cloak watched the crowd with eager eyes under a close-fitting cap.
�Has there been a murder?� Eve asked this Sherlock Holmes look-alike.
�There will be,� he said before disappearing behind a large palm tree in a pot and looking quite ridiculous peering out from behind the leaves.
An acrobat in a red leotard with black fringe twisted her bare legs and arms into odd, wondrous shapes. Eve cocked her head to try to puzzle it out, but Ezra was leaning down blocking her view. �Would you like another champagne?� he asked.
�Another dance, please.�
As he spun her around the ballroom, she watched the blues and greens of the mosaic tile beneath her shoes. She was so dizzy from the spinning and the champagne and the happiness she sank into a velvet-cushioned chair and closed her eyes for only a second. It was only a second. When the music and the voices faded, her eyes flew open.
The young man was gone. The band was gone. The champagne was gone.
Her heart sank. How could it be?
The goldfish watched her as she left the ballroom. She climbed the stairs and crawled through Neptune�s door. The moon was full. Her heart was lost.
The page had turned.
_____
Sunlight was pouring in through her bedroom window when she opened her eyes. She still wore Edith�s gold dress and clutched the skeleton key.
She ran to the lake, staring into the still water. She threw off her clothes and dove in, swimming deeper and deeper. No light. No music. No dome. No Ezra.
She lay down on the edge of the lake.
�Eve.�
The voice was cold, like the chilly breeze across her skin. She didn�t open her eyes. �Go away, Edith.�
�What have you done with my gown? It�s ruined!� Edith shrieked.
�I needed it for the party.�
Edith gave out a little scream. �Will you ever stop? You will get up and come into the house. If William ever knew��
�William reminds me an awful lot of Mr. Collins.�
�Mr. Collins? Who is Mr. Collins?�
Eve didn�t answer.
�I won�t have you all the time throwing out names I don�t know. Is he another character in your books? Do you think they matter, Eve? They�re not real, you fool!�
�Ha!� Eve exclaimed, opening her eyes. �I just remembered. Mr. Collins is a William too.� Thank goodness her books had shown her the type of person not to chain one�s soul to.
Edith balled her delicate hands into fists and let out another frustrated scream.
Eve didn�t move. She�d discovered if your heart was broken your legs were too.
_____
That afternoon, she was reading her book underneath the horse chestnut beside the quiet lake. At the slightest sound, she�d sit up, looking, looking. But it was only a mole or a rat or a toad or a badger. Never Ezra.
But soon it was her mother.
�Won�t you join me in my little blue boat?� Eve asked.
Her mother studied the blanket on the ground suspiciously. �I only want assurance that you�re keeping on your clothes.�
�As you see.�
�Eve, are you all right?�
�I�m not sure really,� Eve said carefully. �I�ll find myself brokenhearted and then delirious with happiness.�
�What? All in one day?�
�Oh, Mother, sometimes it�s only moments between one and the other.�
Mrs. Winklevoss hesitated. �But why?�
�It�s not an easy thing to explain. Are you certain you won�t join me?� Eve asked hopefully.
�I don�t sit on the ground.�
�But there�s such joy in it.�
Mrs. Winklevoss sighed. �Edith said�� But her voice drifted off as she looked at her youngest daughter worriedly. �Well.�
_____
That night, Ezra was waiting for Eve at the ballroom doors.
�Where did you go?� Eve asked.
He laughed. �I�ve been waiting all night.� He took her hand and Eve began to fall in love. Not only with Ezra. But the saxophone and the hors d�oeuvres and the costumes and the divine confetti that showered them at night.
�Where does it come from?� she asked, laughing, as Ezra pulled bits of ecru paper out of her hair and off her eyelashes.
�I don�t know,� he said.
She asked Mr. Holmes about the confetti. He peered down his long, thin nose at her, saying nothing, as the paper piled up on his cap.
�No murder yet?� she asked.
�There will be.�
�Don�t tease me, Mr. Holmes.�
Again she grew too tired to stand and sank into the chair only to close her eyes for a moment and have everyone disappear.
One night the acrobat taught her how to do a handstand.
One night the men who argued told her who Engels was.
One night a saxophonist stirred her soul.
One night a girl named Zelda with hopes as bright as the sun taught her a dance Eve had only read about in the newspaper.
One night she sat by the woman talking to herself and realized she was reciting an entire novel�a story Eve adored.
And one special wonderful night Ezra took her in his arms and as she looked into his green, green eyes he gave her a tender kiss that made her head spin.
_____
�How long have you been doing this?� Eve asked Ezra.
�Doing what?�
�Coming to the ballroom?�
He laughed. �I don�t know.�
�What were you doing in the village?� Eve asked Ezra.
�What village?�
�Where you gave me the key,� she said.
�What key?�
�What do you do all day?� Eve asked Ezra.
�I don�t know,� he said, letting out a light, hollow laugh that Eve couldn�t quite catch.
�Do you have any questions for me?� Eve asked.
�Will you have more champagne?�
That night, Eve noticed that the two friends were having the same argument over and over again.
And Mr. Holmes was still waiting for a murder that would never happen.
And the lady reciting was at a place in the novel that Eve didn�t like.
Standing before her, Eve ordered, �Don�t say it.� But words kept spilling out of the storyteller�s wide literary mouth.
Eve reached forward and pinched her stubborn lips together. �Don�t say it.�
But the lady, with a quick vigorous flip of her wrist, slapped away Eve�s hand, never pausing in her story.
�But why didn�t Jo love Laurie?� Eve asked, rubbing the sting out of her hand.
Even here, she couldn�t change the story.
She pressed her face to the glass of the dome, peering out into the water, wanting to be Captain Nemo stepping out of his submarine and walking the ocean floor.
_____
�Wake up, please.�
Eve looked up into her mother�s eyes.
�What�s wrong with you, Eve?�
Eve didn�t speak or move. She wasn�t certain, but she thought she might be wearing Edith�s gold dress beneath the covers.
Her mother paced as she talked, her elegant hand gesturing elegantly. �Every day, you are lifeless. Your eyes are red. You�re very pale. You hardly speak. What�s wrong with you, Eve?�
�I dance at a ball every night, Mother. It�s exhausting.�
�Really, Eve. And does Holden drive you to the ball?�
�No, it�s under the lake.�
�Can you be serious, Eve? Your sister�s getting married.�
�What will I do, Mother?�
�Do? What do you mean?�
�After Edith marries.�
�You�ll be here with your father and me, of course. What else would you do?�
�I�ll have my books,� Eve said to herself, but for the first time she wondered if they were enough. �Why did Aunt Dorothy leave, Mother?�
Her mother put her hands on her hips. �She should�ve gone out of shame. She embarrassed the entire family, especially your grandmother.�
�How?�
�She wasn�t conventional, Eve. You�ll do to learn from her example.�
�But why wasn�t she?�
�She had thoughts. Very bizarre thoughts.�
�Where did she go?�
�Last your father heard she was in Italy,� her mother murmured, now looking out the window.
�Italy!� Eve exclaimed, sitting up. �Why, that�s just like Lucy Honeychurch.� Looking down, she saw that she was indeed wearing Edith�s golden gown.
�Who is this Lucy Honeychurch?� her mother asked, turning. �Is she invited to the wedding?�
Eve dropped back onto the pillow as she whipped up the covers. �Mother, have you ever been kissed in a field of violets?�
�What?� Mrs. Winklevoss asked as if she hadn�t heard. �Eve, do get out of bed.�
�Do you think a girl feels the same when she reads about being kissed and when she�s actually kissed?�
�Oh, Eve. We may need to take away your books.�
Eve�s heart stopped beating for one, two, three long seconds, before it started up again. �That would never be the answer.�
_____
That night, Eve was weary as she danced at the bottom of the lake.
Ezra was talking to Zelda, who had pearls in her red-gold hair. He turned back to Eve and put his hand on her cheek. �I might kiss you later,� he whispered.
�Your kisses are paper thin, Ezra.�
His eyes clouded. �Does that feel nice?�
�I�m not certain.�
His brow creased. �Aren�t you having fun?�
She took another sip of champagne. �I�m not sure.�
�Then let�s dance.�
�No,� she said, setting down her glass. �I have to go.�
�Go?�
Mr. Holmes popped out behind palm leaves. The acrobat fell out of her pose. The musicians dropped their instruments. The dancers stopped spinning. The two friends gasped. And finally the storyteller was mute.
�Eve,� Ezra said insistently. He gripped her arm as she spied a familiar face in the crowd of dancers. She leaned forward, trying to remember who it was.
But Ezra pulled her closer, his eyes on hers. �Where will you go, Eve?�
She smiled. �You�re as lovely as I imagined,� she said, her hand on his cheek. �Well, almost.�
As she left the stilled ballroom, he called out, �I might kiss you later.�
She shut Neptune�s door, realizing with a surprised gasp, it had been Dorothy among the dancers. Eve was almost sure.
_____
Eve hung up her dress. She pulled out her bag and packed it with her favorite things, which included five books. Finding they wouldn�t all fit, she removed three, holding each one tenderly before putting it aside. She took out all the money she had in the world. She tiptoed into Edith�s room and left the skeleton key beside her bed. She took the back stairs into the dark kitchen the dawn hadn�t yet touched. The servants were all on their feet in a panic when they saw her.
�What�s wrong, Miss Eve?�
�Holden, I need you to take me to the train station.�
Glenda�s lips pressed tightly together. �I�ll wake your mother.�
�You�ll do no such thing,� Eve said firmly.
Taken up short, Glenda said, �I�ll come with you then.�
�You�ll not.�
�I�ll get the car, miss,� Holden said.
Eve sat in the front seat. She didn�t look back as they took the long driveway.
�Thank you,� she said to the lake.
�For what, miss?�
�I wasn�t talking to you, Holden.�
He nodded.
�But thank you for driving me.�
�Of course, miss.�
The village was awake when they arrived.
�Miss,� Holden asked, as he put the bag in her hand, �do you know what you�re doing?�
She laughed and turned back to tap the handle of the car. She longed to touch it, but she pulled her fingers back and stepped away.
Holden watched her but said nothing. She shook her head and gave a small wave as she went through the door. �Goodbye, Holden.�
_____
Eve settled by the window in an empty compartment. The door slid open and the young man walked in. He smiled at her. �It�s you.�
She squinted. �Ezra?�
�How do you know my name?�
�You� you gave me the key.�
He sat across from her, his brow furrowed. �Oh, the key you dropped?�
�I didn�t drop it. I thought it was yours.�
�Not mine.�
She leaned toward him. �Your eyes aren�t green.�
His smile was delightful. �No, they�re not.�
�How did I get that wrong?� she asked, back against her seat. �Do you dance?�
�What?� he asked. �No. I mean, yes, but not very well.�
�I don�t either.�
�Oh,� he said slowly, looking as if he were trying to catch up. �You�re asking because of when I saw you.�
�In the ballroom?�
�What? Have we met at a ball?�
�When did you mean?� Eve asked.
�In the street. When you dropped your key. And I said we were��
�Dancing. Yes, I remember now. Do you ever get off this train?�
Ezra laughed. �Well, I don�t live on it.�
�Do you live in the village?�
�My family does.� He paused. �And you live in the big house.�
�How did you know?�
�My mother told me. You�re Eve, the nice sister.�
Eve gave a little gasp. �Is that what she called me?�
�I shouldn�t have said.�
�No, it�s all right. Where do you go? On the train.�
�To London. I�m a clerk for an insurance company.�
�Ooh,� she said, shaking her head. �That sounds dreadful.�
He laughed again, his eyes dancing and watching her with pleasure. He had a genuine laugh, deep and infectious, and it occurred to Eve his kisses might not be paper-thin. That instead there would be passion and depth and promise. She blushed at the thought, but it wouldn�t go away.
�But it�s clever at the same time,� she said, wanting to touch him to see if he was real.
�Where are you traveling to?�
Eve looked out the window at the almost-empty platform. �Wherever it is, it�ll be the beginning.�
�The beginning of what?�
She turned back. �Oh� stepping outside the pages.�
�The pages? Are you a character in a book?�
�No, but I�ve been living very closely with them.�
He nodded slowly. �I think I know what you mean.�
�You do?� she asked, wondering if that could be true.
�I�m a reader as well,� he said with a knowing look.
Eve smiled then while looking into his eyes. And they had a moment of her looking at him and him looking at her and her seeing his smile and him seeing hers and something was inside of her like an unopened present not to be opened quite yet.
�Do you mind if I join you on the first part of your journey?� he asked.
�Hold out your hand.�
�Anything you want,� he said, sending a thrill through her.
Simultaneously, they scooted forward in their seats, toward one another. She took his offered hand. It feels very real, she thought. She ran her fingers along the lines of his palm, and then flipped his hand over and studied both the strength and fineness of it. One finger was stained with ink. Her eyes rose to his.
As he looked back, a whistle blew.
Eve leaned closer. �Do you happen�?�
�Yes?� Ezra asked quickly, as if her words were valuable things.
�Do you like violets?� she asked eagerly.
�I don�t have a particular affection for them.�
She hesitated. �Roses?�
�I do like roses.�
�We could get scratched.�
�By the thorns? We�d be careful of them.�
�In a field?�
�A field of roses?� he asked.
�What do you think?�
�Where are you going, Eve?�
Her eyes grew bright as an exquisite joy came over her, a yearning in her heart like when she swam toward the dome. But tasting like champagne bubbles bursting on her tongue.
�To start,� she said, glimpsing the guard wave the green flag.
�Yes?�
Sounding like the saxophone that stirred her soul.
�I want to be here,� she said. �Just right here. With you.�
Taking her in like Ezra�s eyes.
�I like here, too,� he said.
�I�m still holding your hand.�
�I�m acutely aware.�
This was quite unlike anything that had come before. �A brand new thing,� she whispered as the train began to move, �and all my very own.�
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FOUR REVELATIONS FROM THE RUSALKA BALL
CASSANDRA KHAW


Four Revelations from the Rusalka Ball

1.
The food is always sumptuous, spectacularly and shamelessly allegorical: glass apples made of spun-sugar; shoes, reinterpreted as all manners of confections; dragon, slow-roasted with fish sauce and holy basil; vermicelli the color and consistency of a newborn blonde�s hair; ruby pomegranate seeds polished to a shine, piled up in vases made to resemble the faces of every princess that the narrative left behind.
It is a spectacle, a spectator�s sport, this culinary line-up of what�s what from the bible of myth, and one can bet your first-born son on the fact the caterers won�t skimp. No abridgement of fables, no matter how obscure. No censoring, no truncation, no elison for clarity. Nothing but raw metaphor, wholesale and pure. Everything that anyone has ever put to pen, quill, syllable, or scratch on a mountain face, it�s all here.
And if a human child were to sample from the buffet, if they popped a caramelized pear between their teeth or ate from the spidered bones of a swan wing, if they drank the dark honey-wine, precisely one thing would follow: dissatisfaction.
For the rest of their lives, they�ll dream of the rusalkas� ball, its lithe and long-throated girls in frothing lace; its lords and their entourage of boys, glass smiles and the glint of gold pearling on their earlobes.
And they, these children allowed to go free, will wonder why they weren�t good enough to keep.
2.
The clothing is always phantasmagoric, always elegant: plastic-wrapped bodies dripping with neon, dead languages tattooed on skin worm-pale, vernix-slick; bearskin capes over armor like scales of a shark; dresses of blood, barely congealed; feathered collars on three-piece suits, all in colors with names yet invented.
Sometimes, they wear dreams or a stretch of nightmares like a noose around their neck. Except they are more splendid than any sacrifice. Even Odin, belly-bleeding and swinging from a branch, isn�t anywhere as handsome.
And sometimes, they wear words. Words that no one has spoken, words that people have forgotten. A necklace of syllables; particles, past and perfect, like bangles of bone on silk-smooth arms; prepositions and adverbs, nouns without number, buttoned up around wasp-waists and legs so long you couldn�t find their start.
They wear them all.
It�s the rusalkas� ball, after all.
3.
The halls are always half-drowned. In the aphotic deep where a cruise liner has laid itself to rest, one pocket of breath to share. Down in the river beds, buried in the silt. Down in the dark of the deepest lakes, the waters cold and black as a broken heart. Down where no scream escapes, no corpse lies unvarnished by the chill, no one is left lonely.
It is dark here, but these halls are always beautiful.
4.
The hearts are always eaten at the end.
It is the price of admission.
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SPELLSWEPT
STEPHANIE BURGIS


Spellswept

The evening of the Spring Equinox was cool and balmy, just as the weather wizards had�for once!�reliably predicted. The glittering guest list for the Harwoods� annual ball was exactly to Amy Standish�s design.
As she prepared to descend into the lake that gently rippled, reflecting the full moon and stars, outside the grandeur of Harwood House, Amy knew she had organized the most important night of her life so far to absolute perfection. The only tiny, insignificant task left to do was to propose marriage to the right man by the end of this evening. Then she would finally win everything she had ever dreamed of, and it would be utterly perfect. She knew it.
There was only one problem with the culmination of all her years of planning� and his name was Jonathan Harwood.
_____
Everyone knew, of course, that Jonathan Harwood was a problem. That was an open secret in political circles, and a joke in the national papers whenever they most wished to embarrass their political leaders.
The only son of Miranda Harwood�one of the most respected members of the Boudiccate that ruled all of Angland�had actually refused to study magic?
His father, like every other gentleman who�d ever married or been born to a powerful Harwood lady throughout history, had been a notable magician until his tragic early death. Jonathan�s own place at the Great Library of Trinivantium had been guaranteed to him from birth� yet he�d refused it at eighteen and remained steadfast ever since, turning his back upon centuries of tradition.
Without magical training, he would never be able to make a marriage that benefited his family. He would neither wed nor sire any more shining female politicians to continue the great Harwood legacy; he would never himself rise to the top of the magical hierarchy that was the natural and proper pursuit of every well-born gentleman.
It was inexplicable to the world at large. To the Amy Standish of ten months ago, riding towards Harwood House to take up her appointment as Miranda�s new personal assistant, it had seemed quite simply unforgivable.
For a man to turn his back upon his own family�!
At the very thought of it, her whole body had stiffened, her strong, dark brown fingers tightening around the small travelling desk on her lap, where she�d been making notes throughout the journey. It was, of course, a delightful writing desk, made of polished walnut, with leaping horses and owls scrolled in gold along its sides. The various guardians who�d been responsible for her education across the past twenty years had never flinched in passing on the generous allowance that she�d been assigned from her inheritance.
They�d each delivered it to her with scrupulous fairness, just as they�d delivered Amy herself, every year or two, to the next distant relation with an unfortunate obligation to care for her. Then they�d passed the whole sum on to her, with even less well-disguised relief, the moment that she finally reached the age of maturity and they could dust their hands of all obligations towards her forever.
Of course, they�d had their own families to look after. One day, though, Amy would finally establish a family of her own, and then she would be fierce in its protection�and unlike some hopelessly over-privileged and thoughtless young men, she would never turn away from them! Even the idea of such a betrayal was�
A flash of blue water caught her gaze, distracting her from her ire, as the thick woodland cleared ahead. Aha: finally, the famous Aelfen Mere. It was the site of the late Mr. Harwood�s legendary wedding gift to his wife, a spell that had lasted for a mind-boggling three decades by now to create the Boudiccate�s most unique and acclaimed festive meeting place.
Over the years, Amy had devoured dozens of newspaper reports about the spectacular masked balls, dazzling theatricals, and world-changing international negotiations that regularly took place beneath the seemingly calm waters of that lake. Emissaries from Angland�s allies among the various African nations, the Marathan Empire, and even the widely distrusted new Daniscan Republic had all danced and schemed beneath the blue, along with representatives from the local fairies who shared Angland�s landscape in a state of uneasy d�tente.
Soon, if she succeeded in impressing Miranda Harwood, Amy would find her own place in those negotiations. She had been waiting her entire life for the chance�but of course, being Amy, she hadn�t merely waited. She�d spent the last three years making detailed lists of plans for exactly how she would manage it.
If there was one lesson Amy Standish had learned in twenty years of being unwanted by her guardians, it was that planning and perfection were the only sensible strategies to manage life with her head held high.
And then she met the Harwood family, and every one of her plans was thrown into turmoil.
_____
Now Amy hesitated by the lakeshore on the night of the Spring Equinox Ball, ensnared by memories and hopelessly tangled in emotions� until a familiar voice spoke suddenly behind her.
�There you are.� Miranda Harwood�s words broke through Amy�s swirling thoughts. �Still worrying over all the tiny details?� Amusement rippled through her mentor�s rich, warm voice as Amy gave a guilty start and stepped back from the lapping waves of the Aelfen Mere. �Trust me, young lady,� Miranda said. �If there�s one thing I�ve learned over the years, it�s this: no matter how perfectly you�ve planned anything, something will always go amiss.�
�Oh, Mother,� said a second voice. �As if you�d ever allow that to happen!�
Amy could actually hear the eye-roll in that younger female voice� and she couldn�t help the rueful smile that tugged at her own lips as she turned around to follow it.
Cassandra Harwood was thirteen years old, bursting with energy, a small and fiercely irrepressible force of nature, and the absolute bane of her famous mother�s existence. Mischief glinted in her brown eyes now as she nudged her mother�s waist with one impudent elbow. �If anything ever dared go amiss in a party you�d organized, you�d simply look every guest in the eyes and inform them that it had never happened. You know they�d be far too intimidated to disbelieve you!�
Miranda cast her own eyes to the night sky. �If only either of my children felt the same way,� she said drily. �Perhaps one day, if I�m extraordinarily fortunate��
�Standing dreaming outside your own party, Mother?� That affectionate voice was adult and male, and so was the jacketed arm that slipped around Miranda�s shoulders.
Amy�s throat tightened as she tipped her head back. The fond smile she�d been wearing suddenly turned fraught in her own head, a matter of urgent strategic importance. Should she�? Shouldn�t she�?
It was a friendly smile, she told herself firmly. Nothing more.
It was only polite to smile at her mentor�s son.
It was�
Oh! His eyes caught hers in the glow of the lanterns that marked out the path from the house to the lake, and she sucked in a breath, her heart lurching horribly.
It was too much. It was always too much with Jonathan, because he never even tried to disguise his own feelings for the sake of common sense and self-protection. They shone, unguarded, through his open gaze to pierce her heart with a sweet, aching pain that cut through all of the shields she�d so carefully constructed across the years of her life.
Amy had plans. She had a whole future laid out before her, full of professional satisfaction and astonishing achievements that would change the entire nation for the better�a future in which no one would ever again look at Amy Standish and see an unwanted burden, a girl with no proper place in her world.
�We certainly can�t stand about dreaming any longer, can we?� Miranda stepped briskly out of her son�s embrace. �Just think, Amy: by the end of tonight, you�ll be an engaged woman. And then�!�
Amy�s smile slipped hopelessly away as Jonathan�s steady gaze remained fixed on her face.
Cassandra scowled mutinously. �Well, I think Lord Llewellyn�s a bore, and not nearly as clever with his magic as he thinks he is. If I��
�You,� said her mother through gritted teeth, �are not to mention magic even once, Cassandra, from the moment we step into that ballroom! I know you haven�t any concern for my feelings, but do you really wish to ruin one of the most important nights of Amy�s life?�
�Hmmph.� Cassandra�s scowl deepened.
But it was Jonathan who shook his head. �Never,� he said gently. �Don�t worry, Amy. We won�t stand in your way. Will we, brat?� He reached over to give Cassandra�s shoulder a squeeze.
She leaned into it, her scowl lightening as she looked up at her older brother. The easy warmth and trust that flowed between them tugged at Amy like a hearthfire, pulling her toward that comfort as if�
No! She tipped back on her slippered feet with a jerk. She would not give up every dream she�d ever had only to chase a mirage of fleeting happiness. She was a practical woman, not a fool�and he wasn�t even asking her to choose him over her political future, was he?
We won�t stand in your way, indeed.
Fury swept through Amy�s body in a sudden and inexplicable wave that shocked her with its intensity. What was happening to her? Unlike some people, she was always sensible. He was the one who made no sense!
He�d spent the last ten months making her smile over her breakfast every morning and playing ridiculous, invented card games with her and Cassandra every night�games that sent all three of them into helpless, full-body fits of laughter like nothing Amy had ever experienced before. She had even fallen somehow, over the months, into the dangerously addictive habit of joining him for long, private walks every day, circling happily around and around the Aelfen Mere as they talked over everything in their heads.
�Well. Almost everything, at least.
She had never touched him on any of those walks. Amy�s gloved fingers flexed restlessly at her sides, now, at the thought of it. They�d stayed safely within view of Harwood House every time, and Amy had carefully kept her hands to herself, forcing herself to resist every moment of temptation. She would never�could never�allow herself to dishonor him in that way.
Mage or not, Jonathan Harwood was a man who deserved to be married, not simply trifled with. But every time Amy had met his blue gaze over the last ten months, the heat of their connection had built higher and higher until it nearly scorched her.
His feelings matched her own; she was sure of it. And he certainly knew all of her plans for tonight. But instead of stepping back from her now as she deserved and closing off all of that hopelessly sincere and irresistible warmth, here he was smiling at her with�with tenderness and understanding, as if he could read her mind and yet still he somehow felt�
Argh!
Amy swung around, her vision blurring, and stepped into the cool, lapping water of the Aelfen Mere, letting it swallow her up before she could lose her mind entirely.
_____
The first part of the spell that had transfixed visitors for the past three decades was the entrance to the Harwoods� famous ballroom.
There was no staircase dug into the ground in front of Harwood House, no tunnel leading beneath the lake. Instead, every visitor was required to take a leap of faith: to step, though every sense warned against it, into that rippling blue water and be sucked beneath it. It was a moment of utter helplessness that should have signaled drowning to any who couldn�t swim, or at the very least ruin to their elegant ballroom finery.
Instead, after a blur of momentary blindness, Amy landed, as always, dry and secure on a tiled dancing floor that stretched in a vast and generous circle around her. A jangling, ecstatic mingling of fiddles, flutes, and drums swirled through the air, rising up towards the high arched ceiling paned with curving glass that showed off the mysteries of the dark water beyond.
Hundreds of fey-lights floated through the room, lighting up the dazzling jewels of the human dancers, the vibrantly colorful wings and sparkling clothing of the visiting Fae emissaries, and the rich paintings that lined the rounded walls, celebrating the Boudiccate�s achievements throughout history. From the expulsion of the Roman invaders through the taming of their Norman would-be conquerors and the more recent international treaties the Boudiccate had struck with empires all around the world, every great moment of the past was lovingly depicted.
In the center of the tiled floor, the great Boudicca herself bared her teeth in victory, laid out in ferocious mosaic beside her second husband, whose magical powers had perfectly complemented her martial and political prowess. Together, they had formed the mold for the nation that grew in their wake, creating an unquestionable law that ruled Angland to this day: pragmatic ladies saw to the politics while gentlemen dealt with the more emotional magic� and no woman could ever be accepted into the Boudiccate without a mage-husband by her side.
�Miss Standish.� A familiar, drawling voice spoke nearby, and a glass of sparkling elven wine magically appeared in the smooth, white-skinned hand of the man who�d been awaiting her. He offered it to her with a smile of proprietary satisfaction as his cool green gaze traveled from the curling tendrils of black hair that swung around Amy�s ears to the swirling skirts of her gold gown, made of the finest fey-silk. �You look utterly delightful, as always.�
�Lord Llewellyn.� Smiling warmly, Amy accepted the wineglass from his hand. No more time for nerves. Years of plans clicked into motion as she took a first, careful sip of the bubbling wine� and a shiver of air behind her signaled that the Harwood family had arrived.
�My friends!� The tiled floor of the ballroom cleared, and the sparkling assembly fell silent as Miranda Harwood�s voice rang through the room.
There was no need for magical amplification, although a number of mages were on hand if required; Miranda Harwood�s air of authority was entirely natural. It was one of the things Amy most admired about her and hoped to emulate one day, but for now, she stepped back with everyone else as her mentor swept forward to take control of the room.
�I am delighted to welcome all of you to the Boudiccate�s annual Spring Equinox Ball�and on behalf of our government, I�d like to thank my own new assistant, Miss Amy Standish, for organizing it so beautifully. Amy, may I have the honor of introducing you to our guests?� Miranda beckoned her forward as polite applause echoed around the room from Anglish, Fae, and international attendees alike. �I promise you all,� she said confidingly, �that her name will become extremely familiar to the nation at large over the next few years�and now, Amy, will you please officially open the ball with my son?�
�Of course.� Amy didn�t hesitate even as her pulse quickened and an irrepressible flush rose beneath her skin. �If you�ll excuse me, my lord�� She passed her wine glass back to Lord Llewellyn with an apologetic smile.
�Have no fears, Llewellyn.� Lowering her voice, Miranda gave him a knowing smile. �She�ll be all yours soon enough.�
�I�m depending upon it.� Lord Llewellyn saluted Amy with the glass, his smile perfectly contented.
�And Amy turned, as she�d known she finally must, to Jonathan.
She had been wrong, all those months ago, when she�d imagined that he�d turned his back upon his family. That had been her first of many surprises when she�d arrived at Harwood House ten months ago: to find him not only firmly established in residence like any trusted adult son, but also openly affectionate and ready to assist his mother in anything and everything she wished� except for that one utterly unbending point.
He would not study magic as tradition demanded. He was the most loyal and loving son and brother that Amy had ever met�but when it came to that point of principle, he would not budge.
Jonathan Harwood refused to lie about what he truly loved.
One warm, strong hand settled around her waist, and an uncontrollable shiver of reaction rippled through Amy�s skin. Still smiling, she lifted her chin and kept her eyes aimed away from his as she twined her right fingers through his left hand and set her own left hand lightly on his broad shoulder, tantalizingly close to the sweet, vulnerable spot where his thick brown hair curled to a stop against his neck.
Too close, too close� How was she supposed to control her feelings when she was standing directly within his arms?
His mother smiled with calm approval, the music swirled back into vibrant life, and Amy and Jonathan swept together towards the center of the dance floor in�unbearably�perfect symmetry.
Fey lights danced overhead like sparkling white stars against the darkness of the deep water outside. Tingles leaped and danced, too, from every point on Amy�s skin where her fingers twined around Jonathan�s and his hand circled her waist. The muscles in his shoulder shifted against her palm, and she had to draw in a shaking breath.
I can�t bear this, she thought as she smiled and smiled over his shoulder at the blurring room beyond. I can�t, I can�t�
�Well done,� he murmured as more couples followed them onto the dance floor. �I hope you know how impressed Mother is with the way that you�ve managed every detail of this ball. She doesn�t throw around real compliments lightly�and she usually drives her assistants into the ground.�
�Oh, I know.� Amy couldn�t help a rueful smile; pulled out of her embarrassingly lust-spelled trance, she dared a quick, slanting glance into his lake-blue eyes and found them full of affectionate amusement. �I was quite prepared for that.�
�Of course you were.� His smile deepened as he twirled her around, the better to show off her footwork to the room.
It was one of the things he seemed to do as easily as breathing�showing off the best in the people around him, always. So it shouldn�t have made her chest ache with loss, but it did, of course. It always did.
Why couldn�t you have studied magic? Amy closed her eyes for one brief, desperate moment as she twirled back into the circle of his arms. �You�re a wonderful dancer.� The words felt stilted in her mouth.
�Thank you.� His own voice sounded oddly hoarse; his breath ruffled warm and quick against her hair. �It�s one of my few skills.�
�What rubbish!� Her eyes snapped open. Jonathan always looked confident and at peace with himself�it was one of the most appealing things about him, that warm, steady, reliable presence�but the expression she caught on his face just then looked oddly lost. Vulnerable.
The sight made something hurt deep inside her, and it turned her voice tart with exasperation. �You may let the rest of the world think what they like of you, but I have read the book you�re writing, remember? And Cassandra showed me your latest article this morning. You could be the finest history teacher in the country if you wanted to.�
�And embarrass Mother even more? I think not.� This time, he was the one who averted his gaze, his pale skin flushing. �But thank you for the compliment. You�ve listened to enough of my tedious history lectures over the past months to earn a place in the Boudiccate just for patience, I should think.�
Amy rolled her eyes, relaxing into his arms. �Trust me,� she said firmly. �If I�d found them tedious, I wouldn�t have asked to hear more of them. And I�ll earn my place in the Boudiccate through my own hard work, thank you.�
�That part,� said Jonathan wryly, �I never doubted.�
It was, of course, completely the wrong moment to pass Lord Llewellyn, who danced toward them with the dashing Lady Cosgrave glittering in silver lace in his arms. They both smiled and nodded as they neared, and Lord Llewellyn called across jovially, �Watch out, Miss Standish, or he�ll talk your ear off about some dusty old scroll no one�s ever wanted to hear of. Unless you�d like me to cast a spell of silence for your sake?�
Amy�s teeth gritted behind her smile, even as Jonathan gave an easy laugh and nod in return and the youngest member of the Boudiccate tapped her dance partner�s shoulder in mock-reproof.
�Shush now, my lord!� Lady Cosgrave shook her head at Lord Llewellyn indulgently. �You know how much our dear Miranda values his help about the place. And you needn�t envy poor Mr. Harwood, you know�you�ll have his lovely partner�s attention to yourself soon enough, won�t you?�
�That is my plan.� Smiling, Llewellyn followed her direction to dance gracefully toward the opposite side of the room�where, Amy knew, Lady Cosgrave would be aiming for the Fae ambassadress.
Amy should have been thinking, too, about those delicate trading negotiations that the Boudiccate was trying to strike with the Fae; but it was hard, for once, to care about such details as her lips pressed tightly together, trying to hold back an entirely impolitic response to her own intended fianc�.
�Is something amiss?� Jonathan frowned, pulling her a fraction closer as he inspected her face. �You look��
�It�s nothing.� If Jonathan was willing to laugh off Llewellyn�s comment, so should she; it made no sense to feel this sort of rage over an insult so casual and unthinking, especially when it came from a man whom she should forgive whenever possible, for expediency�s sake.
And yet�
�Are you certain?� Still frowning, he cast a quick glance up at the dark panes of glass above them and the deep waters outside. �I would offer to accompany you outside for some air, but in this particular case��
�I�d rather not drown tonight, thank you.� Her lips tugged up in a reluctant half-smile. �I wouldn�t mind a sip of wine, though.�
And a reason to make myself let go of you, she added silently. She had no choice; she had to sort her rebellious thoughts back into order before she could make any terrible misstep�and it would be infinitely easier without the perilous distraction of his warmth surrounding her.
So it was entirely illogical to feel a pang of loss when he immediately released her. �Of course.� He stepped back, waving her toward the refreshments table at the far side of the room. �Shall we?�
Her waist felt cold where his hand no longer touched her. She took his arm instead in the lightest of holds and walked sedately by his side through the swirling dancers, smiling and nodding to every couple they passed. She could name and describe every one of the guests after all the hours she�d spent on careful research before writing out the invitations. If put to the test, she could have recited a whole litany of facts and personal details about each of them, including their views on at least half a dozen of the most pressing political issues facing the Boudiccate this spring.
So it was easy to make small talk to the dancers who paused to converse; easy to subtly nudge those conversations in exactly the right directions for Miranda�s aims; easy, too, to smile and warmly enthuse at those guests while never aiming a single look at the man whose arm she held, even as awareness rippled through her with every move he made.
When they reached the long refreshments table, it grew easier yet, because the first thing she saw there made her relax into outright laughter: Cassandra Harwood with her back to the dancers and a look of guilty glee on her face, attempting to fit an entire cake into her mouth.
�You�ll be sick!� Amy said, wincing as she hurried forward. �Or worse, spill crumbs on your gown.�
�Worth it,� Cassandra mumbled around the cake. �I only just managed to sneak away.� She wiped her arm across her mouth as she gulped the cake down, scattering crumbs across her pale blue gown without any visible shame. Recalcitrant strands of thick brown hair were already beginning to tumble free from her chignon, as irrepressible as Cassandra herself. �I thought I�d never make it over here, Mother had such a grip on me.�
�Introducing you �round again?� Jonathan smiled ruefully at his little sister. �You�d think she must have introduced you to every possible political mentor in the nation by now, wouldn�t you?�
�She was probably hoping they�d forgotten me since the last time.� Cassandra smirked back at him.
Amy rolled her eyes in exasperation. �Do you have any idea what I would have given to have Miranda Harwood introduce me to political mentors when I was your age?�
�Nearly as much as I�d give to make her stop?� Cassandra�s face tightened as she reached for another cake, her gaze sliding away from Amy�s.
Jonathan shifted closer to his sister. �Here, brat.� He pointed past her at a different plate, his voice gentling. �That one has a liquid chocolate filling. If it accidentally spills all over your gown, well then� you�ll simply have to have some time away to change, won�t you?�
Cassandra let out a choked laugh�and Amy realized, with a start, that the girl was fighting to hold back an actual sob, for the first time since they�d met. Cassandra�s usual unquenchable self-confidence might make life at Harwood House a challenge at times, when she opposed Miranda�s firm expectations for what seemed the mere joy of showing off her independence�but to see that fierce, spiky girl on the brink of tears now felt more than worrying. It felt wrong.
It was automatic for Amy to angle herself at Jonathan�s side, blocking his little sister from the view of the crowd for the sake of the family and the evening�s entertainment. But it was a deeper and less rational urge�one that Amy couldn�t resist�to reach out once they were safely shielded from view and cup one hand lightly against Cassandra�s cheek, stroking away that first tell-tale tear as a wave of fierce protectiveness welled up within her.
�Tell me,� Amy said with soft intensity. �Did someone say something to hurt you? Or��
Cassandra shrugged irritably, lowering her eyes, but she didn�t shift away from Amy�s tentative touch. Instead, she leaned into it. �It�s just� it never changes! No matter how many times I tell Mother what I want, she will not listen. She simply carries on the way she always does, sweeping everyone around her into doing whatever she�s decided is best. You know,� she said, appealing to Jonathan. �It�s one thing when she�s doing it for the whole nation, but��
�Shh.� He gave her a warning look and stepped closer, blocking her in, as a chattering group of guests stepped up behind them to pick through the assorted cakes and sweetmeats.
�Perhaps�?� Amy gestured toward the rounded wall that curved behind the refreshments table. A transparent pane of glass inserted between the paintings there created a perfect lookout point and excuse.
Together, she and the two younger Harwoods drifted toward it, Cassandra safely flanked on both sides by Amy and Jonathan. Smiling brightly as they all reached the glass, Amy made a show of pointing at the dark water outside� and dropped her voice as she studied the girl beside her: the second life-tilting surprise to have greeted her when she�d first arrived at Harwood House ten months earlier.
By every right, Cassandra Harwood should have loathed Amy on first sight. Not only had Amy been an interloper upon Cassandra�s family home, but Miranda Harwood had made her own delighted approval of her new assistant abundantly clear from Amy�s first month onward.
It was a gift she�d never dared to expect from the woman she�d idolized all her life�but that didn�t stop Amy from wincing with discomfort whenever she heard Miranda slip into outright comparisons during the epic battles that raged between mother and daughter.
�For goodness� sake, why can�t you simply model yourself on Amy?�
She wouldn�t have blamed Cassandra for turning against her completely. Instead, the younger girl had welcomed Amy from the first, drawing her unquestioningly into the family�s private entertainments, teasing her with exuberant warmth, inviting herself into Amy�s room for tea and confidences, and treating Amy in every way like her own triumphantly-acquired and inherently lovable older sister.
It was entirely unexpected; it was unbearably sweet; and much as she�d discovered with Cassandra�s older brother, Amy found that she had no natural defense against such open and genuine affection. Unlike anyone else she�d ever met, neither of the Harwood siblings ever expected her to prove herself to them in any way. In return, she found she couldn�t bear to witness either of them suffer, no matter what the cause.
She bit back a sigh now as her loyalties pulled hard against each other, straining her resolution to breaking-point.
Of course she�d always known that Cassandra chafed at her mother�s ambitions for her�their battles were legendary, loud and inescapable, pitting their twin wills against each other�but it was the one subject that Amy and Cassandra had never discussed in all their afternoons and evenings of cake and gossip. Amy would never betray her mentor, and Cassandra knew it.
Now, though, Amy gave in at long last to inevitability. �Cassandra,� she said quietly, leaning closer, �I�ll speak to your mother for you if you�d like. You know she can�t truly force you to become a politician. If you dig in your heels and simply refuse to take that path, then nothing she does can compel the Boudiccate to accept you. If you only wait until you�re a grown adult and can choose another vocation for yourself��
�I�ve chosen,� Cassandra said with bitter emphasis. �That�s the problem. Hadn�t you worked it out yet?�
�I beg your pardon?� Amy blinked, looking to Jonathan for answers.
His brows knitted together; he shook his head slightly in return. Clearly, it was Cassandra�s truth to share.
�Haven�t you heard me going on and on about magic?� The younger girl�s smile was wobbly. �Obsessions run in our family, you know. Mother�s politics, Jonathan�s history, and my��
�Magic?� Amy repeated, baffled. Of course she had heard Cassandra give loud opinions on the matter�she was surprisingly well-informed on that masculine topic, considering that her only brother had turned so famously against it�but Amy had always assumed that Cassandra�s own professed interest was just another way to needle her overbearing mother. It was certainly an effective strategy, since Miranda lost her temper every time Cassandra brought up the subject in conversation.
�You� want to study the history of magic, you mean? As your profession?� Amy took a deep breath, absorbing the startling news. �Well, I know that isn�t what Miranda�s planned for you��and it would certainly raise eyebrows in society for a lady to take so much interest in that subject, even if it was all safely couched in history��but perhaps, if we angle it just the right way��
�No!� The word burst out of Cassandra like an explosion, loud enough to draw attention from the groups nearby.
�Careful,� Jonathan warned in a soft whisper. �If someone hears you��
�I don�t care!� She wrapped her arms around her chest, misery seeping out of every pore. �Oh, I know it�s supposed to be a shameful secret, but if I have to hold it in much longer��
�Look out of the window, quickly.� Gently, Amy nudged Cassandra�s shoulder, turning her to hide her face from the assembly. �Now explain it all to me. Carefully, please, since I�m so slow tonight.�
�I�� Cassandra hiccupped on a sob. Her lips twisted, and with a sudden, jerky move she thrust her right hand forward, palm upwards. �Just look!�
She whispered something under her breath too quietly for Amy to catch the words� and a bright spark of fire suddenly appeared in her palm, hidden from the rest of the ballroom between her body and the glass.
Shock stopped Amy�s breath. She almost staggered.
Cassandra was casting magic.
Amy�s gaze flew instinctively to Jonathan�s face, expecting her own stunned disbelief to be reflected there. This couldn�t really be happening, could it?
But astonishingly, he wasn�t even looking at the incredible�unheard of! unimaginable!�event taking place only inches away from them. Instead, his blue eyes were fixed steadily on her face, faint lines of worry creasing his expression.
He was waiting, she realized, to see how she would react�and whether she was, after all, a safe person to trust with such an explosive secret.
Good God. She swallowed convulsively, her breath returning in a rush. If anyone else found out�
How long had the Harwood family been keeping this secret? If the news ever reached the rest of the Boudiccate�much less the newspapers!�that Miranda Harwood�s own daughter was flouting every law of nature by daring to cast magic of her own�
�Miss Standish!� Lord Llewellyn�s voice rang out behind her, and Amy spun around with a gasp of horror.
To her deep relief, she felt Jonathan step quickly behind her, providing an extra shield between Llewellyn and his sister.
Amy pinned a bright, dazzling smile on her face and snapped out her fan with one hand, creating even more of a visual barrier, while she extended her other hand in greeting. �Is it time for our first dance, my lord?�
�At last.� Smiling with proprietary satisfaction, he took her proffered hand�then cast a brief, dismissive nod in Jonathan�s direction. �Harwood.� His eyes widened as Cassandra stepped out from behind her older brother, her chin held high and her hands�thank goodness�safely empty. �And Miss Harwood! An honor to see you, always.�
This time, his nod was closer to a bow. Of course. An entirely inappropriate, semi-hysterical giggle fought its way up Amy�s throat as she watched the rapid calculations unfurling in Llewellyn�s clever gaze.
Jonathan, in his eyes, was unimportant�no rival in magery or romance and thus entirely beneath consideration. Cassandra, on the other hand, was publicly understood to be her mother�s intended successor within the Boudiccate and one of the future rulers of the nation, so he didn�t dare offend her.
If he�d had even the slightest idea�
�Miss Standish?� Llewellyn raised his eyebrows at her. �Are you quite well?�
�Of course, my lord.� Amy gave her fan a brisk wave to cool her face, then let it fall back on the knotted golden cord that she wore about her wrist, matching the golden silk of her skirts. �I�m only looking forward to our dance.�
�As am I.� Bowing to Cassandra�and ignoring Jonathan completely�Llewellyn drew her forward to join the other couples on the tiled floor.
Over his shoulder, Amy watched Jonathan loop a protective arm around his sister, whispering something that made her nod and close her eyes, resting her head against his jacketed chest. When he glanced back up, his gaze caught Amy�s through the crowd.
Her feet stumbled in their moves.
Curse it. She lowered her eyes quickly, wrenching herself back into the moment and to her dance partner.
Lord Llewellyn was her future partner in every way, and she could never let herself forget that salient fact. Breathing deeply, she forced herself to take careful note of his hand at her waist�pleasantly firm, not over-tight�and the long fingers that he�d tangled possessively with hers. It all felt perfectly agreeable. He danced with skill.
He did everything with skill, in fact. According to Miranda, he was widely considered to be one of the most promising mages of his generation, predicted to rise high among their ranks. All that he truly required now was a wife like Amy with a prominent family name and the political acumen to become a star in her own right. Together, they had the potential to rise into Angland�s ruling echelon.
�And he�s even rather handsome,� Miranda had finished, when she�d given Amy her private summation the day before introducing the pair. �Which one can�t always count upon, you know. Not everyone is so fortunate.�
Her smile had turned unwontedly wistful at that statement�and Amy had glanced beyond her at the portrait of the late Mr. Harwood that hung in Miranda�s study, an unusually sentimental ornament for that practical place of business.
Miranda had been fortunate in her own husband�s appearance, judging by both that portrait and the two children who had been born to their match�but she, too, had married for strategy, not for love. It was the only sensible way to choose a partner for any woman with intelligence and ambition�and of course, if one chose wisely, respect and mutual assistance would eventually turn into real affection. It was everything that Amy had ever hoped for in a match.
So she forced the Harwoods and their revelations from her mind to smile up at Lord Llewellyn now and give him the disciplined focus that he would deserve throughout their lives together. �Are you enjoying the evening, my lord?�
�Very much.� He gave an assessing glance around the room and nodded approvingly. �You really haven�t missed anyone, have you? If you wouldn�t mind aiming this way for a bit�� He maneuvered her adroitly to one side, moving smoothly across the room.
Amy slid a discreet glance of her own in that direction, keeping the warm, open smile on her face. �Are we intercepting Mr. Westgate?� she murmured.
His own smile unflinching, Llewellyn twirled her adeptly around the next couple in their path. �I want to make certain he�ll be watching the demonstrations later on.�
�Aha.� Amy slipped back into place in his arms, her mind humming back into motion as she returned to her usual, non-Harwood-distracted work.
Llewellyn was speaking, of course, about the magical demonstrations, when the younger mages would take turns displaying their talents for the delight of the assembly. A traditional moment at the end of any ball, it was the perfect opportunity for young, ambitious gentlemen to show off their strengths�both to the older men who might advance their magical careers and to the eligible young women who might be persuaded to consider them as marital partners. At a ball like this, it also served a vital function for the nation: to impress diplomats from other realms with the ongoing power of Angland�s magecraft, which had turned back so many attempted invasions in the past.
Westgate was one of the Boudiccate�s own officers of magic, and among the highest-ranking of that elite force. Amy might not know a great deal about magic herself, but she knew all about power and influence, so she was fully prepared by the time they met a moment later.
�Mr. Westgate!� Beaming, she tugged Lord Llewellyn to a halt before a tall, lean man with dark brown skin and graying, close-cut hair, who stood by the sidelines sipping a glass of elven wine without any noticeable enjoyment. �I am delighted to see you here, sir. Is everything to your satisfaction?�
Westgate�s eyebrows rose as he lowered his wine. �Miss� Standish, was it not?�
Amy nodded, intensifying the warmth of her smile. �Mrs. Harwood was so pleased when you accepted her invitation. She thinks very highly of your work, you know.�
�Indeed.� His eyebrows, if anything, notched a little higher. �Perhaps she ought to listen to a bit more of my advice, then.�
Luckily, Amy had been quite prepared for that crotchety response, because whenever Miranda spoke of Lionel Westgate, her words of reluctant praise had invariably been followed by the conclusion: ��even if he is the crankiest mage in all Angland.�
So unlike Llewellyn, she didn�t twitch at Westgate�s words. Instead, she tipped her head to one side with a look of warm conspiracy. �Now, Mr. Westgate. You know you can�t expect the members of the Boudiccate to respond to instruction as if they were students at the Great Library. They have to discuss important matters and make decisions amongst themselves�but they always take your advice into account.�
�Ha.� He gestured with his nearly-full wine glass at the arched ceiling high above them, beyond all of the dazzling fey-lights. �Then why are we still holding events here, do you think? When I�ve warned her time and time again��
At that, Amy blinked. �I beg your pardon?�
He shook his head. �No one denies old Harwood�s genius. But the spell must need reinforcement eventually�it�s a miracle it�s lasted this long without him here to keep an eye on it!�and yet she won�t let any other mages inspect it for safety. Calls the idea an insult to her husband�s memory, if you can believe it!�
The water outside the thin panes of glass suddenly seemed even darker, as if it were squeezing tighter around the ballroom as discomfort tightened Amy�s chest.
How many years had it been since Mr. Harwood�s death, now? Five? If his spell collapsed now�
She took a deep, sustaining breath, carefully maintaining the easy good humor of her expression. �Aren�t we fortunate, then, to have so many brilliant mages here with us tonight for our protection?� As if only just then reminded of him, she gave a small start and turned back to her dance partner. �Oh! You are acquainted with Lord Llewellyn, are you not, Mr. Westgate?�
�Llewellyn.� Westgate nodded briefly, his expression unreadable.
�Sir.� Llewellyn�s smile was broad and confident. �A pleasure to meet you again. Good work with that band of kelpies last month.�
�Them?� The older man shrugged irritably. �Those were hardly a challenge for a whole team of us together.�
�Well, I�ve been working on a spell that might help in cases like those, actually.� Llewellyn took a step closer. �It might even turn that into a one-man operation.�
�Oh really?� Westgate�s eyes narrowed as he raised his wineglass, preparing for another sip. �Planning to present it tonight at the demonstrations?�
Llewellyn nodded with exactly the right look of deferential respect. �I�d be grateful for your thoughts on it, if you wouldn�t mind.�
�Hmm.� Westgate took a long sip of elven wine. �Well, don�t ask me now, boy. We�ll see what I think after I watch it in action.�
Llewellyn opened his mouth; Amy squeezed his arm warningly. With a sigh, he relaxed and stepped back, taking her cue. �Thank you, sir. I�ll look forward to it.�
�Just don�t collapse this place around us when you do it!� Westgate called after them as they swept back onto the crowded dance floor.
Lowering her voice as they joined the other dancers, Amy asked, �Is that a real possibility, do you think?�
�Nonsense.� Llewellyn�s lips twisted with amusement. �You needn�t worry about any of Westgate�s mutterings, Miss Standish. �The Raven of Doom�, you know�that�s what all of the Great Library students call him, because he�s always harping on about the worst that might happen.�
He shook his head, leading her gracefully across the floor. �It�s as you told him yourself: before the Boudiccate decides on anything, they�ll always discuss it amongst themselves and take various mages� opinions into account. I�ll wager they�ve had plenty of private inspections of this place in the last few years. They simply didn�t want to tell old Westgate they�d chosen someone else for the job, to keep themselves safe from all his cawing about it.�
�Mm.� Amy kept her tone perfectly neutral, but her eyebrows wanted to knit into a frown. She kept her expression clear with an effort, conscious of every potential watching eye.
Of course Llewellyn knew far more about magic than she did�but Amy knew a good deal about people. Lionel Westgate�s hair might be graying with age, but he was full of energy and sharp intelligence. He hadn�t struck her as a man prone to unfounded worries.
Still, her future husband was right: the Boudiccate always took important magical questions to their council.
Except when it comes to Miranda�s family. The thought shivered through her with a whisper of unease as she suddenly remembered that impossible, dancing flame cupped in Cassandra�s hand. Miranda certainly hadn�t discussed that with her fellow members of the Boudiccate, had she? Amy had lived for ten months with the Harwood family without even guessing at the secret�and if Cassandra hadn�t lost her temper, it might never have come out at all.
Miranda might battle fiercely with her equally strong-minded children, but she would never betray either of them to outsiders. That had been proven to the world when she�d neither disowned Jonathan as expected, nor even banished him from the family home when he�d refused his place at the Great Library and struck out on his own, unsanctioned career path.
�You hit the right notes with him, though,� Llewellyn said, �as usual.� He pulled her a fraction closer with unmistakable possessiveness. �Just think how well we�ll do together,� he murmured into her ear. �With your political skills and my magic� what can�t we hope for?�
The answer died, unspoken, in Amy�s mouth as another couple circled past.
Jonathan Harwood was dancing with Lady Cosgrave this time, with the ease of long acquaintance. Lady Cosgrave�by far the most approachable member of the Boudiccate�was clearly trying to lecture him with the tone of an older sister, while he smiled and parried all of her points and made her laugh despite herself.
Following Amy�s gaze, Llewellyn let out an aggravated huff of breath. �Incredible, how he�s wormed his way into everyone�s good graces.�
Amy�s eyebrows rose; using the excuse of a sweeping turn, she pulled subtly back within his embrace. �I don�t believe Mr. Harwood is trying to gain anything from Lady Cosgrave or any of the other members of the Boudiccate.�
�Ha. I went to school with him, you know, before any of us were old enough for the Great Library. The son of one of the oldest magical families in the realm, and he wouldn�t even pretend to take an interest in the subject. He should have been a laughing-stock from day one�anyone else would�ve been!�but somehow, by the end of our first year, he�d actually talked everyone into thinking him �such a good fellow,� despite everything.�
Llewellyn shook his head in open disgust. �Of course we all expected it to come crashing down for him in the end, when he�d finally have to fall into line and head to the Great Library with the rest of us, but no� he still wouldn�t budge. And he didn�t even lose anything for it!�
Amy narrowed her eyes, studying her partner�s face warily. �Hasn�t he paid a significant price by not attending? He�ll never rise in the world as you and the others will.�
�Just look at him,� Llewellyn said bitterly. �Does he seem to you as if he�s suffering for everything he tossed away? When you think of every man who�d fight and strive for the opportunities he was born with��
Aha. Well, there it was: for all that Llewellyn�s family was perfectly respectable and respected, they were certainly no Harwoods. Not a single woman in his family, past or present, had ever represented the nation as a member of the Boudiccate; no gentleman among them had ever risen to the highest magical posts in the realm. Llewellyn�s own ambition must have nearly choked him when he�d watched Jonathan Harwood reject it all�and Amy couldn�t help but understand how he had felt.
But that wasn�t what made her breath catch in sudden realization. Oh!
Finally, it all made sense.
�What could make any man so careless?� Llewellyn muttered.
Amy didn�t answer him aloud. But in her head she silently corrected him: Not �what.� Her gaze scanned through the crowd until it fastened on a head of thick, curling brown hair�the same hair that ran all through the Harwood family�because the right question to ask, of course, was actually: �Who?�
Jonathan Harwood was the least careless person she knew, but what he cared about, unlike Llewellyn, wasn�t power. It was family. And that was why she�d never truly understood his decisions�until now.
He could always have studied his beloved history on the side while dutifully carrying on the family legacy in public� but only if he weren�t convinced that someone else deserved to take on the weight and power of that legacy herself. How soon had he realized his younger sister�s passion?
It was impossible, unthinkable for any woman to study magic�
But� not quite so impossible, perhaps, after Jonathan Harwood had taken that first public step to prepare his family and his cohort for that change.
Amy could barely breathe as her thoughts whirled around that single, earth-shaking point, re-sorting and reassembling themselves around a concept she�d never dared to imagine before.
�Miss Standish?� The music was coming to a halt; Amy blinked back into the world to find Lord Llewellyn impatiently repeating himself, a look of barely-veiled irritation on his handsome face. �I said, shall we make the announcement at the end of this evening? Or��
Announcement? Her mind still full of swirling schemes, it took Amy a moment to absorb his words. Then they clicked into place. �Of course!� she said, injecting warm enthusiasm into her words. �Our announcement.�
Their wedding announcement�that must be what he meant. Of course she hadn�t actually proposed to him yet; she�d planned to do so, officially, during one of their three dances across the evening. But it would be foolish to be irritated by his presumption now when everyone knew that she would ask, and everyone knew, likewise, what his answer would be.
�Ye-e-es�� His frown deepened even more as he released her, holding out one arm to escort her off the dance floor. �So your answer to my question is�?�
�The end of the evening,� she said quickly. �After the demonstrations. That would be the perfect timing.�
Every guest would be assembled and attentive at that point�and, better yet, it would give her plenty of time to compose herself first, after all the revelations of this evening.
Smiling brightly, Amy patted his arm, stepped away from her intended, and slipped into the crowd before he could stop her.
She didn�t aim for Jonathan or Cassandra Harwood this time. That way lay only more perilous confusion. Instead, she moved on a carefully selected path from one guest to another, mingling, laughing, asking thoughtful questions, and making certain each time to casually bring up Miranda�s most favored projects before moving on. It was a dance of its own, although she�d left the physical dance floor behind her. The careful shifting of moods and opinions, the thrill of persuasion and the buzz of the challenge�it all filled her with a brimming energy that felt more sparkling and effervescent than even the finest elven wine.
This was the purpose that she�d been born for�and when she met Miranda in the midst of her rounds an hour later, the undisguised approval on her mentor�s face warmed Amy more than any fire. Smiling, Miranda drew her aside to murmur into her ear.
�Mrs. Seabury,� she said, referring to the oldest and most intimidating member of the Boudiccate, �just stalked across the room to ask me where I�d found my new assistant� and to offer me more than a few political favors if I�d release you to her service instead!�
Amy�s eyes widened, her heart giving a sudden lurch as that lovely warm sense of security slipped suddenly away from her. �What did you tell her?�
�What do you think?� Miranda laughed and gave Amy�s shoulder a reassuring pat. �Trust me, my dear. Old Seabury lost her ability to talk me out of anything that really mattered years ago. I have far greater plans for you than simply to move on to another assistantship! Once you�re safely betrothed and we can start you on your way�� She tilted her head, her voice dropping even lower. �Is everything arranged to your satisfaction there?�
She meant, Have you proposed?
Ah. Amy�s fingers tightened around her wineglass. Of course she should have taken care of it by now� but then, Llewellyn had rather bypassed that necessity, hadn�t he? Still, she would issue her proposal by the end of the evening to make it official. So� �We�ll make our announcement after the demonstrations.�
�Excellent. Perfectly timed, as usual.� Smiling warmly, Miranda nudged Amy around and raised her voice as the Fae ambassadress approached in a glittering blur of wings and color. �Your Eminence! Have you met my new assistant yet? She arranged this entire evening, you know��
Amy dived back into the political whirl with pure exhilaration and didn�t emerge again until thirty minutes later, when a firm hand closed around her arm just as she was shifting away from a large group. It was Llewellyn�s hand, and when she turned, she found his smile tinged with irritation. �I�ve hardly even glimpsed you tonight. Aren�t we due another dance by now?�
�I�yes, of course.� Swallowing down a sigh�she�d been aiming at a particular target in her next group�Amy nodded, remembering Miranda�s advice. Time to take care of those final details. Once her proposal had been safely issued and accepted, everything would be perfectly sorted according to her plans. After all, once their betrothal was official, she couldn�t back out from the decision�not without ruining her political prospects beyond repair. A politician�s word was her bond.
And there was certainly no reason to feel any panic about that! So�
�Miss Standish,� said Jonathan Harwood, and Amy turned to him in a rush of relief even as Llewellyn�s grip tightened uncomfortably around her arm.
�Mr. Harwood.� She beamed at him even as she gave her constrained arm a discreet tug. �Does your mother require my assistance?�
�Ah� yes, I�m afraid. It�s a family issue.� He nodded to Llewellyn, his face carefully neutral but his gaze fixed on the other man�s still-tight grip around Amy�s bare brown arm. �Apologies, Llewellyn, but it shouldn�t take too long.�
�Don�t you think it could wait, then, until I�ve had my turn?� Llewellyn�s grip didn�t loosen as he narrowed his eyes. �I appreciate that your purpose in life nowadays is to run your mother�s errands, but��
�Actually,� Amy said, with a firm and undisguised yank that took Llewellyn by surprise and threw him off-balance, �Mr. Harwood�s purpose in life is the study of the Daniscan invasion, just as my purpose tonight is to assist his mother in whatever she may need. You should read some of Mr. Harwood�s published articles, Lord Llewellyn. They really are quite enlightening.�
She didn�t even attempt to hide her flare of irritation as she twitched herself free, a pointed rebuke in her gaze. There was a duty of attention owed to one�s partner, certainly, but there was also a duty of respect between equals. She would always make her own decisions for herself as well as�in the future, with luck�for the whole of Angland.
Llewellyn might have just exposed a temper, but he had a brain, too�and he was far too clever to misread her message. As she watched with expectantly raised eyebrows, his cheeks thinned and his lips clamped together, visibly restraining an untoward response. Still, he lowered his eyes a moment later without letting any more thoughtless words escape. �As you say.� He sighed. �I�ll look forward to our dance, Miss Standish� the very moment that you are free to enjoy yourself.�
Good. Amy took a deep, reassuring breath. For a moment, she�d actually wondered� but no.
�I�ll rejoin you as soon as possible,� she promised�and, with a firm smile, took Jonathan�s arm. �Lead on, Mr. Harwood, do.�
Jonathan didn�t speak at first, as they moved smoothly together through the crowd; when he did speak, his voice was muted. �There must be a better one that you can find.�
�I beg your pardon?� Amy slanted a glance up at his face�and realized, with a start, that for the first time in her memory, Jonathan Harwood was utterly furious. The emotion radiated through every inch of his body and blazed out through his eyes, even as his face remained perfectly expressionless�a skill and restraint he must have practiced a great deal after all those years spent away in boarding school with other boys who felt as Llewellyn did about him. �A better what?� she asked, with genuine curiosity.
He gave a quick, jerky shrug. �A better option, I mean, for you! I�ve been doing my best to hold my tongue about it, but Llewellyn isn�t good enough, and you know it.�
What? Amy�s breath stopped in her chest for one stunned moment. Then it rushed back into place, propelled by sheer rage. �This way,� she said, and altered their direction. Smiling with all her might, she swept a path through the crowd to the next available pane of glass� where she was finally, finally free to drop her furious smile and openly glare at the dark water beyond.
�Are you actually commenting on my options?� she demanded in a ferocious whisper. �You?�
He gave an unmistakable flinch. Then his jaw squared and he stepped closer to the glass, his jacketed arm brushing lightly against her own and sending aggravating sparks along her skin. �Yes, I am,� he said firmly. �I know Mother thinks he�s fated to rise high in his career, but I can tell you, I�ve known him for years, and Cassandra�s right�he isn�t nearly as good at magic as he thinks he is.�
�And you�re holding yourself up as a judge on that?� Fury nearly choked her. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold herself back.
Of course he knew how she felt�he had to know. No one had ever accused Jonathan Harwood of being anything less than extraordinarily intelligent. That was what had famously driven his parents so wild with frustration. For him to utter such a remark after ten months of unmistakable warmth, bone-deep connection and a longing so desperate that some nights it had nearly choked her�
�I understand and respect why you made your own decisions,� she said with tight control, her eyes still shut. �But do not taunt me about them now!�
�Taunt?� He didn�t touch her, but she could feel the breath of frustration that he expelled, ruffling against her upswept hair. �What are you talking about?�
If they�d been alone, she would have tipped her head against the glass in frustration. They were in public, though, and in full view of the crowd, so she kept her figure upright and relaxed. �You know perfectly well what I mean,� she said bitterly. �I don�t have the freedom to choose the man I most admire. That is not an option for me, as you so charmingly put it, because you chose a different path for your own reasons. So don�t pretend that I need to please you with my marital choice now! That,� she finished wearily, �is asking far too much of me.�
There. Her shoulders slumped. She�d said what she needed to say. Now she would simply endure his answer, move back into the whirl of the ball, and�
But no answer came after all. Finally, she opened her eyes to investigate.
Reflected in the dark glass before her, his own eyes were wide and stunned-looking. �I� what?� he demanded. �What?�
She stared at his reflection, wordless with confusion.
Jonathan raked one hand through his thick brown hair, rumpling it hopelessly out of shape. She wished she didn�t find it so appealing. �Miss Standish�Amy,� he said, his voice hoarse. �Are you telling me� would you have actually desired�?�
She shook her head in pure confusion. �What did I say that was so difficult to understand?�
�But�� He took a deep breath, his broad chest rising and falling.
�I know,� she said. �I understand now why you refused to study magic. You were clearing the way for Cassandra, weren�t you?�
He swallowed visibly. �You�ve always been quick at putting things together.�
�And I admire your decision. Truly.� It took all of her control to keep her head high and her gaze locked with his in the glass. �But I cannot allow you to judge my decision now.�
�Of course you have to marry a mage,� Jonathan said. �I�ve always known that. But Llewellyn��
�I don�t care how good he is at magic!� Amy snapped. �You don�t need to be the best to do well in any field, and you know that as well as I do. Just look at half the husbands of the Boudiccate! Your father may have been a brilliant mage, but not all of them are. They don�t have to be.�
�But they should,� Jonathan said, his jaw locked. �Cassandra is.�
�Then it�s a pity I don�t wish to marry her�argh!� Amy let out a groan even as the inane words escaped her mouth.
Good God. What was he doing to her? She never lost her temper so foolishly! She squeezed her eyes shut for one anguished moment.
When she opened them again, Jonathan�s lips were twitching. �I�ll let her know of that terrible disappointment,� he said gravely. �Never fear: she�s currently madly in love only with magic, so you needn�t worry about breaking her heart, too.�
�I should think not.� Amy gave a rueful shake of her head. She couldn�t look away from his reflected blue eyes, now so full of warmth and humor. It felt too good to feel his gaze holding hers�to feel that indefinable, inexorable connection beneath the skin.
Once she wed, and moved out of Harwood House, it would become easier. It had to. When she no longer saw him every day�
No. Her heart clenched. She couldn�t think about that now�not if she wished to hold to her purpose. �You know how the world works,� she said softly.
�I do.� His lips twisted. �That� is why I�d never even imagined you would consider me as an option in the first place.�
The moment felt as fragile as glass held between them.
Cassandra�s voice shattered it. �There you both are!� She burst breathlessly between them. �Have you told her yet? What did she say?�
Jonathan gave a start and then winced. �Ah, yes.� He gave Amy an apologetic look. �The reason I came to find you in the first place.�
�You haven�t even mentioned it?� Cassandra demanded. �What on earth have you two been discussing this whole time?�
For one paralyzed moment, Amy�s mind went blank.
Then she said brightly, �The upcoming demonstrations��
�Just as Jonathan said, �Refreshments!�
�Oh.� Cassandra heaved a weary sigh. �I see. You two were flirting again.� She cast her eyes up to the arched ceiling. �Well, if I�m the only one who�s even going to try to save this evening�!�
�Save it?� Amy stiffened. �From what?� Her mind was already whirling through possibilities. Had one of the guests said something unmentionable to the Fae ambassadress? Had one of the mages done something disastrous to the drinks?
If Mrs. Seabury had �accidentally� smacked the Head of the Great Library with her walking stick again�
�Father�s spell,� said Cassandra. �It�s on the verge of cracking if we don�t fix it now.�
�What?� Amy�s heartbeat lurched. As her head spun, she yanked her gaze back to Jonathan. �And you didn�t even bother to mention�?�
�She didn�t tell me what she needed you for!� His already-fair skin had paled at the news. �She only said that she wanted to talk to you privately.�
�Because I didn�t want to waste time repeating myself!� Cassandra said impatiently. �First, we have to get everyone out of here, and then��
�Wait.� Amy held out one hand, forcing herself to take steady breaths even as the walls tightened around her. All those gallons�tons?�of lake water pushing in against them, only waiting to swallow them all the very moment the spell shattered� �None of the other mages here have noticed any particular danger tonight.� Even Mr. Westgate hadn�t considered the matter imminent, had he?
�Because they don�t know Father�s spell, of course.� Cassandra rolled her eyes. �Do you think Mother would ever let any of them near his private papers?�
�But she let you?� Amy pointedly raised her eyebrows.
The younger girl�s skin flushed, but her jaw firmed stubbornly even as she dropped her gaze. �I found my own way in,� she muttered. �Just ask Jonathan if you don�t believe me.�
Jonathan�s silent nod was confirmation enough.
�Very well.� Amy took a deep breath, adjusting to the news. Was she only imagining the creak of the rounded windowpane nearby, as if it were suddenly facing excess pressure?
Surely that was pure imagination. And yet�
�We�ll have to be as discreet as possible,� she said, even as she cringed internally at the thought of it.
Where were all two hundred of the guests going to go? The ballroom inside Harwood House hadn�t been used for any public functions in decades. Not only had it not been decorated for tonight, but it had fallen into the most casual of family usage across the years. As Amy imagined the reactions of every visiting dignitary to being shuffled inside tonight to find its thirty-year-old decorations and tattered, comfortable chairs piled with newspapers around the fireplace�
What excuse could possibly explain that, apart from the truth?
But Miranda� �What did your mother say when you told her?�
Only silence answered Amy�s question.
�I beg your pardon?� Amy�s eyes widened. �You haven�t even tried to tell her?�
�She wouldn�t listen to me!� Cassandra�s face flushed deeper. �I couldn�t even get her away from the group that she was talking to. And if I�d dared utter the word �spell� to her in front of all of them�� She shook her head, her fists clenching at her sides. �You�re the only one who might actually get her to pay attention.�
�I� see.� And Amy did see, all too well.
Oof. Well, she had promised Miranda to deal with any dramas that arose tonight, even if this wasn�t quite the sort of excitement that either of them had had in mind.
How long did they have before the spell gave way?
Amy squared her shoulders. �Right,� she said briskly. �Cassandra, you need to find Mr. Westgate and tell him exactly what you�ve just told me. Beg him, on your mother�s behalf, not to share your secret with anyone else, but when you are speaking privately with him, don�t hold a single detail back.�
�Will he believe me?�
�Probably not,� Amy admitted. �But he�s the only one I know who�s already worried about the spell, so he�s the most promising mage for you to approach. In the meantime, I�ll find your mother�and Jonathan, would you please start charming all of the non-mages outside for an evening walk around the grounds? You can tell them we�ve decided to hold tonight�s magical demonstrations on the lakeshore tonight, to take advantage of the weather.�
�Of course.� He moved away without another word, heading for the closest group of fan-wielding politicians.
Cassandra hung back one more moment, her face taut with anxiety. �Do you� are you certain you can�t come with me to talk to Westgate? If��
�Don�t worry,� Amy said firmly. �I�ll tell your mother that you did it only under my instructions.�
Miranda might well not forgive her for that�and the plausibility of that result was enough to make Amy�s stomach twist with a sickening mixture of loss and shame.
But Amy had been given charge of all of the details for tonight, and that meant protecting everyone in this ballroom, no matter how she had to do it. So as Cassandra darted off, Amy lifted her chin and set off to tell her mentor everything that Miranda Harwood would least like to hear from her tonight.
She was halfway across the room when Llewellyn caught up with her. This time, he didn�t physically take hold of her; clearly, he was capable of learning that sort of lesson, which she filed away as a promising sign for their joint future. But his voice rippled with impatience as he said, �Finally! I thought he�d never be finished with you. What was he nattering on at you about before his sister arrived? If��
�My lord.� Amy didn�t slow her stride across the room, her fey-silk skirts swishing purposefully around her long legs. �I am glad to see you. I need your help quite urgently.�
�You� do?� She heard the frown in his voice, although she didn�t take the time to look around. �With what?�
�Can you cast a spell to amplify my voice? I�d like to make an announcement.� She could already sense a ripple in the crowd as Jonathan worked his own, good-humored form of magic on the various guests, but he couldn�t possibly make his way through the entire crowd in time.
�I thought you wanted to wait until after the demonstrations?�
�What?� She took one baffled second to absorb his words�then realized what he meant. �Oh, no, that isn�t the announcement that I meant. No, this is urgent. Can you help me with it quickly, please?�
He let out an irritated huff of air. �Perhaps if you would slow down and take the time to give me the courtesy of a proper explanation, so that I could make my own decision about the matter��
�Never mind.� It was only a few more steps�
There. She came to a halt, smiling serenely, in front of Lord Cosgrave, Lady Cosgrave�s good-natured husband, who was standing gossiping with a group of fellow mages. �My dear Lord Cosgrave. Would you do me the favor of providing me with a moment of amplification?�
He slanted a startled look at Llewellyn, but stepped forward agreeably. �Of course, Miss Standish.� Murmuring something under his breath, he gestured toward her�and Amy felt a sudden, thrumming power in her chest. Perfect.
�My lords and ladies and distinguished visitors,� she said brightly, and all of the music and chatter broke off as her voice rang around the circular ballroom. �May I have your attention? On behalf of Mrs. Harwood, I�d like to invite every lady and non-mage among our guests to enjoy a delightful evening stroll around the Aelfen Mere. The musicians will accompany all of you to perform in the open air for your enjoyment whilst the mages remain here to prepare for their demonstrations afterward. If you could all move as quickly as possible, please, our marvelous mages would deeply appreciate your assistance. Thank you!�
She finished with a confident nod and a discreet silencing gesture in Lord Cosgrave�s direction. His own nod, a moment later, confirmed that the spell had been safely removed. �Thank you,� she told him in her own normal tones, and spun on her heel as a genteel queue formed for the marked exit point on the tiled floor.
This time, she didn�t have nearly as far to go. Miranda Harwood was already aiming for her through the shifting crowds, a pleasant, social smile pinned to her lips.
�What in the world is going on?� Miranda murmured under her breath as they met, squeezing closely together to make space for the stream of chattering guests. �An evening stroll by the lake for all of them, together? We haven�t even set fey lights about the perimeter, much less��
�I needed an excuse,� Amy murmured back even more softly. �It�s a matter of magical safety, and we need the mages to fix it before we can allow anyone back inside the ballroom.�
�Oh?� Miranda looked past Amy to Llewellyn, who�d followed her. �Lord Llewellyn, can you explain the particular magic that�s involved?�
�Don�t ask me, Mrs. Harwood.� His smile was decidedly strained. �Miss Standish hasn�t chosen to share those details with me, either. Apparently, my expertise was not desired.�
Ouch. Amy stifled a wince. �There wasn�t time for explanations, I�m afraid. I�ve been notified of an urgent magical crisis, and��
�From whom?� Llewellyn frowned. �The only people you�ve talked to since our dance were Harwood and his sister, and neither of them��
Amy could see the exact moment when Miranda realized the answer to that question. It was the first time she�d ever seen her mentor pale.
The sudden look of horrified vulnerability on Miranda�s face felt unbearable�and the fact that she had caused it, even more so. But Amy kept her gaze fixed steadily upon her mentor as she said quietly, �It doesn�t matter exactly how I found it out. The point is, the spell that keeps this ballroom safe is on the verge of shattering for good. If we don�t find a way to fix it quickly��
�Is this whole fuss about old Westgate�s cawing?� Llewellyn gave a dismissive snort of laughter. �Mrs. Harwood, as I told Miss Standish earlier��
�It was explained to me�persuasively�by someone whose magical opinion I trust.� Amy kept her voice low and gentle and very clear as she watched the different emotions flash across Miranda�s face. �The only step we can take at this point is to evacuate the non-mages as swiftly as possible. Mr. Westgate has already been informed, and I�m sure he�ll direct the other officers of magic who are in attendance tonight.�
�Without the original spell to hand?� Llewellyn shook his head impatiently. �No, no. Even if you were right, that would be impossible. You may be an expert in standing around talking people into trade agreements and suchlike, Miss Standish��his upper lip curled in undisguised disdain��but when it comes to the manly issues in life, you may trust my assurance that no one in this ballroom could possibly bolster the original spell without knowing exactly what it said in the first place. So unless you happen to be keeping it here�?�
Miranda moistened her lips, her voice hoarse. �My husband�s spellwork is all safely locked within his study, which cannot be entered by magic. Neither can the corridor around it. It would take twenty minutes, at the very least, to retrieve it�and of course, they�d also have to look through all of his collected spells to find the right one. If��
Creeeeeeaaaaak!
Every muscle in Amy�s body twinged with unmistakable recognition. She certainly hadn�t imagined that sound coming from the rounded walls. As she looked at the social stream of guests making their unhurried ways to the exit point before they left, vanishing only two at a time with well over a hundred still left in the queue, a sick sense of certainty coiled into place within her.
�We don�t have that much time.� I�m sorry, she added silently to the woman who�d meant more to her than any other authority figure in her life. I would never betray you intentionally. �There is,� she said, �one person who knows that spell intimately. So she�ll have to be your reference for tonight�s work.�
Miranda�s eyes shut. She didn�t faint; she didn�t even stagger. She was one of the strongest women in all Angland, and even the ruin of her only daughter�s reputation and the legacy that she had worked all her life to pass forward couldn�t overwhelm her now.
But when she opened her eyes again, there was a lost look in them that Amy had never seen before, even as her lips stretched into an unconvincing smile. �Well,� she said briskly, �we�d best get to work, then. Shall we?�
Mr. Westgate was already making his way through the crowds towards them, surrounded by three other mages Amy recognized� and by Cassandra, who held herself with rigid control as she followed them, as if she were suppressing herself with difficulty. �Mrs. Harwood.� Westgate�s nod was perfunctory, but it didn�t appear to be an insult; he had the look of a man deeply involved in a challenging puzzle. �If you would kindly vacate the ballroom for your own safety��
�I beg your pardon?� Miranda gave a laugh so harsh, it made the closest guest glance around with wide eyes. �Mr. Westgate, you�re here because my husband�s wedding gift to me is failing, and�� Her smile twisted as she looked around the growing group of mages that now surrounded them, drawn from all across the room. �My daughter,� she said with bitter clarity, �has just exposed a truth that was never meant to be known outside our family. Do you really expect me to leave now as if none of this were my business?�
Westgate�s eyebrows rose at her words; then he shrugged. �We�ll speak frankly, then. In order to fix this spell, we�d have to trust that both your daughter�s recollection and her interpretations of it are correct�and as both of those points are exceedingly unlikely��
Cassandra�s face reddened�but it was Amy who stepped forward until she stood toe-to-toe with the Boudiccate�s foremost officer of magic. �Mr. Westgate,� she said coolly, �you may trust me when I tell you that I have the utmost faith in Miss Harwood�s capability, and so should you. Would you doubt the strength or perspicacity of any other Harwood mage?�
Next to her, Lord Llewellyn�s mouth was opening and closing distractingly, like a landed fish struggling to breathe. �She�what�mage�? What?!�
Westgate�s eyes narrowed. �Miss Standish,� he began, in the resolute tone of a man about to take control of a rather nasty situation.
Amy sailed across his words with ease. �Her magical lineage is every bit as impressive as her political lineage, as you know perfectly well. It may be a trifle out of the ordinary that her family�s magical inheritance has chosen to express itself through a lady for the first time in this generation, rather than choosing her brother��
�A trifle?!� Llewellyn�s tone was strangled.
�But as you are all aware,� Amy continued firmly, �we have no time for fussing over propriety at this moment. I understand that gentlemen are the more emotional sex, but I have utter faith that you will all rise above the frailties of your natures to show the world exactly how impressive your magecraft is tonight.�
Creeeeeakkkkk!
��Preferably,� Amy finished, �before the roof falls in on all of us. If we could possibly save the gentlemanly swoons for afterwards?�
�Gladly.� Westgate�s tone was grim, but Amy didn�t miss the grudging amusement in his eyes. There. She�d known she liked him, after all.
Sighing heavily, he turned to face the other mages, whose faces were a picture of mingled outrage and confusion. �Gentlemen, we�ll have to split our forces in two. Cosgrave, why don�t you lead a force of six in removing the rest of the guests safely from this ballroom? We can�t afford to wait for them to leave on their own. As for the rest of us�� His jaw set, but he showed the inner strength that she�d glimpsed earlier as he visibly forced himself to turn to Cassandra. �Why don�t you guide us through that spell, Miss Harwood?�
Perfect. Amy stepped back, gracefully making way for the mages to all gather around the younger girl�s small figure.
Anyone else of her age, in such a situation, might have quailed or frozen at their hostile looks; but Cassandra was a Harwood through and through, and she�d been raised by a mother who faced down powerful opponents every day. Pride rose in Amy�s chest as she watched Cassandra meet each questioner�s skeptical gaze and heard the clarity of the girl�s recitation.
It was all gibberish to Amy�s ears, of course, but the confidence and authority of Cassandra�s tone shone through the unfamiliar terminology; and when an older mage broke in with a sneering remark, Cassandra�s quick retort made two of the younger mages laugh appreciatively.
Amy didn�t need to look around to sense the intensity of Miranda�s gaze upon her daughter. �She is remarkable,� Amy said softly. �Schooling that entire group of grown mages without a qualm��
�She could have ruled the Boudiccate.� Miranda�s voice was thick with emotion. �She should have ruled the Boudiccate. But after tonight��
�Oh, Miranda.� Amy couldn�t help turning around at the anguish in her mentor�s voice. Perhaps�
No. This was one crisis that she couldn�t fix. No matter how hard she tried, even Miranda herself could never convince the full mass of assembled mages in this ballroom to forget the insult of her daughter�s trespass into their territory. There was absolutely no chance of Cassandra Harwood ever entering politics after tonight.
But then again�
Amy stilled as a new idea flowered within her�an idea that would never have occurred to her before she�d met the Harwood family and begun to glimpse shocking and world-changing possibilities outside the security of tradition.
Earlier this evening, when the concept had first occurred to her, she�d named it impossible to herself. After all, no one had ever done it before in all of Anglish history. And yet, as she looked now across the tiled floor at the mosaic of Boudicca herself, past the group of mages listening with grudging respect to Cassandra�s words, she could almost imagine that ferocious mother to their nation giving her a knowing wink.
Had Boudicca ever let tradition stop her?
How the Romans must have laughed, all those centuries ago, at the very idea of a woman�a mere widow to an insignificant king�rising up to overthrow their imperial rule and send them fleeing from the island in humiliation. That, too, must have been inconceivable to them. But once Boudicca had found a partner to her political and martial prowess in the magic of her second husband�
They had set a mold for the ages with their epic partnership. But they had broken earlier rules to do it�and they broke even more when they started their radical new nation in the wake of the Romans� expulsion.
Amy had always yearned for a family and a place of her own; she�d always believed that following the accepted rules was the only reliable way she could ever possibly achieve it.
But she�d always sworn that once she did find a family of her own, she would do anything it took to protect them. What if�despite every expectation�she had already found that family after all? If those stuffy old unquestioned rules were all that was stopping her from taking her rightful place within it�
Well. What could any politician want more than to change her nation for the better? She�d already known that this would be the most important evening of her life to date. She only hadn�t known why, until this moment.
�Miranda,� Amy said firmly to her mentor, �you�re wrong about Cassandra. She would have been a terrible politician.�
Shock flashed across the older woman�s face. �I beg your pardon?�
�When has she ever enjoyed compromise or negotiation?� Amy demanded. �And just listen to her now.� She tilted her head toward the stream of information spinning from the girl�s mouth. �When has she ever absorbed that level of detail�or even made the slightest attempt!�in any of the subjects you�ve forced down her across the years?�
Miranda�s jaw tightened. �She�s still young,� she grated. �She could have outgrown��
�Did your husband ever outgrow those interests?� Amy asked gently.
She had seen the portrait of Mr. Harwood in Miranda�s study�and she had seen an identical look of confident genius in his daughter�s face, too, tonight.
Miranda clearly had as well. Her gaze dropped. When she spoke again, her voice was low and bitter. �What could be the purpose in trying to judge such matters? The world will crush her if she tries to stand against it.�
�Not if we don�t let it.� For the first time ever, Amy let her tone ring with authority over her mentor.
Her admiration for Miranda Harwood would never change. Nor would her love and gratitude; but after a lifetime of supervising the world as it was, how could it not be nigh-on impossible for Miranda to imagine that world turning upside down? To conceive of such an outright transformation, one required a younger generation with fresh eyes�and Miranda�s own children had supplied that in spades.
Together, the Harwood siblings had shown Amy how to imagine new possibilities outside the norm. But neither of them would ever move in the political realm�which meant that she, alone, might be the only person who could make those possibilities take shape for them both� and win an undreamed-of victory for herself along the way.
�What if,� she said, holding her mentor�s gaze, �we make this tonight�s magical demonstration after all?�
Miranda frowned. �You mean, we summon all of the guests back to the ballroom to witness it?�
�No,� Amy said, �but we�ll tell them exactly what happened here afterwards�in great detail. And then we�ll send the announcement to the newspapers ourselves.�
Miranda�s eyes narrowed. �Rather than attempting to hide the news, which would be a lost cause regardless��
�We shall brag about it shamelessly,� Amy finished with deep satisfaction. �Because of course it would be a Harwood woman who finally broke the bounds of tradition to excel in magic above every adult mage assembled here! As they all admitted themselves�and we�ll make very certain to repeat that in our statement�not even all of them together could have fixed the spell here, tonight, without her expertise.�
A smile began to tug at Miranda�s lips. �Oh, yes.� Her eyes began to dance as the pleasure of the game finally overcame her shock and grief and fear for her daughter�s future. Amy had known her mentor would see the way once a real opening was placed before her! �We�ll be sure to quote Mr. Westgate himself on the matter,� said Miranda. �Won�t that be a lovely paragraph to read in all of the morning papers? And as Cassandra will have publicly proven herself to be one of the most astonishing new talents in magery��
�Let the Great Library try to keep her out now!� Amy�s grin was as fierce as the one painted on the great Boudicca herself. That great leader had faced down an army of Roman soldiers and the Roman empire itself; with their combined powers of persuasion and the newspapers on their side, Amy and Miranda could certainly take on a mere college of mages.
Miranda gave a sudden wince. �Of course, the Boudiccate won�t like it, either. Once magic is opened up to women, after all��
�Not to women,� Amy said firmly. �To just one extraordinary girl�the single, shining exception in our history who saved the assembled Boudiccate from certain death tonight. They can call her the exception that proves the rule� unless they choose to stand against her and turn the matter into fodder for an open debate through all the newspapers.�
Miranda let out a low laugh of delight. �Of course!� she said. �Can you imagine the letter columns? That�s exactly how I�ll put it to them. If they don�t want it to turn into a wildfire that rages until far wider-reaching reforms are called for��
�What in the world�?!� Lord Llewellyn�s sputtering voice broke through their warm circle of happy scheming. �Miss Standish!� Glaring at her, he shook his blond head. �You cannot be serious in your intent. If you imagine I could ever ally myself with a plan so offensive to any gentleman of dignity and standing��
�What a pity,� Amy said calmly, and gave him a nod of gracious dismissal. �Just as well we hadn�t made any announcements after all, then, don�t you think? We can part friends and say no more of the matter.�
�But�!� He stared at her, blinking. �You can�t change your mind now. Once you�ve given your word as a politician��
�I,� said Amy gently, �haven�t given my word on anything�or even made any proposals to be revoked, Lord Llewellyn. Had you forgotten that salient detail?�
His pale cheeks flushed. His jaw worked. �Everyone will hear about this disgrace,� he snarled. �How you threw away a match that could have brought you everything you�d ever dreamed of��
�Oh, dear. My very dear Lord Llewellyn.� Miranda Harwood�s tone had quelled generations of stronger mages. �Tsk, tsk.� She shook her head gently as she considered him. �To be so afraid of one young lady entering your field? What exactly is it that strikes such fear in your heart, I wonder?�
�Good question, Llewellyn.� Jonathan Harwood slipped into place on his mother�s other side, his narrowed eyes focused on the other man. The tangible comfort of his presence slipped around Amy like a warm coat, relaxing muscles in her back that she hadn�t even realized she�d been clenching. �You don�t think my sister might be proven better at magic than you, do you, old boy? Because that�s certainly what it sounds like to me.�
�Harwood!� Llewellyn glowered at him. �Of all the insulting, outrageous�!� Turning his glare around their united semicircle, he snapped, �Miss Standish, I have been grievously mistaken in your character. Everyone will soon understand that I would never even dream of accepting any proposals from you now or in the future!�
�Of course not,� Amy said soothingly. �So I won�t embarrass either of us by asking. But don�t you think you should go and assist the others? You wouldn�t want the papers thinking you had fled in fear, after all.�
�Insupportable!� Llewellyn gritted through his teeth, and strode away, visibly seething, to take his place among the other gathered mages.
�Phew!� Miranda gave herself a shake, as if she were ridding herself of a bad smell. �I do beg your pardon, my dear. Clearly, he was not the right man for you after all. Have no fear, though. Once we put our heads together, we�ll soon find a far better partner for you, and then��
�Actually�� Amy drew a deep breath and looked past her mentor, her heartbeat suddenly racing in anticipation. Time to change the world� again. Her voice came out sounding uncharacteristically breathless. �I believe I�ve already found him.�
Jonathan had looked away, expression tight, at his mother�s last words; now he jerked around to meet Amy�s gaze, his blue eyes blazing with an intensity that made her breath catch in the most delicious manner.
�What, you�ve chosen someone else already?� Miranda�s eyebrows rose, and she discreetly angled herself to study the group of mages before them. �How beautifully organized of you, as usual. May I ask which of these gentlemen�?�
CREEE-AAAAAAAKKKKKK!
Every voice in the room broke off. Amy�s gaze flew to the rounded ceiling. Oh, no.
They�d all waited too long after all. Under her horrified gaze, the high panes of glass bent, buckled, and�
�Now, gentlemen!� snapped Mr. Westgate.
Glass shattered. With a roar that resonated through Amy�s bones, water that had been held back for nearly thirty years swept down in a nightmarish torrent. Amy barely even felt herself move as she threw her arms out�for Miranda, for Jonathan, for both of them at once. She felt their arms close around her, too�
And then the water simply stopped twenty feet above their heads. It hung there in perfect silence, catastrophe incarnate waiting to rush down and overwhelm them all.
Amy�s harsh, broken breath filled her ears. Still clinging to Miranda and Jonathan, she turned her head� and found Mr. Westgate gesturing a white-faced Cassandra forward while the gentleman mages remained in a semicircle behind her, their arms raised, their jaws clenched with visible effort, and their intent gazes fixed on the water that hung unmoving above them.
Cassandra�s face was pale and set. She glanced at her mother, and a flash of pain broke her mask of composure; at her brother, and Amy saw her mouth soften with sudden, heart-stopping anxiety. Then Cassandra looked, with unmistakable desperation, to her.
Finally. This, Amy did know how to handle.
Fixing a calm, confident smile on her own face, Amy ignored the mounting panic within her chest, gave Cassandra the brisk nod that the other girl clearly needed, and then raised her eyebrows in a firm message: Well? Get on with it!
There. The younger girl�s face eased, and her shoulders settled with visible relief as the uncertainty fell away from her. Nodding back to Amy, Cassandra lifted her arms with all the unshakeable authority of her mother stepping forward to address the assembled Boudiccate of Angland.
Amy held her calm smile with every ounce of strength left in her. This is really happening.
Miranda�s hand tightened convulsively around her arm. Only Jonathan�s hand, warm and steady on Amy�s lower back, held her upright in the whirling terror of the moment, like a promise of his own unshakeable certainty.
That was what he did, wasn�t it? He kept every woman in his family steady with a deep well of strength that had absolutely nothing to do with either magic or status�and no other touch in Amy�s life had ever felt even half so right.
Amy had always known she would do anything to protect her family whenever and wherever she found them. But she�d never imagined just how much they would do for her.
Now Cassandra opened her mouth, her gaze still fixed on Amy�s face as if it were a touchstone, and spoke a stream of bright syllables that filled the air with sparking, dancing impossibility. Under Amy�s wide, eager gaze, a cloud of stars formed around Cassandra, brighter than any fey-light she�d ever seen.
Goosebumps skated across Amy�s skin as those stars massed together and flew to the center of the ballroom� directly above Boudicca�s ferocious grin of victory. It was an unmistakable sign, and from Miranda�s sudden indrawn breath beside her�and the grim tightening of Mr. Westgate�s mouth, when she glanced in his direction�Amy wasn�t the only one to have witnessed it.
Another kind of nation-shaking history was being made before their eyes tonight.
Cassandra called out one final word�and as Amy sucked in a breath of awe, the gathered stars exploded. Points of light shot outward toward the broken glass and crumbling walls of the underwater ballroom.
Grunts and gasps broke out from the gathered mages as the water flung itself outward, too, apparently wrenching itself from their combined grips. Several of them stumbled in the aftershock, and a few fell to their knees�but Amy had scant attention to spare for any of them as she watched the rounded ceiling reform itself before her eyes, higher and smoother than ever before. Glass panels built themselves out of magic stars.
When she turned, she found stars on Miranda Harwood�s cheeks, too�the first tears she�d ever seen from her mentor.
�Isn�t it amazing?� Amy breathed. �She is amazing.�
�She�s lost,� Miranda whispered. �I�ll never get her back. Not now. She�� Breaking off, she gritted her jaw tight.
But she never looked away as the ballroom was rebuilt, even as the tears streamed silently down her face. Amy silently closed her fingers around Miranda�s, holding on with all of her love as the world shifted around them.
�See, it�s even better than it was before.� Jonathan�s warm breath rustled against Amy�s hair as he spoke. �Just look what she�s added over there, Mother.�
Miranda blinked, peered�and let out a choked laugh. �That little minx! If your father could only see this��
Amy couldn�t help the gurgle of laughter that escaped her own lips as she followed Jonathan�s gesture toward the line of familiar portraits from Anglish history. Now, a portrait of the late Mr. Harwood�a perfect copy of the one that hung in Miranda�s study�rose above all the rest, beaming confidently down at the company in the ballroom he�d created. Cassandra herself was painted just beneath him: his magical heir, in every way.
How long had the girl worked before tonight to develop such detailed amendments to this spell? Amy couldn�t even hazard a guess. But one conclusion was inescapable.
�You see, Miranda?� she said, squeezing her mentor�s hand. �She has learned something from you after all. She knows exactly how to make a political statement!�
�Pahh.� With a sniff, Miranda dashed the final tears from her face. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin.
All around them, the most powerful mages of the realm were racing around the rebuilt ballroom like rowdy, untrained children, calling back and forth to each other in shock, admiration, or dismay as they made note of every detail. Cassandra stood in apparent ease at the center of the chaos, her shoulders and expression perfectly relaxed, but Amy knew her well enough by now to recognize the rebellious glint in her eyes. She was more than ready to take them all on in verbal battle�and if the mages were given enough time to overcome their initial shock, that battle would be both forthcoming and disastrous.
�Time for a distraction,� she murmured. �Quickly, too.�
With a brisk nod, Miranda stepped forward, clapping her hands for silence. �Gentlemen! Would you all be so good as to assist me in bringing back the rest of our guests? I believe we�re now ready for your own magical demonstrations of the evening, as my daughter�s performance has come to such a satisfactory conclusion.�
Aha. Amy grinned inwardly as she watched the gathered and outraged attention of the room swing directly to her mentor, who was more than capable of dealing with it.
Cassandra might not realize it, but she always had her mother on her side�and like Amy, Miranda Harwood would do whatever it took to protect her family.
There was no need to interfere in Miranda�s entertainment now. So Amy stayed discreetly in place near the rounded wall, enjoying the impressive spectacle of her mentor putting the gathered ballroom in its place and setting every mage in the room, like it or not, into order. As all the fear, exhilaration and relief of the evening finally streamed out of Amy�s body, just one tingling point of physical awareness remained.
Jonathan Harwood hadn�t moved, either�and his hand still rested against her lower back.
Standing as they did, facing the rest of the party, no one else could see that single point of contact. His strong fingers hadn�t curled against the silk of her dress; she knew they would fall away the very moment she stepped forward.
With every breath, she felt the warmth from his hand spread a little further along her skin, like a sparkling, illicit secret between them. He seemed to be watching the political show with all of his attention; but it only took the slightest sidelong glance to see that his broad chest was rising and falling with his quick, shallow breaths. Amy didn�t even bother to bite back her smile of satisfaction at that sight.
Everyone who�d ever read the newspapers knew that Jonathan Harwood was a problem. But after ten months of being twisted round and round by that problem, she finally knew how to solve it.
Amy loved it when she could see exactly the right path for her future stretching before her, only waiting for her to make it all happen.
�Shall we make the announcement tonight?� she asked. �I think it�s probably the best timing for everyone, all things considered. That way, we can let all of the shocks collide at once.�
�Announce�you mean, Cassandra?� He blinked, his hand falling away from her back. �I rather thought she�d already announced herself.�
�Well, of course, that�s all taken care of,� Amy said briskly. �Your mother and I have a plan to deal with that.�
�Of course you do.� His lips curved appreciatively. �You always do.�
�And I like to keep to my plans, too,� Amy told him. �You know exactly which announcement I was planning to make tonight.�
�What?� He shook his head, his eyes widening with horror. �But�but you said��
�Oh, really, Jonathan.� Amy tucked her hand into his arm with an affectionate pat. �Your editors wouldn�t believe it if they heard you stammering like this. I�m meant to be announcing my betrothal tonight, don�t you recall?�
�Oh, I recall that point perfectly well.� Jonathan�s tone was grim. �But since you�ve sent Llewellyn packing at last��
�I�ll just have to announce the man I�d really like to wed, instead.� She gave him a darting, mischievous grin. �Don�t you think that�s the only sensible conclusion?�
He stared at her for one speechless moment, his fair skin flushing. Then he shook himself hard and took a step backward, pulling his strong arm free from her grip.
�No.� His voice sounded as raw as if it had been scraped over stone. �You can�t do this, Amy. I won�t let you!�
�Oh, really?� She raised her eyebrows, stalking toward him with predatory delight. �And how do you plan to stop me, exactly?�
�Amy!� He raked an impatient hand through his thick hair, creating irrepressible brown tufts that stood upright with outrage as he backed toward the wall. �You were born to be a politician. Just look at what you�ve accomplished tonight! You can�t throw that all aside. Not for me.�
�And I won�t,� she told him with satisfaction.
Only a cruel woman could have enjoyed the unmistakable flash of dismay that passed through his blue eyes at those last words. Did he really think that she�d change her mind about him now? Amy had learned as a child to be intensely conscious of what any observer might think of her�but now, regardless of everyone else in the room, she reached up for a quick, reassuring touch against his faintly stubbled cheek.
�I�m not throwing away anything,� she told him patiently. �I�ve only decided to keep you at my side for all of it.�
He swallowed convulsively, leaning into her touch. �You can�t marry someone else and expect me��
�Jonathan!� At that, she gave up and rolled her eyes, letting her hand fall to her side. �Are you truly that blinded by the rules? After showing me yourself how to break them?�
He shook his head slowly, his stunned gaze fixed on hers. �Every member of the Boudiccate has to be married to a mage. Everyone knows that�s the rule.�
�Yes, and everyone knew that only men could be mages,� she said, �until tonight. The rules are changing now, aren�t they?� The smile that spread across her face seemed to rise from her very soul, fully liberated at last and ready to spread its wings. �You�re the one who started it, all those years ago. You rebel!�
�I�m not the one turning the world inside out tonight.� The step he took toward her was only an inch, but she felt it like the promise of victory. �But Amy,� he murmured, his breath kissing her forehead, �we can�t know that it�ll work. Even if we do convince the Great Library to take on Cassandra as a student, the Boudiccate is another matter entirely. You could lose everything because of me!�
�But I won�t,� she told him firmly. �No matter whether they agree to admit me or not�and you know exactly how hard I�ll work to persuade them!�I can�t possibly lose everything, no matter what they decide. Not if I�ve gained you.�
He was the one man in the world whose presence made her feel stronger than she ever had before, ready to take on the world unrestrained by old fears. Who could ever be a better partner for a woman with ambition?
It was time to create her own vision of the future.
�Jonathan Harwood,� she said clearly, �will you marry me, share my life, and be my husband forever?�
Her words rang out into a sudden, unexpected silence, just as the mages and Miranda finished their conversation. Every head in the room swung around to stare at them.
Lord Llewellyn�s mouth dropped open into a disbelieving �O.� Mr. Westgate�s eyebrows rose in speculation. Cassandra, still standing alone in the center of the ballroom, broke into a delighted, triumphant grin.
I knew it! she mouthed across the room.
Surrounded by mages, Miranda Harwood blinked in visible shock� then pressed one hand against her lips as her eyes suddenly sparkled with her second tears of the evening. The unhidden joy in her gaze, as she looked across the room at the two of them, was enough to make Amy feel as giddy as if she could rise like a fey-light and float through the air.
�Amy Standish,� said Jonathan ruefully before the gathered assembly, �you certainly know how to make a proposal to remember.�
�Well, then?� She cocked her head, smiling up at him with delight. �What is your answer, for everyone here to witness? Because I know you are perfectly capable of saying no to whatever you�re asked in front of all the world.�
He shook his head slowly, his eyes fixed on hers. �Never to you,� he told her. �And I promise you, Amy, I never will.�
�Ohhh!� Amy had spent all her life learning poise and self-control. But she wasn�t entirely inhuman.
After ten months of holding herself back from kissing Jonathan Harwood, she couldn�t resist flinging herself into his arms any longer, in full view of their joint family and the most powerful mages of their nation.
Luckily, he welcomed the act with unmistakable enthusiasm� and it turned out that he was very good at one particular kind of magic after all.
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THE RIVER ALWAYS WINS
LAURA ANNE GILMAN


The River Always Wins

SeaBe�s had been the biggest splash in the club scene, once. You went to hear music you couldn�t get anywhere else, throbbing drums and wailing strings, musicians and dancers black-eyed and white-faced, mocking themselves up like the fish that floated belly-up past the domed ceiling, the angry sounds of a dying river, a fucked-up city.
You thrashed your rage on the floor, cold cement and crushed dreams, and left your scrawl on walls thick with algae and crud, because light never reached there, down ten steps from the last lowest level on the A line, under the city, under the river. Under everything.
It had been ours, and then we grew up and moved on, and it became someone else�s, because there was always enough for someone to be angry about, enough to mock, enough to mourn. For sixty years, it had been there, tucked under the tidal flow of the river, a cement and steel testament to sheer stubbornness.
Tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that, it wouldn�t be. They were closing it down, tearing it out. The river had finally won.
Word had gone out, the way word always went out about a gig at SeaBe�s: mouth to ear. No advertising, no marketing. You had to know, or know someone who knew. And for this, n00bs weren�t invited. If you hadn�t been here, you couldn�t come back.
I had no idea why I was there. I hadn�t planned on coming back. That part of my life was done, over, moved on.
Tili had bent my ear for a week about �one last hurrah� before I gave in.
Digging through my closet for something to wear had been a hike down WTF Lane. �No wonder I was angry all the time, wearing that,� I said, poking at a battered leather jacket even the most desperate thrift store wouldn�t take now. But the boots at least still fit, still felt comfortable.
Punk was for kids, or the relentlessly, unapologetically immature, like Tili. But for one last night, I could pretend.
_____
There were kelpies crowding the entrance when we got there, stomping like they owned it, manes and tails teased out and dyed a dull green glow like they�d been bathing in phosphorescence before coming down.
�I hate this shit.� My gills itched, and I rubbed at them. �Fucking kelpies and their fucking death fetishes. Why the hell did we even come?�
�Pay respects,� Tili said, rocking the kilt and leather like she�d never gotten out of it. �Gotta pay respects to the old lady before she goes down.�
There wasn�t a cover; no point, when everything went to hell in the morning. There were bills stuffed in a coffee jar at the door, anyway. It would go somewhere, to someone. Maybe just to buy the owners one last toot before closing, or coffee for the wake-up realization.
�Fuck respect.� The words felt good, the heavy fricatives in my mouth. �Listen to the shit they�re playing. Buncha shit.�
�We said the same about your shit.� An agni-kumara, ghosting past, heads both turned to stare at us, mouth apple-black, eyes gold-lidded like a funeral mask. �And the ones before us said the same about our shit. Only common thread was everyone upstairs thought we were all shit.�
Tili sneered. �Fuck you.� The language of the club, carrying the feel of ritual, call and response. Someone dissed you, you fought back. But the words lacked the bitterness we used to carry, and the other fatae just smiled and moved on.
Punk grannies, we�d called the older ones back then, half-sneering, half in awe that anyone could survive that long. We were punk grannies now too, Tili and me, and maybe that was what had my gills in a knot. Because if we�d never come back, we�d still be young, still have everything ahead of us and all the ire to burn.
I couldn�t remember the last time I got that angry�got that anything�about something. It was like it had all gotten burned out of me, left smashed into the dance floor, echoing against the amps.
�Come on,� Tili said. �Let�s do this up right.�
I sighed, forcing my hand away from my neck. The scene was making me jittery, too liable to let the venom tucked under my nails leak, and while it couldn�t kill me, you did not want that shit anywhere near sinus tissue. Which reminded me��Promise me we won�t wake up in the gutter, covered with piskie-glitter and seaweed this time.�
�No promises,� Tili half-sang, grabbing my arm. �And anyway, that time was your fault. And you�re a respectable adult now, right?�
�Right.� I was. Maybe that was what was wrong, why all this felt wrong.
There was a clump of imps and piskies by the bar, sporting the pink-and-red colors of Spoiled Butter. I�d had a halfway-serious flirtation with imp punk, backwhen, and wondered if there was anyone there I might recognize, and if there were, if I wanted to see them.
I really didn�t.
The music shifted, got louder and faster, and someone over near the bathrooms threw a punch, a wave of cheerful violence slipping outward, curses hurled with fists and chairs before the ripples faded back into determined, frenzied dance.
�Some shit never changes.� But Tili was grinning now, upper canines glinting in anticipation. It had weirded me out at first, hanging with an Erinyes, but she�d been a pretty good clubbing companion, and we�d stayed friends even after all these years.
�Down, girl,� I said, watching her eye the dance floor. �I need a drink first, at least.� At the end of the bar away from the imps, I decided. The only thing I could imagine worse than Tili taking offense at something one of them said would be her deciding to adopt them, and I�d never had a clue which she might do until it was too late.
_____
�Two shots of Jack,� I said when we finally made our way up to the scarred wood, then did a double take. �Marco?�
The bartender did his own double take, then reached across the bar to pull me into a one-armed hug, while his other arms continued pouring drinks. �Girl, I wondered if you�d show. Long time never see. Where the hell have you been?�
�Life. You know.� I didn�t want to tell him I hadn�t thought of this place in years. You don�t get too old to be punk, fuck that, but you do get too busy. I�d gotten too busy, that was all. Being a respectable adult. �Do you remember Tili?�
Tili lifted a hand to wave, and Marco slid her the first shot in return, then handed me mine, taking one for himself as well.
�To all the ass we�ve kicked before,� I said, and then downed the shot, wincing a little as it went down. �That shit still sucks.�
�You�re getting old,� Tili said, sucking hers back like it was Budswill.
�Fuck you.� Fatae lifespans tracked all over the place, and the fact that mine was shorter than hers had been a sore spot for twenty years now.
�Infants, infants,� Marco said, already pouring other orders. �Go, dance. Fuck some shit up. The undertakers will be coming soon enough.�
_____
I�d gotten separated from Tili during a particularly energetic set by the second band; she was across the club, an arm around someone tall and hairy, dancing a little in place as they talked. I could have pushed my way through to join them, but the vibe where I was didn�t suck, and I didn�t feel like making small talk at the top of my lungs with strangers. But then Tili turned and caught my eye, tilting her head to say �get your ass over here.�
I shook my head, miming a need to go splash water on my face. She rolled her eyes, but went back to her conversation.
Having committed to the bathroom lie, I started pushing my way to the back, skirting the dancers and their flailing limbs, keeping my drink raised at shoulder-level to keep it from getting jostled. My heart was beating too fast, my gills still fluttering, and I couldn�t just blame it on dancing. Maybe a few minutes alone was a good idea.
The bathroom was the first place I noticed any significant changes; they�d replaced the doors on the four stalls with ones that actually locked, and the lights didn�t make you look quite so month-dead any more. Other than that, it was still the same squalid shithole it had been a decade ago, and I suddenly regretted bringing my drink in here, because there wasn�t anywhere clean enough to put it down.
A human by the counter slapped her palm down on the counter next to her, getting my attention, and indicated a short row of drinks lined up under the ledge, clearly waiting for their owners. I nodded and slid mine in at the end. That was a rule of trust you didn�t abuse in the women�s bathroom. I might not end up with the beer I�d walked in with, but I�d be reasonably certain there was still nothing in it but alcohol.
I didn�t actually need to use the shitter, and for a moment I couldn�t remember why I was there, then my gills fluttered again, bringing back that queasy feeling, like I�d already had too much to drink. There were no mirrors over the sinks, just cracked concrete, decades of condensation leaving green and brown stains under the graffiti. Someone had used a florescent pink marker to scrawl, �you�re gorgeous when you bring down the patriarchy� in a heart shape over a stain that looked like an upraised middle finger. I raised my own finger in salute, then turned the taps, listening to the squeak and chunk of ancient pipes working.
The human at the sink pulled out a hand mirror and started reapplying eyeliner. Someone in one of the stalls flushed, then cursed softly.
Splashing cool water over my gills made my entire system chill down, and even the drops slipping under my torn collar didn�t bother me. I was sticky and gross and we had to be at work tomorrow morning, and I didn�t want to go home.
�You okay?� The human had lowered her eyeliner and was staring at me. �You look kinda�� and she made a vague gesture with her free hand.
There was a thudding noise, ripping away anything I was going to say, and a pair of faun crashed through the door, then suddenly stopped, realizing they�d hit the wrong head.
�Whoops, sorry,� one of them said, while the other staggered forward into an empty stall, slamming the door shut behind him half a second before we heard the sound of him peeing.
�Jesus effing Christ,� the human said. �Dudes, what?�
�Whoops,� the second one said again, but didn�t back out. �Anyone got any gum?�
�Sweet baby Bosch,� I muttered. �I liked it better when they just pissed against the wall outside.�
�Ugh, don�t remind me,� the faun said with a shudder, oblivious to our disapproval. �You ever piss outside in the winter?�
All right, he had a point. But he was also a faun, which meant in about three seconds he was going to try to hit on me, or the human, or both of us, and I wasn�t in the mood, and she looked like she wanted him to make a move just so she could knee him.
My gills fluttered again, and I felt cold sweat prickle on my skin.
I washed my hands one last time, just because I could, then wiped them dry on my jeans, snagged my beer, and tried to sidle past the faun who was still blocking half the doorway. He shifted, off-balance enough that it was clear he�d been drinking more than beer, and his hooves slipped on the tile, sending him sideways. His empty hand flailed, and caught at my shirt, fingers closing on the fabric and tugging, hard.
Hey hey hey
Nobody was talking.
Hey where ya going?
A memory. A memory of something I couldn�t remember. Wouldn�t remember. No.
Summer-sweat and fingers gripping the front of my t-shirt, tugging me forward. Hey, sweetcheeks, c�mon, what�s wrong?
And I could feel someone touching my gills, cold fingertips pressing in, and I couldn�t breathe couldn�t breathe.
�Hey,� someone outside the world shouted. �Hey, what�s wrong with her!�
_____
The floor up close was prettier than it had any right to be, the rough concrete glittering with bits of mother-of-pearl or something mixed in, and the irony of that, of clodhopper feet and thick-soled boots stomping over something so delicate, made a sob catch itself in my chest, and it hurt like a motherfucker, like the burn of venom in my mouth, and I realized I�d dug my nails into my bare arms hard enough to scratch.
I stared at the crooked red marks in my skin. Fuck. But just nails, not�
Oh my god oh my god someone please
I was screaming. But not now. Some otherme, otherwhen. When? I needed to remember, and couldn�t.
Someone dropped a heavy hand on my shoulder, hauled me up like they�d assumed I�d just gotten knocked over, and shoved me back into the crowd with a cheery grin, like I was new meat still learning how to mosh.
I didn�t want to oh my god someone please
My gills fluttered, too obvious, too frantic, as though I were gasping for water, and I could feel the needle-sharps under my nails press forward. Panic, adrenaline, flight or fight. I had to get out of there, had to get out of the crowd, had to-
Had to get out of here before I hurt someone.
My breath hitched and I heard myself starting to keen. Too late, too late�.
The body closest to me turned, weaving, their eyes already hazy, searching for me before they dropped to their knees, arms coming up not to cover their ears but to reach for me, grabbing, trying to-
I tried to shove my hands into my mouth, gagging the noise, but it wasn�t coming from my throat, my entire chest vibrating in distress, the only defense my people had, and people were going to die if I didn�t get out -
�Hey, hey kid, come on, I got ya come on.� Strange, hard hands on my back, and I flinched, then the sense of someone shoving us through the crowd, and the flutter of anxious wings near my cheek, smelling of leather and beer, asking �Is she ok she doesn�t look ok.�
Imp, I thought, able to focus on that, the voice was an imp, but there was only a moment of rational thought, only a shred, and then the familiar smell of my own venom made me want to puke, but I choked instead, the bile rising with nowhere to go, and I couldn�t breathe, couldn�t�.
Please don�t please
�Breathe, girl,� the hard hands ordered, but I couldn�t, my gills were covered, I couldn�t�
�Hey. Hey.� Tili, her smell familiar, grounding�but I recoiled when she tried to touch me, too, throwing myself backward like I was trying to escape, the keen still vibrating in my chest.
�Hey.� The hard-handed voice, trying to protect me, and then Tili speaking over him.
�It�s okay, I�m a friend I know what�s happening hey come on, you idiot, look at me, look at me, can you look at me, okay?�
It took everything I had to lift my head, meeting her stare. Erinyes. Immune to a siren�s song. The reason we�d become friends.
Look at me, come on, no just look at me, damn it, don�t look down look at me
The memory came out like a gasp, like a body blow directly into my chest. �I killed him.�
There was supposed to be a shocked silence, the entire club was supposed to come to a halt and everyone stare at me.
�He grabbed me, and I killed him.�
Tili had been there. Tili knew.
Loud music, and I was in a shit mood, the world pissing me off, my parents pissing me off, me pissing me off, it didn�t matter, I was pissed and too young to be able to do anything about it and throwing myself into the waves of music as hard as I could seemed the only way to deal with it.
�What�s she talking about? Is she tripping?� Imp-wings too close to my ear, voice too high, cutting through the music like ripping cellophane.
He put hands on me and it wasn�t anything anyone hadn�t done before, just jostling and shoving the way you did, when arms and bodies got shoved together in the pit and any other day I would have just moved back, snarl-laughing, but something about him smelled like what had been pissing me off and then he threw his arm around my neck, and I�
Something stabbed me, right in the middle of my palm, and I screamed in outrage, my entire world narrowing to the ice-cold burning down to the bone, Tili�s face coming into too-clear focus, eyes wide and teeth bared, her talon jabbed into the flesh of my palm. �Are you with me now?�
_____
The imp and its companion were happy to leave us alone, after that.
There was a cement block at the top of the stairs, some leftover slab from a half-finished subway station cannibalized god knew how many decades ago, pitted where someone had dug the mosaic tiles out, the holes now filled with generations of cigarette ashes and paper butts. It smelled like tar and piss and desperation, the layers of pastrami and pickles from the deli across the street not quite enough to cover it. The first straggle of commuters walked past us, averting their eyes. Too old to be club kids, too well-dressed to be homeless, they knew something was off about us, but not how much.
Everything ached.
I used to amuse myself by imagining the domed ceiling over the dance floor giving way, of water cascading down through the club, giving it a scrubbing, washing everyone out the emergency exit. Morbid, maybe, but funny as fuck. Maybe it would have felt like this.
�I�d forgotten.�
Tili exhaled, her talons flicking back and forth, snick-snick, snick-snick, making the hastily-bandaged jab in my hand burn with the memory of what that had felt like. �You made yourself forget.�
Tili had been there. Tili had remembered. And never told me. Never said anything to me. Nobody had.
�He just� and nobody asked questions?�
�They thought he was drunk.�
My friend. A better friend than I�d ever known.
�I got you out of there before he hit the floor.�
She pulled a kerchief from her bag, poured half a bottle of water over it, draped it over my neck so the water dripped past my gills. I�d taught her that, for hangovers. And panic attacks. �Who was he?�
�Nobody. Some idiot who didn�t know any better. It�s not like you ever hid what you were.�
Brutal, practical, and lacking any sympathy. Erinyes. She had never hid what she was, either. But people fear Erinyes. They desire sirens�until they realize what we are.
�And we never came back.� I never came back.
I�d told myself I was too busy, I wasn�t in the mood, I didn�t like the music they were playing that night. Told myself I didn�t need to fuck things up any more. Until enough time had gone by that all of that was true. And Tili let me. I didn�t know if I should hug her or punch her.
�I thought you just didn�t want to talk about it. I didn�t realize you didn�t remember until weeks later. And then I thought� ok, maybe that�s ok. Maybe that�s for the best.�
Better to forget. What had they told his family? Had he had any? Friends who�d gone clubbing with him, who�d been supposed to watch his back?
I didn�t want to know. I probably wouldn�t ever know. �So why did you drag me here tonight?�
�Because I was wrong.� Tili flexed her fingers, and the glitter on her nails caught the light like mother-of-pearl. �It never went away. You forgot, but it never went away. I could see it, under your skin.�
I had no idea if she was being metaphorical or not.
�It was like� something went out of you, after that.�
I shrugged, pressing against the bandage to see if it hurt. It did. �I stopped being so angry.�
�You stopped being alive,� she corrected me. �You acted like� like nothing mattered, when everything had mattered to you, before. I mean, yeah, we all gotta grow up some time, but growing up�s about picking your battles, not giving up on all of them.�
I hadn�t given up. I just didn�t see the point any more.
�I thought� I thought it was too late, then. To do anything. But when the club announced it was closing, I thought, �Get her back here, see what happens. If nothing, hey, we had one last hurrah.� No harm no foul, right?�
I wanted to be angry with her, knew I should be angry with her, but mostly I was just so tired.
�Did you plan on me having a full-on meltdown in the middle of the club?�
�Please.� She stretched, her muscles uncoiling now that there was nothing left to fight, and I took a sideways glance to appreciate it. �Like you would be the first to have that happen. You might not even be the last, there�s still a couple of hours to go.�
Shit happened at SeaBe�s, under the watery lights and the crashing sound. People hit the floor, and sometimes, they didn�t get up again.
I shuddered, but at the thought of what had happened tonight, or what had happened� back then, or maybe it was just the reminder that SeaBe�s would be gone soon, driven under into rubble, the tidal flow washing over the remains like it�d never been there�
Maybe they�d put a memorial plaque in the mud, a plinth breaking the tidal flow of the river, but silt and algae would cover it, and eventually not even the kelpies would go to visit. And what I�d done would have been buried with it.
�I don�t want to be angry.� I kind of liked my life, not raging at everything that went wrong, every wrong ever done. Not remembering what I�d done.
�Yeah, well, you should be. Life is shit, and people are shit, and the good stuff gets run over and plowed under, and then we�re stuck with overpriced clubs hiring shit bands where there�s no room to dance. And a fucking dress code. And people who think it�s okay to put their hands on you just because you�re a sexy beast.�
I laughed, despite everything. �God, you�re a whiner.�
�Fuck you.�
I pulled the cloth off my neck, and tilted slightly, until my head rested against her bony shoulder, the leather sweat-damp and smelling of beer. �I hate you so much right now.�
Her body shifted, her head resting against mine. We probably looked like two drunk street kids, a couple decades past our expiration date. �I�m okay with that.�
The neon sign of the deli across the street flickered randomly, reflecting in the glass. Last hurrah was almost over. They�d pull her down, let the river flow through her bones, wash it all away.
�River always wins,� I said, my voice sleepy-stoned sounding.
�What?�
�Nothing.� I patted her arm. I�d deal with everything� later. For now, for tonight, I was just going to remember.
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THE AMETHYST DECEIVER
SHVETA THAKRAR


The Amethyst Deceiver

The Amethyst Deceiver lifts her cigarette holder up to her lips, angling it to make sure everyone in the underwater ballroom sees the play of light over the silver filigree. She doesn�t actually bother with cigarettes, finding smoking to be a repulsive habit that stains one�s teeth a hideous yellow and leaves one reeking of a chimney�s guts, but appearances matter. So does glamour. Faeries know what they�re about when they show humans what they wish to see�which, of course, has little, if anything, to do with the truth.
Rukmini is as human, as flesh and blood, as this gathering of the self-proclaimed Who�s Who of London glitterati, but to their eyes, she might as well be one of the mythical beings they pursue in vain. They think her half Indian and half Anglo heritage so exotic, so charming. She hates that as much as she hates their thoughtless condescension, but it�s also the thing that allows her to infiltrate their ranks so easily. It�s as if they�ve handed her the password to an American speakeasy; all Rukmini need do is don the elbow-length black satin gloves and form-fitting matching dress that mark a lady of high society. Around her neck goes the requisite two-stranded pearl choker, and twin diamond studs gleam from her earlobes. Fire-engine-red lipstick paints her mouth in a playful, knowing pout.
All in all, a perfect costume�she�s one of them but for her brown skin that makes her �darling� and �quaint� and even �a foreign treat,� something no more human and no more worthy of respect than the elusive harpies and nagas and firebirds they�ve never found, yet classify and expound upon at length in their journal articles. Certainly no threat.
Inside the dress, however, pinned to the wrong side of the collar, is a purple enamel mushroom. It�s a touchstone, a reminder of the job she�s here to do.
Rukmini takes another drag off her cigarette holder, which is filled with rose petal syrup and pungent curdled spidersilk, and glances wistfully around the ballroom. It�s a beauty, all right, built beneath a manmade lake on the outskirts of London and bankrolled by shipping mogul Peter Middleton and his heiress wife Angelica. No expense has been spared. The entire dome is panel upon panel of glass, with ornate metalwork designs of seaweed and starfish and jellyfish separating them. Seashell mosaic pieces dangle from the ceiling like lanterns, and fish swim overhead outside the dome, casting undulating shadows on the floor.
It�s odd for a formal gala to take place in the afternoon, but the Middletons want to capitalize on the gemstone light of the sun filtering through the water to create their own fairytale cove. There isn�t a lot of magic left in the world. Most of it was weakened, its soft edges gone the crispness of burned bread, when Industry came around, but these men and women, these same captains of Industry, are determined to ferret out what little is left, and of course they need the perfect setting to show off their first catch.
Rukmini suppresses a curse.
The caterers have laid out a spread of incredible hors d�oeuvres, of the sort most people will never see in their lives. There are edible sapphires and emeralds from a French chocolatier, which sit before a stone fountain overflowing with frangipani-scented waters. There are tables of flaky pastries both savory and sweet and waiters with platters of tiny cakes and endless carafes of garnet-red wine and sparkling champagne.
Only the main attraction is missing�Supriya, but they�ll bring her out soon, too.
Rukmini�s mouth tightens as she thinks of the Amanita�s need for the forest, the soil, the natural balance she taught Rukmini to fight so hard for, and she has to remind herself to relax. Right now, guests are milling around, ignoring the tinkling piano music in favor of chattering excitedly about the big reveal, but soon they�ll expect her to entertain them. To be a pretty voice in the background, crooning soothing yet sexy things while they hobnob and make their deals and secure their conquests for the night.
She doesn�t much care what other people do in their bedrooms, but the rampant hypocrisy just gets under her skin. On the one hand, sneaking around and breaking up families. On the other, preaching family values and the sanctity of marriage to their constituents and congregations and judging Rukmini�s own father for his �scandalous union��how dare a well-to-do white man of good breeding wed one of those Indians from the colonies? If he�d wanted some spice, he could have taken her to mistress. But wife?
Rukmini wonders sometimes: Would her brother Pravan have turned out differently if people had refrained from judging others? Would he still be by her side?
But people don�t seem inclined to do that now or ever, any more than this gathering seems inclined to let Supriya go.
Things are meant to be in balance, the way a mushroom colony feeds off a tree in exchange for offering the tree the nutrients it can�t get itself. A cycle that sustains both parties.
Industry, though, is like a fungus that has forgotten balance in its bottomless hunger. No matter how much it takes, it has to have more. It poisoned the forests of the yakshas and the faeries and the waters of the nagas and the nixies and chased them all away�at least the ones who didn�t take ill and die. That was the first lesson Supriya, the Amanita, the Fly Agaric, taught all ten of the children she�d taken under her gilled cap twelve years ago.
Now Rukmini touches her mushroom pin and whispers, �Target located?� The pin is a symbol, yes, but it�s also a tiny closed-circuit radio.
�Yes,� replies a chorus of two. �Right where she should be.�
Her lips curve up in a smile.
After all, how often do a girl and her fellow Mycologians get the chance to steal their favorite mentor back from under the noses of a bunch of millionaires?
_____
The Bleeding Tooth and the Indigo Milkcap are on standby, tidily dressed in waiter�s black and white. They�ve verified Supriya�s location in the green room behind the stage and reported to Rukmini that she is shackled and sickly. The plan is to sneak her out after Rukmini�s second set, when everyone is busy eating. Rukmini seethes, imagining poor Supriya locked up and drying out for lack of earth, but she is careful not to let it show, or to meet the other Mycologians� gazes as they putter about the ballroom, straightening silverware and puffing up napkin swans.
A familiar face grabs her attention. She frowns, making sure it�s really him. Even though she�s known all this time�if nothing else, this gala is to honor his �discovery��she couldn�t bring herself to dash the last ember of hope burning deep in her heart.
But of course it�s him. He�s the one who sold Supriya out to these people. It�s a move their father would have made, and pale and blond Pravan�sorry, Peter�had been the one to follow in dear old Father�s footsteps. The memory of their fights, of his resignation, stirs an old sadness in her. Peter might not have donned Industry�s mantle willingly, but he wears it now, and that�s that.
She shoves the feeling away. He gave up his chance for her sympathy when he turned his back on Supriya and the Mycologians. When he turned his back on his heritage. When he turned his back on her.
The event coordinator nudges Rukmini. �It�s time,� she says, leading Rukmini up to the stage, where a man in a suit already sits at the piano. He nods hello. They go over the set list, and Rukmini mentally checks off the songs. Everything as arranged.
Showtime.
She steps in front of the microphone and inspects the audience. The overhead lights have dimmed, and the tastefully arranged white candles on the tastefully decorated white tables flicker, their flames catching the crystals of the chandelier in the center of the ceiling.
Rukmini breathes deep, filling her lungs. Be calm. She isn�t a singer, just playing the role of one. What Supriya has given her is far more subtle�deception, a kind of temporary glamour that lets her pass as she needs to. A month ago, she played the talent agent who booked this gig. This afternoon, it means Rukmini�s pipes rival Marlene Dietrich�s.
Now it�s time to try them out.
Peter doesn�t look alarmed, which means the glamour is working. Good. She hopes it hides the pain in her face, too. The fury.
Rukmini inhales again, all the way from her diaphragm, and hesitantly releases the first few notes of the jazz ditty. But the glamour holds, and those notes ring out with power, in a voice low and smoky, even sensuous. Rukmini�s true voice has never sounded like this, not even close. With a wink at her listeners, she belts out the rest of the tune, giving a little shimmy of her hips and shaking her arms for good measure.
The audience titters with delight, and for a second, Rukmini forgets why she�s actually there.
Then she sees Peter glaring up at her, the only person not smiling or laughing or tipping back a glass of some pretty liquor or another. It�s as if someone threw those cold drinks at her. Can he somehow see through the illusion? Or is he thinking about something else?
She won�t panic. He can�t, he doesn�t know. Instead, she grimly sings while the guests mingle, until Peter, ever the suave, put-together shipping mogul, comes up to play emcee. They haven�t been this close in years.
He thanks her disinterestedly, takes the mic, and launches into a speech thanking everyone for coming.
Her heart beating hard, Rukmini sashays down into the crowd. She isn�t supposed to start singing again until after the speech. A few people smile at her, a couple with the kind of leering attention that just begs for a good right hook to the cheek. But she only nods back and hurries on. It isn�t worth breaking cover for, as satisfying as that would feel.
�After a brief break, we�ll enjoy the delicious banquet Angelica organized for all of you. She personally selected and sampled every item on the menu,� Peter booms, gesturing to his starlet-delicate, sequin-clad wife, who has joined him onstage. �And of course, we have our exhibit to reveal still! The best treat of all.�
We�ll see about that, Rukmini thinks, her eyes narrowing.
�I need to powder my nose,� she tells the harried event coordinator and her perfectly coiffed personal assistant, who are running around with a clipboard, making sure everything is still on track.
The PA nods distractedly. �Make it snappy. You�re back on in five.�
Rukmini heads toward the rear set of restrooms, which, not coincidentally, isn�t far from the green room. She pauses outside and murmurs into her mushroom pin. �Everything still a go?�
But whatever reply the others made is lost in the burst of Peter�s laughter into the microphone. It sounds real in a way his speech didn�t, and it rips the calluses off her heart.
There, in the middle of the underwater ballroom, she remembers another day when his laugh rang out like that.
Rukmini, age twelve, and Pravan, age fifteen, retreated into the forest near their house yet again that�summer. It was the only safe place with their parents� constant fighting. Father loved Mother, a light-skinned Indian woman, but his associates and friends had made it clear the marriage was a misstep.
Father himself seemed to have reached a point where he no longer disagreed. �At least Peter looks like me. He has a shot in life.�
�Pravan,� Mother repeated, her accent lilting. �His name is Pravan!�
��Only if you want to keep him down, like the poor girl.� Father ran his hand through his thatch of yellow hair. �There�s no hiding her looks.�
Her gut churning, Rukmini sprinted out of the house, and Pravan followed. �Don�t listen to him.� He overtook Rukmini and hugged her. �He�s just scared.�
But Rukmini knew that wasn�t true.
They�d gathered dandelion clocks and were blowing the fluff into the wind when Rukmini noticed a circle of toadstools just outside a clearing they�d never ventured into. �Look, a faerie ring!�
�There�s no such thing as faeries,� Pravan scoffed, laughing. �Don�t you know anything?� Still, he led the charge into the clearing, where a white-skinned woman with gills on her temples and long, white-spotted scarlet hair welcomed them with a smile.
The harried personal assistant has appeared before Rukmini and is tugging at her arm, cutting off the memory. Well, good. Rukmini doesn�t want to think about the past. Peter made his choice.
She channels the tears burning a hole in her throat into her second set, crooning sultry lyrics and winking at the audience now seated at the tables as the waitstaff serves the first course. But the set can�t finish fast enough.
At last, it�s over, and she can let herself think again. She acknowledges the smattering of applause with another wink, then strolls backstage.
The other Mycologians meet her there. The Indigo Milkcap, a black woman named Olivia with a quick smile and a quicker wit, grins broadly. �A fine job singing,� she notes in her French accent. �I could scarcely believe it was the same girl I know can�t carry a tune in a bucket to save her life!�
The Bleeding Tooth, a redhead by the name of Matthew, is less amused. �I saw your brother, but made sure he didn�t see me,� he mutters, shaking his head. �Still hard to believe.�
�Well, we�d best be on our way before he sends others after us,� Olivia announces, glancing at her slender gold wristwatch. �We�ve now got fourteen minutes and thirty seconds to get her out.�
Rukmini fingers her pin again. Olivia also has one, hers featuring a dark blue mushroom, while Matthew�s is a more gruesome pink-and-cream mushroom dotted with scarlet drops like blood.
She asks herself, as she has so many times since his defection, if Peter ever misses his pin, a delicate enamel reproduction of the orange Chicken of the Woods fungus. He�d flung it at Supriya when he quit.
�You�re on the losing side, don�t you get it? You can�t stop progress!�
Nah. He�s likely tossed that memory into the rubbish bin, along with his morality.
�Matthew, stats?� she asks, focusing on the present moment.
�I scoped out the perimeters,� Matthew rumbles, �and there�s security posted everywhere. But we�d expected that.� He flashes a grin to rival Olivia�s. As Bleeding Tooth, he can induce gigantic blood blisters in others that explode at his bidding. That ability is hardly Rukmini�s favorite, but it�ll come in handy here if anyone tries to stop them.
Olivia tries the door with a gloved hand. �Locked.� She removes the glove, and her fingers ooze a blue milklike sap that sinks into the doorknob. After a few seconds, she turns it. �Unlocked. Come on.�
_____
The room is empty.
Rukmini exchanges mystified stares with the others. They�ve done their homework, their due diligence. They have their informants on the inside. They know exactly where Supriya will be held until the reveal�in this room. There�s even a marble tub of dirt for her to dip her feet into. And yet she isn�t here.
�Damn it!� Rukmini and Olivia swear. Matthew groans.
�Time for plan B.� Rukmini speeds back toward the ballroom, stiletto heels clacking on the floor as she runs. These have to be the most uncomfortable shoes ever made, but she can�t kick them off, not yet.
There is no plan B. They shouldn�t have needed one, not when their plan A always works.
She slows just before entering the ballroom, composing her face and smoothing her hair. The other two fall back into the role of waitstaff while she heads to the stage.
Someone grabs her arm. �There you are,� says a familiar voice. �I�d like a word with you about your next set.�
Rukmini�s head snaps up. She�s so startled, she drops her glamour for a second. �Peter?!�
Her brother leans close as if to kiss her cheek, then whispers, �Did you really think I wouldn�t recognize you? Or that I wouldn�t expect you to do this? Of course I did.�
She jerks backward. �How could you sell her? What, you�re not already filthy rich enough?�
He huffs impatiently. �You don�t know what�s at stake here.�
The chandeliers and candles go out, leaving only the oceanic glow from the water all around the ballroom. Three-dimensional images of colorful fish and sea creatures appear in the air, transforming the space into a true lagoon, an underwater realm of dreams. A dolphin swims past, followed by a pair of sirens with saucy eyes. White chocolate pearls eddy through the �water,� real enough that the partygoers try to snatch them up and eat them.
Rukmini�s heart doesn�t stop, but she almost wishes it had. That style, that projected hallucination�that can only be the work of the Amanita herself. Peter did this. Peter kidnapped the person who had given them a place to go when their world was falling apart and is making her perform like a trained monkey for the very people she loathes.
Almost on instinct, Rukmini follows her brother�s gaze to the center of the room. There, with a spotlight shining down on her, is Supriya.
Her long red locks swirl around her in waves almost the length of her body. She�s wearing a slinky silver gown, though Rukmini can�t imagine it was her idea. Starfish gleam from her earlobes and hang from her neck, and bracelets of coral ring her wrists�shackling her to a seashell-shaped porcelain tub filled with what appears to be turquoise water but must really be soil.
She�s as stunning as ever, but the strain of holding the vision in place shows in the wrinkles around her mouth. Amanita muscaria poisons as much as it provokes hallucinations, and if Supriya can�t release the toxins fueling this display, they�ll turn in on her.
Rukmini can�t read her distant expression. Why is Supriya refusing to act? Does she even know what�s happening?
Supriya�s eyes meet hers, and another memory unspools.
�Humans are masters at destroying themselves in the name of progress,� Supriya proclaimed. She leaned back on her lichen-covered throne of branches. �They lie, both to themselves and to the world, about what they need and how their plans will benefit everyone else. Such selfish behavior is their prerogative, but the realms do not belong solely to them. Flora, fauna, fungi, and Otherkind all rely on nature, too.�
The ten recruits to the Mycologian Society, drawn in from all around the world, nodded. One girl even took notes in a tiny journal, as though they would be tested on this later.
�That�s where you come in, my little agents of disruption,� Supriya continued. �Like the toadstools that led you here, like the fungus you already share much in common with, you will charm and be charming. You will endure as you help others endure. As members of the human race, you will help preserve nature in the face of the onward, unfeeling march of Technology and Industry.�
No student listened more eagerly than Pravan. He was determined to help take Industry down, even if it meant taking their father�s business with it, and restore balance. �But why mushrooms?�
�Because nothing better encapsulates how we are all dependent on one another. And because even what starts from an individual spore later has many roots.� Supriya began handing out tiny enamel pins and bestowing their recipients with titles and corresponding abilities.
Pravan beamed with a pride and a sense of purpose Rukmini had never seen in him. With a bow, he swore always to uphold the principles of the Society.
Rukmini reels. Supriya won�t act because she won�t risk hurting Peter. Even after all this time, she still thinks he�ll come back to the fold. Rukmini is sure of it. It makes her angrier than ever, so angry that her hands shake, but all she can do is stare.
�I know what you�re thinking,� announces Peter into the microphone someone�s given him. He�s standing beside Supriya�s tub. �And yes, she�s real.�
The crowd exclaims in amazement. �You did it! How did you find it?� one man asks.
A woman who�s risen from her seat appraises Supriya. �It�s, what, a sentient fungus? I�ve been reading about the alchemical properties of poisons. Just consider the homeopathic possibilities.�
Almost everyone is on their feet by this point. �I want to touch it!� someone calls.
It. �Like hell,� mutters Rukmini, and just like that, she pulls free of her paralysis.
Peter puts up a hand for patience. �Imagine: Magic still exists. We thought we�d lost it forever. But here it is, and just think what we might accomplish. If a single mushroom creature can create this atmosphere�and while it seems like clever lighting to you, it�s real water she�s letting you breathe�what could a bunch of mermaids do? A herd of satyrs? A flock of harpies? You get the picture.�
Olivia and Matthew circulate with trays of wineglasses no one takes. Rukmini knows they�re ready to run at a moment�s notice.
�We could put an end to disease once and for all!� someone calls. �With their magic, we can eradicate cancer. Heal deformities. Relieve pain. All the things I spent my life researching�with an actual specimen, I can finally test my theories.�
Rukmini shakes her head in disgust, and to her surprise, Peter looks exasperated, too.
�I�m not done,� he says. The crowd hushes. �I brought Supriya�her name is Supriya�to show you magic still exists. But we�ve been going about this all wrong, all of us.�
Rukmini can almost feel the fizzy excitement of the gathering shifting from giddy champagne bubbles to a rolling boil of suspicious mutters. Peter must feel it, too, because he doesn�t wait before barreling on. �We�ve been looking at these beings like they�re objects for us to take and exploit. They�re not. If we want their power, we have to listen to their concerns and work with them.�
Now the bubbles are at a roar, the shrill scream of a steaming teakettle. The mutters have given away to outraged disbelief, and people storm the tub.
Even now, Supriya doesn�t move.
Poison them already! Rukmini thinks to the woman who�s become like her own mother. The only family she had left after Mother died and Peter and Father abandoned her to boarding schools.
But Supriya doesn�t. She can�t, not with her Mycologians in the room. She�s willing to sacrifice a lot to restore balance to the world, but not the children she raised as her own.
�Wait!� Peter cries. No one, not even his wife, heeds him. Rukmini recognizes what�s happening before he does. He thought if he could show these people what he knew, they would listen, but all he�s done is lose their respect.
There�s no time to worry about Peter�s hurt feelings, though. As one, Rukmini, Olivia, and Matthew come together. Rukmini thinks frantically back to all her lessons with Supriya. The key to a heist is to give onlookers something else to look at, diverting them from the real target. She knows that well, has enacted it countless times.
But this isn�t a heist anymore. There�s no mark, nothing to hide. They just need to grab Supriya and run.
Her power won�t help. Neither will Olivia�s. But Matthew�s�
Then Peter is by them. �We have to get her out of here!�
�What �we�?� demands Olivia. Matthew just grunts.
�This is your fault,� Rukmini hisses.
Peter bows his head. �Would you please just listen for a minute?�
The guests are crowded around the seashell tub. Rukmini puts her cigarette holder to her lips again, trying to still her trembling hands. �Get talking, then.�
You�re the Amethyst Deceiver, she reminds herself, Supriya�s right hand, so what are you going to do?
Peter glares at her. �Why do you think I�m here?� he whisper-shouts. �For my health?�
Rukmini�s eyebrows leap up to her hairline in surprise. �Excuse me?�
�You wouldn�t answer any of my letters, and when I tried to call you at Olivia�s, she said you didn�t want to talk to me. But I�ve been trying to tell you I left the company.� Peter turns his collar just enough for the orange enamel pin to show. �Once the stock market crashed back in �29, I knew I couldn�t keep pretending I was okay with everything. I thought I could get Father and the others to look at what they�re doing, maybe consider researching other kinds of resources.�
�Wait, let me guess. It didn�t go so well?� Rukmini can�t believe how na�ve he�s been. �What, you thought you could coast by on your blue eyes and pretty smile, and they�d just start seeing us all as people?�
Supriya lets out a moan, and suddenly nothing else matters.
Rukmini claps, and Olivia and Matthew immediately begin flinging the wineglasses into the crowd, eliciting screams and forcing it to break up, until the path to Supriya is clear.
�Pardon me, but what do you think you�re doing?� the event coordinator demands.
�I�m sorry for ruining your event, I really am,� Rukmini tells her. Then she races to the center of the room and starts singing at the top of her lungs to distract the already distraught crowd further, while Olivia gets to work dissolving the coral shackles on Supriya�s wrists.
The whole thing is so confusing, only a few security guards come forward, and a few of Matthew�s blood blisters erupting on their skin is more than enough to keep everyone else back.
Peter joins them, and Rukmini reminds him that if he helps, he�ll never be able to work in this circle again. �Good,� he says. �That�s all I want.�
Only then does it occur to Rukmini that Peter couldn�t have his enamel pin unless Supriya gave it back to him. �Wait, Supriya, you were in on this? Then why�d you let him shackle you?�
Supriya wiggles her illusory tail, causing her scales to flash and iridesce, then drops the hallucination. The ballroom is just a ballroom again. �Outside,� she says to Rukmini. �Pravan?�
Rukmini waits for her brother to correct the name.
But he just smiles and squeezes Supriya�s hand. �Come on, let�s get you out of here.�
And Rukmini knows exactly how they�ll achieve that.
�Listen,� Pravan whispers, �that isn�t the only reason I left. I also couldn�t stand how they cut you out. How they talk about people like Mother. I should have said something before. I�m sorry.�
�Later!� But the corner of her mouth turns upward. �Do your part first.�
Peter�no, Pravan�cracks his knuckles and then starts strutting. It�s ridiculous�Rukmini has long suspected Supriya has fun with the powers she doles out�but effective. Chicken of the Woods grows in clusters, so with each movement, a copy of Pravan appears, dancing through the room. In under two minutes, the entire room is full to bursting, making it impossible to see, and it�s a good thing the Mycologians don�t need to talk, because between the screams and the shouts of the irate security guards, they wouldn�t be able to hear one another.
The copies will dissipate as soon as Pravan leaves, but those two minutes are all Olivia and Rukmini need. While Pravan dances and Matthew repels security guards with blood blisters, they hoist up their beloved leader and rush her into the elevator that leads aboveground.
At last, Supriya releases the toxins built up in her, most of them in the open air, but before she turns away completely, she leans into the vestibule off the entrance to the tunnel, venting some of the poison into it. That will sicken the partygoers just enough to give them bad dreams and second and even third thoughts about pursuing.
And after that, the Mycologians will resume their fight to keep Industry�s greed at bay.
_____
In the clearing where Supriya reigns supreme, the Amanita lounges regally on her throne of branches, leaves and flowers and moss forming a bower all around. She�s the focus of a much different celebration, one where her fungal kin, including a Panther Cap and a Death Angel, have come out to socialize with the hundred Mycologians. Supriya�s been busy in the years since she first summoned Rukmini and Pravan. Technology may be advancing, but she�s not yielding a centimeter.
Rukmini only wants to know one thing, though. She eyes her brother, then Supriya. �I�m still waiting to hear why you knew what Pravan was doing.�
She hasn�t yet fully forgiven her brother, but they�re healing. His promising to just tell her what�s going on with him in the future�not to mention groveling for a few hours�went a long way toward making her feel like they might be all right.
Angelica has at least begun returning his calls, so maybe there�s hope there, too�and for the understanding Pravan had been trying to build.
Supriya smiles enigmatically, which she knows full well Rukmini can�t stand. �The whole thing was my idea. I went to Pravan and suggested it.�
�What?� the three Mycologians who�d gone to rescue her yell as one.
�But you knew that would never work,� Rukmini adds.
�Of course I did. But how else would I have gotten all of you to finally talk to one another?� Supriya sips her cocktail, contented. �And now all my little secret agents are back in the mycelium, as it should be.�
Her words are met with shocked silence, then peals of laughter. �You have to admit, it was a good plan,� Pravan says. �I mean, we are all here now.�
�I suppose she out-heisted all of us,� Olivia muses.
Matthew snorts. �She deceived the Amethyst Deceiver!�
�I suppose she did,� Rukmini agrees, and with an enigmatic smile of her own, she immediately begins plotting a counterheist.
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A Spy in the Deep
The Casebook of Harriet George

Mars, 1816
If Harriet George had ever thought that training to become a spy would be easy, she had been disabused of that notion within a week. Spy training in the British-Martian Intelligence Service, it appeared, alternated between unending, droning lectures in poorly lit rooms and exercises in appalling danger and stupefying terror. Worse, Harriet never knew which she was in for when she arrived each morning.
When she had been recruited for the intelligence service, she had been filled with confidence. And why not? She had been sixteen years old, had just solved the case of The Glass Phantom and the dinosaur hunters, and had caught a murderer. How hard could spy training be?
Within a week, she had realized that her previous success had been more down to luck than expertise. It had only been by chance that she hadn�t been eaten alive by dinosaurs. Spy training was a lot harder than she�d expected. Sometimes, she winced remembering just how unprepared she�d been. That was when she wasn�t wincing at the flying daggers, exploding booby traps, hideously murderous Martian creatures, and out-of-control clockwork mechanisms that made up a large part of her everyday lessons.
Now, almost a year later, everything seemed to be getting more difficult rather than easier. And none more so than her current exercise. She was crouched in a cramped, sweltering stone passageway trying�and failing�to disarm an absurdly complicated trap before she could be poisoned by gas, filleted by swords, swarmed by spear-spiders, or whatever delight awaited her today. She had solved the code scratched into the rock, aligned the dials, extracted the correct carved stone and reinserted it, but now the blasted lever WOULD NOT LIFT. A persistent ticking told her time was running out. Her hands were sweating, her hair was tangled across her face, and her dress was too tight around her chest. Why did she have to do this in a dress, anyway? The male trainees were free to wear trousers. Escaping from a hail of poisoned darts had to be easier in trousers.
�Come on,� she whispered. �Come�on.�
Something touched her waist. Harriet jerked. Her hand twitched. The lever dropped. She threw herself backwards, colliding with the person behind her.
A block of stone, which must have weighed several tons, smashed into the passageway, throwing up a cloud of dust and sand. Harriet coughed and furiously wiped her eyes clear.
�That,� a voice said, �was the most pathetic display I have ever seen.�
Harriet pushed herself up and twisted around. Reginald Pratt, Viscount Brotherton stood looking down at her, sneering.
�You blasted idiot!� Harriet exploded. �You could have killed me.�
�Not if you knew what you were doing. But then, you�re not much good at this, are you, George?�
Reginald Pratt had already been a trainee spy when Harriet had joined the British-Martian Intelligence Service, and he had finally graduated in the last month. If he had been unbearable before that�which he had been�then it was nothing compared to the way he was now. It wasn�t the fact that he considered himself better than everyone else. Harriet could deal with that. It was the cruelty that hovered just below the surface, and his delight in the failure of others. Harriet could see why the British-Martian Intelligence Service had been so pleased to recruit an agent already able to move in the highest levels of British-Martian society. But that didn�t mean she had to like him, and it certainly didn�t mean she had to put up with him.
�What do you want, Reggie?�
Reginald�s face twitched and his expression darkened.
You really hate being called that, don�t you? The first time they had met, Reginald had instructed her to call him Lord Brotherton. No chance of that. He�d set her skin crawling from that first moment.
�The director wants to see you.�
Harriet�s mouth suddenly became very dry. �Sir Clive Rose?�
�Not the director of the service, idiot. Why would he want to see you?� His eyes slipped over her as though she were a week-old ragfish. �The director of trainees.� A tight, humorless smile creased his face. �You�d better hurry. You�re already an hour late.�
Harriet�s jaw dropped. �Why the hell didn�t you�� She cut herself off at the sudden delight in his eyes. �You can tell her I�ll be there very shortly.� She flipped a hand as though to brush him away. The look of transparent fury that flashed across his features gave Harriet a warm feeling of satisfaction.
She waited for Reginald to stalk off, then made an attempt to straighten her dress. It was futile. Her sister, Amy, would have been horrified to see her like this. She was covered in dust and dirt, and her dress was unforgivably creased. After their parents had died, Amy, along with Amy�s husband, Bertrand, had tried to raise her as a proper, dignified young lady. As far as Amy and her husband knew, they had succeeded. If Amy could see her now�
This wasn�t the first training exercise she�d managed to mess up. The satisfaction she�d felt at Reginald Pratt�s irritation was quickly replaced by dread. She knew there were several black marks in her file. Had she failed one time too often? After the affair with the dinosaur hunters and the Glass Phantom, she�d known she had a natural aptitude for this. It was just that, somehow, that aptitude seemed to have gone missing since she�d started her training. I can do this. I know I can. So why couldn�t she prove it to anyone?
Amy and Bertrand, of course, had no idea that Harriet was training to be a spy. They had been told that Harriet was one of half-a-dozen live-in companions of the eccentric Lady Felchester, a widow whose husband had made a fortune in the Mars-Earth trade. She funded and ran the School of Martian Entomology at Tharsis University. Even on Mars it was unusual for a lady to teach at a university, but as Lady Felchester funded the department singlehandedly, the university deans tried to think about it as little as possible.
It was all a cover, of course. While the department was real and Lady Felchester was indeed an expert on Martian entomology, she was also the director of trainees at the Tharsis City branch of the British-Martian Intelligence Service. A good proportion of the trainees passed through the School of Martian Entomology, either as students or as companions to Lady Felchester.
Harriet hurried through the quadrangle towards Lady Felchester�s study. The morning mists had cleared from the flanks of Tharsis Mons, and the mist birds, which had a habit of dive-bombing her head whenever she forgot to wear a sufficiently robust hat, had gone with it. The Martian spring was well underway, and the warmth had finally reached the upper slopes of the mountain. Harriet found she was sweating again. The warm weather. That�s all it is. She should have chosen a lighter dress.
Lady Felchester was sitting behind her desk in her study when Harriet reached the tower room. Worse, Reginald Pratt was lounging in a comfortable chair to one side. Blast the man! He must have decided to hang around for her humiliation. She could just imagine the stories he had been telling Lady Felchester. The worst thing was, most of them were probably true.
Harriet straightened her back and studiously ignored Reginald.
There were bugs everywhere in this study, specimens collected from across Mars. In display cases, in bottles, crawling and fluttering in glass tanks, a nightmare of poisonous, venomous, ravenous creatures in every possible shape, and some shapes Harriet would have assumed impossible before she�d come here. The job might be a cover, but Lady Felchester had a passion for all types of creepy-crawlies. She could name every single one of them and tell you where they lived, what their lifecycle was, and how they would kill you.
�I apologize for my tardiness, Lady Felchester.� Harriet was pleased her voice didn�t shake.
Lady Felchester closed her notebook, smoothed it flat, then looked up at Harriet.
�I have told you, Miss George, that I prefer to be addressed as Lavinia or Mrs. Cartwright in private. It is our actions, not our ranks, that matter in the service.�
A muffled snort escaped from Reginald. Lady Felchester turned to him, an eyebrow rising, and Reginald dropped his gaze. He might have outranked Lady Felchester socially, but it would have taken a far braver man than Viscount Brotherton to try to pull rank in this study. Harriet forced her surge of pleasure at his discomfort not to show on her face. A moment later, though, Lady Felchester�s words sank in. It is our actions that matter. All her delight drained away. Harriet had let herself down with her actions, not just today with the failed task, but in a dozen other failures over the last few months. She just hadn�t been good enough. Don�t beg. She would never change Lady Felchester�s mind. Don�t demean yourself.
�You have been training with us for almost a year,� Lady Felchester said. �It is at this point that we usually send recruits on their first true mission. Something simple, within Tharsis City, to take the skills we have taught them out into a real environment.�
Usually. Usually.
�Unfortunately��here it comes��we are not able to offer you such a mission.�
Harriet nodded. Of course not. I understand, she tried to say, but she couldn�t make the words come out. Failed. She had failed.
�You mission will take you rather further afield. I have been assured by certain parties that you have the instincts necessary to carry it out.�
Harriet stared. �But� I thought you were going to��
Lady Felchester tipped her head enquiringly to one side.
�Nothing.�
�Speak less, my dear. Listen more.�
Harriet couldn�t look at Lady Felchester. If she did, she might let her emotions get the better of her. She wasn�t being kicked out. Not yet. She fixed her gaze above Lady Felchester�s head and found herself staring right at a� thing� with a long, yellow, spiky body, a cluster of fins and wings, and what looked like a dozen gaping mouths. It made her skin prickle with primitive terror. For all Harriet knew, it might have been staring back at her from its nest of leaves, only she couldn�t tell where its eyes actually were. She quickly looked back at Lady Felchester.
The director of trainees was peering quizzically up at Harriet. �Is there a problem, Miss George?�
�N�.� She cleared her throat. �No, Mrs. Cartwright.�
�As you are aware, the British-Martian Intelligence Service has been tracking a smuggling ring that has been selling restricted artifacts to, among others, the Emperor Napoleon. The Emperor has turned his eyes to Mars, and we believe he plans to invade. We cannot allow him access to any further Ancient Martian technology. We have not been able to track down who is behind the ring. Until now. We have had word that an informant has retrieved information that may lead us to the ringleaders. Your mission will be to meet this informant, retrieve the package of information, and return it here. You will be supervised throughout your mission and assessed on the retrieval of the package carried out without raising suspicion or giving yourself away. It is a straightforward mission, but it is of utmost importance and it is essential that is completed efficiently.�
Harriet�s lips were dry. �Who� who is going to supervise?�
�That,� Reginald said, �would be me.�
Of course it would.
She forced a smile onto her face.
�Your brother-in-law, Bertrand Simpson, will this morning have received an invitation to attend a ball held at the Louros Hotel beneath the waters of the Valles Marineris. He will not be able to take your sister with him��that made sense; Amy was six months with child and certainly not up to travelling hundreds of miles across Mars to an underwater hotel��so he will ask you to accompany him. You are fortunate that, despite being my companion, I have allowed you two weeks off. The informant will already be at the hotel. He will be carrying a copy of the Tharsis Times dated the twelfth of April, 1816. You will make contact and retrieve the package. That is all. Do you have any questions?�
Harriet shook her head.
�Good. Then be prepared to leave in two days. I trust that I don�t have to remind you that we are relying on you.�
Reginald followed her out of Lady Felchester�s study. Harriet kept her eyes firmly fixed ahead of her. Right now, she couldn�t bear to see the expression on his face.
�Don�t worry,� he whispered into her ear. �If you make a mess of it, I can step in and save you.�
�Oh, you�d love that, wouldn�t you? And then you�d love to tell everyone all about it.�
He sniffed, sounding offended. �Reports have to be accurate.�
Unless you would come out badly. Harriet had seen Reginald�s reports before.
�I shall be attending as myself,� Reginald said. �I received an invitation some months ago, of course. It is the event of the Season. We shall have to pretend that we don�t know each other. Someone of my station could never��he paused and sucked his lip��associate with someone like you.�
�Oh, don�t worry,� Harriet said, letting acid slip into her voice. �I think I can manage that very well indeed.�
_____
So it was that, two days later, Harriet and her brother-in-law, the Honorable Bertrand Simpson, arrived at the Clockwork Express station beneath Tharsis City. Tharsis City had been built over the ruins of an Ancient Martian city on the slopes of the extinct volcano, Tharsis Mons, where it had grown, spreading and branching and twisting, only to come to an abrupt halt at the Tharsis Cliffs, an escarpment which plunged hundreds of feet. Anchored to and hanging from the cliffs were Tharsis City�s famous hanging ballrooms, unbreakable Ancient Martian structures enclosed with steel and glass.
Below the cliffs were the Tharsis Botanical Gardens and the Clockwork Express hub, from which glittering bronze tracks arced out across the surface of Mars, from Ophir City in the east to Chinese Mars in the south. Clear glass elevators descended the cliff face.
They were still high up the mountain here, two full miles above the Pavonis plain. Far, far to the east, Harriet thought she could just make out the glittering waters of the Valles Marineris at the limit of her vision.
�I say,� Bertrand said as the elevator doors closed. �Did Amy tell you that I�ve been promoted to Deputy Chief Inspector? It turns out that catching jewel thieves, murderers, and smugglers does get you somewhere after all.�
Bertrand looked tired, Harriet thought. His always messy black hair looked like it had been attacked by a mist bird, and he had only made a half-hearted attempt at tying his cravat. His clothes were smart and fashionable�he and Amy might not have much money, but Amy was always insistent he looked as well as his peers in the police service�but rumpled, as though he�d already been at work for hours.
It had taken the Tharsis City Police Service long enough to promote Bertrand. They had set him on the case of the Glass Phantom knowing full well he would fail so they would have an excuse to get rid of him; his superiors believed he was incompetent. Instead, between them, Harriet and Bertrand had succeeded. It had gotten Harriet into the British-Martian Intelligence Service and finally it had gotten Bertrand his promotion. He would need the extra income when he and Amy had their baby.
�They�ve put me in charge of the Extraordinary Investigations Department.� Bertrand looked suddenly glum. �Only there haven�t been any extraordinary crimes to investigate yet. All distinctly ordinary, apparently.� He perked up. �Although I�m certain there will be soon. Something is bound to go wrong.�
�That�s the spirit.� In truth, Harriet was having a hard time focusing on what Bertrand was saying. Her insides were knotted in and over themselves, like a nest of confused tangle-eels. She wasn�t by nature a nervous person, but too much rested on this mission. Mess it up and her nascent career as a spy really would be over. She would become no more than another eligible young lady hoping to make a good marriage. Mars would be closed off to her. Her life would become a constant circuit of witless social occasions and obedience to some husband. She might never go anywhere interesting or do anything worthwhile. She couldn�t give all this up.
�It must be good news, though, mustn�t it?� Bertrand said.
Harriet realized she hadn�t really been listening to her brother-in-law.
�What�s that?�
�The invitation! To the ball. It must mean someone high up is pleased with me.�
Harriet winced. She hated misleading Bertrand like this. As far as she knew, most of Bertrand�s superiors still wanted him gone. They thought he was a terrible detective, and if Harriet was honest with herself, he was. The public pressure from the Tharsis Times following Bertrand�s success with the Glass Phantom�her success, in truth�had forced the promotion, but that didn�t mean he was in good favor. If Bertrand believed they were rewarding him, he might poke his head too far above the parapet and end up catching an arrow. Harriet would never forgive herself if she were the cause of Bertrand losing his job. But what choice do I have?
�Are you all right, old thing?�
Bertrand was squinting at her. Harriet smoothed her face.
�Just the elevator.� It was decelerating as it approached the bottom of the escarpment.
Bertrand nodded knowingly. �Ah. Yes. It can be like that. Jolly good of the old bird to let you off like this.�
�What?�
�Lady Felchester. Letting you accompany me on such short notice. Good old bird. Or maybe I should say, good old beetle, eh? Ha! Come on, Harry. Let�s go and have some fun.�
The Clockwork Express train that would carry them to Candor City on the shore of the Valles Marineris was already waiting at the station. It was a long, sleek, steel machine with five smooth carriages and an arrow-headed engine on which were mounted two vast, flat springs, which would drive the train across the surface of Mars.
Harriet and Bertrand boarded and found their cabins. Harriet dropped her valise on one bunk, while an automatic porter placed her trunk on the other side of the cabin. The Clockwork Express would reach a top speed of almost two hundred miles per hour, but the trip was almost fifteen hundred miles and the train would stop at several towns and cities on the way, as well as to exchange its spent springs. They wouldn�t arrive in Candor City until the early hours of the next morning. Harriet tested her mattress. Surprisingly, it was softer than her bunk in the trainee�s dormitory. Good. She�d need a proper night�s sleep to be on her mettle.
Bertrand stuck his head around the door. �Why don�t we go and get a cup of tea?� He licked his lips. �And maybe a spot more breakfast. Amy�s got me on this terrible diet. She says only one of us can be as round as a whale at any one time, and as she�s with child, she gets priority.� His face fell. �You won�t let on, will you?�
�Your secret�s safe with me.�
The dining car was half full when they arrived. Bertrand slipped cheerily behind a table and waved to an automatic waiter. The impassive, silvery machine glided over to him in an almost silent whirr of cogs. Harriet settled in opposite and looked around the dining car, taking in the other passengers, assessing them with a single glance. That was one of the things they were always banging on about in the academy. Be aware of your surroundings. Assess the risks. Evaluate threats. It was exhausting, but she had found she couldn�t turn it off.
At the far end of the car, near the second-class carriages, two men and a woman sat shoveling enormous portions of breakfast into their mouths. The way you eat when you don�t know for sure when you�re next going to get a meal. The larger of the men sat with his back to Harriet, taking up a full two seats by himself. If he stood, Harriet reckoned he�d be almost seven feet tall. The smaller man facing him was dressed like a dandy, with a bright green jacket, a yellow, patterned waistcoat, and an elaborately knotted cravat. The woman, by contrast, could have disappeared into any crowd. If you were looking for a picture to illustrate �inconspicuous�, you�d pick her. Except you wouldn�t, because you wouldn�t notice her in the first place. They were keeping themselves to themselves, but even so, they radiated a sense of danger. Watch them.
A family with two little children crowded around a too-small table nearby, the mother leaning over the children and urgently whispering to their mutinous faces. For some reason, the family reminded her of Bertrand and Amy. They would have their own children soon. She would be an aunt. An aunt. The thought filled her with a mixture of terror and delight that, just for a moment, made her dizzy. I�m only seventeen!
Don�t let your emotions get in the way, she heard Lady Felchester say in her head. Emotions undermine logic. They erode caution. A spy does not have emotions. Which was easy enough for Lady Felchester to say. But then Harriet didn�t think Lady Felchester had ever had an emotion she hadn�t chosen to have in her entire life. It was infuriating.
On the opposite side of the aisle, a young man sat holding a book. He was reading in silence, but his face twitched furiously as he snapped through the pages. He really mustn�t like that book, Harriet thought. University student. She�d seen enough like him arguing in the Tharsis University quadrangles, gesturing passionately, voices raised, as they debated obscure bits of academic theory.
Assumption, she heard Lady Felchester snap. Don�t classify. Classification is lazy. It leads you into traps.
Another dozen well-dressed couples sat at tables, eating or drinking. Harriet�s eyes slid over them. Nothing unusual about any of them. Harriet wondered if anyone in the dining car could be her contact. If they were, Lady Felchester would expect her to identify them before they made themselves known at the ball. Lady Felchester had said her contact would already be at the hotel, but this whole exercise was a test. A little bit of misinformation to assess her instincts and training wouldn�t be so unlikely.
But then why would her contact travel all the way from Tharsis City to the Louros underwater hotel when they could just pop around the corner to give her the package?
Because that�s the kind of thing spies do, she thought grumpily. Nothing is ever straightforward.
The train kicked into motion, accelerating cleanly along the bronze rails. The mounded greenhouses of the Tharsis City Botanical Gardens slipped past the window, then the train tracks dipped, and the train picked up speed, hurrying down the long incline toward the Pavonis plain. The hum of the great springs was scarcely audible in the dining car.
�I�ll have the full breakfast,� Bertrand told the automatic waiter. �With extra eggs. And, ah, extra toast. And extra kippers.� He licked his lips. �And some more extra eggs. How about you, Harry?�
Harriet glanced up. �Hm? Oh, just some tea.�
Bertrand blinked. �But it�s all free.� He turned back to the automatic waiter. �She�ll have some cakes.� He cleared his throat. �And if you don�t eat them, Harry old thing�� He rubbed his stomach.
A shout sounded from further down the dining car. Harriet looked up in time to see that one of the children had broken free from his parents and was barreling down the aisle like an out-of-control tumble-ox, bouncing off seats and tables and setting crockery clattering like approaching alarm bells. Harriet shot out an arm as the boy rushed past, snagging him and bringing him to a halt. She looked up to see the boy�s mother hurrying after him, her face as flushed as fire-bloom.
�Forgive me,� the woman said. She had runny egg down her gown, Harriet noticed, and a buttery handprint planted firmly on her jacket sleeve. �He just can�t sit still.� If anything, her face was turning even redder.
�Ha!� Bertrand said. �Nothing to forgive. You should have seen Harry when she was little. Bouncing around like a Martian slug fly. Couldn�t stop her�� He trailed off as he noticed Harriet glaring at him. �Anyway,� he rallied. �No harm done, eh?�
Harriet held her withering glare for another second before turning to the woman. �Don�t worry. I�m Harriet George. Where are you traveling to?�
The woman got a good grip on her son�s hand. �Mr. and Mrs. Edgeware.� She shot a look at her son. �And children. This one is Marcus. Eleanor is back at the table. For now. We�re on holiday. We�re going to the Louros Hotel.�
�To the ball?�
�Oh, good gracious no!� Mrs. Edgeware laughed. �That�s not the kind of event people like us are invited to. We�re just staying at the hotel. My husband has a fascination for Ancient Martian ruins. We�re hoping to take a submersible trip around the more impressive submerged buildings. I have heard that some are large enough that a submersible can slip inside. You can still see the decorations on the walls.� She leaned closer. �I must admit, though, that the timing is not entirely coincidental. I am hoping to catch a glimpse of Sir Lancelot Coverdale. I hear he is attending the ball. It will drive my sister wild with envy. She has such a tendre for Sir Lancelot, even though she�s never met him. She reads all about him in the newspapers, you see. Oh.� She looked up. �I see your breakfast has arrived. I shall leave you to it. Once again, thank you for capturing my little runaway.�
�Sir Lancelot Coverdale, eh?� Bertrand said, once the woman and her child had returned to their table. �I once almost arrested his father. By mistake!� he added at Harriet�s raised eyebrow. �He took it rather well. Considering.� He leaned back to let the automatic waiter set out their breakfast. �So, were you going to eat those cakes, do you think?�
Harriet glanced around the carriage again. The dangerous-looking trio had disappeared. They must have left in the confusion. Harriet cursed herself. Watch them, she�d told herself. Then she�d gotten distracted. Blast it! She couldn�t afford to let that happen. She reached absently for a seed cake.
�Oh,� Bertrand said. �Oh well.�
By the time they reached Candor City in the early hours of the next morning, Harriet had learned two things. Firstly, although she had always wanted to see more of Mars, she didn�t want to see more of this particular part of Mars. The strip of British Mars over which the Clockwork Express ran, from the high Pavonis plain, along the precipitous north coast of the Valles Marineris to Candor, was given over almost entirely to farmland and small towns. It made sense, Harriet supposed, but every time she glimpsed the bustling, tangled wilderness on the horizon, she felt the kind of sharp longing that left her shaking. When she and Bertrand had taken an airship to the Great Wall of Cyclopia and the dinosaur-infested wilderness beyond in pursuit of The Glass Phantom, the feeling of liberation and freedom had been almost overwhelming. I have to get this right. As an agent of the British-Martian Intelligence Service, she might be sent anywhere on Mars or even Earth. As a single young lady, or, worse, a married woman, she might never leave Tharsis City again.
The second thing that Harriet had learned was that, despite the comfortable mattress and the gentle lulling of the spring-powered train, she simply couldn�t sleep. It was the way the bunks were arranged, she�d decided sometime well after midnight. They were side-on, so that every time the train slowed, Harriet felt like she was going to roll out of bed. Somewhere near two o�clock in the morning, Harriet managed to manhandle the mattress off the bunk and onto the floor only to find that the cabin was a good foot too narrow to accommodate it the proper way around.
By the time Bertrand finally knocked on the door with a cheery shout of, �Wake up, sleepyhead,� Harriet was ready to strangle someone. She dressed quickly then slid back the door. Bertrand stood outside, beaming widely.
�Haven�t slept so well for months,� he burbled, in a peculiarly irritating way, Harriet thought. �Not to speak ill of the heavily pregnant, but your sister does snore rather these days. I say, you look a bit rough.�
Harriet shot him daggers.
�I, ah, I�ll let you get ready, shall I? We�re only half an hour from Candor.�
It took the full half hour to get respectable, and even then, Harriet thought she looked like a storm-tossed hedge. It was not a good look.
I�ll sort myself out when we reach the hotel, she told herself. After all, the ball wasn�t until the evening and it wasn�t yet dawn.
The train decelerated hard as it came down the slope toward Candor. Harriet stumbled awkwardly along the corridor, dragging her luggage behind her and muttering under her breath.
A door in front of her opened at exactly the wrong moment. An elegant, middle-aged lady stepped out without looking. Harriet lost her footing and tripped right into the lady.
She pushed herself upright from the door frame and took a step backward.
�I do beg your pardon,� she managed.
�Well, really!� the lady exclaimed. �How utterly disgraceful.�
�It was hardly my fault!� Harriet said, bristling. �I wasn�t the one who stepped out into the corridor without looking!�
A man�the lady�s husband, Harriet supposed�emerged behind her. Cold, hard eyes stared down at Harriet. She had to repress the urge to shudder.
Bertrand�s hand closed on Harriet�s shoulder, easing her back. �You must accept our apologies,� he said easily. �Our fault entirely. This train won�t stand still, eh? If there is anything we can do to make up for the inconvenience.�
The elegant lady turned her face away, as though the very act of looking at them was too much to bear.
�That will not be necessary,� the man grated. Then, with a stiff nod, he took his wife�s arm and escorted her down the corridor.
�What are you doing?� Harriet hissed. It was bad enough to be treated with contempt by that woman, but to have Bertrand apologize on her behalf when she wasn�t to blame was humiliating. �She was the one who stepped out!�
�Didn�t you recognize them?�
Harriet shook her head. �Why should I?�
�That was Colonel Fitzpatrick. Don�t you read the newspapers? He�s just returned from Earth. They say he�s killed a hundred men in the war against Napoleon, and just as many in duels.�
Harriet glared at Bertrand. �Well, I�m not scared of him.�
�I am. And you�re not the one he would have challenged to a duel.�
�Oh, please. Dueling is illegal, and you�re a policeman. You could have arrested him.�
�Only if he didn�t shoot me first. Come on, Harry. Let�s just enjoy the trip. I�ve never been to Candor City before. Let�s see the sights!�
Unlike many of Mars�s cities, Candor wasn�t built on Ancient Martian ruins. It had grown as a fishing port here where the cliffs that bordered the Valles Marineris for hundreds of miles gave way to gentle hills and sheltered harbors. The Clockwork Express tracks swooped down low into the tangle of tall, twisted native Martian houses close to the docks. On the hilltops above the native Martian quarters and the docks, well-ordered lines of Earth-style houses would, when it was light, look out over the Valles Marineris. At this hour, though, only the glow of friction lamps lit the train station. Around them, most of the city was in darkness.
Harriet watched as the passengers disembarked. Colonel and Mrs. Fitzpatrick were among the first to alight, accompanied by two of their own automatic servants. Mrs. Fitzpatrick gave an audible sniff as she spotted Harriet and Bertrand, then looked away. They were followed shortly after by the angry University student, still clutching his book tight in one hand. The dangerous-looking trio Harriet had watched at breakfast came next, pausing on the platform and looking carefully around. Harriet tensed, but they turned away from the docks and began trudging up the hill. Several other passengers followed, disappearing into the sleeping city. Just before the train was about to pull away, the young family�the Edgewares�tumbled out in a confusion of luggage, excited children, flustered parents, and impatient whistle-blasts from the train guards.
�Guests for Louros Hotel,� a voice called.
Harriet turned to see a young Chinese woman waiting at the far end of the platform. She was accompanied by a dozen automatic servants, which moved forward to collect luggage, and dressed in a uniform similar to that of an airship captain. Her long hair was held back in a straight braid.
�Follow me,� the young woman called.
�Are we to walk?� Mrs. Fitzpatrick said.
�It�s not far. My submersible is waiting at the dock.�
�Well,� Mrs. Fitzpatrick exclaimed. �I was told this was a civilized occasion. I do not recall the last time I was required to walk.�
Bertrand rolled his eyes and picked up Harriet�s valise. �Come on, old thing. Let�s grab the best seats. I�ve never been on a submersible before. I hope it doesn�t sink.�
�I think it�s supposed to.�
�What? Oh, yes, right. Sink. Ha! Of course.� He cleared his throat. �But� you know.�
�I�m sure the Louros Hotel wouldn�t use it if it had a habit of drowning passengers.�
�I suppose you must have a point. First time for everything, though, eh?�
The submersible was larger than Harriet had imagined, although she wasn�t sure what exactly what she had been expecting. Perhaps a tight, claustrophobic space, like an automatic carriage, bitter with the smell of oil and metal? Instead, it was seventy or eighty feet long, maybe twenty wide at the bows, and shaped like stubby cigar. A gangplank protected by handrails and lit by photon-emission globes led up to an open iron doorway. Inside, the submersible was as plushly decorated as the Clockwork Express, with velvet drapes tied back at each wide porthole and comfortable armchairs beside each. A small bar stood at one end, attended by a ro-butler.
�I should like,� Mrs. Fitzpatrick said, as she entered, �to meet the pilot of this� thing.�
�That would be me,� the young Chinese woman said.
Mrs. Fitzpatrick�s eyebrows shot up. �Do you know how to drive this, girl?�
Harriet bit her lip to prevent a sarcastic comment escaping. Keep a low profile. A spy doesn�t get noticed, unless they choose to be. She saw the young pilot�s eyes tighten, but the woman kept her voice steady.
�My father built the submersible.�
Mrs. Fitzpatrick met her husband�s cold eyes. �How� singular. Well, no doubt he had assistance. What are you waiting for, girl? I shall require the best seats.� She glanced around. �If such things exist.�
The pilot was showing remarkable restraint. If that had been her, Harriet considered, she probably would have punched Mrs. Fitzpatrick.
�Come on, Harry,� Bertrand urged. �Let�s grab these ones.� He slid into a seat beside a porthole. �We�ll get a good view from here.�
Harriet joined him. Water lapped against the thick glass. It was still dark outside, but Harriet thought she could just see the faint watercolor of dawn spreading on the far horizon. It would be darker still beneath the waves, and she wasn�t sure they would see anything. She obviously wasn�t the only one who had come to that conclusion. A couple of red-headed young men�brothers, perhaps?�had headed straight to the bar, ignoring the portholes entirely.
�This reminds me of that airship we went on,� Bertrand said. �At least we�re not trying to catch a thief this time, eh? All pleasure.� He eyed the ro-butler. �I wonder what�s for breakfast?�
As soon as everyone was seated, the pilot disappeared through a door at the front of the submersible and the automatic servants began to take orders. Shortly after, Harriet felt the submersible�s engines come to life. Water churned, and they pulled away from the dock. Below them, Harriet heard the rush of water entering the ballast tanks, and the submersible sank.
Moments later, powerful beams of light sprang from the submersible, slicing through the dark water. Photon-emission devices, Harriet thought immediately. Big ones. They couldn�t have come cheap, but then this whole venture had been prohibitively expensive. If the British-Martian Intelligence Service hadn�t paid for it, it would have cost Bertrand most of his year�s salary.
At the bar, one of the young men pulled out a newspaper. Harriet�s heart jumped as she saw it was a copy of the Tharsis Times. Was her contact really going to reveal himself here? She squinted. No. The headline was wrong. She�d memorized the right edition of the newspaper. The twelfth of April edition had news of a new manufactory for spring-powered automatic carriages that was to open on the edge of Tharsis City at the top of the front page, and below it a report of a Mars-ship that had somehow crashed into the Valles Marineris (thankfully without passengers aboard). This was yesterday�s newspaper, not the twelfth of April edition. Blast! Why was she so on edge?
She looked up and saw that the young man had noticed her watching. He was grinning, and as she met his gaze, he winked. Harriet looked away, furious and embarrassed, her face as hot as an oven.
Gasps went up from several of the other passengers by the portholes.
�Harry! Look at that!� Bertrand said.
Harriet peered out. At the range of the lights, a gigantic, shadowy shape slipped through the water. It was larger than the submersible, with long, limb-like fins, a tail like an enormous eel, and massive, elongated jaws. Someone screamed.
�No need to worry,� a voice said. Harriet glanced back to see the pilot had emerged from her door.
�What is it?� someone called.
�A mosasaurus. A large predator.�
�A predator?� Mrs. Fitzpatrick demanded. �Why do they allow predators?� Her husband�s eyes were fixed unwaveringly on the porthole. There was something very unsettling about that man, Harriet thought.
�It�s no danger to us,� the pilot said. �It eats plesiosaurs, squid, and sometimes even a small whale, but it has no interest in the submersible or the hotel buildings. I�ve been running trips down to the ruins for almost ten years with no incident.�
Mrs. Fitzpatrick sniffed. �I shall hold you personally responsible should we be attacked.�
�If we�re attacked by one of those,� the pilot said, one eyebrow lifting, �none of us will be around to blame anyone.�
Harriet hid a grin.
Mr. Edgeware, the father from the young family, spoke up before Mrs. Fitzpatrick could respond. �Do you believe that the ruins we are to visit were truly built underwater?�
This was too much for Mrs. Fitzpatrick. �What nonsense! It is clear that the ruins were built on land and that they later slipped into the water and were submerged. An earthquake, I expect. The Martian primitives clearly could not have constructed such sophisticated buildings beneath the water.� She shot a contemptuous glance at Mr. Edgeware. �I mean, look at the creatures. Most native Martians can scarcely speak a civilized tongue.�
These �primitives�, Harriet thought, had found their way from Earth to Mars thousands of years before the first British and Chinese explorers. They had built a civilization and developed technology that even the greatest mechanicians alive struggled to replicate. The civilization had collapsed almost two thousand years ago, but many of their artifacts remained in their ruins and in the hidden dragon tombs and were objects of great value.
The pilot shrugged. �The ruins show signs of having once been sealed against the pressure of the water.�
�Nonsense, girl. I�m sure your� type� find such things hard to grasp, but I have been to Vienna and Paris. There are wonders there you could scarcely comprehend.�
Wonders that had been built on the foundations of Ancient Martian technology, Harriet thought. She had visited the Great Wall of Cyclopia in the Martian wilderness. Vienna and Paris would both have been lost in its shadow.
If the pilot was bothered by Mrs. Fitzpatrick�s comments, she didn�t show it. She simply turned and disappeared back through the door to the control room, leaving the passengers to watch the water slide past their portholes.
�Well,� Mrs. Fitzpatrick said loudly. �Well, really.�
It took nearly an hour for the submersible to make its way through the waters of the Valles Marineris to the sunken ruins, but eventually Harriet spotted them through her porthole.
�There!� she said, and crowded with Bertrand against the glass. A series of elegant domes rose from a wide underwater ridge. They had once been joined by sweeping hallways, but both the domes and the hallways had been shattered by time or some seismic force, opening them to the water. Still, in places the domes and arches remained, and Harriet could just make out the strange twisted patterns that covered their surfaces. Ancient Martian decorations tricked the eye, seeming to change from abstract, curving patterns to hints of scenes, then away again, but here, in the deep water, among shifting strands of seaweed and darting shoals of fish, the buildings themselves seemed to suddenly disappear, only to reappear again moments later. The sun had finally risen above the surface of the Valles Marineris. Faint light made the whole scene look ghostly.
The Louros Hotel was a squat, new building of white marble and reinforced glass constructed in the middle of the ruins. On one end, a glass and steel ballroom, looking like a bulky greenhouse, had been added to the hotel. The ballroom had only been finished in the last couple of months, and the ball was being held to celebrate its official opening. Harriet understood that the hotel could accommodate two hundred guests, and most would be crammed into that glass and steel bowl. It was a remarkable engineering achievement. Always assuming it didn�t collapse.
The submersible sank below the ridge and entered what Harriet at first assumed to be a cave. But then the submersible�s lights picked out more of the Ancient Martian carvings on the walls, and she realized it must have been a tunnel. Within a couple of minutes, they were rising toward bright lights.
The submersible broke the surface of an enclosed pool. Through the porthole, Harriet saw two other moored submersibles. A grand marble entrance led into the hotel. Water-filled pillars, alive with luminescent creatures, reached to the high ceiling, throwing fluid light in bright green, red, and blue across the walls.
Harriet and the other passengers disembarked, followed by the submersible�s automatic servants carrying the luggage.
�This is the life, eh, Harry?� Bertrand said. �You know��he laughed��I really thought they were sidelining me when they stuck me in the Extraordinary Investigations Department.� He threw out an arm, almost knocking one of the red-headed young men into the water. �But look at all this! They wouldn�t have sent me here if they were sidelining me, would they?�
Harriet kept her face still. Bertrand didn�t pick up on much, but he�d been right the first time.
�Let�s find our rooms, shall we?�
Humming, Bertrand led the way into the hotel foyer, where he came to an abrupt halt.
A short, stocky man with bristling sideburns and small eyeglasses had leapt up from his chair and was now striding toward Bertrand, his face furious.
�Sir William�� Bertrand managed.
Sir William Huntsworth, Harriet thought. Head of the Tharsis City Police Service.
�What a surprise,� Bertrand said. �I didn�t know you were coming, too.� He turned to Harriet, who was standing stock still in horror. �See, Harry��
�Deputy Chief Inspector Simpson,� Sir William ground out. �What the devil are you doing here?�
_____
�I don�t understand it, Harry.� Bertrand sat back on his bed, head in hands. �Why was Sir William surprised to see me? Why was he angry? I thought he�d sent me the invitation.�
Harriet gritted her teeth. Someone in the British-Martian Intelligence Service hadn�t done their research. They should have known Sir William would be here and prepared a different cover story. Or, worse, someone had known he would be here and decided on this story anyway. Someone who wanted to make it difficult. Someone like Reginald Pratt.
�I thought he thought I was doing well. You saw that piece in the Tharsis Times saying what a wonderful job I�d done with the Glass Phantom. Everyone was talking about it.�
Not only had Harriet read it, she had written it, anonymously, after they�d returned from the dinosaur hunt.
�All it means is that you�ve got another well-wisher. Isn�t it good that you have someone important on your side, even if you don�t know who they are?�
Bertrand let out a sigh and buried his hand in his thick, black hair, making even more of a mess of it. Harriet resisted the urge to pat it back down.
�I suppose,� Bertrand said. Then he brightened. Bertrand could never stay miserable for long. �Why don�t we take a poke around? I�ve never been anywhere like this before, and I dare say you haven�t either, even with that Lady Felchester of yours.�
They found a large drawing room with a steel-framed window looking out through the dim water to the silhouettes of the ruins. The glass was no thicker than Harriet�s knuckle. It�s safe. It has to be. The secret to this glass had been discovered among the artifacts of a dragon tomb, and she knew it was strong enough. Even so, it didn�t feel like it should support the pressure of so much water. A shoal of spiral-fish whirled past just outside, sliding through the water like glittering drill bits.
�I�m going to see if I can get us some tea,� Bertrand announced. �And, you know, some cakes or something.�
Harriet waved him off, entranced by the spectacle through the window. This was what she�d always dreamed of, seeing the wonders of Mars.
Light grew within one of the collapsed domes twenty or thirty feet beyond the window. At first Harriet thought it was a passing submersible or perhaps a strange sea creature, but then she saw a train of photon emission globes appear through a break in the wall to glide through the water toward the next set of ruins.
�They must be powered by some inertially-guided device to circulate around the hotel,� a voice said right at her shoulder. Harriet stiffened in surprise then glanced back to see Reginald Pratt standing far too close. He had noticed her twitch and was smirking.
�Well, obviously,� Harriet said, as witheringly as she could manage.
Reginald�s face dropped. He eyed her up and down. His gaze made her feel like she needed a wash.
�You scrub up� adequately.� He tipped his head to one side. �You�ll do, anyway. Probably won�t draw too many looks.� He faked surprise at her reaction. �What? That�s a good thing for a spy. You don�t want people noticing you.�
Harriet�s jaw tightened. The truth was, she didn�t much care what anyone else thought of her appearance. It was simply the sheer audacity of a man wearing two brightly colored waistcoats and a jacket covered in cogs and levers that sprung into motion whenever he moved to comment on her appearance.
A loud gasp made Harriet look past Reginald. Mrs. Fitzpatrick had entered the drawing room and was now striding toward them, her husband almost flowing after her.
�Have you no shame?� she demanded.
Harriet looked around, bewildered.
�Where is your guardian?�
�What? Bertrand?� Coming to think of it, where was Bertrand?
�You are unmarried, of course,� Mrs. Fitzpatrick said. �It is true that you are unattractive, but with other accomplishments and a good dowry, that should not be insurmountable. However, you cannot afford to squander what reputation you might have by� conversing� with unmarried gentlemen.� She shot Reginald a piercing look.
Harriet cheeks reddened again. Why couldn�t she control that?
�I am in no hurry to marry, madam,� she said.
Mrs. Fitzpatrick�s eyes widened. �Well. Well. How very impertinent!�
Reginald offered a bow, but his smirk had found its way back to his face. �I shall leave you. Your guardian is returning.�
Bertrand had appeared at the door, accompanied by the Edgewares. The two young children raced to the window, not even slowing as they shot past an outraged Mrs. Fitzpatrick.
�I say, Harry,� Bertrand called. �Mr. and Mrs. Edgeware are taking a trip out in one of the smaller submersibles to explore the ruins. They�ve invited us along. What do you say?�
Harriet shot a longing look through the window at the enticing ruins. No. She had a mission, and the sooner she completed it, the better. �I fear we must prepare for the ball.�
Bertrand�s face crumpled into confusion.
�But that�s not until��
�Oh, I quite understand,� Mrs. Edgeware said, cheerfully. �I�m told that it can take hours to prepare for one of these events. Come on, Colin,� she said to her husband. �Let�s see what we can spot!�
Harriet took Bertrand by the arm and led him from the drawing room.
�I don�t understand,� he said, plaintively. �Is it going to take you that long to get dressed? We�ve got all day. Do we at least have time for cakes?�
�I just want to take a look around. You know. See who�s here.�
�Oh.� Revelation spread over Bertrand�s face. �You want to see if you can spot Sir Lancelot Coverdale, too.�
Harriet blinked at her brother-in-law. �Who?�
�The famously handsome bachelor Mrs. Edgeware was talking about.�
�What? No.�
Bertrand kept grinning.
�For goodness sake!�
The hotel was already filling. Harriet and Bertrand passed several dozen couples as they strolled around. Harriet kept her eyes open for newspapers, but while several gentlemen were carrying them, none were from the right date, and Harriet began to wish Lady Felchester had chosen a more unique identifier for her contact. All part of the test.
After half an hour, Harriet relented and allowed Bertrand to guide her to another drawing room where he had discovered cakes.
He let out a sigh of relief. �I was starting to worry they would all be gone by the time we got here.�
Bertrand poured them tea, and Harriet was just helping herself to a thoughtful petit four when a scream sounded so clear and loud it almost made her drop her plate. The room suddenly went silent. Then everyone rushed for the door.
Harriet and Bertrand hurried after them. The screams, which had now quieted to hysterical, muffled sobs, were coming from a wide, marble atrium. A grand staircase rose to a balcony. A crowd had gathered at the foot of the stairs, around a sobbing maid in the uniform of the Louros Hotel. As Harriet shouldered her way through, she saw what the crowd was staring at.
A body lay at the bottom of the stairs, sprawled half on the stairs and half on the floor. It was a young man, also dressed in the hotel uniform.
Bertrand pushed past and knelt beside the body. There was blood spreading from beneath the young man�s head.
Keep calm, Harriet told herself. She�d been trained not to react, to take in everything around her. He had fallen, that much was obvious, away from the balcony, like he�d hit it at speed. How? Had he tripped?
Bertrand looked up and shook his head. The maid let out another tearing sob. Shocked murmurs came from the crowd.
�Did anyone see what happened?� Bertrand asked.
The maid gave a minute nod. �I� I was just walking along when� when� he almost hit me! He almost landed on me.�
�He fell?�
The maid nodded. She seemed to be having trouble breathing.
�We were there, too,� an elderly lady said, �just behind the girl.� Her husband nodded.
�Did any of you see anyone else? Anyone on the balcony?�
A shake of the head.
Harriet slipped out of the crowd and joined Bertrand beside the body.
�Here! What exactly are you doing, young lady?� someone in the crowd demanded.
�I�m a police inspector,� Bertrand said. �She�s with me.� He leaned close to Harriet. �What have you noticed?�
�Not sure.� She reached down and slid her hand under the body, suppressing the urge to shudder. There. She�d been right. Her fingers closed on paper, and she slowly drew it out, careful not to tear it.
It was a newspaper. With a feeling of growing dread, she turned it over. The Tharsis Times. On the front page were the headlines she memorized about the new manufactory and the Mars-ship crash. Inside, on page four, Harriet noticed a story about a scandal at Mrs. Parkinson�s birthday ball, whoever Mrs. Parkinson was. She recognized that story, too.
There was no doubt about it. This was the twelfth of April, 1816 edition.
This man was her contact, and he was dead.
_____
�Make way, make way!� a loud voice bellowed. The crowd around the body parted to admit Sir William Huntsworth, Bertrand�s boss. �What have you done, Simpson?�
Bertrand looked up, startled.
�This man seems to have fallen from the balcony,� Harriet said when it was obvious that Bertrand wasn�t going to answer.
�Tripped and fell, did he?� Sir William said. �Saw him, did you?�
Harriet flushed. �Well, no.�
�Thought not. Chap�s been murdered. What do you have to say for yourself, Simpson?�
�Um��
�Do something about it, man!�
�But�� Bertrand stared at the body. Harriet knew exactly how Bertrand�s mind worked. Right now, her brother-in-law was thinking Sir William wanted him to un-murder the victim. Unfortunately, it seemed Sir William knew how Bertrand�s mind worked, too.
�Find out who murdered him, idiot. Arrest them.�
Bertrand straightened. �Sir.�
Sir William turned away with a snort, bullying his way back through the crowd. Bertrand slumped and panic overtook his face.
�Harry��
�It�s all right,� Harriet said. �You�ve solved a murder before, remember? And you found the Glass Phantom. No one else ever managed that.�
Of course it had been Harriet who had done both of those things, but now was not the time to remind him of it.
�Right. Right.� Bertrand�s breath slowed. �Um��
�Start questioning people. Ask the hotel staff who he was. Maybe he had an argument with someone. I�m going to search for clues here. And you should probably get rid of this crowd. Give the man some dignity.�
�Excellent. Yes. Right.� He puffed out his breath. �Good.�
The moment Bertrand started to shepherd the guests and hotel staff away, Harriet knelt beside the body and ran her hands over the man�s jacket and trousers. All she knew was that he had a package for her. She didn�t know how big it was or what it contained.
The dead man had nothing in his pockets. Harriet ran her fingers over the seams of his clothing, then removed his shoes. Still nothing. She sat back on her heels. So. He�d either left the package elsewhere, or whoever had killed him had taken it. If that were the case, how had they known he was making contact with the British-Martian Intelligence Service? Had someone in the service leaked the information, or had her contact made a mistake and given himself away?
She looked over her shoulder and met the eyes of Reginald Pratt, Viscount Brotherton, her supervisor. He was smirking at her. She felt cold. Could he have done this just to make her fail? Could he have been in on it? Surely not. Even Reginald Pratt wouldn�t betray his country. Would he?
A straightforward mission. That was what Lady Felchester had said. She�d failed it already.
No. She�d never been one to give up. Her contact might be dead, but she could still retrieve the package. If the dead man had hidden it, she could discover it. If it had been taken, she could find out by whom and get it back. She wouldn�t be beaten like this. Not so easily and not so quickly.
�I�m going to look on the balcony,� Harriet said. �Search for clues.�
She stepped past the body, trying not to look into the man�s dead eyes, then made her way up the stairs.
The balcony was wide. A hallway stretched away to more bedrooms. Harriet made a mental note to find out which guests were in those rooms. In one corner, an immobile automatic servant stood awaiting orders from the guests.
�Shame you can�t be a witness,� Harriet muttered. But it was only a machine. A complicated one, but a machine nonetheless. It couldn�t remember what it had seen.
The balcony was higher than Harriet�s waist, almost up to her chest. There was no way the victim could just have fallen or slipped over. He must have been pushed, and by someone strong. And there. A scuff mark on the polished marble. Not something the staff would leave for long. From the victim or his assailant. But that just confirmed what she�d already guessed. Her contact had been murdered.
She joined Bertrand at the foot of the stairs.
One of the hotel footmen was covering the body in a blanket. Then, a couple of automatic servants carried it into a storeroom. The hotel manager, a Mr. Ellis, followed them in.
�His name�s James Strachan,� the manager said. �He�s not been with us a week. Recommended, though. Came to us from Lord Barton in Tharsis City, apparently.�
�Thank you,� Bertrand said. �We�ll want to talk to you later.� He indicated the door. �If you please?�
�Ah. Yes. At your convenience, of course.�
Bertrand and Harriet escorted the manager out. Harriet�s gaze lingered on the body. Should she have found him first, before he was killed? Would Lady Felchester have expected that? Would he still be alive if she had? Would she be dead instead? She shivered. She hadn�t expected any of this. A straightforward mission.
Bertrand closed the door, locked it, and pocketed the key.
�Did you notice his socks, Harry?� Bertrand said, as they made their way to the dining room where the guests had been gathered.
�His socks?� Harriet frowned. �I saw the initials. J.S. James Strachan. That doesn�t really tell us anything.�
�Not that.� He waved a hand dismissively. �The pattern.�
Harriet racked her brains. The pattern. Diamonds, hadn�t it been? With a green stripe. She hadn�t paid much attention other than to assure herself there was nothing hidden within.
�What about it?�
�They�re Queen Anne Academy socks. You know, the big school on the western edge of Tharsis City? Only Queen Anne boys or masters wear those socks.�
Harriet nodded, impressed despite herself. Why hadn�t she known that? It wasn�t important, but she still should have noticed. It was her job.
�It�s an expensive place.�
Bertrand nodded. �So why is a Queen Anne boy working as a footman in a hotel?�
That one was easy. It was a cover to get him close to her unnoticed so he could hand over the package. Only if she told Bertrand that, she would be betraying her role and her oath of secrecy.
�I shouldn�t bother about that,� Harriet said, trying to make her voice sound casual. �I don�t think it�s important. Let�s question people and leave it.�
Bertrand chewed his lip. �I� don�t think I will, Harry, if it�s all the same with you. This feels like a clue.� He grinned. �I am a police inspector, you know. We have a nose for these kinds of things. Maybe there�s someone else from his school here. There might be a motive there.�
Hell. Hellfire and damnation! Harriet was messing up his investigation. She should come clean. But she couldn�t. Where do your loyalties lie? With your family, the people who helped raise you? Or with the service? Or are you just being selfish, more interested in playing spy than helping your brother-in-law? She didn�t know the answer, but she knew she wasn�t sharing her secret. Not yet, anyway.
The next two hours saw Bertrand and Harriet interviewing the staff and guests as to their whereabouts at the time of the murder and their relationships with the victim. Harriet hadn�t realized there were so many people in the hotel, but fortunately, most were able to provide alibis. By the end, they were left with only a dozen people who were unaccounted for or only able to rely on family to confirm where they had been. Fortunately, most of the hotel was run by automatic servants, with human staff only being used to interact with the guests, so, with the exception of the hotel manager, all had alibis for when the death had occurred. Even the young maid who had seen James Strachan fall to his death had, of course, been in sight of an elderly couple at the time. Both the elderly couple and the maid had heard a strange, discordant whistling just before the event, but further questioning of the staff revealed that Strachan was prone to whistling terribly as he went about his work.
They were left with the Edgeware family; Colonel and Mrs. Fitzpatrick; the angry student from the train, whose name was Sebastian Davies and who was trying to write a monograph on the ruins; the exiled Comte d�Arcy, fled from Napoleon�s forces on Earth; guests the Reverend and Mrs. Asheville; the hotel manager, Mr. Ellis; and, satisfyingly for Harriet, Reginald Pratt, Viscount Brotherton.
At the end of it, Harriet was ready to leap out of her seat and go tearing around the hotel in frustration. None of them seemed to have a motive and all claimed to have been far from the incident. There was nothing to contradict their claims either.
Bertrand sat back, running his hand through his hair.
�This is all a bit of a pickle, Harry. I don�t see any of them pushing some chap over the railing. I mean, Colonel Fitzpatrick would be capable, but that�s not the way he�d do it. He�d call the fellow out and run a sword right through him. I hate this, Harry. Remind me why I wanted to become a policeman?� He sighed. �At least we can rule the Edgewares out. They�re hardly going to murder someone with a couple of children in tow. They wouldn�t do that. Children change you, Harry. They�re such a delight.� A wistful smile settled on his face.
�You don�t actually have any children yet, Bertrand,� Harriet reminded him.
�Oh, they�ll be lovely. Any child of Amy�s has to be a delight.�
Only because you didn�t know Amy when she was a child, Harriet thought. She was eight years younger than her sister, but she still remembered how sneaky Amy had been.
�We need to know more about our suspects,� Harriet said. �Why don�t you see if the hotel has any old newspapers? Go through them and see if any of our suspects are mentioned. We need to know if they are who they say they are, and if so, if they�re keeping any secrets. Get some background on them.�
�What are you going to do?�
�I think I should go and search Strachan�s room,� Harriet said. �There might be some clues.� And maybe Strachan had hidden the package he was supposed to deliver to her there.
The staff accommodation was set at the back of the hotel. Here the elaborate photon-emission chandeliers were replaced by hand-wound friction-lamps and there were no windows onto the depths of the Valles Marineris. Harriet was relieved to see that they weren�t using gas lamps like many houses still did. A buildup of gas or a failure of the air supply� Just thinking about it made her chest feel tight. And that made her wonder how many millions of tons of water were pressing down on this structure of stone, steel, and glass.
The hotel has been operating for two years. It�s not going to fail now.
�What the devil are you doing here?�
Harriet�s head jerked up. Sir William was striding down the hallway toward her.
�Um� Deputy Chief Inspector Simpson asked me to examine the victim�s room.�
Sir William narrowed his eyes. �Are you a police officer?�
�No, but��
�Simpson should do it himself. What�s wrong with the man?�
�He�s interviewing suspects and he doesn�t want to waste time.� Harriet tilted her head, as though an idea had just occurred to her. �Perhaps you could assist? You are a policeman.�
Sir William stepped back as though slapped. �I? I am the head of the Tharsis City Police Service. I am here to represent Tharsis City, not to� to solve crimes.� He stomped past her, shaking his head.
Harriet let a small smile touch her lips as she continued down the hallway. Pompous idiot.
The manager had given her a key to Strachan�s room, but the door was unlocked. She pushed it open.
Someone had been there already. The mattress had been tipped off the bed and slit down the side, its stuffing pulled free in handfuls. The small wardrobe had been flung open, emptied, and tipped on its side. Strachan�s trunk had been upturned and the base smashed in. Even the washstand and the chamber pot had been broken.
Hell! She�d been right, then. Someone knew about Strachan and the packet. Had they searched and, not finding it, murdered him? Or had they killed him first and then come here? And, she thought, looking over her shoulder, did they know about her?
There was no package in the room. Harriet leafed through Strachan�s papers. A couple of letters from a friend in Tharsis City and what seemed like a not very good poem. She pocketed them. Strachan�s information could be written in code. Still, they weren�t exactly a package. After a moment�s hesitation, Harriet gathered up all the blank paper, too. There were a dozen ways of passing invisible messages, and she didn�t have the equipment here to check. She cursed herself again. She should have been better prepared. Just because a mission seemed straightforward, that didn�t mean it was. That had been one of her first lessons after she�d joined the service. Lessons and Tharsis City seemed a long way away.
There was an auto-scribe on the small desk. Its speaking tube was lowered and the pen raised from its pad. Harriet frowned. Not something a hotel would provide for its staff, nor something a footman could afford, but something most gentlemen would own. Careless of Strachan to give himself away like that.
Harriet lowered the pen arm, opened the lid of the auto-scribe, remove the coiled spring, and carefully wound the mechanism backward. It was a useful trick. Often it would cause the last few dictated words to be rewritten. But not this time. The machine had been reset.
Strachan�s clothes were scattered across the floor. Harriet quickly checked them over. There was a fine red dust caught in the cuffs of his shirt, and the clothes were very lightweight. The manager had said Strachan had come here from Tharsis City, but even with the Spring warmth, it was too early in the year for clothes like this in Tharsis. The red dust spoke more of the Lunae Planum, the great desert to the north of British Mars. So, he�d come from the desert�probably Lunae City�to bring his information. It wasn�t much, but it was something.
She let herself out and locked the room behind her. Maybe Bertrand had picked something up, someone who had seen something, someone who had gotten to know Strachan while he worked here.
Two swift footsteps sounded behind her. Harriet spun, but too late. A blanket fell over her head, then was pulled tight. Someone kicked her legs away from under her.
She twisted as she fell, landing on her back with a thump that jarred her teeth. A weight landed on her, pinning her down.
�Where�s the package?� a voice hissed, muffled by the blanket.
Two of them. One holding the blanket over her head. The other sitting on her, hands searching her jacket. Even though she wanted to scream at the violation, Harriet forced herself to keep calm, keep still, listen to the breathing, visualize him. He was just above her. There.
She cupped her hands and brought them up, clapping as hard as she could over his ears.
The man screamed. He jerked back, and Harriet used his loss of balance to hook an arm around his neck and topple him to the side.
�Hey!� the second man shouted. He tugged on the tightened blanket. Harriet went with the momentum, rolling and sending a vicious kick toward her assailant. He let go of the blanket as he fell back.
Harriet struggled to her feet, pulling the blanket free. She shook her hair from her eyes just in time to see two figures disappearing around the corner. One was still clutching his ears, the other was limping. She watched them go.
Damnation. They didn�t have the package either, but somehow they�d identified her. Surely she hadn�t been so obvious, had she? Maybe they�d just been watching Strachan�s room. If not, her cover had been leaked, and that was a disaster. She could see Lady Felchester�s face even now. Contact dead, failed to retrieve package, cover blown�
The package hadn�t been on Strachan�s body and it wasn�t in his room. Where else? Where did he go? Where did he work? It had to be somewhere it wouldn�t be discovered.
Nursing her bruises, Harriet limped back to the dining room where she and Bertrand had questioned the guests and staff.
The room was in chaos. Bertrand stood on a chair at one end of the room, waving his arms wildly. A great crowd milled around the room, filling almost every inch, seemingly focused on something happening near a big glass window. Harriet elbowed her way over to Bertrand.
�What�s going on?�
Bertrand peered down at her. His hair was sticking in every direction and his cravat hung loose.
�Oh. There you are. Sir Lancelot Coverdale has arrived.� He offered Harriet a hand and pulled her up onto the chair next to him. Harriet saw that the crowd had gathered around a tall, blond�haired man who stood framed by the window. �He says he�s going to solve the murder.�
Harriet�s eyes narrowed. �Oh, is he?� She looked at Bertrand. �Did you find anything out from the newspapers?�
Bertrand groaned. �There are tons of them. I don�t think this hotel ever throws anything away. I did find out that Emily used to be an opera singer.�
�Who?�
�Emily. The maid who found the body. A very good one, apparently. Good singer, that is, not good dead body. Ah. If you see what I mean. Her father was a mechanician�s assistant, so it was quite a story when she made it to the opera. And everyone says there�s something terribly scandalous about the Comte d�Arcy, but no one knows what it is.�
�Anything helpful?�
Bertrand looked pained. �I still think the socks are important.�
�They�re not.�
�You don�t really think Sir Lancelot will solve the murder first, do you? The newspapers say he never fails anything he sets his mind to.�
�Not if I have anything to do with it.�
�I hope not. Oh, yes. Did you know the Edgewares had been to the Great Wall of Cyclopia, just like us? That wasn�t in the newspapers. I asked them questions and they just told me. Isn�t that a coincidence? The trip, not the telling. Old man Edgeware really must love his ruins, eh?�
Now that was interesting. Ancient Martian artifacts could still be found deep in the Great Wall, and the smuggling gang Harriet was after specialized in such artifacts. Maybe it was a coincidence, but too many coincidences generally turned out to be anything but.
�You know,� Bertrand said. �I think I�m going to find out what operas Emily sang in before she became a maid.�
Harriet fixed her brother-in-law with the baleful look. �You�d better not be getting any inappropriate ideas about Emily.�
Bertrand�s jaw dropped. �I would never betray Amy! You know I wouldn�t.�
She did know that. Occasionally, when she�d been younger, Harriet had found Bertrand�s loyalty to her sister a little annoying. The idea he would let Amy down was absurd. You�re just anxious. You�re letting your nerves get the better of you. She wasn�t used to feeling so helpless and lost.
It�s not just you who needs this, she reminded herself. Bertrand and Amy and their baby needed this murder to be solved quickly. If Sir Lancelot really did find the murderer first, it would give Sir William an excuse to dismiss Bertrand. I won�t let that happen.
�Fine,� she said. �But I don�t see what relevance operas have. Emily has an alibi, remember?� There was nothing to connect her to the smuggling ring, and neither of the people who had attacked Harriet had been female, although of course Bertrand didn�t know that.
Bertrand�s face fell. �I know. I just�� He spread his hands helplessly. �I don�t know what else to do. I don�t know what to ask. None of them seem like murderers.�
�Find out about the Edgewares. Mr. Edgeware, in particular. See if he has any connections to any of the other men here or any connections to Lunae City. And keep going with the newspapers.�
�But the Edgewares have children!�
�I know,� Harriet said grimly.
Some strange sense made the back of her neck prickle. She scanned the room. Most of the guests were craning toward Sir Lancelot. But one man wasn�t. Colonel Fitzpatrick had his blank gaze fixed firmly on Harriet, and he didn�t let it fall, even when she stared right back.
_____
The truth, Harriet thought as she strode down the corridor toward the hotel manager�s office, was that she was a drowning woman clutching at straws, and that wasn�t a comforting metaphor in a hotel beneath millions of tons of water. What she knew for sure she could count on the fingers of a closed fist. She was left with suspicion, coincidence, and guesswork, and it wasn�t good enough. Her contact was dead, and there was nothing she could do about that, but if she could retrieve the package, they might at least be a step closer to bringing down the smuggling ring.
The manager had been drinking when Harriet pushed into his office. Fading friction lamps threw heavy shadows from stacks of ledgers and a wilted parlor palm. A window in the ceiling let in faint sunlight, filtered by the deep water, to illuminate the room, but it only served to make the man inside look even more green and unhealthy. A cactus-dog watched mournfully from its burrow in a terrarium in one corner, its red spikes drooping.
�It�s a bloody disaster,� the manager slurred as he looked up and saw Harriet. �A dead body, a police investigation. This is supposed to be the Louros Hotel�s big triumph. I�ve got half the journalists on British Mars coming along to report it. I�m finished.�
The man hadn�t stood when she�d entered, so Harriet didn�t wait on propriety either. She pulled out a chair and sat opposite.
�Do your staff have any storage areas apart from their rooms? A desk somewhere, perhaps?�
The manager was already shaking his head. �My secretary has a desk, of course, and there�s the front desk. Strachan worked there sometimes.�
Too public. If Strachan had hidden the package there, another member of staff might have found it.
�Anywhere else in the hotel Strachan might have gone?�
The manager heaved himself up, reached for his glass, then finding it empty, set it back down.
�There�s a kitchen. The staff eats there. And a staff drawing room he could use when off duty. Mr. Heathcote, our butler, supervises the footmen. He�d know more about it.�
�I�ll need to see it.� Maybe there would be hiding places there. �How about air vents?�
The manager blinked.
�Could he access them?�
�They�re sealed.� The manager wobbled his head toward the grill above him. It was flush with the wall and fixed in. There were no screws or bolts, and Harriet didn�t think she could lever it off. �What�s the point of this? He�s dead. I�m done.�
You�re not the only one, Harriet thought, if I don�t find that package.
�How about maintenance?�
The manager cast a look at his glass. �They access it through the pump room. Only I have a key. I sign them in and sign them out again, whatever the time of day or night. Not that it matters any more. The whole place is probably done.�
The manager�s eyes were now firmly fixed on his glass and his voice trailed away. Harriet wasn�t going to get anything more out of him.
�The kitchens and the staff drawing room?�
He waved a loose hand. �Ask Heathcote. Front desk, I expect. Now leave me alone. Didn�t know the fellow. Nobody did. Didn�t like him, didn�t hate him, didn�t know anything about him at all.�
When Harriet reached the foyer, Reginald was leaning against the tall clock, grinning. He caught her eye, then glanced up at the clock, shaking his head.
Harriet bit the inside of her cheek. Hell. He was probably composing his report in his mind right now, finding some way of blaming the whole fiasco on her and putting himself in the clear.
A sudden thought hit her. Had he already retrieved the package? If so, he wouldn�t tell her. He�d let her flail around and then produce it triumphantly. Reginald Pratt, Viscount Brotherton, here to save the day. She felt physically sick.
The kitchens were hopeless, as was the staff drawing room. The kitchens were fiercely occupied by the cook, Mrs. Blake, and her army of maids and automatic servants. There was nowhere to hide a package that wouldn�t be spotted before the day was out, and Mrs. Blake insisted the kitchens were never left unattended. The drawing room was small and quickly searched.
The murderer had to have been one of the people without alibis. Harriet could rule out the Edgewares� little children, and probably Mrs. Edgeware, too. That left Mr. Edgeware; Colonel and Mrs. Fitzpatrick; the student, Sebastian Davies; the Comte d�Arcy; Reverend and Mrs. Asheville; the hotel manager, Mr. Ellis; and of course, Reginald. One of them, at least, was a murderer and an agent of the smuggling ring. But which one? She had too many suspects.
Bertrand wasn�t in the dining room, but he was in his bedroom, sitting at the desk, piles of newspapers scattered around him.
�Harriet! There you are!� He sat back in the chair and ran his hand through his hair. �Tell me you found out who the murderer was and I can stop reading these blasted newspapers.�
�Sorry.�
�Ah, well. Didn�t think I would be so lucky.� He gestured to a smaller pile of newspapers on the bed. �These are the ones that mentioned our suspects. There�s one or two things you might find interesting. I�ve marked the places.�
Harriet settled on the bed and opened the first of the newspapers. �Anything else interesting?�
�Oh. Yes. There was something.�
�Well?�
�Reverend and Mrs. Ashville went to the opera. They told me.�
�Um� That�s wonderful for them. How exactly does it help us?�
Bertrand�s brow furrowed. �They saw Emily perform. You know, before she came here to be a maid.�
Harriet suppressed a sigh. �I thought you were going to find out about the Edgewares.�
�I did, and you were right. They have been to Lunae City. Mr. Edgeware took the family to visit the ruins on the Martian Nile. They�ve been all over the place. And they�re not the only ones. That student is an archaeologist. And Colonel Fitzpatrick once led an expedition searching for an undiscovered dragon tomb, although he didn�t find it, so I guess it�s still undiscovered.�
Which would place all three of them in the Lunae Planum at one point to another. The same place that Strachan had come from. It didn�t prove anything, of course, and it certainly didn�t prove no one else had been to Lunae City, but it was somewhere to start.
�You don�t happen to have the twelfth of April edition of the Tharsis Times, do you?�
Bertrand shifted through the piles. �Why? Here you are.�
�It�s the paper our victim was carrying when he died.�
She had taken a look at the paper after she had pulled it from under Strachan�s body, in case there was anything hidden inside, but now she read it more closely. Why had Strachan chosen this issue in particular? Just because it was old so no one else would be carrying it? There was nothing in it about any of their suspects or any other guests. But then Strachan could hardly know he would be murdered. She was missing something, she knew she was. It itched at her.
�Must have brought his own copy,� Bertrand said. �Bit strange. It�s over a month old. Anything about him in it, maybe?�
Harriet shook her head. �Just Mrs. Parker and her blasted birthday ball scandal.�
�Who?�
�No one.� She tossed it onto the bed.
�Voi Che Sapete.�
�What?� Harriet wondered if her brother-in-law had finally gone mad.
�Cherubino. You know, in The Marriage of Figaro. That�s the part Emily sang. That was her aria. Dee dum dee-dee-dee-dee. You must know it. Reverend Asheville said she was very good. Quite convincing in trousers.�
�I literally have no idea what you�re talking about, Bertrand,� Harriet said, turning back to the newspapers.
But when she finished them, she looked up, smiling. �This is very interesting. You know, Bertrand, I think it�s time we had another word with our suspects.�
_____
Half an hour later, the suspects were gathered in the large drawing room, along with the maid, Emily, and the elderly couple who had all seen Strachan fall to his death.
�Well?� Sir William demanded, as an automatic servant moved around in a whirr of cogs, serving tea. �Found out who did it, Simpson?�
Bertrand grimaced. �Just have to ask some questions, sir.�
Sir William shook his head. �How hard can this be? Fellow was pushed. Not many suspects. I expect my policemen to be able to solve cases like this. I will not have you interfere with people�s preparations for the ball.�
�Maybe after��
Sir William�s glare hardened. �After the ball, guests will be free to leave. There are important people here, Simpson. I�ll not damage the force�s reputation because of your incompetence, you hear me?�
�It�ll be all right,� Harriet whispered to Bertrand as Sir William turned away. She hoped so, anyway. She could feel the pressure squeezing down on her like the water above the hotel. One mistake, one crack, and everything would collapse: Bertrand�s career, her hopes of becoming a spy, and her soon-to-be niece�s or nephew�s future.
The door to the drawing room burst open with such vigor that Harriet almost expected to hear trumpets. In strode Sir Lancelot, blond hair swept back as though by a strong wind.
�I,� Sir Lancelot announced, �will be joining you.� He winked at Harriet. Harriet resisted the urge to punch him. See, Amy. I am growing up. Maybe later, when no one was watching.
�Ah�� Bertrand cleared his throat. �I�m not sure that would be appropriate. Police matters, you see��
�Nonsense,� Sir William called from the back of the room, loud enough for everyone to hear. �Let the fellow help. He, at least, might have a chance of actually solving the case.�
�Why don�t we start with Emily?� Harriet said, quickly.
The maid started. �Me?�
�If you don�t mind.�
The maid�s face turned as red as a sunset as everyone faced her. Strange, Harriet thought, for someone who had made her living as an opera singer. But then maybe it was different when you were on stage, lights blinding you to the audience. And Emily had given up her life as a star of the stage to work as a lowly maid. Maybe she didn�t like the attention.
�You said you saw Mr. Strachan fall from the balcony?�
The maid nodded mutely.
�But you didn�t see anyone up there.�
�No.� She bit her lip. �I� I didn�t think to look up at first. I was too� too shocked.� She seemed, Harriet thought, to be about to burst into tears, and if she did, that would be the end of the questioning. Bertrand was useless in front of a crying girl. To her shame, Harriet had tried it once when she�d been twelve. It had gotten her out of trouble, but she had never done it again. That wasn�t the kind of person she wanted to be.
�You knew him, though?�
Emily looked down at her hands. �A bit, if it please you. He�d only been here a week. The maids don�t fraternize with the footmen, of course. He seemed� pleasant enough. He never gave me cause to avoid him.�
�And you say you heard him whistling just before he fell?�
�Oh, really!� Mrs. Fitzpatrick pronounced, turning her gaze toward the hotel manager. �What disgraceful standards. I had been led to believe that the Louros was a respectable institution. Whistling, indeed!�
The manager, who was staring blankly into the air, didn�t respond.
�It was� It was how I knew it was James before I saw his face. We all knew how terribly he whistled.�
�And you saw no one upstairs? On the stairs? Descending?�
She shook her head.
�Thank you, Emily.� Bertrand turned to the elderly couple. �Mr. and Mrs. Compton, isn�t it? Did you see anything more?�
The old man shook his head. �We were some yards behind the young lady. But it is as she said. The whistling. The� falling man. I heard him cry out before he hit.�
Alive when he fell, then.
Bertrand peered at the waiting guests. �I, ah, have invited all of you here because, other than by word of members of your own families, we have not been able to confirm your whereabouts at the time of the murder. I hasten to add that this does not make you suspects. Merely that we need to eliminate you from our enquiries as quickly as possible. If it is all right, we have a few questions for each of you. Shall we start with the Comte d�Arcy?�
The Comte didn�t respond.
�Comte?�
Still nothing.
Bertrand raised his voice and waved at the Comte. �Comte? Sir?�
The Comte started. �I beg your pardon?�
�Are you having trouble with your hearing?� Harriet asked loudly.
The Comte shifted his gaze to her. �The pressure of the water. I have always suffered from problems when the pressure rises or falls too far. I endure.�
Of course you have, Harriet thought. The Comte was in his late thirties, Harriet guessed, and fit with it. The right height, too. She remembered cupping her hands and clapping them across her unseen attacker�s ears. Hard enough to burst an eardrum.
�May we ask you some questions?� Bertrand said.
The Comte inclined his head.
�Could you tell us what you are doing here?�
The Comte sighed. �It is a Society event,� he said in scarcely accented English. �One feels obliged to lend one�s presence. It is a bore, but we all have obligations.�
Bertrand shuffled awkwardly. �And did you know the victim?�
�I understand the fellow was a servant. How would I know him?�
Bertrand consulted his notes. �He was previously a footman to Lord Barton. Did you ever visit Lord Barton�s house?�
The Comte shrugged. �It is possible. I could not be expected to notice the servants. I pay no heed to such class of person.� His eyelids slid half closed, as though he were too bored to continue. �I expect I shall have forgotten you, too, by tomorrow. Diverting though this is.�
Harriet�s hackles rose. Slow breaths.
�I�m sorry to hear about your ears, Comte.� She smiled sweetly. She�d been practicing that smile and it was now almost convincing. �I would hate to cause you further pain, but I have one more question. I have been reading about you in the papers. You have made a trip to Earth for each of the last four years.�
�I maintain a house in London. My estates in France have been lost to the monster Napoleon, and London is not what it was, but still. One must respect one�s duties.�
�That must be expensive.�
The Comte turned his head away. �I would not know.�
�The papers say you always travel with dozens of large boxes.�
�Harry,� Bertrand whispered, �I don�t see��
Harriet silenced him with a raised hand.
�My furniture,� the Comte said. �It has been in my family for generations. I would not be without it.�
Convenient. Harriet could not imagine the furniture would be searched. It would be a easy way to smuggle valuable Ancient Martian artifacts, and a profitable one, too. Certainly enough to keep him in his trans-planetary lifestyle.
�Where were you when James Strachan died?�
�In my rooms, preparing for the ball. As I should be now.�
�And yet your man wasn�t with you,� Bertrand said.
�I sent him to press my jacket. It had become creased during the journey.�
�That�s true,� Bertrand told Harriet. �His man was witnessed by two of the footmen.� He raised his voice. �Thank you, Comte.�
The man lifted his chin and looked away again. Bertrand peered at the other guests. Harriet could see the desperation on his face.
Apparently, she wasn�t the only one who noticed. Reginald Pratt pushed himself away from the wall, smirking. �This is going well. Let me help you out. I came because I was invited. I have never met your victim. I have no interest in killing servants. I have no proof of any of that and no alibi. Is that helpful?� He swept his arm around the room. �I would put a few pounds on everyone here giving you the same answer. Only��he placed a thoughtful finger on his chin��I don�t suppose your family have a few pounds to wager.� He let out a bellow of a laugh.
Mrs. Fitzpatrick straightened. �I see nothing amusing in this situation, sir. It is an inconvenience and an unwelcome one.�
�Then, ah, Mrs. Fitzpatrick, might I ask what you and your husband are doing at the Louros Hotel?� Bertrand said.
�My husband is a famous man. He was invited. We did not know the poor young man who died. I do not know why we are suspects. My husband is not in the habit of killing people.�
Bertrand almost choked. Harriet nudged him.
�I beg your pardon,� Bertrand said. �Bit of a frog, you know?�
�We were in our room the entire time,� Mrs. Fitzpatrick said.
Sir Lancelot leapt forward so quickly Mrs. Fitzpatrick almost fell off her chair.
�Why should we believe you? How do we know you are not lying?�
Colonel Fitzpatrick�s eyes hardened. He didn�t move. He didn�t speak. But it was as though the massed guns of Napoleon�s mechanized divisions had turned as one towards Sir Lancelot. Sir Lancelot paled. He took a step back and cleared his throat.
�Perhaps we should move on?�
�You�ve travelled to the Lunae Planum?� Harriet said.
Colonel Fitzpatrick nodded slowly. �What is the relevance of that, young lady?�
�We�re simply trying to establish information. I hear you were looking for a dragon tomb.�
�I obtained a map showing the location of an undiscovered tomb, but we were unable to locate it.�
�What exactly is the point of this line of questioning?� Sir William said. �We are investigating a murder, not discussing tours of Mars.�
Bertrand shot Harriet a pleading look. The point, Harriet thought, was that Colonel Fitzpatrick could easily have made contact with the smuggling gang in Lunae City, but she could think of no easy way to ask the question.
�Perhaps we should turn to Mr. and Mrs. Edgeware,� Bertrand said. �They have visited Lunae City, too, I believe. Perhaps, Mr. and Mrs. Edgeware, you could tell us the purpose of your visit here? You mentioned an interest in the ruins?�
�Oh yes. My husband has a great enthusiasm for anything Ancient Martian, don�t you, my dear?�
�Their civilization was astonishing,� Mr. Edgeware said.
Mrs. Fitzpatrick snorted in a most unladylike manner.
�My husband was lucky enough to come into an inheritance,� Mrs. Edgeware said. �His aunt, God rest her soul. We decided to spend it visiting all of the great ruins on Mars.�
Harriet made a mental note to check the newspapers for any reports of such a death and inheritance.
�About our victim,� Bertrand said. �Did you meet him?�
Mrs. Edgeware nodded. �I think so. Do you remember, Colin? We couldn�t find our room, and the young man showed us the way.�
�Did he seem nervous?� Harriet said. �Agitated?�
Mrs. Edgeware shook her head.
Bertrand leaned forward. �Was he whistling?�
Harriet closed her eyes. What was this obsession Bertrand had with the whistling?
Mrs. Edgeware gave Harriet a confused look. �Yes. Well, he stopped when we approached him, but he did whistle. Not terribly well.�
Bertrand gave Harriet a meaningful look. �See? I told you.�
Harriet shook her head. �Where were you at the time of the murder?�
�In our room, preparing for our voyage in the submersible to visit the ruins. Colin has been excited for weeks.�
�And you were together?�
�Yes, of course. With the children. Oh. Colin did pop out for a few minutes. We weren�t sure where the submersible would depart from. Colin went to check. But it was only a few minutes.�
So. Mr. Edgeware did have the opportunity to push James Strachan off the balcony. But why would he? Why would anyone?
�Reverend and Mrs. Asheville?� Bertrand said.
The reverend shook his head. �I do not think we have anything helpful, I am afraid. We did not meet the young man, and we certainly would not have wished him harm.�
Bertrand threw Harry a glance. She shrugged. The reverend was clearly frail, and his wife even more so. Certainly neither of them had attacked her, and she doubted that even the two of them together could have pushed a fit young man over the balcony.
�Which brings us to you, Mr. Davies,� Bertrand said. �What is the purpose of your visit?�
The student blinked. �I was awarded a grant by Tharsis University to study the ruins. I have some theories about their construction and use. You wouldn�t understand them. And, no, I never met the chap.�
Bertrand cocked his head to one side. �Are you sure?�
�I think I�d know, don�t you?�
�How old are you, Mr. Davies?�
The student looked around, confused. �Twenty-three. I don�t understand the relevance, sir.�
�Mr. Ellis?� The hotel manager looked up with a start. �Mr. Ellis, how old was James Strachan?�
The hotel manager blinked. �Ah� Twenty-two, I believe.�
�Not much to build your case on, Simpson,� Sir William said loudly. �I expect better than that.�
Bertrand reddened, but he kept his eyes fixed on Mr. Davies. �It is peculiar, though. You see, I read an article in the Tharsis Times on your work. They were very impressed by your theories for one so young. A future star of the University, they said.�
�So?� Mr. Davies shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
�So they included a brief biography of you. In it, I read that you had once attended Queen Anne�s Academy. Just like James Strachan. You would have been in the same year as Mr. Strachan, or a year above him. I find it hard to believe that you never met him or that you didn�t recognize him.�
Mr. Davies�s eyes flicked from side to side. Then he slumped back. �Oh, very well. Yes, I knew him. So what?�
�So you lied. Why?�
The student glared. �I had forgotten him, all right? I left Queen Anne�s six years ago.�
Bertrand looked at him askance. �No. That�s not it. The way you talk about him. That�s not the way you would talk about someone you�d forgotten. You resent him.�
The student�s lips tightened, but he didn�t respond.
�Come, now. I can arrest you and haul you back to Tharsis City. We�ll get to the truth there.�
Harriet gritted her teeth. This was wrong. Whatever had passed between Davies and Strachan when they�d been at school was neither here nor there. Strachan had been killed for the package he was carrying. But she couldn�t question him on that without letting her cover slip.
The student let out a sound of frustration. �Fine! But I didn�t kill Strachan. I didn�t even know he was here.�
�We saw you on the train,� Harriet said. �You looked furious.�
�I was reading Braithwaite�s idiotic theories on Fourth Age Ancient Martian culture. You�d be furious, too.�
�What happened between you and Strachan?� Bertrand pressed.
�He had me thrown out of school, that�s what. It was at the beginning of our final year and there was this girl I liked at school, a maid. Strachan took a fancy to her as well. He told our House Master that I�d stolen a watch from one of the other masters, and he planted it under my mattress. I was kicked out immediately, and all so he could have a free run at the maid.�
�That sounds like a motive to me,� Harriet said.
Davies shook his head disdainfully. �It was six years ago, and it was the best thing that ever happened to me. My father employed a tutor who was a student of archaeology at Tharsis University. He taught me more on the subject than I would have learned in a lifetime at Queen Anne�s. Under his instruction, I was able to get a place at the University, and I have already made a name for myself in the field of Ancient Martian history. Strachan? It appears he was reduced to a footman. Why would I resent him?�
Resentment could be like coals in a hearth, still burning hot under the cold ashes. When he saw Strachan again after all that time� But it wasn�t proof. It wasn�t even evidence. And it had nothing to do with the smuggling ring.
Sir Lancelot must have thought that the attention had been directed away from him for too long. He strode into the middle of the floor and towered over Mr. Davies.
�I have just one question.�
Mr. Davies shrugged.
�That maid you were interested in. Was it�� He swung around with the dramatic gesture, flinging out a hand. ��Emily?�
�What? No. Her name was Sarah Mason. She didn�t look anything like this girl.�
Sir Lancelot stood frozen, arm held out, for a moment. Then he stepped back. �Just what I thought.�
Reginald Pratt pried himself away from the wall. Harriet didn�t think she�d ever seen his smirk look so malicious.
�How about you, Miss George? Where were you when the murder occurred? From what I�ve heard, you were alone with your� brother-in-law.� He managed to fill the term with unpleasant insinuation. �It seems others may fall under suspicion by virtue of only receiving alibis from their families. By my money, that makes you and Mr. Simpson just as likely suspects.�
Bertrand�s jaw dropped and he turned a stricken look on Harriet.
Harriet was not fazed. �There were a dozen witnesses in the room with us when we heard the scream. Now, may we continue the questioning?�
But Sir Lancelot wasn�t done with the limelight.
�There is no need,� he proclaimed. �For I have identified the murderer.�
A murmur of excitement went around the room. The gathered suspects exchanged glances.
�Exactly as I expected,� Sir William said, sending a satisfied look toward Bertrand.
Harriet surveyed the faces in the room. No one looked nervous. The murderer must be a good actor to hold his nerve. Or maybe he felt confident nothing could be proven.
�The murderer,� Sir Lancelot said, turning slowly, �is� you!� His finger shot toward the hotel manager.
The man blinked blearily. �Me?�
�Yes. James Strachan was stealing from the hotel. You didn�t dare expose him, because that would damage your reputation and the hotel�s reputation. So, you saw your opportunity and you murdered him instead.�
Sir William leaped out of his chair. �You dastardly fiend! Simpson, arrest this man immediately!�
�But it couldn�t have been me,� the manager spluttered. �I was in my office the whole time.�
�No one was with you,� sneered Sir Lancelot. �You could have snuck out, murdered poor Strachan, and returned, leaving no one the wiser.�
The manager was already shaking his head. �No, I couldn�t. The only way I could get from my office to where Mr. Strachan died was to pass through the main foyer. The front desk is always staffed. I could not pass through unwitnessed. You may feel free to test the route yourself.�
�Oh.� Sir Lancelot slumped. �Well, then� I knew that! It was a ruse. I��
Sir William cut him off. �I�ve had enough of this. Simpson, who is the murderer? I demand you tell me immediately. You have inconvenienced everyone far too greatly.�
Bertrand stared. His mouth moved soundlessly.
It was too soon. Harriet�s fingernails bit into her palms. She had suspects, theories, but no proof and she didn�t know.
�Well?� A cruel smile had worked its way onto Sir William�s face.
Bertrand shuddered, as though he had been stung by an electric wasp. Then his eyes blinked, once, slowly.
�I need ten minutes. Just ten minutes. If everyone would wait here�� He turned and raced for the door.
Hell! He was fleeing. Harriet didn�t blame him. He�d seen the end of his career staring him in the face, and he�d run. Harriet wanted to charge after him, but a dragging lethargy had settled on her, like she was trying to support the entire weight of the Valles Marineris on her back.
She had missed something. She knew she had. Something had been staring her in the face. But what?
Mr. Edgeware, Colonel Fitzpatrick, and Mr. Davies all had links to the Lunae Planum from where the unfortunate Mr. Strachan had travelled. Reginald Pratt knew how to identify her contact. The Comte had every opportunity to smuggle goods to Earth, and he was struggling to hear. One of them had to have killed Strachan. Maybe more than one of them. But which, and how could she prove it?
The guests were becoming increasingly impatient, and still there was no sign of Bertrand. What if he really had made a run for it? Would he climb into one of the submersibles and head back to shore without her?
�This is absurd,� Mrs. Fitzpatrick said. �How long must we remain here? I have already been inconvenienced enough.�
Colonel Fitzpatrick rose smoothly from his chair. He turned his cold gaze on Sir William. �We are leaving. I trust you will not attempt to stop us.�
He and Mrs. Fitzpatrick made their way to the door. The other guests rose to follow.
Come on, Bertrand. Where was he?
The door opened in front of the colonel. Bertrand hurried into the room, followed by an automatic servant carrying a large box. Bertrand looked flustered, but he smiled at the guests.
�I am so sorry to have kept you waiting. If I could beg your indulgence for just a moment more��
�It may have escaped your notice, young man, but the ball begins in only three hours,� Mrs. Fitzpatrick said. She looked him up and down. �There may be little you can do to prepare, but I have a position to maintain and I will not shame my husband.�
�Just a minute, I promise.�
Reluctantly, the guests made their way back to their seats.
�Well?� Sir William said. �Are you ready to end this fa�ade, Simpson?�
�I believe I have discovered the murderer, sir,� Bertrand said. He glanced at the automatic servant. �Command: place the box on this table.� The automatic servant complied.
Harriet stared at her brother-in-law. This was going to be a disaster. Bertrand knew nothing about the package or the smuggling ring. Without that knowledge, he had no hope of uncovering the murderer. He was going to make a fool of himself. It would end his career.
Think, Harriet. Think! What had she missed? Who had killed James Strachan? Time was up. She had to solve it now.
�What nonsense,� Sir Lancelot exclaimed. �There is no way anyone could have figured it out.� He brushed a hand over his fine, blond hair. �Even I could not.�
Bertrand smiled. �Indulge me. You see, it all started with the socks.�
Harriet covered her eyes.
�What is this nonsense?� Mrs. Fitzpatrick demanded.
�Mr. Strachan was wearing socks that showed him to be a boy from Queen Anne�s Academy. That seemed peculiar for a footman, and it seemed to me very possible that something from his school days had come back to haunt him.�
�I�ve already told you I had nothing to do with it,� Mr. Davies said.
�Oh, I know you�re not the murderer,� Bertrand said. �But, as it turns out, you did have something to do with it after all.�
Mr. Davies shook his head.
�And there was another important clue. Emily and Mr. and Mrs. Compton heard a discordant whistling just before Mr. Strachan fell.�
�Enough of this,� Sir William growled. �Tell us who the murderer is.�
Bertrand inclined his head. �The murderer is Emily.�
The room erupted into noise. Emily�s eyes widened. Shock, Harriet thought. But shock because it was true or because she was being accused of murder?
�Piffle,� Sir William said. �The girl was observed by Mr. and Mrs. Compton at the precise time of Mr. Strachan�s death. Unless you are claiming that they were in on it, too.�
Mrs. Compton let out a gasp.
�Of course not. But Emily did murder him and she arranged it all so that she would have an unimpeachable alibi. You see, when Mr. Davies here mentioned the name of the maid whom he had been interested in at school, it rang a bell. I knew I had seen that name somewhere before in one of the newspapers. So, I went to confirm it. That maid, Sarah Mason, is now an opera singer. In fact, she was the very one to replace Emily in the Tharsis City Opera Company.�
Mrs. Asheville turned to her husband. �I remember now. We attended a performance of The Barber of Seville the year after Miss Wright left. We saw Miss Wright�s replacement.� She turned to Emily, who was standing rigid to one side. �She wasn�t a patch on you, my dear. My husband commented as much. She could barely hold a note.�
�A little further digging,� Bertrand said, �led me to discover that Mr. Strachan�s father was a patron of the opera company. It became clear what must have happened. Mr. Strachan used his influence to have Emily dismissed and Sarah Mason hired in her place.�
�But the witnesses, Simpson. The alibi.�
�That is where Miss Wright was very clever. If you would allow me? Reverend Asheville. Could I ask a favor?�
The reverend nodded.
�Can you whistle?�
Reverend Asheville looked awkwardly around. �Not well.�
�Not well is perfect. Please would you whistle Voi Che Sapete, the aria for which Emily was famous?�
The reverend cleared his throat, then started to whistle. He was right, Harriet thought. He was not good. Not good at all. But Harriet didn�t have time to listen to him mangle the tune. Half-a-dozen notes in, the automatic servant lurched into motion, heading at speed toward the reverend, arms raised. The reverend squawked.
�Command: stop,� Bertrand said loudly. The automatic servant came to an abrupt halt.
�I found this automatic servant stationed on the balcony from which Mr. Strachan was pushed. You, Emily, lost your job and your career because Mr. Strachan wanted to do a favor for the maid he was trying to impress. When he came to work here and you heard him whistling your aria, you snapped. I searched your room, and I found these.�
He reached into the box and pulled out a set of small tools.
�Your father was an assistant to a mechanician in Tharsis City. You were able to pick up the skills necessary to program an automatic servant and these tools would give access to its workings. You had the motive and the means to kill Mr. Strachan, and you were clever enough to arrange an alibi, but I have you.�
There was silence in the room. Then Emily�s face twisted. �You don�t understand! He ruined my life. He destroyed everything I worked for. And then when he realized who I was, he started whistling that blasted tune to mock me! What would you have done?�
�I would not have killed him.�
Harriet stood frozen. She felt like she�d been hit over the back of her head. She was surprised she could still stand upright. Bertrand had done it. He had solved the case, all on his own. Everything she had assumed, everything she had thought she knew, was wrong. The murder had nothing to do with the smuggling gang or the package. And that meant that the people who had attacked her and were after the package were also nothing to do with the murder. The suspects in front of her were unrelated to her mission. Her real attackers could be anyone in the hotel. She was back to where she had started. Worse, she had wasted hours.
�Well done,� she said, the words feeling as dry as sand on her tongue. �You solved it all by yourself.�
�Oh no,� Bertrand said. �I wouldn�t say that. You helped. I couldn�t have done this without you.�
Harriet nodded. It was kind of Bertrand to say so, but she knew she had only tried to steer him in the wrong direction. If she had had her way, they wouldn�t have looked into Strachan�s past at all, much less the whistling. Bertrand would never have solved the case.
�Well, that�s that,� Sir William said. �Arrest the girl, Simpson, and take her back to Tharsis City immediately.�
Harriet�s head shot up. �No!� They couldn�t go back now. She hadn�t found the package. Her mission had been a failure. �Please.�
Sir William looked startled.
Reginald Pratt stepped forward. �I really can�t allow that, Sir William.�
Sir William blinked. �I beg your pardon, Viscount Brotherton?�
�The young lady has promised me the first dance tonight. If she and her brother-in-law leave now, whom shall I dance with? I am sure there is somewhere in this hotel where the murderer can be locked up until tomorrow.�
Damn you, Reginald, Harriet thought. I could have handled that. She would have found a way to stay. Now Reginald would get to claim credit. He would blame her for everything that had gone wrong. Couldn�t manage it on her own, he would say. She wanted to strangle him.
Now that the murderer had been captured, Harriet had no excuse to question the hotel guests or staff. Over the next few hours, as she prepared for the ball with the help of an automatic maid, she went frantically over the list of guests and staff in her mind. She and Bertrand had interviewed them all, but only to establish alibis for the murder. There was little that made any of them stand out. The redheaded man who had winked at her on the submersible had waggled his eyebrows and leered at her as she and Bertrand had tried to question him, and several of the guests had been offended at being questioned at all, but she could think of nothing that pinpointed anyone as a member of the smuggling gang. She knew at least two of the gang were male, reasonably young, and of average height, but what did that tell her? There were a good thirty or forty young men here who matched that description.
The automatic maid�s cold metal fingers fastening the ties on her ball gown sent shivers up Harriet�s back. The gown was green, silky, and far too tight. Harriet preferred, whenever she could get away with it, which unfortunately wasn�t that often, to dress in men�s clothing. That way she could run, climb, or fight if the occasion required it. In this thing, she would have trouble eating a pastry. She sat on the edge of the bed to allow the automatic maid to fix her hair, and suddenly realized just how tired she was. She had been up most of the previous night, and today had been exhausting both physically and mentally. She should just fall back on the bed and not get up again for a week. And why not? This mission was a disaster. She would be out of the intelligence service the moment she got back to Tharsis City.
No. She might have failed, but Bertrand hadn�t. She would celebrate for him. He had needed this even more than she had. Amy and their unborn child would now be secure. So what if she never got the chance to travel across Mars? How many people had been to a ball a hundred feet beneath the surface of the Valles Marineris?
She shook off the automatic maid�s attention, strapped her narrow, thin knife to her arm, pulled on her jacket to cover it, even though it looked absurd over the ball gown, and went to find Bertrand.
_____
The ballroom was a domed structure made of hardened glass and steel. The water outside was illuminated by streams of photon emission globes swimming in complex patterns around the ballroom. Within the ballroom, tiny, mechanical glow-bugs darted and dived like shoals of luminescent, multicolored fish. A small orchestra at the far end had already begun to play when Harriet arrived with Bertrand.
Bertrand stared wide-mouthed in amazement at the glittering gowns of the ladies and the jackets of the gentleman which were covered in whirring machinery, but Harriet couldn�t let go of her failed mission. She had missed something, she knew it. It was scraping away at the back of her brain like a burrow-bug. What was it, though?
The hotel butler, Mr. Heathcote, announced Colonel and Mrs. Fitzpatrick. The colonel was dressed in full military regalia, his sword strapped to his side. As always, his expression was unreadable. Mrs. Fitzpatrick would have been impossible to miss from anywhere in the room. Her hat sprouted feathers that were over six feet long and shimmering with color. Harriet had no idea how Mrs. Fitzpatrick had even gotten through the doorway.
Reginald Pratt spotted Harriet from the other side of the ballroom and headed towards her, smirking.
Damn it! He looked like he was having the time of his life. He must be delighted at her failure. Had he forgotten that it was his job to step in and retrieve the package if she couldn�t? Unless he already had it. She set her jaw.
�Miss George. There you are. Just in time for our dance, I believe.�
Very clearly and very precisely, Harriet said, �I would rather dance with a slug-beetle.�
Reginald�s eyes widened in shock. But before he could say anything, Harriet grabbed her brother-in-law�s hand. �I believe it is your duty to protect me and dance with me, Bertrand. You wouldn�t want me to fall victim to anyone� inappropriate.�
Bertrand snorted. �I�ve never met anyone less in need of protection than you.� But he took her hand anyway and led her onto the dance floor.
Harriet had always hated dancing, but it was one of the skills that the intelligence service required, so she had reluctantly learned. She let Bertrand lead her through the steps while her mind worried and prodded at her problem. Assume Reginald Pratt doesn�t have the package. If he did, none of it mattered.
The package had to be somewhere in the hotel. Even at her most optimistic, Harriet didn�t believe the letters and loose papers she�d taken from Strachan�s room were it. So, not in his room, and she hadn�t been able to find anywhere else he might have hidden it. Where, then? It certainly hadn�t been on his body.
Or had it? That nagging feeling in the back of her brain flared as she thought of his body lying there. She had searched him, but what had she missed?
�I wonder if we�ll be in the paper?� Bertrand said.
�What?�
�The newspapers. They�ll be reporting this. It�s one of the most important events of the Season, and there�s been a murder now, too. I wonder if we�ll get a mention? I don�t suppose we will, because of all these important people, but it would be nice to show Amy.�
Harriet stopped so abruptly she almost tripped Bertrand. The itch in her brain had erupted like a lizard-fox larva. �Bertrand. You�re brilliant!�
�I am?�
�Where�s the newspaper Mr. Strachan was carrying?�
�Um� In my room. Evidence, you know. I don�t suppose we need it now.�
Harriet pulled her hands free. �Thank you. I�ll be back.�
Ignoring the astonished looks and shocked comments, Harriet hurried from the ballroom and through the hotel, back to Bertrand�s room.
The evidence was gathered in a trunk that Bertrand had commandeered from the hotel. She scrambled past Miss Wright�s tools, past the carefully clipped articles that had led Bertrand inexorably to his conclusion, to Mr. Strachan�s belongings.
There, at the bottom, carefully placed in a leather folder, was a copy of the twelfth of April Tharsis Times, which Strachan had been carrying to identify himself. With shaking hands, Harriet unfolded it. The headline was the same, the lead articles were the same. The new manufactory. The crashed Mars-ship. Had she gotten this wrong? Was it just a stupid idea?
There! On page four. The scandal at Mrs. Parkinson�s birthday party.
She hurried over to the bed where the newspapers Bertrand had borrowed from the hotel were now stacked. He�d sorted them neatly in order.
Sorry, Bertrand. She pushed the top papers aside and pulled out the twelfth of April edition. She flicked to page four.
She had been right. Not Mrs. Parkinson. Mrs. Parker. It could have been a correction in a later edition, but now that she looked more carefully, there were other differences, too. Just a few altered words and numbers here and there, or an odd paragraph replaced. Nothing that anyone would notice. Except she had noticed, without realizing.
There was a code in the differences between the two newspapers. It was so obvious she wanted to kick herself. The newspaper wasn�t just the means of identifying her contact. It was the package itself, and now she had it.
Using her knife, she slit her jacket�s lining and slid the newspaper inside.
Now, she should grab Bertrand and get him to requisition a submersible and take her and the prisoner back to Tharsis City without delay. Better not even tell Reginald. She still didn�t know if she could trust him. She hurried out of her room, closing and locking the door.
�There you are!�
Harriet turned to see the red-haired young man looming just behind her. He grinned.
�I�ve been looking for you.�
�I don�t have time for this,� Harriet said, trying to step around him.
The man�s grin widened as he moved into her way. �Oh, I saw how you looked at me on the submersible and I�ve seen you looking at me since. I know exactly what you want.�
He took a step closer, blocking her in against the wall.
�Move away.�
The young man�s left hand alighted on her shoulder.
�Last warning.�
He ignored her.
Harriet looked him calmly in the eye. �Take your hand off me.�
The man�s other hand touched her waist and began to move upward beneath her jacket.
Harriet reached up, wrapped her hand around his little finger, and wrenched it back. The man screamed. Harriet didn�t let go. She kept pushing, driving him to the ground. As the man curled into a ball around his broken finger, he shouted, �Her jacket. It�s in her jacket!�
An answering shout came from around the corner. Harriet cursed.
She broke into a run, and almost tripped over her own legs. How was anyone supposed to run in a ridiculous dress like this? It was more like a waddle. Already she heard feet pounding down the hallway. Damnation. She bent over and, using both hands, tore the ball gown up one seam. That�s better. She took off toward the safety of the ballroom.
The man whose finger she had broken was coming after her, still half curled around his injury, but he had been joined by his equally red-headed brother and they were gaining.
Don�t fight if you don�t have to do. Getting the package to safety had to be her priority.
Another shout sounded as a third man came racing after the first two. That decided it. Her odds had suddenly dropped. She increased her pace.
Running in this stupid dress was still awkward, despite the torn seam. The blasted corset made it impossible to take real breaths. As for her stupid slippers, they flapped like a pair of carpet-fish strapped to her feet. Oh, well. She kicked them off.
The sound of the ball in full swing grew louder. Harriet pelted around the corner. There. Up ahead. The lights of the ball, the swirling crowds.
A hand flailed for her, catching her sleeve. Harriet stumbled, then wrenched free. She heard a curse right behind her and she forced extra speed into her trembling legs.
The butler looked up in alarm as Harriet sprinted toward him. He raised a hand, but Harriet ignored him.
The ball was a mass of dancing pairs surrounded by crowds talking loudly. Harriet dived into the chaos. Light flickered from the swooping mechanical bugs inside and the trails of photon-emission devices beyond the metal-and-glass dome.
An outraged shout behind her told her that her pursuers had not abandoned the chase. They had shoved the butler aside were peering and craning over people�s heads. One spotted her and pointed, and they came, shouldering their way past the guests.
Damn it! Where was Bertrand? Where was Reginald? She ducked away, but it was no good. The men spread out, stalking her. How was it so hard to find help?
One of the men rushed out of the crowd, bulling towards her. She twisted and sidestepped, letting his momentum carry him past and adding a shove. The man careered out of control into the wall and dropped, stunned.
A second man grabbed her, bending her arm behind her back and locking an elbow around her neck. She tried to slam her head back, but he was pressed too close. She scraped her heel down his leg, but without shoes it did no damage. She was starting to feel dizzy. The blood to her brain was shutting off. She couldn�t reach his eyes with her fingers.
A fist shot past her head, seemingly from nowhere, and slammed into the man�s face. He dropped, releasing Harriet. She blinked the blackness from her vision. Colonel Fitzpatrick stood over her unconscious attacker.
�What the devil is going on?� he demanded. Mrs. Fitzpatrick was staring from the crowd, her giant feathers swaying.
Harriet�s attackers had found reinforcements. Five tough-looking men formed a semicircle and closed in. Thugs for hire.
One of the men pointed a finger at her. �She�s a thief!�
Harriet�s jaw dropped. She looked up at the colonel. His cold eyes were taking in the scene, emotionless.
She shouldn�t do this. It was against every rule. She could be sacrificing her career. She didn�t even know whose side the colonel was on. But she couldn�t take on these thugs alone. Time for a gamble.
She wet her lips. �I am carrying a package for the British-Martian Intelligence Service,� she whispered. �These men must not get hold of it.�
The colonel�s eyes fixed on her for a second.
�Then they shall not.�
He stepped forward, sword sliding from its sheath.
One of the men rushed him, then reeled back, blood spraying from a slash across his arm. The colonel hardly seemed to have moved. The men exchanged glances. Then three of them closed on the colonel. One went down immediately, but the other two forced the colonel back, away from Harriet.
The final man came for her. He was bigger than her, muscled, his face and fists scarred. She retreated, watching him. Distantly, Harriet realized the sounds of the ball had ceased and had been replaced by shouts and screams, but she couldn�t spare any attention. Her attacker lunged. Harriet ducked under his arms and buried a fist in his stomach.
Or at least she tried to.
Ouch. What was he made of? Stone?
He spun, and she danced out of range.
The second of the colonel�s attackers was down now, the sword taking him through the neck, but the final man was more careful and he was keeping the colonel away from Harriet.
Her own attacker darted at her. One meaty hand closed on her close-fitting jacket. She allowed herself to be pulled toward him and followed the motion with a knee between his legs. The tight ball gown almost didn�t allow it, but at the last moment it tore further, exposing an indecent amount of petticoat and leg, and she connected solidly with his groin. The man roared in agony, and Harriet punched him in the throat. She put the whole weight of her body into it, driving through her shoulder, and she felt something in his throat crumple. She stepped away in time to see the last of the colonel�s opponents fall bleeding to the floor.
Slowly, she realized that the screams and shouts weren�t just coming from around her and the colonel. In fact, most of them were coming from the entrance to the ballroom.
Bertrand burst from the crowd.
�Are you all right?� he demanded. �I couldn�t reach you through the press.� He looked at the choking man on the floor in front of her and shook his head.
Reginald Pratt came running up. His voice was panicked. �Someone has sealed the pressure doors from the outside. We�re trapped in the ballroom.�
Harriet frowned. Why seal the doors? What good would it do to trap them all in here? She couldn�t see any more attackers.
The ballroom darkened. Harriet�s head snapped up in time to see something massive come rushing toward them through the water. She saw fins, a long tail, and extended jaws. It hit the dome, and the impact shook the whole ballroom. Metal creaked and protested. Water sprayed into the ballroom, hard enough to knock a grand lady from her feet.
Mosasaurus, Harriet thought, as the shape swam away. Then it turned. Hell! It�s coming back.
_____
�Get that door open,� Harriet said, shoving Reginald towards it.
�It can�t be opened from the inside.�
�Find a way.� That was one of the British-Martian Intelligence Service�s maxims. Find a way. When she had first heard it, she had never imagined a situation like this.
The submersible pilot had told them the mosasaurus had no interest in the hotel or the ruins. Why was it attacking? Was it the lights? This could hardly be the first time the mosasaurus had seen the lights down here. Surely it couldn�t mistake them for its prey. Perhaps the sound of the ball had unsettled it. But it seemed too much of a coincidence that the doors should be locked just as the creature attacked. Perhaps this wasn�t an accident.
And that meant this was her fault. If the smugglers couldn�t get the package off her, they would drown it and her beneath untold tons of water and debris. The package would be destroyed and all evidence with it.
�This isn�t natural,� Colonel Fitzpatrick said.
Harriet agreed. Someone must have persuaded the creature to make this frenzied assault. Even as she thought it, the mosasaurus crashed into the ballroom dome again. More joints buckled, and more water sprayed into the ballroom. It was already an inch deep. Another impact like that and the whole dome might give way.
But how were they forcing the mosasaurus to attack? There must be something here that was attracting it. Something sending a signal.
The mosasaurus began to turn again, readying itself for another attack. Harriet squinted up at the dome. There. Something had been attached half way up the dome. A large box just where the mosasaurus had made contact. Whatever it was must be transmitting a sound through the water that had attracted the creature and driven it mad with fury.
�I need to get up there,� she told Bertrand.
�You think that�s what�s causing the creature to attack?�
Harriet shrugged. �Do you have a better idea?�
�I�m not letting you climb up there. Amy would kill me.�
�She won�t get the chance unless you let me,� Harriet said. �I know what I�m doing, Bertrand.�
I hope.
Bertrand gave her an appraising look. �I don�t know what you�ve been doing at that university, but if you�re just Lady Felchester�s companion, I�ll eat my hat. Um. Although, you know, not my good one.� He shook his head. �You don�t have to tell me. What do you need me to do?�
A week ago, Harriet might have said, �Keep out of the way.� But Bertrand had solved the murder without any help from her, and she knew she�d been underestimating him all her life.
�Help me stack some tables.�
A loud, protesting creak sounded from above, then more screams as the gush of water increased, pouring in like a mini waterfall. People were slipping on the slick marble floor. The dark body of the mosasaurus grew larger and larger.
This ballroom won�t take another hit. She would never get up there in time.
A glittering shape with lights blazing from its front and sides, and almost the size of the mosasaurus, powered into view from behind the ballroom. The submersible. The pilot must have seen what was happening and decided to intervene. The submersible drove into the side of the giant reptile. The mosasaurus flipped, distracted by the new attacker. Its tail smashed into the submersible, sending it into a spin.
The submersible might be fast and made of metal, but this wasn�t a battle it could win. The mosasaurus was bigger, more agile, and faster.
�Come on,� Harriet yelled to Bertrand.
They splashed their way across the ballroom to where tables had been abandoned in the rush to the sealed doors. Along with Colonel Fitzpatrick and a couple of gentlemen who had hurried to help, they dragged the tables over and began to stack them.
�These will never stay up,� Bertrand muttered.
�It�s your job to make sure they do.�
All she had to do was balance. She�d spent hours teetering across poles and along ledges as part of her spy training. Why hadn�t they practiced on stacks of wobbly tables?
The second table rocked as she pulled herself onto it.
�I should be doing this,� one of the gentlemen called. �This is no job for a lady.�
�Do you know how to disarm that?� Harriet nodded toward the device.
�Um��
�Thought not.�
Colonel Fitzpatrick and Bertrand stretched up, holding the feet of the third table. If it slipped, they wouldn�t be able to stop it.
The submersible and the mosasaurus were still fighting their duel in and out of the Ancient Martian ruins. The submersible was clearly trying to draw the reptile away, but it was equally clearly losing. Most of its lights had been broken and it was maneuvering awkwardly. Even as Harriet watched, one of the photon-emission spotlights shattered in a burst of contained light, which made the reptile shy away and Harriet screw her eyes tight.
She didn�t have much longer. She crawled onto the third table and carefully straightened. The whole edifice felt unstable. She stretched for the box attached to the dome.
Nope. No good. She still couldn�t reach.
�Pass me a chair.�
�You can�t,� Bertrand said.
�I can.�
She would.
The chair turned out to be a terrible idea. It slid on the smooth surface of the table, not helped by the water that was soaking everything.
Perfect balance. Like an acrobat. She really wasn�t cut out to be an acrobat.
She raised herself inch by inch, swaying. Like a reed� The chair shifted. Don�t panic! She took a slow breath.
The metal box was right above her. It was twice the size of her head and it was attached to the glass panes around the crossed metal struts by suction cups. She could break the seals and pull it off. If it wasn�t booby-trapped somehow. She removed her thin, sharp knife from inside her sleeve and carefully levered the cover from the device. Inside was a tangle of whirring cogs, twitching levers, curling springs, and vibrating discs. Harriet peered closer. Behind the mechanism, heavy metal spikes rested against the glass. It was a booby trap. If she made the wrong move, those spikes would drive into the glass, shattering it, and letting the Valles Marineris pour in.
There were so many components all connected and interacting. Half of them must be fake, parts to trip her up and trigger the booby trap. If only they weren�t all moving so fast� She stared at them. Don�t try to follow them. It�s like a magician�s trick. Don�t let your eyes follow the distractions. See the whole thing.
She had trained for this. If only she�d actually managed to disarm any of those blasted traps during training.
�Harriet,� Bertrand shouted. �Look out!�
Harriet snapped her gaze from the device. There, in the water, heading right toward her, was the mosasaurus. The submersible was nowhere to be seen.
She was out of time.
She stared at the device. How could she stop it? No time to wonder, no time to second-guess herself.
That cog. It had to be the one. If it weren�t, she would never know. She would be crushed beneath the water before she could even realize her mistake. She inserted her blade under the cog, then, with a quick prayer, flicked it out.
The mechanism stopped. Harriet closed her eyes, clenched her jaw, and waited for the impact. It didn�t come. She opened one eye. The device was inert, the spikes still resting gently against the glass. The mosasaurus was swimming calmly away into the depths. Harriet slumped.
Which was the worst thing she could possibly have done. The chair went one way, the table beneath it another, and for a brief moment Harriet was flying. Then she crashed down, right on top of Reginald Pratt, Viscount Brotherton.
She struggled up, picking the random bits of clockwork that had come off Reginald�s jacket from her ball gown. Her back ached where she had bounced off Reginald�s shoulder and her head thumped. Reginald sprawled beneath her, blood streaming from his nose.
Bertrand helped her up. The crowd of panicking guests was still packed solidly around the entrance, shouting and calling.
�What the hell is going on, Reggie? Why aren�t you getting the doors open?�
He stared up at her, eyes white and wide. �I can�t do it.� He wiped his sleeve across his nose, smearing the blood.
�What do you mean you can�t do it? Is it jammed? The dome could collapse at any minute. Anyone locked in here will die.�
Reginald�s eyes flicked from side to side. Harriet saw the panic crouching in them.
�Did you even try?� Harriet demanded.
Reginald didn�t reply. His hands were shaking.
She swore. �Get out of my way.� She splashed off across the ankle-deep ballroom. Bertrand and Colonel Fitzpatrick ran after her. The crowd of people was so thick and so panicked that Harriet had to let Bertrand and the colonel drive a path through for her.
The pressure doors were made of heavy, thick steel with only a small glass porthole at head height. Harriet peered through, looking for any of the hotel staff who might be outside, but all she saw were two slumped bodies. Whoever had locked them in had made sure no one would let them out.
There were no obvious wheels, levers, or handles on this side of the pressure doors, and although some of the gentleman had been heaving at them, they had not managed to budge the doors.
�There must be a way to release them,� Harriet said. �They can�t be designed in such a way as to lock people in.�
Bertrand looked helplessly at her. �Don�t ask me.�
No mechanism that could be released accidentally, Harriet thought. Should the worst happen, it would be important that the doors could not accidentally spring open. A concealed mechanism, protected from the water and any debris or sea life that might happen to come in contact. That must mean a panel. She peered closely. There. Near where the two doors joined. The panel fitted tightly, no doubt to prevent seawater seeping in, but it was there. Using the blade of her knife, Harriet quickly unscrewed it and swung it open.
A crash sounded behind her. Harriet risked a glance back. A glass pane had given way completely. Water poured in faster and faster. It spread across the floor in a calf-high wave. Around the powerful jet of water, metal bent and glass began to splinter.
�It�s giving way,� Bertrand said, his voice breaking in alarm.
There was a single, heavy lever inside the panel. Harriet jerked it up and heard bolts release along the door joint.
�Now!� she called.
The men who had been trying to force the door heaved. Slowly, the heavy doors slid apart.
�Out!� Harriet shouted. �Everyone out!�
She didn�t have to give the command again. The crowd surged forward, pushing, jostling, and fighting to get through the entrance, slipping and falling, and scrambling to their feet again. The water that had been rising flowed rapidly into the hotel with them. Harriet saw Reginald Pratt elbow his way through and out, almost knocking Mrs. Fitzpatrick�s feather-topped from her head. Harriet looked back at the dome. If it gave way while they were evacuating, the whole hotel would flood and not a single one of them would escape. Come on. Come on. She pushed and hurried the guests onwards, not caring for propriety or station. She grabbed a duchess by one arm and swung her bodily at the gap.
�That�s it,� Bertrand said. �They�re all through. Come on, Harry. It�s our turn.�
They dashed through the open doors. Behind them, the dome gave an alarming creak. Glass splintered. Another pane burst, then another. Water roared down almost deafeningly. The men who had helped pull open the doors were gone, fleeing down the corridor.
�Come back!� Harriet shouted. �We have to close the doors.� But the men kept on running. Only Bertrand and Colonel Fitzpatrick remained. She met the two men�s gazes. �We�re going to have to do this ourselves.�
�I�ve got this one,� the colonel said.
Bertrand and Harriet took hold of the other door and together they rolled them shut. Harriet seized the locking handle and threw it down. The bolts jolted into place. And not a moment too soon. With a shriek like a dying leviathan, the dome gave way. Water hammered down, driven by the pressure of a hundred feet of ocean above it. It smashed into the marble floor and roared toward them. The impact of the wave hitting the massive metal doors knocked Harriet back. For a second, she thought they would give way, but they held and through the glass porthole Harriet saw swirling water, mud, and the debris of the broken ballroom.
She stepped away, raising a hand to her jacket. The package was still there. And although it was damp, it was still intact.
_____
The submersible had sustained damage in its fight with the mosasaurus, but it was still thankfully functional. One group at a time, it evacuated the hotel guests back to Candor City. A tally of the guests showed that, in addition to their assailants who had fallen in the ballroom, two guests were missing, along with one of the smaller submersibles. They must have fled when they had sealed everyone in the ballroom. One was listed as a Mr. Smythe. Harriet recalled very little of the man, and Smythe undoubtedly was not his true name. The other, though, was the Comte d�Arcy.
I knew it! Harriet thought fiercely. If only she had been able to apprehend him. She doubted that she or anyone else would see either man again.
It took two days to return to Tharsis City. When they finally arrived, Bertrand took Emily to the police headquarters where she would be held for the murder of Mr. Strachan. Harriet headed with a deep reluctance to the School of Martian Entomology at Tharsis University and her meeting with Lady Felchester. She passed her report to Lady Felchester�s personal man of affairs, then waited an interminable three hours in her dormitory until she was finally summoned.
At least Lady Felchester was alone in her study when Harriet entered. If Reginald Pratt had been there, smirking, she didn�t know what she would have done. It had been supposed to be a simple mission. Make contact. Retrieve the package. Return home. Instead, her contact was dead, the Hotel Louros was half destroyed, and the smuggling ring knew the intelligence service was onto them.
Lady Felchester looked up from her desk as Harriet approached and laid the package in front of her.
�Miss George. I have received and studied the reports on your mission.�
Harriet tipped her head to one side. �Reports? In the plural?�
�Indeed. Colonel Fitzpatrick was kind enough to provide a report of his own.�
Harriet winced. She had blown her cover by telling the colonel what she was doing. In the eyes of the service, that was a worse sin than failing a mission. Now that people knew, she could never go undercover again.
�He was very complimentary. He spoke highly of your initiative and performance in the face of an unexpected and overwhelming situation. You should know that the service thinks highly of Colonel Fitzpatrick�s opinion.�
Harriet stared. Her face reddened. �But��
�The colonel is a longtime friend of the service. I think we can trust him to keep your secret, and he has spoken to the other gentlemen who witnessed your exploits. One thing I will say for the dear colonel: when he speaks to someone, they remain spoken to. Which just leaves us with the matter of your brother-in-law. Can we trust him?�
Even a week ago, Harriet would have been sure Bertrand would let something slip. Now, though?
�Yes. Yes, we can.� There was more to Bertrand than she had been able to see until now.
�Good. Now, Viscount Brotherton also submitted a report.�
Every vestige of the thrill that had swept over her upon hearing Colonel Fitzpatrick�s report drained away just as quickly as it had appeared. Here it comes. Everything she had done wrong, committed to record, laid out so that her failings would be obvious for all to see.
She wet her lips. �Should I� Should I pack my bags?�
�Viscount Brotherton�s report was short. He tells us that family obligations require him to resign from the British-Martian Intelligence Service with immediate effect. He was of the opinion that the mission was carried out� adequately� for a trainee. Now, you are dismissed. I will expect you back in training in two days� time. That will be all.� Her face was as untroubled as if she were issuing an invitation for morning tea.
�Yes, your ladyship.� Harriet�s back stiffened. Her chin lifted, as a bubble of excitement filled her chest. She�d survived her first mission. What more could be thrown at her? Whatever it was� �I�m ready.�
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