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  Before we begin…


Let me take this chance to say thank you for picking up this book. As an independent author, it means the world to me that you want to follow Ada on her journey. That said, Reborn in Ash contains adult and dark themes, including some graphic violence. To be sure this book is right for you, please read the content warnings available at https://thellian.com/reborn-in-ash

This novel is written in British English, and no generative AI has been used for any part, including the cover. Generative AI not only harms the environment, but it was built on the theft of my fellow authors’ work. Creativity has been, and always will be, inherently human.
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  Map with Descriptions


The combination of eBooks and read-aloud or screen readers gives those with visual impairments another way to partake in the love of fiction. However, maps are often overlooked when it comes to image descriptions. Both of this book’s maps are included again below with accompanying descriptions. I have gone into a level of detail I feel is appropriate, however if you would like more information, please contact me via ask@thellian.com . 
For most eReaders, pinch-style gestures should allow you to zoom in on the maps. You may need to long press or double tap the image first.


<skip descriptions>
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A map of Askar, the last habitable region of Thellian.
The area of land shown is wide with a sea to the north, The Frozen North, and an ocean to the south, The Endless Ocean. To the west is The Unending Desert, and to the east beyond a wide river is The Dragon Waste.
Taking up around a third of the core landmass is Loka in the west, a country shaped like a wide incisor curving down to the southeast. Loka extends further to the south than other countries, coming to about three-quarters of the way down the map. On the southwest coast of Loka is the capital, nestled between a bay with a curved island filling it and an enormous rhinoceros-shaped lake. To the southwest of Loka are scattered islands. The southeastern tip of Loka has a lake partially surrounded by marshland that extends to the ocean. The northwest and southeast of Loka are deserts, while the north is predominantly occupied by a jungle. West of the jungle is a large lake shaped like an upside-down droplet. Across the lake, east to west, is an arching land bridge.
Loka borders Rin in the east, separated by mountains on the southern stretch and a wide river running to the north. The river has treacherous rapids its full length.
The top half of the map’s central area is The Rin Empire, an area of mountains, forests, and rivers. The empire’s original land is in the northeast of the middle kingdoms, bordering the northern sea. In the middle of the northern coastline, the land pushes north with towering cliffs. At the tip of this area is the Rinnite capital. South of there is a lake, and south again is a Y-shaped mountain range. Southeast of there is another mountain range that marks part of Rin’s border with Yriah. Much of eastern Rin is covered by forests.
A huge forest in western Rin was formerly the nation of Belmennos. There is a lake in the middle of the forest, and within it is an island with a single tree. The Belmennian capital is on the southern edge of this lake. It borders The Endless Ocean in the south, where there is a large marsh. In the east, a river borders Karna and Yriah. The river is formed from four sources, three of which join close together, making the river look like a crooked dead tree leaning to the east. I sometimes non-canonically call it The Hydra.
In the very centre of Rin is a small area that was formally the nation of Karna. It has two small forests, some hills, and a lake. The Karnan capital is central, east of the lake.
South of the eastern half of the middle kingdoms is a country called Yriah. It stretches from a river border with Belmennos and Karna in the northwest, towards the ocean in the southeast. It has a large coastline, running southeast from Belmennos, northeast, then north up to Rin. On its southernmost stretch of coastline is a large marsh with a river flowing into it from the north that looks like a rat’s tail. Yriah borders Rin in the north, separated by mountains and a river (one of the four sources mentioned earlier). Yriah’s capital is just south of the river. South of the capital are forests and mountains.
In the ocean to the east of Yriah and southern Rin is an area of jagged, half-submerged mountains.
On the eastern side of Askar, between Rin and The Dragon Waste, is Asorea. It is the shortest land area, being half the height of Rin. It is separated from Rin by a large mountain range and a forest on its western border. On Asorea’s eastern border is a very wide river that stretches from a waterfall near The Frozen North to a waterfall leading into The Endless Ocean. Another river runs north to south the full height of Asorea, splitting the nation in two. East of the river, the north and south coastlines both have large marshes. Much of Asorea’s eastern half is covered by a forest, which has a river running through it northwest to southeast. Halfway down Asorea, between the forest and the central river, are three enormous canyons like jagged rips. In the north, between Asorea’s northern marsh and the eastern forest, a land bridge runs up into The Frozen North, which is unnaturally straight.
The coastline from the southern point of Loka runs north, then curves east beneath Belmennos and southeast in Yriah. In this area between the three countries is a large island like a pointed oval with a much smaller island to its east. Clouds hover over the islands.
In the far eastern part of the map, The Dragon Waste runs from level with the north of Asorea down to level with the tip of Loka, curving eastwards off the map. Its west is an area of barren land, shown with dead trees and a dragon skeleton. In the east, it has a long mountain range running north to south, with a volcano just visible in the southeast.
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A map of Eastern Askar, showing eastern Rin in the west and Asorea in the east, as well as a small section of northern Yriah to the south of Rin.
Rin and Asorea are separated in the centre of the map by a border running north to south, mostly made up of a mountain range called the Fangs of Ashra, as well as a forest north of those called The King’s Wood. Dividing the forest east to west is a wide road called The King’s Road. At the eastern end of the King’s Road is Varran, Asorea’s capital. A large river flows through Varran, running from The Orrilan Sea on the north coast all the way to the ocean on the south coast. The River Cassagor has large forts at either end: Fort Nara in the north and Ryken in the south.
North of Ryken, a quarter of the way along the River Cassagor, is Elbamir, which has a large mountain to its west with a towering waterfall. North along the river from Elbamir, halfway to the capital, is Hogalt. On the south coast of Asorea, west of Ryken and nestled beside the Fangs of Ashra mountains, is Felgen.
In the very southeast of Asorea is Veskh, a town with Sorren’s Marsh to its west, the Abastian Forest to its north, and the very wide River Daenar to its east. North of the river, separated from Asorea by cliffs, is Lake Wolken, which is big enough to be a sea. Between the Abastian forest and the central part of the River Cassagor are three huge canyons like jagged rips, as if a god-like creature gouged the land with its claws.
On the border between Asorea and Rin, at the western end of The King’s Road and The King’s Wood, is Dire Hold. A road from Dire Hold curves southwest into Rin around the Fangs of Ashra and then south, leading to a forked river, The Serpent’s Tongue, and a town just over the river called Velbes. A short way north of the river, the road is joined by another that heads west to Lake Tolzye and the town of Holzinsi on the lake’s northern shore. The road continues west and a little north to Berchen, a town nestled between Lake Genviok to the south and the Dragon Spine mountains to the west. Between Berchen and Dire Hold is the Hunnadel Forest.
South of the lake near Berchen is a town called Valdor, and south of that is a hilly area called The Contested Lands. South of The Contested Lands, across a river, is Midah, the capital of Yriah. Northeast of Midah are the Leviathan’s Tail mountains. Northeast of those, stretching up to Lake Tolzye, is the sizeable Strillodor Forest. East of the forest near the estuary of The Serpent’s Tail is the town of Dannas. Across the river and along the coast to the northeast is Zulakar. In the ocean to the south between Dannas and Zulakar is an area of jagged partially-submerged mountains called The Fallen Sea.
At the bottom of the map, south of the Leviathan’s Tail, is Lake Enzilus. Southwest of the lake is Dunnador. In the very northwest of the map, northwest of the Dragon Spine mountains, is an unlabelled lake with a town south of it called Kavharis.






  
  For Nanna Pat.
Thank you for always believing in me.



And in memory of Odin,
The rabbit whose stubbornness granted us 12 years of his company. May you and Bera be reunited in your next lives.








  
  Chapter one
Unforgiveable


An ageing floorboard creaked as Ada stepped closer to the small knife she’d hidden behind the shop’s counter. She’d never killed before, but her customer was coming dangerously close to discovering her secret. The man, whose name she didn’t care to remember, was an old friend of her father. He rolled a ruby pendant between his fingers and peered closer. Too close. Ada pushed out her extra sense and touched it to his chest, checking for any change in his pulse. Calm, for now. That sense was the only good thing to happen to her since the ash plague. A gift she alone possessed. 
“It’s richly coloured for a garnet,” the man said. Ada sensed his pulse quicken, but she couldn’t tell whether it was from excitement or suspicion.
With a smile fixed on her face, Ada set her hand on the knife’s hilt. “My former supplier tried to pass that garnet off as a ruby so he could charge more. Fortunately, I’m as honest as my father was.”
Ada hated invoking her father’s memory as part of a lie. He’d been a good man, and his reputation as a skilled jeweller had ensured both his daughters lived an easy life, before the ash fell. His legacy allowed Ada to remain unwed, and she would do whatever it took to keep the shop open. Even use her father’s name to sway customers.
The man set a weighty purse on the counter. “I believe this is a more accurate reflection of the piece’s value. The setting isn’t up to your father’s standards.”
Ada released the knife and peered into the purse. Barely two-thirds of what she’d asked. She would have to use guilt. “I was, after all, only seventeen when the ash plague took my family. But if this is all you can spend on your wife’s gift, I’ll have to accept.”
The man cleared his throat. “No price is too high for my Celia, even in these times.” He set some silvers beside the purse. Two more than Ada’s original offer.
“If she has need of more jewellery, do visit again.”
As the man left, Ada was genuine in her silent wish for him to escape the notice of thieves. The last thing she needed was anyone scrutinising that necklace. The man had been right to question if it was a garnet. She’d rather have sold it for its true worth, but she could hardly have admitted it was a ruby. Its former owner kept calling on any lady in possession of new jewellery, if the rumour mill was to be believed. Eavesdropping on servants at the market had never let Ada down before.
If only she’d done more than change the setting from gold to silver. She could have altered the cut or split the gem for earrings, then she might have got away with selling it as a ruby. Unfortunately, she’d been in a rush. She was running out of time to gather the coin she needed.
As if to rub that fact in, her landlord’s lackey approached the shop. Tomas shoved the door open, almost smashing its small panes as it crashed against a display stand. He strode in with his usual swagger, one hand on the hilt of his sword, the other grasping his belt buckle. Ada seethed at his presence, but she kept her hand far away from the hidden knife. Fighting him wouldn’t end well for her.
“What do you want?” Ada said.
“Saw your customer leave, didn’t I. Clutching his pocket. I assume you’ve made a sale.”
Ada scowled. “Only a garnet necklace.”
“Should be more than enough to cover what’s left of this week’s fee.”
Ada bristled. Her father’s lease on the shop and attached house had passed to her, with added clauses she’d had no power to fight. She was still paying off the damage looters had caused during the riots near two years ago.
“How many more instalments are there?” Ada asked, fully aware it was eight. She wanted to see if Tomas thought her a fool.
“Should be finished by the time the lease comes due. Two months, Ada. You better have the coin ready.”
“I’ll have it.” She tossed her customer’s coin purse at Tomas, aiming for his head. He snatched it from the air and weighed it in his hand before adding it to a large pouch hanging from his belt. The clink of coins betrayed that she wasn’t his first victim that day.
“Be sure you have it all. Don’t want to end up on the streets, do you.” He looked her up and down, eyes lingering on her flat chest. “At least you wouldn’t have to worry about your virtue.” He chuckled to himself as he left, as if he found himself remarkably clever. If he were, he’d have known the men who prowled dark alleys didn’t care what a woman looked like, only what she had beneath her skirts. Ada locked the door, which failed to shut out the chill Tomas had brought into her shop.
After packing away her few display items, Ada replaced them with cheap decoys. Without them, looters would ransack the entire building like they had during the riots. She’d rather deal with Tomas demanding payment for repairs than have looters find her secrets.
Going through to the house, Ada fetched three keys from their hiding places and went to the storage room where she slept. There, she shoved a box off the basement hatch and used each key in the trio of locks. After lighting the lanterns below, Ada shut the way behind her, eager to return to her most important work.
She plucked a pale sapphire necklace from a box of recent additions and got to work prying it from its setting, which had unusually long prongs. It didn’t take long to discover why. A great score marred the back of the sapphire. Ada tossed it onto the workbench and lifted her eyes to the ceiling. She’d hoped to pass it off as blue topaz, which wasn’t worth the time it would take to cut the sapphire into smaller gems. Damn the elite. They’d grown crafty with hiding their jewellery, but she never imagined they would damage their precious finery to catch her.
Despite the loss, that particular night’s work hadn’t been about the jewellery, though the pieces were a welcome bonus. Ada unrolled her sketch of the manor’s layout and studied her notes about the patrols of her true target – an identical manor higher up Haranor Hill. Her heart beat faster. It was time to take revenge against the man responsible for her life of crime.
Tamir Alzahar. Ada would never forget that name. His flowing signature adorned the contract shown to her by the owner of Felgen’s mine. A contract that superseded the one Ada should have inherited. She’d had no chance of arguing against it. Tamir was a wealthy merchant who spent much of his time in the capital, and his contract bore the seal of Asorea’s king.
Thanks to looting during the riots and losing the rights to the mine’s gems, Ada had run out of jewellery to sell, leaving her finances in ruin. Shadows curse Tamir for ruining the last thing she had of her family. Though she hadn’t faced their rooms since their deaths, she couldn’t bear to part with the house. All her memories of her sister were tied to that building. The two years left on the lease had seemed like plenty of time to raise funds to renew it. Yet working the fields paid a pittance, despite the extortionate cost of food, and she’d never had an interest in the tedious skills society expected women to have, like embroidery or dressmaking. Her options as a woman had been far too limited, and she would never marry. Not when she’d be expected to bear children.
Ada glanced at her father’s sword where it leaned beside the stairs. It was a tatty old thing, a relic of her father’s time as a travelling merchant. He’d forbidden Ada to train with weapons regardless of her interest. Even learning jewellery crafting from him had been like cutting a diamond with silk. Still, that sword had set her on the path to survival and revenge.
Ada traced a finger across her sketch of the manor, coming to a stop over the room most likely to be the private study. Her original plan to get inside as a guard had failed, yet she would succeed now. Months of planning would see to that. Tamir was in Felgen after a long absence. Finally, she would get her revenge, and hopefully the coin she needed for the lease.
Eager to get moving, Ada went to a chest by the back wall and dug out two packs. Inside were Ada’s two other identities – the foolish youth who longed to work as a mercenary, and the most wanted thief in Felgen. She stripped, bound her chest flatter, and dressed as the scrawny boy who looked barely of age – sixteen rather than Ada’s true nineteen years. Adam had yet to find work guarding the homes of Felgen’s elite, ruining her original plan to access Tamir’s home. But some real mercenaries had taken pity on Adam and trained him with a blade. The skills had proved a valuable defence for the thief, before her extra sense had emerged.
Bringing the other pack with her, Ada grabbed her father’s sword and left the basement, locking it behind her and hiding the keys. She strapped on the sword belt and donned an old leather coat she’d originally found with the sword. Worn though it was, it kept out autumn’s chill well enough. Adding a final touch, Ada pulled her light brown hair into a low tail, then shouldered her thieving pack and made for the high-walled rear garden.
At the back of the garden, past thriving weeds, Ada paused by the gate. She couldn’t risk anyone seeing her leave as Adam, and she didn’t trust the lack of noise coming from the alleyway. When she’d first turned to thievery, she’d almost been spotted by an old man sleeping behind some rotting crates. But that was before her strange ability had developed.
Eyes closed, Ada pushed her awareness out from herself. She’d first noticed the ability a year before, when she’d misjudged the oil levels in the basement lanterns. She’d reached out to find the wall, only to sense it first. It was a little like touch, because as her ability grew stronger, Ada began to feel the shape and texture of whatever her sense brushed against. Now, as she pushed that sense through the gate, she recognised it not only as wood but oak.
Ada spread her awareness along the alleyway, sensing a spark of life like a flame to the right. All living creatures carried one, but this flame was too small to belong to a human. Ada tossed a stone over the wall, and the creature fled. When nothing else stirred, she slipped out into the night, risking the quieter streets until she was beyond her neighbourhood.
It was a long walk from her home on the western side of Felgen to Haranor Hill in the east. Eventually, the hill’s silhouette blotted out the stars in the moonless sky. Rising from the ground like the fin on a fish’s back, the hill ended in a towering cliff on its western edge, overlooking Lake Kalantane. Such a beautiful view meant the wealthiest elites lived at the top, and Tamir Alzahar was the wealthiest of them all. He had to be if he could afford to move to Asorea by ship from Loka far to the west. Only a fool would make the journey by land. The Rin Empire was busy trying to swallow its neighbouring countries while chaos left by the ash plague still remained. The middle continent was no place for a wealthy traveller. Guards drew the wrong kind of attention, and Tamir’s manor was the most heavily guarded of all.
Haranor Hill was steep enough that the elite used carriages to reach the peak. Ada didn’t have that luxury. She would have to climb. Rather than take the main road, where she risked crossing paths with her clients, Ada made for a switchback path halfway along the hill’s northern side. Enough mercenaries used the path to warrant it having a checkpoint of its own, but Ada had no trouble getting through. She’d long ago learnt that friendly conversation could get you most things, as much as she found it tedious.
Out of sight of the checkpoint, Ada pushed through undergrowth to reach the sheer hillside and tied her thieving pack to a rope she’d disguised as a vine. Once it was secure, she continued up the path.
“Still trying to get a night shift?” a guard said as Ada approached the checkpoint. It was Jaxon, who’d snapped up her story that Adam was an orphan looking for work. It was hardly a lie, beyond the name.
“I may as well keep trying. Never know when someone’ll be off sick. Maybe then I can drop the backbreaking farm work.”
“You’ll have no work if you keel over from lack of sleep. I can talk to some mercenaries I know. Might let you take a shift for them.”
Curse his kind nature. The only mercenary work in town was guarding the rich, which didn’t pay enough to cover the lease renewal. “They’ve done enough already, training me and all. I won’t take their coin.”
“Fair enough. Good luck.”
Ada nodded farewell and braced herself for the climb. At the first switchback, she hauled up her pack, and from there on, she kept her extra sense spread to keep watch ahead and behind. She had a fair range, more than enough to give her time to toss her pack into the bushes. Fortunately, she met no one on the way up.
At the top of the hillside, Ada rested her burning legs before carrying on. A short way along the clifftop path, she entered a small copse that pressed against a garden wall. Towards the back was an abandoned badger sett, which Ada used to stash her gear. She sometimes left her thief pack there and went up to The First Ray to train or eavesdrop on mercenaries who drank at the tavern after their shifts. This night, however, she had all the information she needed.
Ada swapped her white shirt for a black one, her brown leather coat for a dark one with a hood, and her sword belt for one bearing twin butchers knives. She was strapping the ends of their makeshift sheathes to her thighs when torchlight flickered across the trees and stopped. A guard stood just beyond the treeline, staring in Ada’s direction.
Without pause, Ada dropped to the ground, letting her hood fall over her face as she shoved her father’s sword hilt-first into the badger sett. Not daring to look up, she focused on her extra sense. It reached the guard, but it was a stretch. She couldn’t make out more than his shape. Was he still looking at her? Shadows curse her for not covering the sword sooner. It wasn’t the first time it had given her away. Last time, a quick change of coats and shouting at a guard for interrupting her taking a piss had saved her. If this was the same guard, it wouldn’t work twice.
Ada barely breathed, fearing the slightest rustle of a leaf might draw the guard closer. Time flowed like tar. All Ada could tell from her extra sense was that the guard’s arms moved. Then, the sound of water on leaves reached her. When the stream eventually stopped, the guard moved on.
Once the torchlight faded, Ada added the rest of her mercenary gear to the badger sett and hurried on before the guard could return. Ada shook her hands, trying to ease her tension. Though it gave her a headache, she pushed her extra sense further and hid behind bushes the moment she sensed a human-sized life flame. As the guards passed, Ada studied their flames, still curious how everyone’s was subtly different. Most guards gave a sense of nettles or thorns. A few brought to her mind the sound of a blade running across a whetstone. She took more care around those guards.
The walk to the top of Haranor Hill seemed endless, making Ada glad she’d targeted homes nearer her cache while developing her skills. She’d been afraid during her first break-in, and guilt had churned into a storm that clouded her focus. The guilt had fled the moment Ada saw a kitchen full of food left to rot after a party. The fear remained until she’d realised she was good at this line of work, even before she’d gained her extra sense.
When Ada finally reached the rear wall of Tamir Alzahar’s garden, she sent her sense over it, unable to press it through stone the way she could wood. As she’d expected, there were several life flames – guards patrolling the most obvious entry point. Their routes hadn’t changed, which bolstered Ada’s confidence as she took a small road up the side of the property. The manor’s side of the road was clear of plants, while the town council had let bushes grow beside the wall around their grounds. The plants allowed Ada to hide from the road’s single guard, who often lifted his gaze to the stars. He only worked once a week, which was why Ada had chosen that night.
Passing the stargazing guard with ease, Ada quickly reached the manor’s goods gate. Beside it, a single metal pin jutted from the wall. One pin was all Ada needed. She pressed her back to the wall and sent her sense over to locate the two guards beyond, while her eyes watched for Stargazer. Everything hinged on their patrols aligning, which only happened a few times an hour.
Torchlight grew closer, marking Stargazer’s approach as the two guards beyond the wall passed each other. One went to check inside a shed past the goods gate, and the other disappeared around the corner of the manor. They would soon return. Ada set her boot on the metal pin and scaled the wall, grinning as she swung over the top.






  
  Chapter two
Kindred


Fallen leaves swallowed the thud as Ada landed within the manor grounds. She crouched beside the wall, eyes confirming what she’d sensed of the guards. Pleased her sense was as reliable as ever, she dashed to the manor through a scattering of trees and began her climb up a trellis. She kept her sense spread below to check for guards, leaving her eyes to pierce the darkness and guide her hands to the trellis between winding stems of wisteria. 
Hidden just shy of the window, Ada pushed some of her sense inside the room to check for life flames. There were none. She pulled a small knife from her boot and moved up to slip it between the window and the jamb. The latch refused to yield. Ada wiggled the knife. She wasn’t going to let months of planning go to waste.
Sensing the guards below approach, Ada hit the knife’s hilt with the palm of her other hand. The latch gave. She eased the window open and slipped inside, closing the way behind her a moment before the guards passed the trellis. That had been too close for Ada’s liking. But what lay before her was more than worth the risk.
Tamir Alzahar’s study. As much as Ada despised the man, she had to admit the display of his Lokan heritage was impressive. In place of paintings, tapestries adorned the walls, so brightly coloured many Asoreans would have considered them garish even before the ash plague drove them into poverty. Ada didn’t care what colour they were. All she saw were potential hiding places for documents Tamir didn’t want to see the light of day.
Before Ada dared move, she pushed her awareness through the study door. Six bright life flames waited outside, evenly spread and not moving. Six guards. Tamir must have left something incredibly valuable in the study.
Quiet as the leaves falling outside, Ada crept to the desk, deciding to check obvious places first. Most of the elite seemed to believe guards were enough to protect their belongings. Tamir clearly wasn’t amongst them. Gems lay scattered across the desk. Ada didn’t need her extra sense to tell her they were coloured glass. She left them untouched and checked the top drawer.
The drawer slid open, which didn’t bode well. Tamir would have locked away anything important. Ada leafed through the paperwork anyway, quickly reading each sheet. Many were letters inviting Tamir to dine. Apparently, the king’s pet Lokan was popular with the elite, even so far from the capital.
Beneath the pile, Ada found a leather-bound journal. Her pulse quickened. Perhaps Tamir had hidden a logbook in plain sight. Yet as she flicked through the pages, it took all her willpower not to toss the journal across the room. It was a diary, every entry a self-pitying recollection of Tamir’s life in Loka, painted with the grief of losing his husband and children. Did he think he was the only person who lost loved ones to the ash plague? In truth, near a third of Asorea’s population had died, the ash having fallen thickest there.
Ada tried to stop reading. Dredging up grief while trespassing was a stupid idea. And yet, morbid curiosity kept her eyes moving across the pages. She didn’t stop until she came to an entry that twisted in her gut like a knife, too much a reminder of how she’d cared for Elizabeth alone after the ash plague took their parents. Ada snapped the journal closed, but not before her traitorous eyes read Tamir’s belief that caring for his boys had prolonged their suffering.
So what if he’d experienced the same as she had with Elizabeth? It didn’t change the fact he stole her contract on the mine and left her to starve. She shoved the journal back into the drawer, refusing to feel an ounce of pity for him. She wouldn’t stop at finding something to ruin his reputation. She would steal enough to cover the chunk of coin she was missing for her lease. Losing her home after everything else was too much to bear.
Ada set her hand on the desk to help her focus on sending her sense through the wood. The remaining drawers were empty, and she found no hidden compartments like on the desks of other wealthy men. Clearly Tamir wanted to make her life more difficult. She put her hand on the wooden panelling to sense behind the tapestries, yet no hollows hid there.
Gritting her teeth, Ada stared at a woven rug covered in bright bolts of lightning. Surely not. She pulled the rug aside and spotted a floorboard not flush with the others. She should have pushed her sense through the fabric the moment she arrived. Expecting another decoy, Ada pried up the loose board. The large space below held only a small purse containing as much silver as Tomas had taken earlier. It was enough for a few weeks of food, which would satisfy most thieves. But Ada wasn’t like most thieves.
As Ada set the rug back as it had been, part of her mind nagged at her, reminding her it was foolish to keep searching. She’d stayed too long already, and dawn was fast approaching. Except, now that she was there, she couldn’t let go. One purse of silver wasn’t enough to hurt Tamir.
Ada checked every bookshelf and box for hidden documents or coin. She even checked the chairs. There was nothing. Perhaps the guards were another trick to focus a thief on the study instead of Tamir’s bedroom. He was a fool if he kept anything valuable where he slept. People had been murdered in their beds during the riots, all to find enough coin for a loaf of bread. The food supply hadn’t fully recovered. Only those the ash touched had fallen victim to the plague, disproportionately affecting the working class. Few survived, so there simply weren’t enough people to work the fields. Most of the elite had escaped the ash, keeping indoors as they did, and they were hardly going to give up their comfort to help the common folk. Desperation still drove people to attack others for coin.
As the sky outside began to turn grey, Ada decided to put the silver back and return another night to check other rooms. She was straightening the rug when the mantel caught her eye. Something felt off about the shadowy firebox. The elite had enough wealth that they could waste it on fuelling fires to stave off autumn’s chill, so why was there no ash? No scent of smoke lingered in the room either. She ran a finger across the firebox, and not a spec of soot came away. Tamir hadn’t lit a fire there all season.
Butterflies fluttered around Ada’s stomach as she ran her hands along the mantel’s leafy vine pattern. It was made of marble, so she couldn’t use her sense to check for hidden compartments, and she found no seams or buttons to press. She ducked into the firebox, but there was nothing at the back either. What an idiot she was to get her hopes up. Hand on the lip of the opening, Ada eased her way out. She stopped halfway. Her fingers had slipped too far into the back of the fireplace surround.
Ada rushed back into the firebox and reached into the hollowed-out marble, grinning as she found a small chest. She set it on the hearth and broke the lock with her knife, all too aware she was racing the sun. There were no documents inside. Ada didn’t care. The chest contained so much gold she might have wept. There was enough to renew her lease and for her to live comfortably for a year or frugally for many more. She might even be able to buy gems from a legitimate source.
Ada untied a large pouch from her belt and eased the coins in, careful not to let them clink loudly enough to reach the guards through the study’s thick door. When she reached in to scoop out the last coins, her breath caught. The chest had a false bottom. She didn’t recognise the small pieces of material she sensed in the secret compartment, but they were shaped like gems. Perhaps they came from Loka, too rare in Asorea for her to have sensed before. Selling them would be risky, yet if Tamir had gone to such lengths to hide them, losing them would hurt him. Ada lifted the false bottom with her knife.
Inside the hollow, barely visible in the light creeping through the window, lay gems akin to poorly cut emeralds, some of their facets rough and unpolished. Except to Ada’s extra sense, they were nothing like emeralds. She picked one up to get a better look. The moment she touched it, something tugged on her extra sense, as if the gem tried to draw her focus. She leaned into the feeling, and her sense slipped beneath the surface where something reached back, urging her to–
“Morning, Syd Alzahar,” said a voice outside the door.
Time had run out. Unable to cover her tracks, Ada stuffed as many of the strange gems into her pouch as would fit, tied it to her belt, and crept across the room, pulling her hood low. She was halfway to the window when the door’s lock snicked open.
Something crossed the room and wrapped around Ada, like the touch of a breeze. But it wasn’t Ada’s skin that felt it. It was her extra sense. A sense she’d thought she alone possessed. Yet someone else used the same now to examine her. The door crashed open.
“Who in Storm’s name are you?” a dark-skinned man said, his accent thick with rich Lokan tones. Tamir.
Ada’s hands edged towards the long knives at her waist. The six guards at Tamir’s back made her reconsider resorting to violence. She ran for the window and was halfway down the trellis by the time several sets of heavy thuds rushed across the study. Worried she was about to fall foul of a throwing knife, Ada glanced up, keeping her face in the shadow of her hood. The man staring down at her was Tamir himself.
Tamir was younger than Ada had expected, probably in his thirties. His dark eyes narrowed, then that breeze that wasn’t a breeze wrapped around Ada again. Unnerved by the touch, she hurried down the trellis and made for the wall, dodging around one of the guards on patrol.
“Stop,” Tamir called. “I need to know who you are.”
Did he think thieves would turn around and reveal their identity simply because he asked? The absurdity of his question scared Ada more than the two guards sprinting after her.
At the wall, Ada pulled herself into a tree and dropped down on the other side. The wall cut off Tamir’s extra sense, and Ada could finally breathe easy as she fled along the road, passing Stargazer with ease.
Ada’s mind raced. Tamir had the same ability as her. Would he know where it came from or how else to use it? But she could never let him know who she was. He was wealthy, and she was the scum of Felgen, one of the poor folk turned feral. Lying low might not be enough this time. As the pouch bounced against her leg, she had a horrible feeling that whatever the gems were, Tamir Alzahar would do everything in his power to get them back.






  
  Chapter three
Mask Upon Mask


The First Ray was as rowdy as ever when Ada arrived. She hadn’t returned home after changing into her mercenary gear, choosing instead to stash the gold and head uphill with one of the silver coins she kept in the badger sett for emergencies. If Tamir had raised the alarm, Felgen would be swarming with guards, but no one had seen her face. The safest place was with mercenaries who knew her. Or rather, knew Adam. 
Though it wasn’t long past dawn, the tavern was full. Another woman Ada’s age might have found all the muscular young men captivating, but the urges Ada had felt around the time she’d come of age vanished after the ash plague. Sex led to children, and Ada never wanted to lose a child the way…
She shook her head and held the silver coin high. “Drinks are on me, you curs.”
A cheer went up, and a hulking man named Logan caught Ada in a headlock, while his pal Ralph plucked the coin from her hand. “You didn’t think all that advice were free, did you?” He laughed and released her, then raised his voice. “Young Adam’s finally earnt a silver. You, wench, get him mead and a meal. Night shifts are hell.”
Ada yawned to stop herself scowling at Logan for calling the barmaid a wench. Even after all the time she’d spent in the tavern, it still irritated her. As did the way Logan rested his arm on her head. It was his way of teasing her about her height. Were she really a sixteen-year-old lad, people would consider her short. For a woman, she was average.
As it turned out, Logan and Ralph had come off a night shift too. Ada ate and drank with them the entire morning, but at midday, she claimed she needed to go home and sleep. It wasn’t a lie, and no one from Tamir’s estate had found her. It seemed a safe time to leave.
On her way back down the hill, Ada returned to her cache and added the pouch of coins and gems to her thieving pack before heading for the wending cliff path. Again, she tied her pack to the fake vine and lowered it to the ground before continuing. She stopped at the checkpoint, surprised to find Jaxon was still there.
“Working a double?” Ada asked.
“No one’s allowed to change shifts. Haven’t you heard the news?”
“Bit busy celebrating my first pay as a mercenary.”
Jaxon grinned and clapped her on the shoulder. “I knew someone would see your worth. And there’ll be plenty more work after tonight. Someone robbed the Lokan’s place.”
Ada forced her brows up. “Hasn’t he got more guards than anyone? Who could get past them?”
“Probably someone from Elbamir. Far more wealth to guard up there, and they must think Felgen is easy pickings.”
Ada hoped that rumour would spread. “Any description? I can keep an eye out. Might catch the bastard too if there’s a reward.”
Jaxon’s expression turned serious. “Best you stay away from him. The Lokan’s set a high price on the thief’s head, and I hear he had knives instead of a sword. More like an assassin.”
“Knives? Gods, is he a butcher?” The knives had indeed once belonged to a butcher. Ada had acquired them while searching for scraps of meat after the riots. A shudder passed over her at the memory of finding the butcher’s corpse.
After assuring Jaxon she’d keep his advice in mind, Ada nodded a polite farewell and made for home. As usual after a theft, she skirted around the market district. It was a target for thieves, so Felgen’s duke kept it full of soldiers. Passing through it wasn’t worth the risk. She didn’t want to deal with all the smells from food stalls either.
Ada returned to the house by the back garden and hurried through the kitchen door. Safely inside, she let out a sigh of satisfaction. She’d done it. She’d really done it. Tamir had looked almost anguished when he’d stared down from the window. Whatever she’d taken was clearly worth a lot to him. Finally, she’d got her revenge.
So why did she feel hollow? She had a pouch of gold in her pack, enough to keep her home and return to the right side of the law. And yet, no swell of joy filled her chest. All she felt was the dark hole that had devoured every scrap of happiness since she watched her sister slowly succumb to the ash plague.
Shoving the numbness down, Ada headed for her room. In the hallway, she stopped and glanced at the stairs. A thick layer of dust coated each step. How long was it since she’d gone up them? After Elizabeth died in the room they’d shared, Ada hadn’t been able to sleep there. She’d slept on the floor at the foot of her parents’ bed for a time, but after turning to a life of crime, she couldn’t face the memory of them. Instead, she slept on a makeshift bed in the storage room.
After changing back into women’s clothes, Ada stashed her bulging pouch in the basement, fetched some jewellery, and went to open the shop. She only worked there in the afternoons, and not because of her second line of work. Customers were rare. Since the ash fell, few people could afford more than life’s basics. At least that meant she could rest her head on the counter and doze. It wasn’t as if she needed to make a sale today. As she expected, no one came. Not until it was time to close.
Ada tensed when she sensed Tomas’s life flame outside the door. Brute though he was, he never came more than once a day. She rushed to lock the door. Her fingers reached the key in the same moment he shoved the door open, sending her reeling backwards.
“Landlord’s sent word,” Tomas said, taking a few strides towards Ada. “Seems there’s need for more guards up on Haranor, and he needs to pay for that somehow. Lease will cost double.”
“Double? Where does he think I’ll get that kind of coin?”
Tomas shrugged. “Jewellery costs a pretty copper. I’m sure you’ll manage.”
“I barely managed to save the original amount. Two months isn’t enough time to double it.” The gold she’d stolen from Tamir wouldn’t cover the increase.
Tomas stepped closer. “Perhaps I can convince him to extend your deadline. For a few favours.”
“I refuse to owe you anything.” Ada backed away.
Tomas took one thudding step towards her after another until the counter pressed against her back. He stopped barely an inch from her, and his putrid breath washed over her. “If you weren’t so damn scrawny, I’d take payment in a good roll. But you look too much like a boy for me.” He leaned closer and sniffed. “Smell like a woman though.” He lowered his head and reached an arm around her, then backed away with a necklace in his hand. “This will be a fine gift for a real woman. I’ll be back when I need another.”
Ada held herself still as Tomas left. Of all her reasons to dress as a man, people like him were the biggest. If a brute like him decided to take something from her, she could do little to stop him. Not as Ada Renwick, who carried no weapon. Well, except for the knife in her boot. But if she harmed Tomas or complained to her landlord, she’d find herself on the street.
Once Ada was certain Tomas wouldn’t return, she stashed the good jewellery in the basement and went in search of a hot meal. She forced herself to eat one good meal a day now she could afford to, despite rarely having an appetite. A thief needed to be in good condition.
After eavesdropping on gossips at the market, Ada bought a steaming fish pastry and ate on her way home. Word had spread fast about her latest break-in, all descriptions claiming she was a young man. Regardless of the good news, her stomach complained before she’d eaten half of the pastry. She finished it anyway. Wasting food was unforgivable.
In the storeroom, Ada stripped off her boots and kirtle and threw herself into her makeshift bed. She quickly got up again and ran across the room to a bucket. The vomiting didn’t stop until her stomach was empty. It always happened when she ate at home but rarely when arriving home with a food in her belly. Not of late.
Reading Tamir’s bloody journal had dredged up memories of Elizabeth. Their father had died of the ash plague first, then their mother, leaving Ada to care for Elizabeth. She’d been ten years younger than Ada, just seven when the ash fell. Ada had cared for her as best she could, even force fed her to keep her body nourished. Elizabeth had sicked everything up. The sour stench of bile had permeated the house, and Ada could still smell it any time she tried to eat there.
After rinsing her mouth out and cleaning the bucket, Ada returned to bed. She bundled herself in the bedding, refusing to spend coin on coal for the bed warmer so early in the year. When she eventually warmed up, she still couldn’t sleep. Her extra sense kept drifting to the basement.
Too curious about what she’d stolen to sleep, Ada fetched a single gem from the basement and returned to her bed to study it. The gem had an irregular cut, and a few facets were rough and dull. The strangest thing was that it hadn’t grown cold in the basement. It was the same temperature as her skin.
As Ada focused on the gem, she again felt as though she could reach into a space beyond the facets. But it wasn’t an empty void. Something was there, like a pool she could slip into. Whatever was in that pool enticed her to reach for it. She closed her eyes and focused on it. Her extra sense slipped inside and–
A cold chill crept down Ada’s neck as a draught reached her. She wedged a blanket under the door, and this time when she returned to bed, sleep found her before she could think to search for the gem amongst her bedding.






  
  Chapter four
Temptation


Ada woke long before dawn, her eyes bleary and her body heavy, but sleep had abandoned her. Sitting up, she realised she clutched the strange gem. She was sure she hadn’t held it as she’d fallen asleep, yet it felt so right in her hand, she didn’t want to set it down. That unnerved her. Tamir would never stop trying to recover something so unique. 
Felgen was no longer safe, which left two options. Abandon the gems somewhere Tamir would find them, or keep them and use the gold to start a new life in Elbamir. The former seemed the obvious choice, except the gem still tugged at her extra sense. Whatever it was, it responded to the ability she’d developed a year after the ash plague. Ada couldn’t deny that Tamir had the same ability. If he’d had all those gems, perhaps he knew why he and Ada had changed. A huge part of her longed to know. No, not longed. Demanded.
Prying the gem from her hand, Ada tucked it beneath her pillow and changed into her mercenary gear. As she put a single gold coin in her boot, she forced all thoughts of Tamir and his strange gems from her mind. No matter how much she wanted answers, she couldn’t risk going near him. He’d wrapped his extra sense around her long enough that he might recognise her life flame no matter her disguise. She would leave for Elbamir. But first, she needed to find out what the situation was there.
In the grey light before true dawn, Ada walked the quietest streets, eating an apple she’d hidden for emergencies. The pouch of gold meant she wouldn’t have to worry about affording food for a long time, unless leases in Elbamir were even more extortionate. Either way, she would have to exchange some gold for silver. Travelling to Elbamir as a woman would invite trouble, and a novice mercenary was hardly going to earn gold.
Ada was lost in her plans when she arrived at The First Ray and stumbled into Logan.
“You all right lad?” he said. “Ah, I’ve seen that look on many a face. You’ve got coin on your mind.”
Ada considered bolting for the door. “What do you mean?”
“I imagine you regret spending that silver yesterday. Don’t fret. Plenty of work now a thief managed to steal from the Lokan. All the elite are doubling their guard.”
Ralph sauntered over and clasped Logan’s shoulder. “Got us work for the rest of the day. Sorry lad, they only wanted two.”
“Take this,” Logan said, handing Ada a silver. “You look like you need something warm in your belly.” He gave Ada a firm pat on the back and followed Ralph out.
Part of Ada regretted never thanking them for all their help. They’d trained her without payment and treated her kindly, but she wouldn’t let herself miss them. She had no need of bonds that could hurt her.
Ada bought a bowl of meatless stew and a cheap bottle of mead, pocketing the coppers with a mind to ignore them. Having sicked up her last meal, she couldn’t help wolfing down the stew. She nursed the mead, however, wanting to keep a clear head so she could focus on conversations around her.
Despite the chaos she’d caused by stealing from Tamir, the life of elites continued as normal. One group of mercenaries discussed the job they were taking that evening – a grand party all the elite would attend. Including Tamir. With him out for the evening, his personal guard would be gone too. If she could get to his bedroom, perhaps she could find more journals. Ones that might explain her ability.
Ada shook her head. Her thieving gear was at home. More than that, returning was all risk with no guarantee of a reward. Her goal was to get information about Elbamir. She bought another bottle of mead, but in trying not to think about Tamir’s manor, she drank too fast and had to buy another so she wouldn’t be kicked out. An hour after the group of mercenaries left to work the party, Ada snatched up an abandoned cloak and headed down the main road.
It was dark when Ada reached Tamir’s manor, where a carriage waited at the main entrance. Ada put on the cloak, pulling the hood low, and ducked into the shadow of a bush. A minute later, a black man in bright clothes climbed into the carriage. Darkness obscured his face, but he had to be Tamir. The clothes reminded her of his wall hangings.
After the carriage pulled away, Ada pushed back her hood and strode along the side road, nodding her greeting to the patrolling guards. Tonight, she was just another mercenary returning home. Every chance she got, she sent her sense over the wall, but the manor grounds were swarming with guards. She made it the entire length of the road without finding a gap where she could enter.
Turning down the clifftop path, Ada had to admit she was being reckless, even by her standards. She strode along the path, determined to go home and pack. Her extra sense was over the wall before she could stop herself. She scoffed. That section of wall had always had the most guards. And yet, something was off.
Ada paused and focused fully on what lay beyond the wall. Where two guards had always patrolled, there was now one. Taking her time, Ada checked the rest of the way along the wall. Half of the guards were gone, likely relocated to the side of the house where she’d entered before. Ada grinned and went back the way she’d come.
Halfway to the side road was a group of large shrubs with enough space for Ada to squeeze behind. To her delight, the wall’s mortar had crumbled in places there, leaving gaps for her hands and feet. She climbed until she was just hidden beneath the tops of the shrubs, then closed her eyes and focused on her extra sense. She could spread it out like a net if she wanted, though that made everything lose clarity. Instead, she moved her extra sense about the grounds as she might a hand, exploring everything that wasn’t a well-manicured lawn.
Five guards patrolled further in, and one was nearby, following a line of densely packed plants that were tall and thin like reeds. They didn’t feel like the reeds growing on the shore of Lake Kalantane, and they were planted neatly on three sides of a rectangle, the fourth being the wall. In the middle of the longest side, opposite where Ada clung to the wall, was a gap. The area was laid out like an enclosed side garden, except she sensed no plants within. If she hid inside, she’d be able to sense further into the manor grounds.
Focused on the guard, Ada readied herself. Once they passed the gap, Ada pulled herself up and dropped onto a bench on the other side. She swore under her breath. The area was filled not with grass or soil but sand. It might have been easy to hide her footprints, except someone had made whorls and lines in the sand with a rake. How fortunate someone had added stones here and there, which were just large enough for her to step on.
The guard reached the wall and turned back along the bright green reed-like plants. Ada needed to leave. She stepped onto a stone instead, balancing on one foot. The guard turned the corner as Ada hopped to the next stone. Not trying to balance, she went straight to the next stone, then the next. The guard was almost at the gap. Ada leapt onto the last stone.
The stone tipped, throwing Ada off-balance. Swinging her arms did nothing, and she careened forwards, jumping onto a narrow strip of soil beyond the sand. The plant border rustled as she knocked into it.
The guard paused at the gap. If they stepped in, Ada had nowhere to hide. She twisted, ready to spring towards the wall. But the guard moved on, and Ada’s head spun with relief, or mead. She should have turned around the moment she saw the sand. Now that she’d come so far, she might as well watch and sense the guards to see if their patrols left a clear path to the manor.
Unable to see through the thick border, Ada eased the plants apart an inch, surprised at how flexible they were. The manor was further from the wall than where she’d entered before, well beyond the range of her extra sense, and an orangery blocked most of her view. Its walls were mostly glass, and inside, twisted clumps of thick vines climbed up ropes, from which hung lit lanterns. All she could make out past them was a cluster of furniture – a lounging chair, a desk, and a bookshelf. Her sense passed through the glass with ease, and she checked if any guards hid behind the plants or furniture. She sensed no life flames.
Ada heard the orangery door open, which was beyond her ability’s range. She took one look at the man who entered and withdrew her extra sense, wrapping it tight about herself. Although she’d only seen his face in the grey light of dawn before, there could be no doubt this man was Tamir Alzahar. Had he returned early, or had the carriage been another damn decoy? Fleeing would be wise, yet Ada wanted to know more about the person who shared her talent.
The dark skin of Tamir’s face was smooth and he’d had a husband and young children, so Ada was probably right about him being in his thirties. He had a short beard, neatly clipped to a point at his chin, and his black hair was braided in thin rows that zigzagged across his head like lightning. They trailed down to his shoulder blades, some of them decorated with golden cuffs.
Tamir’s clothes were quite a shock. They were brighter than his decoy’s, and though Ada had read that Lokan men wore robes, she’d assumed they were ceremonial. In Asorea, only the religious men of the Order of the Six wore robes. Tamir wore an orange one as bright as marigolds, which came down to his knees, and beneath it were loose trousers of the same colour. Covering some of the orange was a black coat designed to hang open at the front, which reached Tamir’s ankles. It was heavily embroidered with the same orange, forming clouds down the opening and lightning bolts at the cuffs. Tamir must have worshipped Storm, one of the Lokan gods of nature.
After taking his time to choose a book, Tamir went to the sofa and leaned against the sloped side, resting one leg on the cushions. Even his shoes were brightly coloured, matching his clothes with added hints of blue. Ada had never seen a man with footwear made of anything except leather, and the slippers rich ladies wore were silk. Tamir’s shoes were woven.
Her head full of mead, Ada edged her extra sense towards Tamir. She was a little beyond the glass when a strange sensation came over her. She could sense something beyond the edge of her ability, like reaching forwards in the dark and knowing her hand was about to touch something. Ada tugged her sense back, holding it close to herself. Tamir hadn’t simply been sitting there reading. He’d had his own sense alert around him. Ada’s pulse quickened.
Tamir glanced up from his book, right towards the sand garden. Then his sense was there, stopping an inch beyond the garden’s border. Even with her sense tight about herself, Ada could feel his beyond hers. She knew from their previous encounter he could reach further. Had he stopped because he’d felt her sense beyond his?
Ada’s heart thudded once, twice. Tamir lifted a hand for a servant. As he spoke to them, Ada readied to spring away at the first sign of guards approaching. Whatever Tamir said, he went back to reading, and no guards rushed across the garden. He hadn’t sensed her after all.
As Ada continued to watch Tamir, a plan sprang into her mind. She wanted knowledge, and he wanted the gems. Being the businessman he was, he might be willing to make an exchange. She watched him for a few more minutes, then made her way back across the stones and scaled the wall. Dropping behind the shrubs, she wondered how to make the exchange without being captured or identified. It was doable, but she couldn’t rush into it.
Ada stepped out from the shrubs and almost impaled her throat on the tip of a spear. She threw herself back against the wall, but the spear moved with her. Not seeing the spearman in the night’s shadows was forgivable, given he was dark-skinned and wore midnight blue robes. Not sensing him was beyond careless. She’d been caught up in her plan and forgotten she still had her sense wrapped tightly about herself.
Ada patted the spear’s shaft and swayed a little, letting her eyelids droop. “Can’t a man take a piss in peace?”
Someone dropped from the wall beside her. “I didn’t realise women relieved themselves against walls in Asorea.” It was Tamir, who moved to stand beside the spearman.
“Woman?” Ada said, drawing the word out into a slur. “Pull this thing back, would you? I’ve no idea how to use my sword. Swear it.”
The spearman laughed. “Tell me something I didn’t know. Even in moonlight, it’s obvious you don’t have the muscle of a swordsman. Enough for knives though, yes?”
Ada crossed her arms and planted her feet wide, the way she’d seen overconfident men do. Leaning in to acting drunk, she swayed forwards to test the spearman’s resolve. She had to jerk back to avoid stabbing herself on the unmoving spear.
“Set it down,” Tamir said. “She won’t outrun you.” He ran his eyes up and down Ada, but not in the hungry way of men. He was studying her, taking in every part, and it made her shudder. Then, his extra sense swirled around her. Ada tried not to react, holding her own sense so close it was like a second skin. Tamir’s brow furrowed.
“You’re a strange one,” he said.
“My thanks for the compliment,” Ada said. “You, on the other hand, are like every other wealthy man I’ve had the misfortune of meeting.”
“You realise I could have my man impale you at any moment.”
“Like I said, you’re the same as everyone else with too much coin.”
“And you are like every other thief. But those gems weren’t like others. Return what you took, and I won’t hand you over to the guards. Several of my neighbours are keen to meet you.”
Ada clenched her fists, knowing what she’d face as soon as the prison guards realised she was a woman. Corruption was a plague of its own, and Ada would rather the spearman ran her through than turn her in. If Tamir was threatening her with such a heinous fate, what would he do if she admitted to her abilities? They were akin to magic, and while he was wealthy enough to escape punishment for such heresy, she would be put to death if the Order of the Six learnt about her. She was an idiot to consider trading the gems for knowledge. It would have got her killed.
“Whatever you think I have, I don’t,” Ada said. “I’m just a mercenary.”
“A mercenary who can’t wield a sword? You mistake me for a fool.”
“I have my uses. I could help you get back what was taken. Gems, was it?”
The corner of Tamir’s mouth curved up a fraction. “Are you curious about them? You won’t be able to sell them to a jeweller, although I think you already knew that.”
“Sounds like they hold other value to you. The thief could ransom them back for a small fortune.”
“You could, and I’d pay it.”
Ada had to stop her mouth falling open. What kind of idiot would tell a thief he’d pay for what they stole when he already had the advantage? A cunning idiot. Ada didn’t believe a word he said. He’d do whatever it took to get those gems back, and she was only alive because he didn’t know where she lived.
“Look, thief,” Tamir continued. “I understand the years since the plague have been hard on some. I won’t judge you for the path you’ve chosen after weathering this disaster so young.”
“How could anyone as wealthy as you understand what the rest of us went through? Do you have any idea how expensive food is? Fine, yes, I steal so I can eat. But don’t you dare claim to care. I’d have been fine if you hadn’t stolen–” She caught herself before she mentioned the mine, but the pity in Tamir’s eyes told her she’d already said too much.
“So that was it,” Tamir said. “For the greater good, I took over contracts on Felgen’s mine. However, I gave orders regarding compensation. Did your father not receive his?”
“My father is dead, you cur.” Ada blinked away angry tears. She wouldn’t let someone like him see her cry.
Tamir waved a hand to the spearman, who backed away. “Go, child. I will ensure the compensation reaches you.”
“I’m not a child.”
Ada stalked past Tamir and headed for the hillside path. The moment she was out of sight, she broke into a run. She’d said too much. Far, far too much. It wouldn’t take Tamir long to work out which contract owner had a daughter her age, and there wasn’t a chance in all Thellian he was going to compensate her. Once he found her name, he’d know exactly where to find his gems, and then he’d have no reason to keep her alive.
Ada’s gold coin rubbed against her foot as she ran, but it wouldn’t be enough. She knew too much. To escape a wealthy man like Tamir Alzahar, Ada Renwick needed to disappear forever.






  
  Chapter five
What Lies Within


Sweat drenched Ada’s clothes by the time she crashed into her kitchen. Though her legs burned, she ran to her room and pulled out the pack she’d hidden in a crate for emergencies. She threw in some hard cheese and dried meat, then changed into her smock and ruddy kirtle. Tamir knew she was a woman, but hopefully the contrast between her appearances would throw him. 
Ada fetched the pouch of gold and strange gems from the basement, as well as her knife belt. She shoved them into her pack and turned to leave, only to remember the gem under her pillow. Spite made her return for it. Because of those gems, she needed to flee the country. And if she had to start again, she didn’t want Tamir to regain anything he’d lost.
A crash of wood and glass came from the shop. The door. Tamir hadn’t bothered to research families of those he’d stolen contracts from. She’d led him straight to the gems.
Ada sped out of the storeroom, ignoring how her legs screamed for rest. Tamir’s extra sense found her as she ran into the kitchen, but he was too far behind to have a hope of catching up. Remembering her own ability, Ada pushed her extra sense ahead.
She skidded to a stop in the middle of the kitchen. The spearman was waiting outside the backdoor. As Ada turned, aiming for the kitchen window, her leg cramped, making her trip over her own damn foot. By the time she got up, Tamir and the spearman had her trapped, the dust-coated table blocking any hope of dodging around Tamir. No anger lined his face, which added to her own.
“The gems are no good to me,” Ada said. “There’s a basement hatch under a crate in the storeroom.” None of it was a lie, so she spoke with conviction. Yet Tamir’s calm mask remained.
“I’ve dealt with too many politicians to fall for your twisted truths, and you’re not as smart as you think. I can sense the gems in your bag. You have that extra sense too – essen, to use its proper name.”
“You’re mad.” Ada shuffled towards the window, but a spear blocked her way.
“I’ve sensed you use your gift,” Tamir said. “Your magic. It’s like mine.”
“If I return the gems, will you let me go?”
Tamir shook his head. “They weren’t my only reason for coming here. I came for you. I can help you.”
“Hand me over to the Order, more like. How can you speak of magic so openly without fear?”
Tamir grinned, showing too much of his teeth. “Because I have the king’s forgiveness for possessing what the Order would call evil. It’s a forgiveness he’ll extend to anyone I find. Anyone like us.”
Ada shook her head. “I’m nothing like you.” She drew back her fist, but the spearman sent her to her knees with the spear’s haft. A breath later, the spear tip was at her throat. Tamir relieved her of the pack, which he didn’t open to check for the gems. He didn’t need to.
“If you come with me, your life will be easier.”
“Until I’m of no more use, then you’ll kill me for knowing too much. Or study me the way physicians did with plague survivors.”
Tamir flinched. “Don’t put me in with those bastards. I promise you, I mean you no harm.”
“It’s hard to believe you when there’s a weapon at my throat.” When neither man moved, Ada tightened her fists. The gem dug into her palm, drawing her focus, and part of her fell into it. Dipping into the pool lying within felt so natural.
Ada reached deep into the gem and found not a pool but a river of magic. She fought its rushing current, refusing to drown. Within that river, her extra sense, her essen, formed a hand. She moved it through the magic, searching for anything to grab onto to stop the river carrying her away. At first, she found nothing. Then, reaching deeper, her sense brushed against something, a current that could become solid, if only she willed it. Grasping the current, she pulled it from the depths and out of the gem.
Green light shone between Ada’s fingers. Tamir’s extra sense was on her at once, suffocating her. Ada threw her own at him, and the magic she’d dragged free went with it. Dust lifted across the ill-kept kitchen, swirling towards Tamir. The spearman darted around Ada as if he could block the cloud. It only thickened, and the men lifted their collars to their mouths. Their instinct from the sandstorms of Loka worked in Ada’s favour.
As she backed away, another green light rose from a pedant Tamir wore. Some of the dust fell to the floor, but most remained. Ada grinned. Tamir’s magic couldn’t overwhelm hers.
“Stop this,” Tamir said, his strained voice muffled behind his collar. “You’re not trained. It could kill you, girl.”
“I am not a child.” Ada screamed in anger, and the window shattered as small stones flew into the kitchen. The spearman used the haft of his weapon to block a larger one from striking Tamir.
Ada ran from the house, taking the dust storm with her, the stones circling around her like a shield. But outside, soil joined the dust, and the cloud grew inwards, choking her. Through it all, she sensed the spearman race after her. Wishing he would give up, Ada focused her sense on him as she ran. The magic chased it, sending dirt and stones rushing towards him. A crack cut across the roar of Ada’s pulse, and the spearman stopped. His life flame wavered, ebbed low, and went out.
Ada spun, the magic slipping from her grasp as the gem clattered to the ground. The debris fell, and Ada almost came to her knees. Tamir sat cradling the spearman in his arms. Blood flowed from a hole on the spearman’s temple. Ada pushed her sense to him, feeling Tamir do the same. There was no flicker of life in the spearman’s unmoving chest. He was dead.
Tamir’s anguished howl tore through the night, hounding Ada as she fled. She’d killed a man. A man who wasn’t Tamir’s bodyguard or even his friend. The last time Ada heard such a grief-filled scream was when the ash plague took her father from her mother. Now Ada had done that to Tamir. She’d extinguished a life like it was nothing.
“I’ll find you,” Tamir called after her. He would never stop hunting her. The promise of that was in the tightness of his voice.
Ada didn’t slow when Tamir’s extra sense fell away. It wasn’t him she ran from. She’d killed a man, and no matter how far she went, she couldn’t escape what she’d done. She ran anyway, not caring where she went, until her legs gave way and she tumbled to the ground. Her chest struck something hard, stopping her dead.
Winded, Ada rolled onto her back. She lay beneath an apple tree. Knowing exactly where she was, she couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled up her throat. For someone fleeing what her magic had done, she’d run to a damn stupid place. She sat up and leaned against the tree.
Despite the late hour, children played amongst the orchard’s trees in the distance, within the glow coming from lanterns at the entrance to the temple of the Six. The children were orphans, and Watcher Theodore cared for them almost entirely alone. His wards ran wild, but it didn’t matter, in Ada’s eyes at least. The children were alive and fed, and that was enough in the cruel place the world had become.
Another day, Ada might have joined the children, hoping their infectious joy would wake her heart. After what she’d done, how could she approach them or anyone else again? She’d thought herself in control of the magic, but she wouldn’t have killed the spearman intentionally. Would she? If anyone had passed her house in that moment, she might have killed them too. By the gods, she was a murderer. As soon as Tamir reported it, the whole garrison would be hunting her. She rubbed her neck, imagining a noose about it.
When the children returned to the temple, Ada got up and picked an apple. That, at least, wasn’t theft. Watcher Theodore let people take an apple when they visited, a kindness many had relied on the first autumn after the ash plague, including Ada. No one took more than their share. The temple was in the poorest of Felgen’s districts, where everyone looked out for each other.
Ada took a bite of the apple, hoping it might settle her roiling stomach. Instead, her gut heaved. Dropping the apple, she leaned against the tree and vomited until she thought her stomach would come up. The apple lay in the puddle. Guilt washed over her for wasting food, but a deeper shame swallowed it. She’d killed a man. What was wasting an apple compared to that?
“Are you well?”
Ada wiped her mouth and faced Watcher Theodore. Compared to the lecherous watcher at the temple she’d attended as a girl, he was a blessing on Felgen. He’d once said Ada’s smile was a light in the darkness, but she couldn’t find the strength to show him it now. When she tried to find words instead, sobs came out, and the world disappeared behind a torrent of tears.
“Dear Ada, come with me. We’ll set you right.”
Watcher Theodore took her elbow and led her inside. She didn’t belong there, where children were climbing into their bedrolls in the hall. She didn’t deserve anything from Watcher Theodore, who she’d only helped around the temple in the past because he’d offered food in exchange. Since losing her family, she’d thought of nothing but herself. Now her selfishness had killed someone.
Watcher Theodore led Ada through the hall to his office, where he shut the door behind them. After ushering Ada into a chair, he took a bottle from a shelf and poured a glass, which he pressed into Ada’s hands.
“Drink this.”
The brandy burned Ada’s throat, but she drained the glass. Once the light, tingling sensation reached her muscles, she managed to grasp her thoughts.
“Is it true what the scriptures say about magic?” she asked, staring at the edge of the desk. Worry had worn it smooth over the years.
“You’ve never cared about the word of the Six before. What happened?”
He’d always failed to coax the truth from her in the past, yet now she needed to speak it, she hesitated. Confessions were private, but he’d surely be compelled to report any mention of magic.
“A friend of mine has felt strange since the ash plague,” Ada said. “Last year it became tangible, like an extra sense. Are they evil now, like the magic they’ve gained?”
Watcher Theodore leaned back in his chair. “Rumours of such have reached me from the capital. It is a serious matter, and anyone with such abilities ought to come forward for their own safety.”
“Wouldn’t they be executed?”
“No. By the king’s order, the Warden is to forgive any who declare themselves wielders of magic.” The leader of the Order himself was issuing pardons? It was as Tamir had said, but Ada still didn’t believe it.
“Why? The scriptures say magic is evil.”
“That’s one interpretation. ‘The Ancient One did covet magic, killing the innocent to rip it from their beings. Seeing this, the Silver Lady wept, for great ally of the gods though she was, she was human and did know their propensity for corruption. In her wisdom, she called a prayer to the gods, begging them to save her kind from magic’s lure. And thus the gods spared humanity this evil, taking magic from them for all time.’”
Ada shuffled in her chair. “How can that mean anything other than magic is evil?”
“When I first came here, unrest blighted the mine because of a carelessly written contract. Arguments escalated until the matter came to blows. One miner swung his pickaxe in anger, killing a man. The act was heinous, yet a pickaxe is only a tool, neither good nor evil.”
“What about the man who killed someone?”
“He acted poorly in a moment of distress. He was not evil. Even so, a punishment was due.”
Ada swallowed. “The gallows?”
“You could say the man he’d been died. He was offered a chance for redemption, you see, if he swore to live in service of others.” Watcher Theodore smiled, but sadness in his gaze woke hope in Ada. She didn’t speak her suspicion. After all, the miner had died, and he’d probably prefer it stayed that way.
Thinking over the watcher’s words, Ada stared into the darkness beyond the window. Her extra sense, her essen as Tamir called it, wanted to go where her eyes led. She was afraid to let it. She didn’t have the gem, yet she knew nothing of how magic worked. It had come from the gem, but was it inside her now? And if it wasn’t, could her essen harm people without magic?
Ada jumped as Watcher Theodore touched her hand, which clutched the worn edge of his desk.
“If you tell me what happened, I’ll do what I can to help you.”
Ada shot to her feet. “It’s nothing to do with me.”
“Girl, I know you. You’ve not allowed yourself to have friends since the ash plague took everyone you loved. And that look in your eyes is one I see often in the mirror. I can help you.”
Ada hauled the door open and raced through the temple, ignoring Watcher Theodore as he called her back. She didn’t stop running until she came to the orchard’s scruffy edge, where brambles strangled husks of dead trees. Dropping to her knees, she crawled under the thorny mess, through a tunnel brave children had made. At the heart of the bramble patch was a den, and Ada curled up inside, lying on her side with her knees pulled tight to her chest.
When the tears came, Ada clamped a hand over her mouth. Watcher Theodore’s idea of helping her was surely to turn her over to Tamir. Except, Tamir would never let her live long enough to make amends. Lokans didn’t believe in second chances for murderers. She’d read enough about their culture to know that. Those who stole life from nature must pay it back with their death.
For the first time in more than a year, Ada longed for her mother’s embrace. But instead of those warm, gentle arms around her, a cage of thorns was her only comfort. Her tears spilled onto the cold ground, and she pulled her essen, that cursed extra sense, tight about herself, wishing it didn’t exist.






  
  Chapter six
Desperation


Frost nipped the night air when Ada’s body tugged her mind back from the darkness. She was stiff from cold, but that wasn’t what roused her. Stillness hanging over the world told her she wasn’t alone. She sat up, only to let out a hiss of pain as thorns pricked her scalp. 
“What was that?” a man said.
Ada threw her sense towards him but pulled it back at the last moment. What if he worked for Tamir and had an essen too?
“Are you jumping at rabbits?” a woman said in the haughty tones of the elite.
“You might not have heard a rabbit before, but I’ve heard plenty, and that wasn’t a rabbit.”
Crisp autumn leaves crunched beneath boots, the footsteps moving towards Ada. Ahead of it came a breeze that wasn’t a breeze. One of the pair had an essen. Ada’s chest tightened, and she backed away, heedless of the thorns. She only stopped when the brambles threatened to crack. The essen came closer.
Ada pulled her own essen tight about herself, but she could do nothing about her life flame. If the person’s essen touched her, they would know she was human. The flames of animals were smaller and felt different. As the essen came for her, she made herself small, praying to anything except the gods that they might mistake her for a badger.
The essen swept over Ada, and her stomach churned at its touch. But the essen retreated, and the man huffed.
“Nothing there.”
“You said there was a rabbit.” Another essen came, this one thin like a thread rather than a sweeping wall. Again, it retreated. “No astias.”
“No what?”
“Sam, do you listen to anything Tamir says? Astias. The correct word for life flames. Gods I’m freezing. Let’s go.”
“But she was here.”
Why hadn’t they sensed her? They had the ability to sense life flames, that much was clear. Was her essen masking it? How?
“The watcher said she left hours ago,” the woman said, “which means the trail’s gone as cold as my fingers. Keep looking if you want, but I’m heading to the tavern. Tamir wanted us to question her mercenary contacts, remember? Or weren’t you listening to that either?” Light footsteps moved away. After a pause, heavier ones followed.
“Do you think we’ll find her?”
“If you killed someone, would you stay in one place? That bitch is long gone.” Anger laced the woman’s words. Did she grieve for the spearman too? “We’re wasting our time.”
“I think Tamir wanted to know what she said to the watcher.”
“It’s painfully obvious she came to ask if magic is evil. We all wondered the same after we first used it, but we didn’t go around killing people.”
“We might have, Quinn. We almost did.”
“It doesn’t change the fact she killed Karim. I don’t know how Tamir thinks she can ever be one of us.”
Their argument faded, but Ada didn’t move. She and Tamir weren’t the only ones with magic. Were there more than this pair too? And what had happened when Sam and Quinn first used magic? Yet of all they’d said, one thing sank its claws into Ada’s mind. Tamir meant to keep her alive.
Did she really need to flee the country? Maybe if Tamir only wanted to study her abilities, he’d give up chasing her if she made it to Elbamir or perhaps Varran, the crowded capital. But she couldn’t know his mind for sure. Trusting Sam and Quinn’s words wasn’t worth the risk. Ada crawled out from under the bushes and headed for the temple’s south gate.
“He’s not a bad man,” Watcher Theodore said behind her.
Ada kept walking, not trusting herself to keep calm if she saw his treacherous face.
“He doesn’t mean you harm. He’s greedy, yes, but for knowledge. He wants to help people like you so he can learn more.”
Ada stopped but didn’t look back. “Men greedy for knowledge commit worse sins than those who crave coin. Do you know why? Knowledge can be called a noble pursuit, while gaining riches never will be. People say power corrupts, but thirst for knowledge is worse.” She walked away, relieved when he didn’t reply.
Without the mask of men’s clothes, walking through the dark made Ada feel vulnerable. Naked. But she couldn’t risk returning home for her thieving gear. She kept walking south towards Felgen’s towering ocean cliffs, staying to the shadows as best she could. Tamir might have given her description to the town guard, who wouldn’t care why he wanted to find her. Guards would always do as the rich demanded in the hope of getting a shiny coin or two. Yet dressed as she was, Ada couldn’t risk taking lonely alleyways. Better to be caught by the town guard and have to face Tamir than endure what men did to women in the dark.
As the town hall’s bell rang twelve, a child cried in one of the tiny houses. The image of Elizabeth flashed through Ada’s mind. The ten years between them meant Ada had helped raise her sister, and when Elizabeth died, Ada’s heart shattered. To love dearly was a curse Ada vowed never to endure again, yet what woman couldn’t love a child they bore? Ada wanted no part of such a bond. She would never let a man touch her.
Ada tapped her cheeks, hard. She hadn’t let herself think of Elizabeth in months, and now she was getting distracted at a vital moment. Breaking into Tamir’s manor was the worst decision of her life. It had thrown her world into chaos and dredged up memories she’d tried to bury. If she wanted to keep her freedom, she needed to forget again and focus.
Beyond the homes of mining families, Ada made her way past warehouses until she hid near the loading area beside the cliffs. Silence reigned. The huge cargo winches were still, and their guards were statues stained orange by nearby lanterns. Though it limited the town’s earnings, loading ships after dark was forbidden and had been since the great earthquake shortly before the ash plague. Parts of the cliff had collapsed, and working by lanternlight was too dangerous.
It took ten men to work each winch, of which only two remained. Scaffolds beside them marked where builders worked to restore the other two. The cliff winches were one of Asorea’s main trade routes. Without them, Felgen wouldn’t keep its wealth, even with the mine. A small town on the eastern edge of Asorea had lost all its winches, and its cliffs were too damaged to restore its lumber trade. The town was already falling from people’s minds. Felgen had been lucky.
And now that luck would pass to Ada. When dawn came, she would use the gold coin in her boot to bribe her way onto a barge. If she could get men’s clothing added to the bargain, she might be able to work her passage rather than starve hidden amongst the cargo.
Hoping to go down the winches at dawn, Ada moved to the east, away from the guards. In a deserted area, she crept towards the cliff. Wind gusted there, strong enough it could well pull her over the edge. She didn’t care. Only the habit of self-preservation had her drop to a crouch and approach the edge low.
Far below, a few hundred yards out to sea, soft amber light marked a vessel waiting to begin loading when the winches started operating come dawn. If it was a ship, it would be headed for Loka. If it was a barge, it would take the River Cassagor up through Asorea all the way to the capital. Either would do. All Ada needed was a place with wealthy people to rob. Once she had enough coin, she would try to live an honest life.
Not quite stupid enough to sleep at the top of a cliff, Ada turned to leave. An essen swept towards her from inland. Fleeing to her right, Ada wrapped her essen tight about herself, hoping to hide her life flame as she’d somehow managed under the brambles. Whether or not it worked, it didn’t matter. Someone else approached ahead. She spun and raced towards the winches, thinking the guards might help a scared woman at night, but he was there, his orange robes clear in the light of a lantern he carried. Ada stopped, caught in Tamir’s trap. The other two people stepped closer. Sam and Quinn, probably.
“How much coin does it take to make a watcher break the sanctity of confession?” Ada said to Tamir.
“He’s worked for me since long before I had the displeasure of meeting you.” The lanternlight didn’t reach his face, but his voice was hoarse, almost lost beneath the howl of rising wind that tore through cracks in the cliff.
“Are you here to kill me? To give a life back to nature?”
“Don’t speak of my ways. If you had only listened to me instead of drawing on what you know nothing about, Karim…” The lantern shook in his hand. “I’m in no state to make a rational decision about your fate. You will come to Varran, and the king will decide your place in the world.”
Ada edged closer to the cliff. “I have no place in this world.”
“I loathe you for what you did, but don’t throw your life away. The king isn’t going to kill someone as valuable as you.”
Ada let out a bitter laugh, which the wind carried across the Endless Ocean. “Valuable? Whatever use you think the king might have for me is gone. I will never touch one of those gems again.” She took another step.
“You will do as the king bids. To defend your nation, to make up for what you did. Pick a reason. But you will wield magic again or I will never let your soul rest, in this life or those to come.”
“I can’t,” Ada screamed. “I won’t kill again.” She ran the last few steps to the cliff and threw herself into the air. The moment her foot left the cliff, she remembered the time she’d seen a crate slip off the winches. The wind had dashed it against the cliffs long before it struck the water. What an ugly death that would be.
“Catch her,” Tamir roared.
An essen reached past Ada, dragging something with it. Magic. Ada slammed against rock, cracking her head against it. The world danced black and white, and pain erupted across her chest. Magic had made rock grow from the cliff. Rock that now lifted, returning her to Tamir. No. No! She wouldn’t use magic again. She would live free to the last. Ada rolled off the magicked stone.
She fell three feet onto grass.
Kneeling beside Ada, Tamir swept his essen across her, sinking it beneath her skin. The sensation made Ada vomit.
“Concussion and bruised ribs,” Tamir said. “You’ll live, and if the king wills it, you’ll spend the rest of that life in my service. Quinn, give it to her.”
Quinn smiled sweetly and pressed on Ada’s ribs. Ada screamed. Quinn’s smile twisted into something menacing as she poured the contents of a vial into Ada’s mouth. The bitterness made Ada choke, but she couldn’t spit out the liquid before Quinn clamped a hand over her mouth and pinched her nose, cutting off her air. Ada had to swallow the concoction.
When Quinn released her, Ada rolled onto her front and dragged herself towards the cliff. She made it an inch before the world started spinning and the strength left her limbs. Another inch, and darkness descended.

    
  The world came to Ada in fits and starts, blurred images she wished would go away. The first was a view looking up at the cliffs, which made her think she was still falling after throwing herself over the edge, and she was glad. Except the sun stained the sky orange, and she was in the cargo lift. Pain spread through her ribs as if her chest was being crushed, yet it was nothing compared to the weight of Tamir’s scowl. Despite the hate in his eyes, he wiped sweat from her brow with a cloth. His touch woke nauseating pain from where she’d hit her head, and she let darkness steal her from a world in which she had no place.
The next time Ada truly woke, a cabin spun around her. She clamped her eyes shut against it. After a few moments, the motion lessened until it was only the rocking of a boat. The staleness of the air assaulted her nose, making her retch. Someone came to her then, a woman, who lifted Ada’s head and pressed a cup to her lips. Ada swallowed before recognising Quinn’s life flame. As Ada slipped away again, she caught Quinn’s whispered words.
“I hope you never wake up.”
But the world wasn’t done with Ada. It kept pulling her back, and instinct made her fight the drinks Quinn forced on her. Sometimes firm hands grasped her, Sam holding her down while Quinn drugged her. His touch was always gentle, unlike Quinn’s. When Ada fought, Quinn poked her bruised ribs to make her scream long enough to dose her, then held her mouth closed with surprising strength. There was hate in Quinn’s touch, and Ada deserved it.
One time Ada woke, the boat tipped so hard it almost threw her out of bed. A storm gripped the night, and the River Cassagor could be as rough as the ocean. The violent movements must have woken Ada early. No one was there waiting to force a sleeping tonic down her throat. As her eyes adjusted, she spotted a porthole on the other side of the small cabin, shut tight against the storm. She wanted to tear it open and throw herself to the river’s mercy. But her body wouldn’t obey. She could barely move her fingers.
Footsteps approached the cabin. Ada tried harder to move. Her arm twitched and flopped off the bed, resting at a painful angle.
“She needs food,” a man said. Sam.
“Tamir wants her asleep,” Quinn said. “He seems to think she’s set on throwing herself to her death.” Tamir wasn’t wrong.
“What if we explain? We all had accidents. You almost killed dozens of people.”
“But I didn’t, and none of them were royalty.”
Ada’s breath wouldn’t come. Who in the shadows had she killed?
“They were nobles with powerful connections. Killing them would have destroyed your family. And Tamir can hardly judge her when he nearly–”
“Except no one died. She, on the other hand, killed my best–” Quinn’s shuddering breath came through the door. “How can Tamir think of making us work with her?”
“He might not get the chance. It all depends on what the king decides.”
“He needs to focus and do what’s right according to Karim’s customs. His customs.”
Sam sighed. “If you can’t focus, how do you expect Tamir to? He was the one Karim–”
“Give me the cup.”
The door thudded against the wall as Quinn threw it open, and it slammed shut before Sam could follow. Ada met Quinn’s eyes in the darkness. Sorrow and hate burned bright there, and Ada turned it against herself, willing her leg to move. It jerked off the bed.
“Hoping to get to the window?” Quinn said. “I would love to let you, but Tamir would never forgive me if you die on my watch.” She leaned in close and grabbed a fistful of Ada’s hair, pulling until Ada cried out. The cup was at her lips in an instant. Ada tried to spit it out, but Quinn pulled harder, tipping Ada’s head back. If Ada didn’t swallow, she would choke, and her body refused to allow it.
Quinn pushed Ada away, then there was a flash of metal. Did Quinn mean to kill her after all? Quinn shoved Ada with her boot, rolling her onto her front, and straddled her. Ada gasped for breath, her face pressed into the pillow. A snick came near her ear, and something drifted onto her hand. Muted though her essen was, thanks to the sedative, she sensed it was hair.
“You love dressing as a man so much,” Quinn said, “I thought I’d help you look more like an Asorean. We can’t have people mistaking you for a Rinnite with that long hair, can we? Not when Tamir’s training us to fight Rinnite mages.”
More clumps of hair fell away as Quinn continued talking. “Tamir’s already calming down, distracted by your potential. But he can’t be the one to decide your fate. Do you want to know why?” She lowered her head until her lips almost brushed against Ada’s ear. “Karim was the oldest son of the Lokan queen.”
Gods. She’d killed a prince.
As the sleeping tonic gripped her, Ada reeled at what she’d done. What if Loka decided to go to war? What more suffering could Asorea take before it cracked and fell apart? Ada didn’t just deserve death. She deserved for the gods to tear her soul apart so she could never be reborn.
With the last of her strength, Ada jerked her head up. The scissors sliced her scalp above her ear. Quinn screamed as blood flowed, but the cut wasn’t deep, damn the sedative. Swift footfalls came, and the door burst open.
“It wasn’t me,” Quinn pleaded. “She did it.”
“Out!” Tamir’s single command sent Quinn running. He rushed to Ada and pressed something against her head. “Ada, you need to stop this. I’m sorry for what I said. What happened was an accident, and I need you to see that too. Karim didn’t believe in life for life. He would have wanted you to fulfil your potential, as I do.”
Tamir’s words of absolution couldn’t overcome Ada’s guilt, nor the horror of feeling Prince Karim’s life slip away like smoke between her fingers. She’d taken a life, and now she didn’t want her own. As sleep took her, she prayed to the gods that this time they would let her stay in darkness forever.






  
  Chapter seven
Judgement


To her great displeasure, Ada awoke. She cursed the gods as much as the guards who were carrying her from the boat with as much care as if she were a sack of potatoes. On land, as they switched to dragging her, she distantly recalled their uniform as that of Varran’s city guard. Tamir strode ahead, and beyond him, Ada caught a glimpse of a wall. It wasn’t the ancient white one that loomed over Varran. She’d seen this wall once before, when her father took her to the north end of the city where the River Cassagor looped around an isle like a natural moat. Many longed to cross the isle’s single bridge, but few did. The guards hauled Ada across it against her will. No matter how she tried to plant her feet, she couldn’t stop them taking her where no thief belonged – Relgis, the royal isle. 
Resisting the guards made Ada’s head spin, and she didn’t come fully awake until pain jolted through her knees. The guards had thrown her onto them, and she only remained upright because two held her shoulders. Slowly, Ada lifted her eyes. She knelt in a large hall, and on a dais before her was a throne. Upon it sat King Wallace, or so Ada assumed. A gem-encrusted crown balanced on his greying hair. He watched her with cold blue eyes, and anger flushed his pale skin.
“This is her?” he said.
Tamir stepped forwards, blocking half of Ada’s view of the king. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
Mutters spread through the hall, alerting Ada to the presence of other people. There weren’t many, but they were all men, and all wore expensive brocade coats. Ada might have scoffed at the impractical fabric, if her throat weren’t so dry. She didn’t have time to wonder who the men were. The king lifted his hand for silence.
“Ada Renwick, do you admit to your crime of killing Karim the Motherless?”
Ada nodded, hoping the king’s judgement would be swift. She didn’t want a drawn-out death.
“And you are certain she possesses magic?” the king asked Tamir.
“She used one of the ethelids, yes.”
The king gripped the arms of his throne, his fingers turning white. “Then she is pardoned of all crimes committed before this day. As to whether she is suitable, I shall leave that to your judgement. Get her out of my sight.”
The king sneered as guards dragged Ada backwards from the hall, yet someone else held her focus. One of the men watched her not with disgust but the smile of a wolf. A chill ran down her spine. Why did she feel certain he knew how to work in the shadows as well as she did? The hall door closed between them before she could note his features beyond the malice in his grey eyes and an axe embroidered over his heart.
Ada didn’t get to glower at many of Castle Hakaan’s fineries before she passed out. When she came to, the pain beneath her skull had finally eased to little more than a throb, but her ribs seemed worse, hurting too much to take a deep breath. Given her surroundings, that was probably a good thing.
She was in a tiny stone room, lying on a pallet that creaked as she shuffled away from a piece of straw determined to impale her. Moonlight streamed through a high, barred window, but there wasn’t much else to the room beyond a piss bucket in one corner and a mug of water beside her bed.
Careful of her ribs, Ada sat up and waited to see if the world would start spinning. When it didn’t, she turned the empty bucket over and stood on it to peer out of the window. There was little more than clouds to see, and all she could hear was the wind rustling leaves and the faint trickle of flowing water. Few trees grew in Varran, overcrowded as it was, and the scattering of parks certainly didn’t have prisons. The nearby trees could only belong to the king. She was still on Relgis, locked in one of the castle’s cells.
Ada swallowed and returned to her bed, where she leaned back against the grime-coated wall. In Felgen, where people appreciated fresh air when not working in the mines, prisoners were kept below ground. But in most of Asorea, prisons were on the highest levels, letting criminals look out on a cruel reminder of all they’d lost. To Ada, it was a reminder that she yet lived in a world she didn’t deserve to be in.
The gods hadn’t listened to her prayers, which she couldn’t claim was a surprise. They hadn’t saved her family when she begged until her voice was hoarse. Not even Elizabeth. If the gods existed, they were cowards who refused to face what had become of the world they made. It wasn’t only the ash plague that had killed people. Many with hollow bellies had killed each other over morsels of food that would have gone to pigs in the old world. At least they’d killed with purpose, even if it was selfish. What had Ada killed Prince Karim for? Nothing. She could have fled without throwing magic at him. He didn’t have to die.
Lost to dark thoughts, it took Ada longer than it should have to notice light creeping in beneath the cell door. The viewing hatch opened and closed, then the lock clunked. Ada prayed the king had changed his mind and sent an executioner. As the door swung open, she decided she’d lost all her luck the moment she stole those damn gems. Behind a guard stood Tamir.
The guard entered first, setting a tray of food down so hard that stew slopped from the bowl onto a hunk of bread. He shoved past Tamir and closed the door, leaving it unlocked. Tamir set his lantern down and sat with his back to the door.
“What do you want?” Ada said.
“You should eat.” He stared up at the window, not once looking at her. “It’s not drugged.”
“You expect me to believe you?” But the food proved too tempting for her aching belly. She picked up the bread and gnawed at the dry parts.
“I drugged you to get you here safely. I worried… Perhaps you’ll decide to live after you hear what I have to say.”
Ada swallowed her mouthful carefully. “I don’t want to listen to anything you say except one thing. Why did the king pardon me for killing a foreign prince?”
Tamir sighed and leaned his head back against the door, blinking as he stared at the ceiling. “Karim was a prince, once. I took that from him. Because of me, he lost his mother’s love, and she won’t care that he died. Not publicly.”
So that was why the king called him Karim the Motherless. “Why would a queen oust her heir?”
“I had the impression you were better educated than that. Loka is a matriarchy.”
Ada’s cheeks warmed. Before the ash plague, she’d spent much of her free time studying her father’s books, but politics could never hold her interest. “I meant why would she throw out her own son?”
“Because of me. I was a tutor of Karim’s younger brother. He and I were studying the gems when his mother came to check on his progress. We argued. She said if the gems were as we suspected, they were against the ways of nature. I had one in my hand.”
Ada set the bread down. “What happened?”
“I drew on its magic and almost killed the queen. The Circle of Priestesses branded me a heretic and had me tied to a metal stake in the desert, leaving me for Storm to punish. But Karim freed me. Until that moment, I never truly knew how he…” The words caught in Tamir’s throat, and he turned his head away. Ada waited in patient silence as he regained his composure. “After the queen discovered what Karim did, she exiled him.”
When Tamir didn’t speak again, Ada picked up the stew. “I still killed a man. Asorea has laws.”
“Asorea also has needs. The Rin Empire has discovered magic too, and they’ve got a larger population to draw from, as well as more land to mine for the gems. Ethelids, according to a kitari book I found.”
The kitari were more legend than real to Ada. They were a long-lived race who dwelt in the mountains near Felgen and looked like humans, but unlike humans, they’d always had magic. That was thought to be why they kept to themselves. “If you’re researching magic, can’t you ask for their help?”
“No messenger can reach them. Their magic keeps out unwanted visitors, sending them in circles until they find themselves back in the foothills. Fortunately, Rin is busy threatening Yriah, but they’ll come for Asorea eventually. There’s a slim chance the kitari will come to our aid if Rin encroaches on their mountains, yet the king won’t risk relying on that. Despite the Order’s objections, he commanded me to train mages.”
Ada swallowed a mouthful of stew she’d been savouring. For prison gruel, it wasn’t half bad. “So Quinn was telling the truth. The king means to send us to war.”
Finally, Tamir faced her. “Do you feel no duty to protect your nation?”
“Why would I? The king did nothing to help those who starved. He did nothing to protect the poor from riots.”
As Ada set another laden spoon to her mouth, Tamir said, “The king’s an arse.”
Ada choked on a mouthful of stew and had to wash it down with the stale water. “I thought he was your employer.”
“That doesn’t mean I have to like him. And I asked if you feel a duty to protect your nation, not him. If Rin invades, how will the common folk fare? The king would starve the poor to feed his army. But one mage could deal the damage of ten soldiers, if not more. How many fewer soldiers would the king need if he had you?”
“What are you asking of me?”
“Train your skill with magic. Defend the common folk from the brutality of war.”
“And if I refuse?”
“You’re free to go. I must confess, however, that in my anger I told Felgen’s guard captain how you were making ends meet. You may have been pardoned, but you’ve got rich enemies.”
Ada threw the bowl of stew at Tamir. Weak as she was from lack of food, it landed near his feet, but enough splashed on his garish trousers to satisfy her. “You lived amongst nobles. You must know how they feel about being outdone by thieves. I’ll never be free so long as I live in Asorea.”
“But you want to live?”
Ada turned away. “How can I after what I’ve done?”
“You stole my second chance at love, yet I’m sitting here telling you it was an accident. If anything, it was my fault. I should have explained everything when we caught you at my manor. If I had, you would have known how dangerous ethelids are in untrained hands.”
Ada wasn’t so sure it would have made a difference, and she was done talking about herself. “You almost killed a queen, Quinn almost killed some nobles. What about Sam?”
“He was an apprentice blacksmith in Elbamir. He destroyed a forge and almost killed himself in the process. You’re not a murderer. You were simply unlucky.”
“I still have to live with what I did.”
“That’s life, Ada. If the plague hadn’t destroyed your first few years of adulthood, you might have realised that by now.” He pulled something from his pocket and tossed it onto her tray. An ethelid. Ada stared at it.
“I don’t want it.”
“It’s not the one you used. That ethelid will never see the light of day again. Each ethelid’s ability is unique, but this one feels similar.”
“I won’t wield any ethelid.”
Tamir stood and shook remnants of stew from his trousers, sending a pea rolling towards Ada. “I think you will. I looked around your home, trying to work out where you might have gone. I was sad to see piles of books covered in dust in your old room, but I think deep down, you’re still that girl who craves knowledge. Whether you come train with me or risk life elsewhere, I don’t think it will be long before you’re drawn to magic again.”
“So, what? My choice is to live here with you pressuring me to train or live out there, afraid of killing someone with magic again?”
“No. If you choose to leave, your ethelid will be taken. And if you stay, it will be the king pressuring you to train, not me. If he decides you’ll be useless in war, he’ll throw you out or kill you.”
“Great. War or a life on the run. What a fantastic choice you offer me.”
“Do you deserve better?” He opened the door and paused. “Study that ethelid before you pull out its magic and things might go better.” He walked out of the cell, leaving the lantern. The door remained open.
Ada shuffled back on her pallet and stared at the ethelid the way one might watch a dangerous animal. When the lanternlight died, she still didn’t move. It wasn’t until the sky lightened that Ada lay down to sleep, exhausted from a week of being drugged and starved.
The sun was high when she woke. She rubbed her eyes, then gasped as she realised her essen was wrapped around the ethelid, cupping it like an invisible hand. The magic was there beneath the gem’s surface, calling to her. Yet her essen alone couldn’t pierce the facets. To draw on the magic, she would need to physically touch the ethelid, which meant if she kept away from the gem, there was no risk. But curiosity got the better of her.
Rolling over, Ada edged her hand towards the ethelid, which sparkled green in the midday sun. The closer she got, the clearer she could sense the magic flowing beneath the facets. When her finger was a hair’s breadth from the ethelid, she stopped. The skin on her arms and neck tingled with anticipation. Tamir said this ethelid was similar to the other, yet the current felt tamer, something she could control instead of being swept away.
Ada snatched her hand back. No. This was wrong. Magic had killed Karim. Her magic. She didn’t deserve to live, let alone wield something so dangerous.
And yet, Tamir was right about what would happen if war broke out. The king hadn’t lifted a finger to help the common folk before. He wasn’t going to start now. Could Ada really protect the poor if she wielded magic against Rin’s army? Did she have that right? She’d taken a life. She never wanted to take another. Unless magic could turn the tide of war without killing anyone…
Scooping up the ethelid, Ada laid it on her upturned palm. Now she was touching it, her essen passed beyond its surface with ease. The river inside was definitely calmer, and shallower too. Eager to learn more of the magic’s nature, Ada dipped her essen into the rush of it like a hand. The magic engulfed her. It felt glorious, and that scared her. It would be all too easy to lose herself to that sense of belonging.
Exploring the river, Ada found a current and pulled it. Light rose from within the ethelid – green like fresh shoots of grass. Fascinated, she released the current and watched the light fade. She did it over and over, and as she became used to holding the magic, the light grew brighter, until it was enough to light corners of the cell the setting sun failed to find.
In all Ada’s years of learning to make jewellery, no tool had felt so right in her hand. And she understood now it was only a tool. It responded to her will and would only do as she wished. Even so, she was afraid of the harm it could cause if she gave into anger or fear.
To the depths of her soul, Ada longed to become skilled with this new ethelid, the same way she’d found joy in learning to use each piece of equipment in her father’s workshop. Could she truly master this tool and avoid killing with it, even if her life were at risk in battle? A selfless person would hand the ethelid back and never have to worry about hurting someone with magic again. And yet, she couldn’t imagine a life without magic now she’d found it.
As darkness settled outside, Ada chose her future. With the ethelid grasped in her hand, she strode from the cell into a life that would never really be freedom. She would be a pawn, beholden to the whim of a king she loathed. But she would have magic, and perhaps that was enough.






  
  Chapter eight
A Fresh Start


The castle guards knew what Ada was. Each one she passed on her way out watched her with fear and hate in their eyes, and those she asked for directions gripped the hilts of their swords. A few bold ones stared at her hair, and she bristled each time, longing to make Quinn pay for hacking it off. 
After leaving by a side entrance, Ada followed a path the guards had pointed out, which eventually led to a wood. Part of her ached to turn back, to claim the freedom offered, but she forced herself to keep moving until she sensed an astia ahead in the dark. The life flame made her think of the quiet between a flash of lightning and the boom of thunder. She withdrew her essen before Tamir could decide to wrap her in his.
“Were you waiting here since last night?” Ada said when she was close enough to see him.
Tamir cocked his head, reminding Ada too much of her reaction whenever Elizabeth had said something adorably daft. “I left arrows that would burn different colours so the guards could alert me about your decision. Are you certain you want to join us?”
“Can’t you tell from the fact I’m here and not at the bridge?”
“Do you understand the king might kill you should you prove a failure, and he may kill us all if a spider in his ear sways him against mages?”
“I want to learn more about this magic, and I wasn’t exactly living a safe life before.”
“Follow me.”
Rather than go around the wood, Tamir led Ada between the trees. Dark as it was beneath them, she struggled not to trip over every root that jutted from the ground, yet Tamir seemed to have no trouble. Ada kept feeling a breeze ahead, except it wasn’t a breeze at all. It was Tamir’s essen moving across the ground.
“Why are you doing that?” Ada said.
“Doing what?”
“Moving your essen about.”
Tamir stopped so suddenly, Ada crashed into the back of him. “You’ve been sneaking into houses all this time and didn’t use your essen to help you see in the dark?”
“Only when climbing walls. It’s not like I’ve had anyone to explain things to me.”
“Neither did I. And there’s nothing really I can tell you that practice won’t teach.” He continued through the wood, his pace faster than before.
As Ada stumbled along behind Tamir, she had to admit he was right about practice being more useful than explanations. But he was wrong about one thing. An essen wasn’t at all like sight. Hurrying after Tamir, she groped ahead with her essen as if it were a hand. To start with, she moved it back and forth the way he did, reminding her of how people with sight impairments defied their disability with a simple stick. Except, she wasn’t bound by the physical. Ada widened her essen into a fan. Although doing so lessened the detail of what she sensed, it was enough to reveal what might trip her. If only all humanity had such a skill, none would have to fall when their eyes failed them.
“Interesting,” Tamir said. “When I stretch my essen, I can’t see well enough to walk in this light.”
“I hope you haven’t taught the others it’s seeing. It’s feeling. Any other word will make people think they’re doing it wrong.”
“Ah, good. You did pick up on that.”
“Do you always test people’s knowledge?”
“Only sloppy thieves who couldn’t think to use their essen this way.”
Ada gritted her teeth, and in her hand, her ethelid began to glow. She shoved the magic away, refusing to use it in anger.
When they left the wood, Ada ignored the moonlight and kept practising with her essen, using it to guide her feet while her eyes studied small squares of light in the distance. It took her a few minutes to realise the light came from windows of a huge manor. They were soon blocked from view when a section of wall rose ahead. At its centre was a gate. A useless gate, given the wall was incomplete.
As they passed the wall’s end, Ada noticed the grooves outlining bricks were missing. “Is someone magicking this wall?”
“Sam puts his skill to good use while he learns.”
Lower down, the wall was uneven, almost jagged in places. “Looks like he could use the practice.”
“I don’t think you’re in a position to judge the skill of other mages.”
Ada swallowed that bitter truth and wondered how much longer she’d have to put up with Tamir. “When will you return to Felgen?”
“I won’t. The mine stopped producing gems, so I was already preparing to return here when you darkened my door.”
“Wait, you shut down the mine? You’ve left people with no work, you cur.”
“There are other materials to be had from the mine, all of which fund this place.” He strode ahead, and all she could do was follow.
Beyond the wall-in-progress, they followed a road too smooth to have been made with anything except magic. “Did Sam make the road too?”
“Not alone. His ethelid only adds to the shape of stone. Quinn’s ethelid subtracts. Combining their magic, they eventually managed to make a flat surface. Quinn will smooth the wall once it’s done.”
“How long have they been working on all this?”
“It’s about a year since they arrived.”
“A year? They’ve had magic that long?”
“Quinn’s the daughter of a noble and Sam was an apprentice blacksmith, so they came across plenty of gems. I’m surprised you took so long to find one despite earth ethelids looking like emeralds.”
Ada stopped dead. “Earth? They’re tied to one element?”
“Earth, fire, and air have been discovered,” Tamir said, still walking. “I theorise there will also be water, light, and dark.”
“The elements of the gods,” Ada said to herself.
“Come. You need to wash before dinner.”
Ada jogged to catch up, suddenly embarrassed by her own stench. They soon reached the manor, and in the darkness beyond were the shadows of treetops. The island’s eastern wall wasn’t far beyond that. The manor itself was made with bricks, and it was larger than any manor in Felgen except for the duke’s, which Ada had only seen from a distance because it wasn’t on Haranor Hill.
“If we’re training for war, shouldn’t we be in the barracks?”
Tamir’s pace slowed a fraction as they approached the manor’s main door. “The king wants you all isolated, and I’d rather you didn’t mix with people trained to kill.”
Before Ada could point out the king would expect mages to kill, a woman stepped out from the shadows by the door. Her skin was as dark as Tamir’s, and she wore similar robes, except hers were sandy-brown and her coat was cream with yellow embroidery that formed peaks at the cuffs like sand dunes. A matching wrap covered her hair, and large golden hoops hung from her ears.
“This is Fawziyya,” Tamir said. “She will be your maid.”
The woman extended her right hand and put her left on her forearm. “Syd Ada, I’m pleased to be working for you.”
The formality shocked Ada so much she didn’t shake Fawziyya’s hand. “Ada will do. And I don’t need a maid.”
“Think of her as an assistant,” Tamir said. “Learning to use magic will exhaust you, and you’ll be glad of Fawziyya when it does. Show Ada to her bath, Fawziyya, then down for dinner.”
“As you will it, syd.”
Tamir strode into the manor, leaving Ada alone with Fawziyya.
“If you’ll follow me, Ada.”
They stepped into a large entryway where an enormous staircase greeted them from the far side, which split and curved towards two corridors on the far corners of the next level. The entrance hall had no bright tapestries like those in Tamir’s study. Instead, the walls were heavy with paintings of arid landscapes and lush jungles that must have been from Loka. Part of Ada wanted to study them, having only seen rough sketches of Lokan landmarks, but now a bath had been mentioned, she couldn’t focus on anything else. How many months was it since she’d bothered to heat water? She usually washed herself with a cold cloth.
Fawziyya led Ada up the stairway’s left branch and along a gallery corridor to its end, where steps spiralled up to the next floor. Halfway along a wide corridor, Fawziyya opened a pair of doors.
“These are your private rooms,” Fawziyya said.
“Rooms?” Ada stopped inside the doorway and gawped at the space. She stood in a sitting room twice the size of the one in her family home. There were plush sofas around a low table, armchairs by a towering window opposite the door, and more by the large hearth to the left. There was also a small dining table against the right wall with four delicate chairs tucked beneath it.
Fawziyya closed the doors behind Ada and strode to another pair near the dining table. Ada followed Fawziyya into a bedchamber that was almost as large as the sitting room. The main feature was the four-poster bed, which had embroidered drapes pulled back with twisted silken ropes. A matching throw covered the bed, showing a forest scene with animals and leaves so detailed, Ada had to wonder how long it had taken to make.
“This way,” Fawziyya said. She stood by yet another pair of doors, holding one open. Steam drifted from the room beyond. Ada didn’t need to be asked twice.
The bathroom must have been as big as the storage room Ada had used as her bedroom. In the centre was a large stone bath, filled past halfway with steaming water. Beneath one end was a shallow pit filled with glowing coals keeping the water warm, but how many trips and how many people had it taken to move so much water?
Past the bath was a wooden screen painted with golden dunes, behind which was a privy, though it had no hatch to put a bowl beneath. She investigated behind the cladding with her essen and found a pipe running down into the floor. There was even a stone bowl fixed to a wall nearby, with a jug of water on a ledge beside it. The bowl drained by a pipe into the floor too.
“If you need anything, please call,” Fawziyya said. She left and closed the door.
Ada was glad Fawziyya hadn’t offered to help her undress. Having lain unconscious for a week, she dreaded to think what she’d find beneath her clothes. But as she removed them, she found her lower half clean. Ada doubted Quinn would have seen to such matters, so there must have been a servant onboard the boat. Ada’s cheeks warmed at the thought of being so vulnerable.
Shaking the shame away, Ada climbed up steps built into the side of the bath and couldn’t help letting out a sigh of pleasure as she eased herself into the water. The temperature was perfect. Deep as the bath was, she let herself sink beneath the surface. Wrapped in that warmth, it would be easy to forget everything she’d done. It would also be easy to let herself drown.
Ada rose from the water and drew in a deep breath. Hadn’t she decided to live? So why did the thought of killing herself still haunt her? Searching for a distraction, Ada focused on vials and dishes lined up on the flat edge of the bath. There were oils for hair, which she wouldn’t need much of thanks to Quinn. Most of the other items were a mystery, so she picked up a bar of rose-scented soap and a washcloth and scrubbed herself.
By the time she was done, the bathwater had turned a grim grey. If she sat in it any longer, she’d need another bath. She got out and grabbed a towel from a stack on a chest of drawers. As she wrapped herself in the soft fabric, the bathwater caught her eye again. What would Fawziyya think if she saw it? Wondering if the bath drained like the bowl on the wall, Ada leaned over the edge, cringing as the murky water coated her arm, and groped along the bottom. She found a short length of rope and pulled. A stone plug came free, and something gurgled as the water level began to fall.
When Ada was dry, she wrapped herself in a fresh towel and returned to the bedroom. Fawziyya was there, and two outfits lay on the bed.
“Tamir wasn’t sure which option you’d prefer,” Fawziyya said.
There was a smock so white it was like a pile of snow, and with it was a kirtle such deep red it looked like expensive wine. Tiny white flowers were embroidered across the bodice, and Ada baulked at the idea of wearing something so delicate. With some relief, she set her eyes on the other set of clothes. A plain white shirt, dun trousers, and a dark green longcoat, which buttoned down to the waist then flared in two loose tails that would reach to her calves. It was the casual wear of wealthy men.
“Did Tamir decide on these before or after Quinn massacred my hair?”
“After.”
“And he’s fine with me dressing as a man? Won’t I embarrass him if the king finds out?”
“In Loka, women may dress as they wish, style their hair as they wish. Even in the middle kingdoms, women often wear trousers. Only Asorea has restricted women so.”
“I think I’d like living in Loka. I’ve found trousers freeing.”
“Much easier to climb trellises in, yes?” Fawziyya grinned. “As a girl, I would roll down dunes at the edge of the desert. Can you imagine trying that in a dress? No no. Trousers are far more practical for a girl exploring the world. Get dressed, and I’ll sort out that mess Quinn left you with.”
Although Fawziyya turned her back, Ada hurried as she dressed. She left the coat off, still feeling warm from the bath, and cleared her throat to tell Fawziyya she was decent. Saying the words seemed too childish.
Fawziyya led Ada to a chair at a dresser with a large mirror. Ada stared at her reflection. She’d rarely looked in a mirror the past few months, so she hadn’t realised how gaunt she’d become. With how her hair stuck out in tufts, she looked like a boy who’d been living on the streets. Fawziyya wrapped a towel around Ada’s shoulders and started cutting more hair away. To match the shortest parts, she had to cut it as short as an Asorean soldier’s crop, though she was able to leave it a little longer on top to give some shape to the style.
“It suits you,” Fawziyya said as she folded the towel up, trapping the clippings inside.
Ada turned her head this way and that, trying to decide what to make of the short hair. It did suit her, but she wasn’t Lokan. Asorean women were expected to have hair no shorter than their shoulders. With it so short, she would either have to act as a man or endure ridicule. The former was preferable, but as she put on her coat, she realised she associated dressing as a man with her life as a thief. The life that led to Karim’s death.
To start over, Ada couldn’t be Adam anymore, and not only because of what she’d done. She’d once met a mercenary who’d been a woman and now fully embraced being a man. Ada respected him for that choice, but she’d never felt the same urge to put womanhood behind her. She wasn’t a man trapped in a woman’s body, just a woman longing for the freedoms men had. Now, with Tamir’s support, she could claim those freedoms while being true to herself.
After Ada buttoned the longcoat, Fawziyya led her out of the rooms and away from the staircase they’d come up earlier. They followed a few narrower corridors, then took a plain staircase down two floors. A few more turns, and Ada was utterly lost. Eventually, Fawziyya stopped before white doors inlaid with gold, again in the shape of dunes.
“They’re not going to like you to begin with,” Fawziyya said. “Their friend died because of you. But give them time.” She opened the door and pushed Ada through.






  
  Chapter nine
Stupid Camels


Conversation died the moment Ada stepped into the dining room. Five people sat at a long, narrow table. Everyone stared, but it was the unmasked hate in Quinn’s hazel eyes that caught Ada’s attention. It was her first time seeing Quinn in the light, and she had such delicate golden skin, men must have fallen at her feet her entire life. Her light brown hair fell in neat curls, and a silver clasp held half of it back. She was everything Ada was glad she wasn’t. 
Tamir strode into the room, but his presence didn’t free Ada from scrutiny. Sam, who sat beside Quinn, stared at Ada’s hair, which was a touch shorter than his own black hair. His skin was so tanned he almost matched Quinn’s natural tone, and his arms bulged with muscles that were clear beneath his shirt, on show thanks to his sleeveless jerkin. At length, his grey eyes dropped to Ada’s, then he turned his attention to Quinn.
“Sit beside me, Ada,” Tamir said, taking the seat at the head of the table. He gestured to the empty chair to his left, opposite a young man who sat beside Quinn. His skin was as dark as Tamir’s, and his Lokan robes were bright blue, while his coat was dark blue. The embroidery around his cuffs formed droplets. He likely worshipped Torrent. As Ada stepped towards the chair, the man glared at her with such intensity, she stopped halfway across the room. Hate filled his deep brown eyes, and she couldn’t escape his gaze.
“I won’t eat sitting opposite a murderer,” he said, his accent far richer than Tamir’s. It sounded put on.
“Then move,” Tamir said. “And Shukri, I’ve told you not to call her that.”
“Fine.” Shukri rose so sharply his chair almost fell backwards. He moved to the other side of Sam and slumped hard into his new chair, making him seem younger. Given the way he acted, he couldn’t have been long into adulthood, seventeen at the oldest.
Ada sat cautiously, wanting to stay away from Tamir while not invading the space of the woman to her left. She looked Ada’s age, and her hair was neatly braided in rows that were pulled back into a bun, though a few coils escaped here and there. Despite her warm brown skin, she wasn’t amongst those who’d travelled from Loka with Tamir. Her forest-green kirtle marked her as Asorean.
Realising she was being rude, Ada shifted her gaze to the table. A moment later, an essen covered her, and her eyes snapped up, staring past the woman to a man with tawny skin.
“Get that off me,” Ada said, her stomach churning at the touch of his essen. The woman beside her shuffled uncomfortably before elbowing the man hard through his ruddy red coat. The essen withdrew.
“Laith, we spoke about this,” Tamir said.
“Just checking her skill,” Laith said in an all too casual manner, brushing some chin-length strands of straight black hair away from his face. It seemed a practised move, as if he knew perfectly well how handsome most women would find him.
“She wouldn’t be here if she lacked an essen.” Tamir gestured over his shoulder, and servants entered with platters of food.
The sight should have delighted Ada. There were roast parsnips and carrots, vibrant green beans and peas, seared shellfish with slices of– Ada couldn’t believe her eyes. It was lemon. She’d had lemon a few times growing up, but with the current cost of food, who could afford them?
Tamir leaned closer. “Grown in the king’s hothouse. I plan to have us one built here, large enough to grow most of these.” He pointed to vegetables Ada didn’t recognise. “Mashed sweet potato, roasted sweet peppers and courgette, brined olives, diced tomato and onion, which Karim…” He fell silent and turned away from Ada. No one spoke as the servants laid out the last of the dishes.
Ada’s body craved something nutritious instead of the greasy street food she’d been living off, but mention of Karim had chased away her appetite. Still, some mackerel caught her eye. She gripped her trousers under the table, wishing she’d insisted on eating in her room.
“Here,” Tamir said. He put a mackerel on her plate, along with carrots, peppers, and sweet potato. “Even if your stomach is telling you no, you need to eat. And not only because of how I chose to get you here. You’re remarkably thin for a successful thief.”
“Food makes me sick,” she said quietly, hoping the others wouldn’t hear over their chewing. The smirk on Quinn’s face killed that hope. “How can I eat after…”
In the pause, Quinn opened her mouth to speak, but Tamir held up a hand to silence her.
“In coming here, you chose to live. So eat. Build your strength. Show everyone that dunes cannot swallow you.” He served himself vegetables and some flaky white fish, then started picking at it, wincing each time he swallowed. Ada followed his example.
Slowly but surely, Ada made her way through the food, trying to ignore the weighty silence smothering the room. When she cleared her plate, Tamir served her some olives and the tomato mix. She tried an olive first, which was so salty it left her desperate for a drink. There was plenty of wine on the table, but with an ethelid in her possession, she didn’t trust herself with alcohol. She poured herself a glass of water from a crystal jug worth enough to buy a loin of pork. She drank deeply, then tried the tomato and onion mix, which was coated in an oily liquid and finely chopped herbs. It was tangy but refreshing, and she mopped up the juice with a slice of white bread.
By the time Ada finished, her stomach protruded so much one of her coat buttons threatened to pop open. Once everyone had set their cutlery down, Tamir waved for the servants to clear the table. Ada stared at the platters as they were taken away. There was a lot of food left.
“It’s not wasted,” Tamir said. He didn’t elaborate.
“Wait until you see what’s for dessert,” Laith said across the woman between them.
“Dessert?” Ada said. “I haven’t got any room left.”
“A demonstration while we wait,” Tamir said. “Tabitha, if you’d be so kind.”
The woman beside Ada passed her a fresh napkin, not once making eye contact. “If you could hold this up, please.”
Ada obliged, and Tabitha pulled a green ethelid from her pocket. As it glowed, the napkin became rigid. Ada hit it against the edge of the table. It let out a thunk as if it were carved of stone. She held it up again, and Laith leaned across Tabitha, a knife in his hand. Ada sensed as much as saw Tabitha’s magic waver, the ethelid’s light dimming. For a moment, the napkin held against the knife, then the magic faded entirely, and the knife pierced the fabric.
“S-sorry,” Tabitha said.
“Hardly your fault,” Quinn said, wearing a smirk. “The man doesn’t know how you–”
“How about Laith shows us his trick,” Sam said. Quinn glared at him, but he seemed oblivious.
Tabitha leaned back, giving Ada a better view of Laith. He lifted a narrow stone and set its thinnest edge against the stem of his drained wine glass. As he pulled out a green ethelid, he kept his brown eyes on Ada, a half-smile touching his lips. His ethelid glowed, and the top of the wine glass fell, shattering against the table. The stem was cut cleanly.
“Shall I demonstrate further?” Laith said. His tone was casual, yet his eyes were cold.
“A broken glass will suffice,” Tamir said.
Laith filled Tabitha’s empty wine glass and took a long sip. “Maybe next time you’ll be more specific.”
He downed the rest of his glass and refilled it. Tabitha gave a quiet sigh and picked at one of her nails. The clicking grated on Ada. Tension filled the air, like the charged moment before a storm announced itself with a crack of thunder. Tamir emptied the jug of wine beside him and swayed as he reached to claim another. He was clearly drinking to forget, and Ada wondered what made Laith do the same. Shukri was eyeing the wine but not drinking it. Beside him, Sam fawned over Quinn, filling her glass whenever she held it towards him. He was drinking near as much himself.
Ice threaded through Ada’s veins. Everyone there surely carried an ethelid, yet most drank without inhibition. Ada schooled her face into a calm mask. Drunk as they were, none of them would appreciate a reminder of how dangerous magic was. Not from her.
Dessert arrived. At the sight of such fine dishes, Ada’s stomach decided it had room left after all, and her anger faded to the back of her mind. There was a lemon tart, its colour a mouth-watering yellow, and a pie filled with a fruit Ada didn’t recognise the taste of when she tried a slice. She turned to ask Tamir what it was but decided against it. He sat leaning away from her, swirling the wine in his glass. He hadn’t touched the desserts.
As soon as the course was cleared away, Tamir got to his feet. He was so unsteady crossing the room, Shukri rushed to help.
“I’m sorry,” Tamir slurred to him. “I’m sorry.”
Soon after Tamir and Shukri left, Sam helped a near-unconscious Quinn out, leaving Ada alone with Laith and Tabitha. She was about to get up herself when Laith started fiddling with the stone he’d sharpened earlier. Ada hadn’t noticed before that one edge was stained dark.
“Is that blood?” she asked.
A haunted look flashed across Laith’s eyes, and Ada wished she’d kept her mouth shut. He tucked the stone into a pocket.
“You’re not the only one with regrets,” he said, standing. He staggered across the room and tripped over his foot by the door. As he crashed against the frame, Tabitha shot to her feet, but he held up a hand and left.
Tabitha sat again. “Please forgive him. He hurt someone dear to him, and now he can’t see her anymore.”
A lover, most likely. Women had probably fawned over Laith since he came of age, however long ago that was. Ada decided to keep her mouth shut about magic despite wondering how Tabitha had discovered hers.
“Have you been here long?” Ada said at length.
“Six months, same as Laith. We knew each other, before. Grew up in the same neighbourhood.”
“In the city?”
Tabitha nodded.
“You stayed after the ash plague? I thought crime would have soared here.”
“The ash didn’t fall as thick in Varran, so there were less deaths. People used it as an excuse to turn to crime anyway.” She crossed her arms, holding them tight against herself. “What gave them the right to do that when other people tried to make an honest living? I hope they never find peace.”
Guilt filled Ada’s mouth with dirt, but anger washed it away. "Maybe they had no choice.”
“There’s always a choice.”
“Is a choice between starving to death and living as a criminal really a choice?”
Tabitha’s gaze bored into the table. “They should have starved.”
“I suppose Tamir hasn’t told you how I lived before he and I met.” Ada strode to the door and paused before it, glaring at Tabitha over her shoulder. “I stole from the rich to survive. But you’ll have your wish. I’ll never find peace here.”
Ada left, in no mood to endure more judgement. Clearly none of the others had wanted for food after the plague. Tamir and Quinn were rich, and Shukri too if he’d arrived with Tamir. Sam had worked as an apprentice smith, Laith hadn’t been alone until he’d discovered his magic, and Tabitha’s hate of thieves meant she couldn’t possibly have understood what it was like for a hollow belly to claw at her insides. None of them knew what it was like to turn their back on their own values.
When Ada eventually found her way through the maze of corridors to her room and stormed into it, Fawziyya was waiting for her.
“I don’t need help to undress,” Ada said.
“I wasn’t going to offer. Tamir told me to come after dinner in case you needed to sweep the sand out.”
“What?”
“Ah, how do Asoreans say it? Lighten the load.”
“Oh.” Ada slumped into an armchair by the fire, suddenly cold. “Who is Shukri?”
Fawziyya sat in the other armchair. “A Lokan prince who chose exile to be with his brother.”
If the floor had opened to swallow Ada, she would have welcomed it. Shukri was Karim’s brother. Yet another person she’d hurt too deeply to ever make amends. How did Tamir expect them to work together? Ada would try, but she would always be the person who killed Shukri’s brother.
“I’ve been alone so long,” Ada said, “I’m rough enough around the edges as it is. Add Karim’s death and there’s not a chance anyone here will like me.”
“Do you need them to like you?”
Ada stared at Fawziyya. “How can we hope to stand against Rin’s mages if we’re a fractured group?”
“Before the ash plague, my mother was a travelling merchant and owned many camels. As a girl, I would try to show my bravery by getting close to them, to prove to my mother I would be a fine heir.” She smiled to herself. “Once, I ran to her crying after I saw a camel push another down so hard it split its head open on a rock. In breeding season, she told me, males become stupid. She patched the injured camel up, and the next day both males were in line one behind the other. It was still breeding season, yet they didn’t fight while there was work to be done.”
“You’re calling us stupid camels?”
“An apt name, I think. Karim’s death is a tragedy, but Shukri acts like only he has lost someone. Your family died because they were outside when the ash fell. His brother died because he was near you when you touched something you didn’t understand. But even if you hate each other, you’ll do what’s right when the time comes. Even stupid camels can do that.” Fawziyya rose and nodded farewell in the Asorean way, then left Ada alone.
For a time, Ada stared into the flames, the consequences of her choice swirling through her mind. She could have left, could have tried to survive alone. It might have been easier. But despite the conflict with the other mages, despite the possibility of going to war, Ada was certain she was in the right place. In Tamir’s compound, she could hone her magic in safety, with little risk of hurting anyone she didn’t intend to. All she needed to do was keep years of anger in check.






  
  Chapter ten
Bonds that Bind


The scrape of metal on wood drifted into Ada’s dream, and bright light stole the last remnant of the joy she’d felt playing with Elizabeth, now older as if the ash plague never happened. Sadness crept into that moment between dreaming and true wakefulness, then Ada shoved a hand beneath her pillow. Her knife wasn’t there, but an ethelid was. 
“Did you forget where you are?”
Fawziyya tied back the heavy curtains, revealing a view across gardens to the wall surrounding Relgis. Beyond lay the northwest portion of Varran, divided into estates for the wealthiest of the city’s population. The layout was different, but at its heart, Varran was the same as Felgen. Class and wealth divided people everywhere.
“I’ll wake you earlier most days,” Fawziyya said, “but you were so deeply asleep, you didn’t notice me until I touched the curtains.”
Ada would have to change that. What if someone who hated her had come in? They could have killed her in her sleep, and she’d never have known.
“What time is it?” Ada said.
“Almost midday. I’ve ordered your lunch to be brought up, just this once. Even stupid camels will eat beside each other after a fight, so you’ll have to learn how. There’s a jug of warm water in the bathroom.”
Ada let herself indulge in having warm water for once and washed using the softest washcloth she’d ever touched. When she returned, she found clothes laid out on the bed. She was certain the shirt was a fresh one, despite looking the same. She’d only worn the last one to dinner, so why bother washing it already? The elite were wasteful, and now she was living like one.
Dressed, Ada entered the sitting room, where Fawziyya was setting lunch out on the dining table. Half a loaf of white bread sat beside a pat of butter, hard yellow cheese, and a selection of cold meats. There were even lettuce leaves and slices of cucumber.
“Aren’t those out of season?” Ada asked as she sat down.
“There’s no off season in the king’s hothouse.”
Ada should have guessed, given the night’s meal. The food was too good to ignore, so she filled her plate, finding herself unusually hungry. The nausea of eating at home was gone. But then, Elizabeth had never played in Tamir’s manor. Never fought a fever there, or died there. Perhaps Ada could finally eat the proper meals her body needed.
When her plate was full, there was enough left for another person, but Fawziyya stood nearby, staring across the room in that unnerving way servants did. Ada had crept past a few doing that during break-ins.
“What do you eat?” Ada asked.
“Similar, except the bread is brown, the cheese drying at the edges, the meat fatty, and there’s never salad.” Her words held no bitterness. She was simply stating the reality of being a servant.
“Sit, eat.” Ada said, but her commanding tone irked her. She was no noble, and she wasn’t wealthy. She was not above Fawziyya. “Please. It’s awkward to eat with you standing there, and I’m not going to manage more than one plateful. I’d rather it didn’t go to waste.”
“Nothing is wasted,” Fawziyya said. She sat and helped herself anyway.
“Where does it go? You said this isn’t what you eat.”
“Would it surprise you to know Tamir cares about this city’s orphans?”
“You give our cold leftovers to orphans?”
“When you were starving, wouldn’t you have preferred that to becoming a thief? And it’s only what’s left on the platters. The king’s prize pigs eat the scraps.”
Ada almost spat out some cheese as a laugh bubbled up her throat. “The king has prize pigs?”
Fawziyya nodded. “He chooses one each year to fatten up for his Embastern feast. It was a grand event last year, so I hear. Tamir was invited but went into the city instead, handing out food and warm clothes to orphans. I expect he’ll do it again this year’s end. It’s been a tradition of his since he made something of himself in Loka.”
“That’s kind of him.” Ada couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice.
“You see him as one of the wealthy elite, yet he hasn’t forgotten where he came from.”
“And where was that?”
“It is not for me to say. Now, eat, then I’ll take you to the training grounds. The others are already there.”
Mention of the others chased away Ada’s appetite. She picked at her food until Fawziyya had eaten her fill, then she put on the coat Fawziyya handed her. It was thicker than the one she’d worn to dinner, made of black wool, and its cut was simple, covering her legs down to her knees. It was too hot to wear indoors, and she was glad when Fawziyya led her straight outside.
They made for the eastern edge of the island, taking a well-trod path through a small wood, which opened to a meadow beyond. Or at least, it had been a meadow. There were a few patches of wildflowers and grass, but most of the area was now a mess of stone. Small obelisks magicked from the ground stood scattered amongst remnants of pits, which Quinn must have made and Sam filled in. Quinn was busy covering a fresh one with sticks. When she caught sight of Ada, she kicked them into the pit and stalked off towards Sam.
“Must have expected me later,” Ada said to Fawziyya as Tamir strode towards them.
“It’s good training for you and Quinn,” Tamir said. “She practises making pitfalls, and you have to get used to checking the way with your essen. I’ve told her to keep the deeper, spike-laden pits to their corner of the field. Fawziyya, you can head back, I’ll show her down.”
“As you will it, syd.” Fawziyya put her fingertips to opposite shoulders and bowed to Tamir before she left.
Tamir handed Ada a bundle, and she pulled back the cloth wrapping. Some tension left her. Tamir had returned her knives.
“You’re trusting me with these?”
“Magic will become your strongest weapon, but those are a good backup. You should train with both. Come with me.”
Ada followed him towards the middle of the meadow where a strange stone structure stood. Beyond it, in one corner of the meadow, Shukri trained alone. Now and then, dirt swirled around him, but he also wore a weapon with a wide sheath. Laith and Tabitha trained together in another corner beside a training dummy that wore clothes. Ada wanted to watch what they were doing, but Tamir stopped beside the stone structure – a square of walls Sam had raised. The nearest wall had a hole someone could pass through if they crouched.
“I had Sam build this for you to train in,” Tamir said. “To contain any stray stones.”
“That’s what you want me to do in there? Throw stones?”
“Hard enough they mark the wall. We’ll work on accuracy later.”
“Surely being able to hit things is more important.”
“How can you aim an arrow that drops at your feet? Power first, accuracy second. You’ll find stacks of stones inside.”
Tamir strode away, leaving Ada to glare at his back. Once he disappeared into the wood, she pulled out her ethelid and entered her new cell. Fortunately, this one was open to the sky.
Along one wall were baskets full of stones, sorted into sizes ranging from Ada’s little fingernail to ones as wide as her thumb was long. There was no point being arrogant and starting with the larger stones. She set down her knives and picked up a pebble, which she could probably have flicked the twenty feet to the wall opposite. But without magic, it would never leave enough of a mark to satisfy Tamir.
Ada reached her essen into her ethelid’s river of magic and found a current eager to be free. She drew the magic out with as much ease as a dagger from a sheath. But even a dagger was useless to someone who didn’t know how to wield it. What happened in Felgen had been entirely instinctual, born out of fear, and Karim’s death had thrown all knowledge of the magic from her mind. All she had was a vague recollection of her essen touching Karim.
As magic pulsed between Ada and the ethelid, a thrumming resonance that ran up her spine, she thought on what she did know. She’d had magic, a weapon, and a target, all of them linked by her essen. With the magic drawn to her, she held the pebble in her palm and moved her essen to it. Her skin prickled as magic rushed through her to the stone, reminding her of when she’d polished a piece of amber for so long her hair had stood on end. The pebble wobbled. She wrapped her essen tighter around it, and it lifted, hovering over her palm.
Ada stared at it. There, before her eyes, a pebble defied gravity. She could have shouted with the sheer joy of it, except the others were training nearby. She kept her mouth firmly shut.
Tamir had told her to focus on power, yet she was certain directing a stone was simply a matter of moving her essen. As she pushed her essen to the wall, the pebble drifted over the edge of her hand and fell to the ground. It seemed rather anticlimactic.
Over and over, she tried the same. The best she managed was a few inches before the stone fell. How was it she’d managed to send one flying with enough power to kill a man? With a sigh, she sat back against the wall. What hope was there of leaving a mark when she couldn’t make the pebble fly on command? She didn’t know what kind of magic Tamir used, but it clearly wasn’t this. Training power or accuracy first would mean skipping important steps.
For hours, Ada practised dragging the pebble around with her essen. By the time the sun began to set, she could move it with fine accuracy. The problem was, the stone would only move as fast as her essen – far too slow to be of use in a war.
When the light faded, five sets of footsteps headed towards the manor. Pride held Ada captive in that dark stone cell, forbidding her to leave until she held a sliver of understanding about how to move the stone faster. No matter what she tried, her essen’s speed was limited by her thoughts. She picked up a large pebble and hurled it at the wall. It clattered off, and her essen found no trace of a mark.
“Anger won’t help,” Tamir said as he ducked through the gap in the wall. Ada tried not to jump at his sudden appearance and cursed herself for missing his approach.
“I tried logic. Anger is all I have left.”
“Do you know why I had Sam and Quinn help me corner you that night at the cliff?”
Ada threw another stone at the wall. “No.”
“I was so angry about Karim’s death, I feared I would hurt you.”
“Perhaps you should have. If I can’t grasp the basics, I’m no use to the king. He’ll throw me out onto the streets.”
“You’re picking it up faster than anyone else. Some of us took months to pull enough magic from an ethelid to make it glow. Tell me honestly, how long after you first touched that ethelid did you bring out its light?”
“Minutes.”
“You have a talent for this. Be patient with yourself, then you’ll see what I do.”
“If logic and anger can’t help me, what should I do?”
Tamir picked up a stone and tossed it at the wall. It went over. “What did you do when you first discovered your essen?”
“Experimented, I suppose.”
“Come and have dinner. Tomorrow, experiment.”
“Do I have to eat with the others? I’d rather stay out here in the cold.”
“They’ll never warm to you unless you give them a chance. Eat in silence ignoring them if you wish, but you need to be there. One day, the king will send you to war, and they may be the people to save your life. Or you theirs. I can’t allow any of you to stay in isolation.”
“Let’s get it done then.”

    
  Mist hung over the training meadow when Ada arrived at dawn. The way sunlight turned everything peach would have seemed beautiful to most people, but it didn’t reach her heart. She went straight to her stone cell, where she sat with her back to the wall and tried not to think about the awful dinner. Tamir had drunk to excess again. She’d almost been glad when he slumped to one side before dessert arrived, because Shukri had stopped glaring at her to take him away. Ada had excused herself soon afterwards. Sleep came much later, thanks to the ideas that had swirled through her mind about how to test her ethelid’s magic. Now, she could finally experiment.
First, she tried moving her essen a short way, hoping the momentum would carry the pebble forwards. It stopped with her essen. Next, she tried moving her essen from the wall to the pebble, but the pebble didn’t move at all. Remembering the way she’d seen farmers catch cattle with loops of rope, she moved the pebble in circles and flung it out. The result was no different. The pebble simply wouldn’t move faster than her essen. Despite how fun it was to break the laws of nature, Ada only grew frustrated.
She was about to try again when she sensed an astia approach. It was familiar and made her think of sand falling in an hourglass. Fawziyya entered Ada’s training area, a cloth-covered basket in one hand.
“Stupid camels know to eat before they work,” Fawziyya said.
Ada sighed, yet she couldn’t help smiling. “You’re never going to stop calling me that, are you?”
“Not even when you master that ethelid of yours.” Fawziyya set the basket down and sat the other side of it. “Tamir said you’d want to be up early to train, but I didn’t think you’d wake at dawn. Magic has caught you like a hawk with a lizard’s tail, and you won’t escape that curiosity now. It still grips Tamir.”
Ada lifted a corner of the basket’s cloth, revealing slices of bread, a pot of butter, a jar of jam, and a knife. Her stomach rumbled, drawing a chuckle from Fawziyya. Part of Ada hated that she’d already grown used to regular meals. Unable to deny her stomach, she buttered a slice of bread and ate a mouthful. The bread was so fresh and the butter so creamy, she couldn’t help taking another bite.
“How do you know Tamir anyway?” Ada asked before devouring the rest of the slice.
Fawziyya lifted her eyes skyward. “When the ash plague took my mother, I was too weak and stupid to protect the camels. Looters left me with nothing. I wandered for a time, begging for food, but there were so many orphans, and I was older than you are now. People prefer to help the young, adorable beggars. You must know this.”
“I only tried begging a few times before I was threatened. People said to sell the remaining lease on my father’s house, but I’d sooner have starved than part with a place full of precious memories. Perhaps I’m just a fool. I’ve lost my home anyway.” The lease would soon expire, and she wasn’t there to renew it.
“Had I not lost the herd I would have gladly gone without food to keep it. Starvation hounded me anyway. Then I heard of a madman offering work excavating in the desert. No fool does this. Not where the sands shift. I took the work anyway and discovered he was a clever man. He had people stitch leather skins together and stretch them around the excavation to hold back the dunes. With his wealth, he could pay people to clear the gathered sand while others dug below.”
“That was Tamir?”
Fawziyya nodded as she spread jam on a slice of bread, which she handed to Ada. The jam was so sweet, Ada had to fight the instinct to run and hide such precious food.
“Why dig out there?”
“In Loka, magic is taboo. It goes against nature. But Tamir heard strange tales that plucked at his interest like a string on a kora. He tracked their origins and learnt of gems that held magic.”
“And then?”
“You and he are quite alike. Always impatient to know more. He convinced the queen to let him search for more gems. Publicly, he would be saving the nation from evil. Privately, the queen was more interested in the wealth of artefacts Tamir was digging up and casting aside. Except then…” Fawziyya stared hard at the wall opposite.
“He found an ethelid he could use and nearly killed the queen. Why did you come to Asorea with him?”
“What was left for me in Loka? And I owe Tamir my life. I didn’t hesitate to come, and neither did the others.”
Stomach full, Ada practised magicking a stone around. “All the staff here worked for him in Loka?”
“Why does it surprise you that people are loyal to him? He is kind. Look at what he’s done for you, even though you killed the man he loved. Do you think it was easy to convince the king to let you practise magic so close to his castle? He believes you murdered royalty.”
The words stuck in Ada’s mind, and they wouldn’t leave even when Fawziyya took the basket and returned to the manor. Ada had thought the king wanted her as another weapon to use against the Rin Empire, that he’d insisted Tamir get over his anger and train her. Instead, Tamir had fought for her to be there. Perhaps that should have earnt him her undying loyalty, but such loyalty meant going wherever Tamir went. Ada couldn’t do that. Either she would fail with magic and be thrown out or she would become too valuable for the king to let go. Becoming attached to Tamir or the others only to lose them would be too painful.
No. Ada was done with heartbreak. Even if people thought her cold, even if she was lonely, she would spare herself enduring another loss.






  
  Chapter eleven
The Cost


For an entire week, Ada sat in her stone box, trying her best to throw stones of varying sizes around with magic. Failure was somehow exhausting, and she ate her lunches and dinners in silence, hardly noticing the others in the dining room. She grew irritable thanks to new ideas keeping her awake, and the one morning she slept in, she snapped at Fawziyya for drawing the curtains. 
“I’m sorry,” Ada said. “I’m getting nowhere with this ethelid.” It was always in her hand now, a thorn she couldn’t drop.
“Did you walk the moment you took your first step?”
Ada pinched the bridge of her nose. “It’s too early for metaphors.”
“Go and eat breakfast, then try something new.”
“I’m not hungry.”
Fawziyya dragged her out of bed and into the sitting room, where a pot of steaming porridge waited along with a bowl of nuts and dried berries. Ada insisted Fawziyya ate too, before realising there were two bowls. They spoke of things other than magic as they ate, mostly of Fawziyya’s childhood as a caravaner’s daughter. It was clear Fawziyya missed her mother, yet she was able to talk about her as Ada never could of her family. For Fawziyya, it seemed speaking of what the ash plague took was healing.
“How can you talk about what came before so easily?” Ada asked when breakfast was done.
“It’s not easy, but this is how we honour our ancestors in Loka. Talking of my mother keeps her alive because those we remember are never truly gone.”
“In Asorea, we’re raised to believe speaking of the dead is improper.” Part of Ada wanted to talk about her family, especially her sister, but it would drag up anger she could do without. Losing them felt so unfair, even though most people had lost someone to the ash plague.
Ada’s mood worsened as she walked the frost-lined path to the training field, but when she stepped out from the trees, she had to stop herself grinning. Everyone was there, including Tamir and some servants. Quinn cowered behind Sam and stared wide-eyed at a group of saddled horses.
“I thought noble ladies loved horses,” Ada said as she joined them. Quinn’s glare could have cut her.
“One of those beasts almost bit off my finger when I was a girl.” Quinn held up her hand and pointed at her index finger. If there was a scar, Ada couldn’t see it.
To rub Quinn’s fear in her face, Ada went to the largest horse, a black stallion, and scratched his shoulder. Shukri barged between them.
“Shadow is my horse.”
Ada backed away a few steps. “I thought a prince would know more impressive names.”
“What would you know of princes beyond how to kill them?” Not waiting for a servant to bring the mounting block, Shukri swung up into the saddle with practised ease.
“Do the other horses have owners?” Ada called to Tamir, who shook his head. Ada when to the next tallest horse – a chestnut gelding who was a hand shorter than Shadow. She had to wait for the mounting block. Even before the ash plague, she hadn’t ridden in years. But as she settled into the saddle, she knew it wouldn’t take long for the skill to return.
“What’s his name?” Ada asked the lad sorting her stirrups.
“Mallow,” he said, finishing the last adjustment. “You don’t want to be holding the reins like that. He’s trained for one-handed, so you can use your weapons.”
“Good.” Ada flicked the reins hard, and Mallow cantered away. In truth, she was glad he hadn’t broken into a gallop, even when Shukri raced past on Shadow. She was unsteady in the saddle and would rather not break her neck.
Staying well away from the corner of the meadow where Quinn and Sam trained, Ada let Mallow go its full length before turning towards the wood. She was tempted to close her eyes and use her essen to guide them, but reason won out. It was far too soon to try that. She tried trotting instead, but her legs grew tired from the rise and fall, so she slowed Mallow to a walk. Rather than return to the meadow, she went to the manor and found the stable, where she insisted a stablehand teach her how to remove Mallow’s tack. She decided to make regular visits to learn of any other care Mallow would need, determined to treat him right should he carry her to Rin.
It was mid-morning when Ada walked back to the training field. The horses were gone, and Tabitha and Laith were training hard. Ada stood by her stone cage and watched them. Laith stabbed the clothed training dummy so many times his arm must have ached, then he let out a roar with a last great effort. His knife sliced through the shirt. By the look of it, Tabitha hardened the clothes to protect the dummy, and Laith sharpened a stone knife to overcome Tabitha’s magic. It was a constant battle to hone their magic to outmatch the other’s.
Ada edged her essen closer, eager to know how their magic worked. But she stopped short, close enough to sense their essens beyond hers. Their lack of reaction meant that, unlike her, Laith and Tabitha couldn’t sense her essen past the edge of theirs. Curious to learn more, Ada walked over.
“Can I study your magic?” she asked.
Laith laughed, but his kind smile reached his eyes. It didn’t seem to be a rejection. “You could talk to us too, if you like. You’ve been quiet all week.”
“She wasn’t exactly made to feel welcome,” Tabitha said.
“True enough.”
Ada would rather train alone than make small talk. Still, she was asking something of them. It seemed fair to make an effort in return. “How did the riding go?”
Laith glanced at Tabitha. “I’ve ridden plenty while helping with my father’s trading business, but Tabitha’s never had the chance.”
“I don’t know how I’m meant to keep up if we ride for Rin.” Tabitha’s quiet words shook, giving Ada the urge to move the conversation on.
“Perhaps I could help,” Ada said, “in exchange for showing me your magic.”
Tabitha’s expression brightened. “What do you want to know?”
“I’d like to sense how your essens interact with the items. I haven’t been making much progress.”
Laith lifted an eyebrow. “I thought you were doing well.”
“Hardly. The stones won’t do what I want.”
“I felt like that for months,” Tabitha said. “I’d hardened cloth before, out of instinct, but I couldn’t get the fibres to turn rigid the same way again.”
“What got your instincts working the first time?”
Laith cleared his throat. “It’s the same with sharpening. My first use of magic was by accident, then it took months to figure out how to place my essen just so. Here, watch this with yours.”
He held his stone knife up, and Ada put her essen on it. As Laith added his, something else came with it. Ada recognised it as magic only because Laith’s ethelid glowed in his hand. It felt entirely different to the magic she wielded. An image came to her mind of sucking on a slice of lemon, yet there was no flavour, just sharpness.
Magic flowed to the knife’s surface where Laith’s essen rested and sank into the stone, beyond where Ada’s essen could follow. She was about to withdraw, when the surface of the knife shifted. Ridges appeared, so narrow at their tops they must have been razor sharp.
“This is what happened for ages,” Laith said. “I couldn’t fix it until I realised I can manipulate my essen. It’s… How do I put it? Like making pastry thicker on one edge of a pie.”
Ignoring the awful simile, Ada focused on the way Laith’s essen changed. It still coated the blade, except now it thinned on the spine and thickened at the edge. The magic shifted to match. Almost at once, the ridges disappeared, but Ada sensed them flatten towards the blade’s edge. By changing the thickness of his essen, Laith controlled the direction of sharpening.
“I didn’t know you could do that with essens,” Ada said. “I’ve only changed the area it covers.”
“Same with Tab, before I taught her.”
“I’m still not good at focusing my essen like that,” Tabitha said. “Here, watch.”
Ada shifted her essen to the dummy’s shirt, which was riddled with knife wounds. Tabitha spread her magic evenly across the fabric. Ada poked it, and the shirt shifted like a piece of thinly hammered metal. The moment her hand was clear, Laith stabbed the shirt. His knife went straight through.
“I couldn’t best his sharpness magic at all,” Tabitha said. “Not until I figured out what he was showing me.” Her essen grew thicker over the dummy’s heart, and when Laith stabbed it again, the knife glanced off. “It leaves the rest of the shirt weaker, though it’s still tougher than normal. I can block Laith if I know where he’s going to strike. The problem is moving my essen faster than his blade.”
“I’ve told you,” Laith said. “You need to watch me for tells.”
Tabitha’s eyes slid away from him, and she picked at the cuticle of one thumb, her hand resting over her heart. “I’m not good at it.” Not good at hiding her feelings, that much was clear. Laith, however, seemed oblivious to Tabitha’s reason for not watching his movements. Ada would never get to study their magic if they continued like that.
“What if I wield the knife?” she said. “Laith can learn to sharpen something he’s not controlling.”
“Now there’s an idea,” Laith said with a grin, and he passed Ada his knife.
As Ada suspected, Laith struggled to keep his essen on the blade as she made a flurry of attacks. Without his magic sharpening the knife, it stood no chance of piercing the training dummy’s shirt. They went on like that for some time, and Ada was glad of the exercise, having neglected her own blades while experimenting with magic.
Around noon, Ada began to tire. Perhaps her slowing movements allowed Laith to track the blade better, or perhaps something fell into place in his mind, like the last gem in a complex setting. Either way, the blade struck true and sliced through the shirt. Laith gave a whoop of victory.
“Look at that,” he said, grabbing Tabitha’s shoulders and kissing her cheek. “I know you can do it too.” When he released her, she took a few steps back and didn’t meet his eyes.
“I’ll keep trying,” she said quietly.
Ada said nothing, not knowing the pair or their business well enough to comment. But after a few more minutes of training, Ada couldn’t ignore the way Tabitha’s brow creased or how her fingers were locked around her ethelid.
“Catch,” Ada said, tossing the knife to Laith. He had the sense to release his magic before snatching the hilt out of the air. “How about we break for lunch? I need a rest.” Despite the cold weather, sweat trickled down the back of her neck. 
Lunch mostly consisted of Laith bragging about his new skill, which gained so many eye rolls from Quinn that she left the table before servants served the little jam tarts she was fond of. Sam followed, and neither Tamir or Shukri had bothered showing up, leaving Ada alone with Laith and Tabitha.
“Maybe we should take a break for the rest of the day,” Tabitha said.
“Don’t give up yet,” Laith said.
“I don’t think I can track Ada’s movements like you can. She moves the knife so quickly, I don’t know how you manage to keep up.”
“He doesn’t,” Ada said. Laith raised a brow at her, looking somewhere between surprised and offended. She ignored him. “When I move to strike, his essen falls away. It takes a moment for the magic to fade, so the knife is still sharp enough to overcome your magic. You’re doing as well as he is.”
“Sorry, Tab,” Laith said. “I didn’t realise.”
“You should have,” Ada said. “You can’t fling magic around without complete awareness of your essen. I don’t want you to… No one should have to…”
A kind smile chased away the sadness in Tabitha’s eyes. “You don’t want us to go through what you did with Karim. What should we do?”
“You’ve been doing this longer than me. I don’t claim to know more than you.”
Laith leaned his arm on the back of his chair. “But you’ve got an instinct for it, and you’ve clearly had training with the blade. Magic is just another weapon.”
Ada frowned. Was killing and stopping yourself being killed all magic was good for? No. Quinn could do the day’s work of a dozen miners in a heartbeat. And if Sam had an ounce of artistry in his blood, he could have made stone into something other than walls or spikes at the bottom of pits.
“You’re right that I’ve trained before, and that might be the problem. I was taught to hide my tells. If you’re going to learn to read my movements, I need to let you. Tabitha, do you want to keep going?”
Tabitha’s chair scraped back as she stood. Her face had turned serious, her usual timidness gone, and she gave a little nod. “Yes.”
Back at the training field, Ada let Tabitha and Laith see all the bad habits Felgen mercenaries had trained out of her. Staring at where she planned to strike was probably the worst, so they began with that. Unlike when Laith wielded the knife, Tabitha was able to watch Ada’s eyes without any awkwardness. Her essen came far closer to focusing where Ada struck, but it still wasn’t enough. Tabitha started tutting at herself, and Ada was about to call it a day when she noticed something strange.
Tabitha had her essen narrowed, all of it touching the target. And yet, Ada sensed another essen on her hand beside Laith’s. It led back to Tabitha, a thread of essen separate to the one directing magic at the target.
The knife slipped from Ada’s hand and sank to its hilt in the ground. “That’s it.” She ran to her training area.
Idiot, idiot, idiot. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? She’d spread her essen wide to watch different things and narrowed it to focus, yet she’d never thought to split it into small threads. As she ducked past the wall, she drew a pebble to her, letting it hover over her hand while she gripped the magic tightly with her entire essen. Then, she split her essen in half.
The effort dragged Ada to her knees. Her pulse raced as she ripped the magic in two, and the further apart she pulled the halves of her essen, the more her head spun. Her body tired, throwing her mind back to when she’d tried to draw a mercenary’s bow. The First Ray had filled with laughter when she couldn’t draw it halfway. But this wasn’t a bow. This was magic, and she would excel at it.
Crying out with the effort, Ada hurled half of her essen at the wall. Pain erupted in her head, as if it were her mind she’d torn in two. But as she slumped sideways, she let the other half of her essen fall away from the pebble. There was a great crack, and the next thing she knew, Laith was helping her sit up.
“What happened?” he said. Tabitha was there too, dabbing a handkerchief at Ada’s nose. It came away red.
Ada wasn’t really looking at them. She was staring at the wall. The pebble hadn’t struck where she’d aimed, going wide by several feet, but it had certainly struck. A small chip was missing from Sam’s flawless wall, and pieces of the pebble lay scattered across the ground.
“I need to work on my aim,” Ada said.
Tamir ducked under the wall and crouched in front of her. Her essen wouldn’t go out from her body, and she’d missed his approach entirely. He caught her chin, his grip firm as he turned her head this way and that.
“A nosebleed and a bloodshot eye,” he muttered.
“Do you always loiter nearby?”
“A good thing I do. If you use magic again now, you risk doing yourself some real harm.”
Ada pushed away from Laith and stood, putting one hand against the wall as her head swam. “I want to keep practising. I finally understand how to use this ethelid.” She tightened her hand, but the ethelid wasn’t there. It lay on the ground between her and Tamir. They glanced at each other, then reached for it as one. Tamir snatched the ethelid up as Ada almost fell onto Tabitha.
“You can have it back in a week,” Tamir said, and he disappeared through the gap in the wall.
Ada made to follow him, desperate to keep training while everything was fresh in her mind. She ducked to go through the wall but crashed against the side of the opening. Winded, she stared after Tamir.
“Let’s help her back to the manor,” Tabitha said to Laith.
“No. I’m fine. Even without my ethelid, I want to be doing something useful.”
Tabitha and Laith exchanged a worried look, then nodded.
“But any more bleeding,” Laith said, “and we’ll take you straight back.”
They walked slowly to the training dummy, and both Tabitha and Laith insisted Ada sit and rest. She was glad of it. Moving her essen more than a few inches from her body made her head spin. All she could do was watch them train and call out the odd instruction.
Tabitha’s timidness around Laith was an issue, but Ada could hardly fix that. Without such a distraction, Tabitha would outmatch Laith with ease, simply because of how she’d tracked Ada’s hand with a thread of essen. Yet, splitting her essen seemed to cost Tabitha nothing. Then again, her magic wasn’t splitting with it, and perhaps that made all the difference.
When they stopped for dinner, they spent lulls in the meal chatting about magic and essens. After Shukri led a drunk Tamir away and Sam followed Quinn out, the conversation shifted.
“What do you feel inside your ethelid?” Tabitha asked Ada.
“A river. You?”
“A breeze through trees. I have to catch a leaf caught in it to use magic.”
“And you, Laith?”
He drained his wine. “Hard to put into words.” He refilled his glass and leaned back in his chair, lost in thought as well as his drink. Ada doubted he’d talk much again that evening.
“Can I try your ethelid?” Ada asked Tabitha, whose gaze dropped to Ada’s nose as if she could still see blood there.
“Are you sure it’s a good idea?”
“I won’t draw the magic out. I just want to check something.”
“Here.” Tabitha pulled her ethelid from a pocket on her dress.
“Your dress has pockets?” Ada said, her pitch too high and interested for her liking.
“My mother’s a seamstress. I suppose I picked up a thing or two.”
“Pockets are part of why I like trousers.” But that wasn’t why she’d started wearing them, nor why she continued.
“Here,” Tabitha said, pressing the ethelid into Ada’s hand.
It was larger than Ada’s own, but there was barely a thrum of magic beneath its surface. Yet, as Ada reached her essen inside, the magic was there. Not as the breeze Tabitha knew but the roaring river that called to Ada. She reached into the magic, only to find the currents all slipped between her fingers. Controlling that ethelid would remain beyond her, no matter how much she trained.
“It’s a river to me,” Ada said.
“I wonder if it’s a reflection of our natures,” Tabitha said.
Laith choked on his wine, and Tabitha spun to pat his back. Despite usually being oblivious to Tabitha’s feelings, Laith let her fuss over him. It made Ada wonder about the woman Laith had hurt when he discovered magic. Did he hold back from Tabitha because he worried about hurting her the same way? He was an idiot if so, given the control he now had over his magic.
As Ada smiled at the way Tabitha scolded Laith for drinking too much, she realised she’d made a grave mistake. Curiosity had made her ask to train with Laith and Tabitha. Then, for one foolish day, she’d forgotten how fragile life was. Excusing herself from the table, she vowed that tomorrow, she would remember the pain of losing those she cared about. Tomorrow, she wouldn’t let herself be weak enough to care again.






  
  Chapter twelve
Fire


When Fawziyya drew back the curtains the next morning, pain flared behind Ada’s eyes. The intensity of it made her stomach churn, and she rolled onto her side, fully expecting to vomit. Nothing happened. Yet the dizziness and nausea remained, her body adamant it could rid itself of the pain through her bile. At least it would keep her away from Tabitha and Laith. 
Fawziyya spoke, but Ada couldn’t focus on the words. Eyes scrunched tight, she tried to get back to sleep. Pain pinned her in wakefulness. Like a mouse trapped beneath a cat’s paw, Ada was helpless to act. Except her pain wasn’t a cat. She knew exactly what had caused it.
“Get Tamir,” she managed to mutter.
It seemed like a single heartbeat before Tamir was at her side. “There’s no tonic for pain caused by a strained essen. But I can help you sleep through it.”
The world rolled as Tamir lifted Ada’s head. She might have vomited, but instinct kept her lips tightly closed as a vial pressed against them. Whatever Tamir offered smelt like rotting flesh. The same smell had assaulted her on the boat to Varran, and now she recognised what it was. Henbane. Knowing it was deadly in the wrong doses, Ada turned her head away. Pain was better than dying because of someone’s error.
“You’re stronger than I was,” Tamir said as he eased her head back down.
Someone closed the curtains, but the sun slipped around the edges, determined to make Ada suffer. It wasn’t until she buried her head beneath a pillow that she was able to escape the light, yet the weight of it was like a rock crushing her head. She threw the pillow away and curled into a tight ball, trying not to think of what the king would do if she couldn’t use magic again.
Ada must have slept, because she woke. She even felt refreshed. Squinting against the little light coming around the curtains, she found Tabitha asleep in a chair beside the bed. She was frowning, her eyes moving rapidly beneath their lids.
“Don’t,” Tabitha cried out, throwing herself forwards in her chair as her eyes snapped open. Fear filled them.
“What is it?” Ada croaked. She needed a drink.
“You’re finally awake.” Tabitha smiled, masking the fear behind kindness. “Tamir explained why you weren’t at breakfast. How are you feeling?”
Ada almost leaned into being fussed over. Almost. But mention of dinner reminded her of the promise she’d made. If she let Tabitha care about her, it would be hard not to care in return.
“Where’s Fawziyya?” Ada said.
Tabitha’s smile faltered. “I’ll find her.”
“My thanks.”
“It’s what fr–” Tabitha hesitated as Ada let lingering pain turn her gaze hard. “It’s no trouble.” Tabitha hurried from the room.
It wasn’t long before Fawziyya came, a food-laden tray in hand. It was growing dark outside, meaning it was almost a day since Ada last ate, yet even as she devoured the fish chowder, she had to chase away the guilt of treating Tabitha so coldly. She was better off alone, and everyone was better off away from her.
Later, when Ada dozed, Fawziyya entered with two servants in tow. All three carried great steaming buckets of water into the bathroom. After the two others left, Fawziyya herded Ada towards the bath.
“You’ve slept almost a full day. A soak will do you good.”
Ada was glad standing made her head hurt or she’d have been tempted to smile at Fawziyya as she left. One hand on the bath to keep herself steady, Ada stripped and climbed into the soothing warmth. She didn’t bother scrubbing herself. Instead, she leaned back, letting her mind drift to the moment she’d thrown the pebble with magic.
Ada’s hand felt bare without her ethelid. She wanted to call Tamir cruel for keeping it from her for a full week, but she agreed she needed the time to recover, given the way her eyes throbbed with her pulse. That didn’t stop her thinking about magic. And the more she thought of it, the more restless she became. Despite the headache, she needed to be doing something. Being idle was intolerable.
Grabbing the washcloth, she cleaned herself then climbed out of the bath, wasting the servants’ efforts of lugging the water there. Guilt couldn’t hold her. She needed to be out and moving or she’d resort to her old ways to reclaim her ethelid, no matter that using magic now might hurt her.
There was no sign of Fawziyya when Ada emerged from the bathroom to dress. She tried to use her essen to check the living room, but her headache spiked. She caught hold of the dresser to stop herself swaying. Magic really was out of the question.
Though it was dark, the others would only now be sitting down for dinner. Ada didn’t plan to join them, not wishing to see Tamir after he’d tried to drug her again. Left with nothing to take her mind off magic, she made her way out of the manor. Instinct took her towards the training field, yet bereft of her ethelid, she forced herself to walk in the opposite direction. Her feet carried her all the way to the gate. It was only a week and a half since she’d arrived at the compound, and in that time, Sam had finished his wall. Impressive, given he’d also been at the training field.
The wall stood as tall as the isle’s original walls, plenty high enough to keep enemies out. Or in. The gate was guarded manor-side. What king wouldn’t be nervous about sharing an island with a prince killer? Trying not to heave a sigh, Ada turned back but stopped. Tamir was walking towards her.
“Let her through,” he said to the guards.
“But syd,” one guard said. “What about the king’s orders?”
“She’s powerless right now. I’ve got her source of magic.”
The guards looked at each other, confusion seeping into the glances they exchanged. They clearly had no idea where magic came from. It was also clear some guards worked for the king. Tamir frowned at them, and they returned the sentiment.
“Search me if you want,” Ada said, glowering at each of the king’s men in turn, making it clear searching her would be a dangerous mistake. One guard stepped towards her, but Tamir moved between them.
“The king gave me authority here,” he said. “I’m telling you to open the gate. If she causes trouble, I’ll be to blame, not you.”
That seemed to satisfy the king’s men, who called through the gate to order it open. Ada bristled as a scraping sound came through the thick wood. Guards were lifting a bar on the other side. The entire compound was a prison. Ada’s anger quickly yielded to amusement. Quinn could take down a section of the wall in a heartbeat, and Sam could make stairs. Even Laith could carve his way out with enough time. But the symbolism was there. The king wanted them to know they weren’t free citizens.
When the gate was open, Ada lifted her chin and strode out of Tamir’s domain and into the king’s. But she was no fool. Going to the castle would mean death. With no interest in visiting the city proper, she went to the wood Tamir had led her through the day she decided to stay. After stumbling for a while in the darkness, she stopped and closed her eyes. Gently, she pushed her essen out and found the pain only started when it was a foot away from her. It was enough to guide her feet, and to scratch her itch to use magic.
A scratch wasn’t enough.
Ada slumped onto a large fallen tree and drew her legs up, hugging them while resting her chin on her knees. It wasn’t two weeks since Tamir gave her an ethelid, so how was it she already felt like nothing without it? She’d known deep down it wasn’t really hers. Tamir could give and take all she had, and she could do nothing about it. She felt entirely powerless.
For the first time, Ada considered leaving Tamir’s employ, if she could call it that. She would be on the run from Felgen’s elite, yet she would be in control of her life. Unless she was caught and sent to the mines to work off her crimes. She sighed. Was running really an option?
Lost to thoughts, Ada almost missed a breeze nearby that moved no leaves. Unable to reach her essen out, Ada wrapped it about herself like a second skin. Another mage was out there, and the essen had come from towards the castle. If the king had other mages, it would be wise to avoid them.
But wisdom was for cowards.
Moonlight failed to pierce the canopy, so Ada went slow as she crept through the wood, curious how well trained this new mage was. With her essen still held tight to herself, she moved with careful steps, like a wildcat stalking its prey. It was good practice. If her essen could become injured, she couldn’t let her other senses seize with disuse.
A stick snapped ahead. Ada darted behind a tree and leaned back against it as someone’s essen swept over her. The touch of it made her skin crawl, but she didn’t dare move. If they worked directly for the king, what would they think of Tamir’s mages? Pawn of the king or not, the mage had no more luck sensing Ada than Sam and Quinn had at the temple in Felgen, and their essen moved away, along with footfalls crunching on fallen leaves. The sound and essen soon returned. The person was pacing.
Pushing her luck, Ada glanced around the tree. The mage carried a lantern, which brought out the warm tones of her golden-brown skin and wavy, chestnut hair. She looked a similar age to Ada. As the mage turned away again, Ada noted her hair was held up loosely by a silver circlet – too plain to be considered anything more than an accessory. The next time she returned, her clothes peeked out from beneath a heavy grey cloak. Her kirtle was simple, lacing in a zigzag at the front over her white smock, yet the shine of lanternlight on the kirtle’s dark green fabric marked it as silk. A split at the front revealed a deep red panel. It was expensive attire, but the king had no daughters, and he was unlikely to let a blood relative with magic walk so openly given the Order of the Six’s teachings. She must have been rich enough to buy the king’s pardon, which made Ada wary.
Back and forth the woman went, oblivious to Ada watching her from behind the tree. Her essen swept over Ada every minute or so, but she never seemed to notice Ada’s shape. Was she poorly trained or had whatever caused her to pace made her sloppy? Her fists kept curling at her sides.
With a cry of frustration, the woman kicked a large log, which exploded in a shower of rotting wood. She tottered backwards, having apparently expected to break a toe on solid wood, and swore as badly as any of Felgen’s miners. Ada snorted with laughter before she could stop herself.
“Who’s there?”
The woman’s accent wasn’t Asorean and bore the crisp tones Ada had heard from Rinnite traders. Ada wanted to duck back behind the tree, but the woman’s brown eyes were already on her. Ada stepped into the open.
“Who are you?” the woman said, backing away a few steps. “A trainee guard? Stableboy? Speak.”
“Rude, aren’t you,” Ada said.
The woman straightened, drawing her shoulders back and lifting her chin. Ada knew that posture. She’d used it plenty of times when she’d first loitered near the mercenaries in The First Ray. They’d laughed every time, until eventually telling her it was like a hedgehog rolling into a ball and showing its spines. The woman was afraid.
“Tell me who you are,” the woman said, “or I’ll summon my guard.”
“If there was someone nearby, you wouldn’t be scared.”
The woman lifted her chin higher, as if she considered denying it. “I’m scared of you for reasons you wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.”
“You have no flame of life. You’re… not alive.”
“Ah.” Holding her essen about herself really did mask her astia. She unfurled it, and the woman passed her own over Ada so lightly, Ada barely gritted her teeth. This woman wasn’t poorly trained at all.
“You’re a mage,” the woman said.
“As are you.”
“You had better keep that to yourself.”
“Easy enough when I have no idea who you are.”
“Your name, mage?”
“You first.” Ada crossed her arms, showing how stubborn she could be. It wasn’t long before the woman sighed.
“Clara.”
“Ada.”
Clara’s eyes went wide. “The assassin.” She lifted a necklace from beneath her dress and clasped a red gem at its end. Magic thrummed a heartbeat before a ball of fire rushed at Ada. She dived to the side, the stench of singed hair cutting through the air as she landed in mud.
Ada wanted to ask Clara about the magic she’d used. Fire magic. But lying in the freezing mud, stripped of her dignity, she glared instead. Another fireball rested in Clara’s hand. It wasn’t burning her. Oh how Ada longed to try that ethelid.
“Is that what the king thinks I am?” Ada said. “An assassin?”
“You killed Prince Karim.”
“Former prince, and by accident. It was my first time using magic.”
The flame fizzled into nothing as Clara released her fire ethelid. “Oh.”
Apparently no longer a threat, Ada stood and tried to wipe the mud off her front with a sleeve. She quickly gave up. “What did the king tell you?”
“That you killed Karim because he caught you stealing ethelids from Tamir.”
“Is the king an idiot or did he have reason to lie to you?”
“Both, I imagine.”
Ada laughed. “At least you can see him for what he is.”
“How would you know what he is? You met him for all of five minutes.”
“I already knew how little he cares for the common folk. You know, the ones who do most of the work to keep the kingdom running. People are still starving, yet the rich feast. But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about Karim. It sounds like you knew him.”
“I did. We dined in the hall together most days, and sometimes he would come to my lessons. How is Tamir? I haven’t seen him since he returned from Felgen.”
All of Ada’s curiosity about Clara fizzled out. “Oh. You know him too.”
“He’s my mentor.”
“Then you’ll have to learn from a drunkard.”
Tears welled in Clara’s eyes. “He never touched a drop of alcohol before. He said it hid his thoughts like gems in a sandstorm.” She paced back and forth a few times with her brow furrowed, then she strode up to Ada and clasped her hands. “Please, could you talk to him? I doubt he’d listen to me, and I can’t ask Shukri when he’s grieving himself. But Tamir might listen to you.”
Ada tugged her hands free. “He and I are hardly close enough for that.”
“But I thought… The day you arrived, King Wallace ranted about Tamir begging him to pardon Karim’s killer. I thought Tamir had lost his mind, and I’m glad to be wrong.” She fiddled with her sleeve and glanced behind Ada towards the compound. “Are you sure you two aren’t close?”
“The man ruined my life long before I used magic. Look, if you’re so worried about Tamir, why don’t you speak with him yourself?”
“I’m not allowed there. I’m not supposed to be out at all.” Her eyes flicked towards the castle.
“Got a feast to attend?”
“Something like that. I thought none of you were allowed out either.”
“Tamir let me out because I don’t have an ethelid at the moment.”
“He took it from you?” Anger edged Clara’s words, and she wrapped her hand about her ethelid. Unlike last time, the move wasn’t aggressive. It was the act of someone afraid to lose something.
“I’m frustrated, but it’s for my own good. I tried something new and ended up with a brutal headache and a nosebleed.”
Clara grasped Ada’s chin and turned her head like Tamir had. When she let go, she sighed with relief. “You need to build up stamina for magic slowly. I’ve seen someone’s magic break because they didn’t.”
“Who? Did they recover?”
Clara’s gaze shifted away. “No, they didn’t. Tamir should have warned you. What were you doing when it happened?”
Ada was loath to share her new technique with a stranger, yet she couldn’t help answering another curious mind. As she explained, clarity shone in Clara’s eyes, her mind clearly sharp.
“I never thought of splitting my essen that way,” Clara said.
“Then how do you move the fire?”
“My essen guides its direction, and the fire moves with a thought.”
“If only mine did that.”
“It’s all well and good until my target moves. I wonder…” She lifted her fire ethelid, and Ada put her essen on it, careful not to strain herself. As Clara split her essen an inch, some magic went with it. Another inch, and Clara dropped her ethelid and swayed. Ada led her to a log and sat her down.
“How did you manage to get yours twenty feet?” Clara said. “This is the worst headache magic’s ever given me.”
“Magic gives you headaches?”
“If I overuse it. The worst were when I found my essen and when I first pulled magic from my ethelid. Didn’t you get them before?”
“A few times, if I pushed my essen beyond my normal range. Everything felt so natural until I split it.”
“By the… You’re something special, Ada. No wonder Tamir couldn’t let anger get in the way of training you. Does he know you can hide your astia?”
“It never came up.”
“Tell him if he can stop drinking for a week, you’ll show him something new. I wonder if I could learn to do it.”
Clara seemed fascinated, so Ada obliged, but no matter how many times she demonstrated or explained hiding her astia, Clara couldn’t replicate it. Rather than be jealous, Clara wanted to study it further. Ada hid, and Clara sought her with essen instead of eyes. It didn’t take her long to find a human shaped lump hiding behind a tree, now she knew to search for one. Ada made it harder, putting her arms out like branches or lying down like an extra root. She was already muddy, so why not? Clara struggled to find her, which could mean only one thing. Clara couldn’t sense the material of objects her essen touched. It was strange how different mages’ abilities could be.
Ada grinned as she wedged herself into the hollow of an old tree, but the joy vanished as voices called Clara’s name from towards the castle.
“I’ve been out far too long,” Clara said, her voice tight with bitterness.
Ada extracted herself from the tree. “Does the king keep you on a tight leash?”
“I’ll try to come out again. Perhaps your keeper will let you out again too.” Clara strode away, the lanternlight vanishing with her. Her last words sank into Ada’s heart like a poison, turning her mood as dark as the night. As Ada walked back towards her prison, she was all too aware of her hope to meet Clara again. Talking to her about magic was the happiest Ada had been since she’d arrived.
There, in the darkness of the wood, Ada remembered the vow she’d made to never again risk feeling the pain of losing someone she cared for. She couldn’t seem to apply that vow to Clara as she had with Tabitha and Laith. Clara understood magic the way Ada did. She was smart, and Ada wanted to discuss magic with her again. Ada would have to convince Tamir to let her out again, or her curiosity would surely consume her.






  
  Chapter thirteen
Bitter Regret


Skipping breakfast had been a bad idea. After a fitful night’s sleep, Ada had stormed out of her rooms and stopped the first servant she’d seen, demanding he take her to Tamir. He’d led her up to the manor’s top floor, and the corridor they now strode along suffered bare walls with peeling paint. Far too drab to house someone like Tamir. She was ready to snap at the servant for getting lost, when he stopped at a double door and turned towards her, a hint of fear in his eyes. 
“Well?” she said.
“He might still be sleeping.”
Ada barged past and threw the doors wide. Tamir sat by the hearth, staring at the dying embers of a fire as he swirled the dregs of wine in a bottle. Several empty ones surrounded his armchair.
“Have you slept?” Ada said. No concern graced her words.
Tamir’s gaze remained fixed on the hearth. “What is it?”
“You need to let me out of the compound again.”
“No.”
“Why?”
“You’ve found something out there that’s caught your interest, and I’m bitter enough to deny you it. Besides, I need you here, focusing on magic.”
“Which you’ve banned me from using.”
“You can train your essen without your ethelid.”
Ada had to push down the rising urge to snatch Tamir’s wine bottle and smash it against the hearth. “I was training my essen last night, out there, beyond this prison.”
He looked up at that. “It’s not a prison.”
“Then why is the gate barred on the other side?”
Tamir waved a dismissive hand. “It makes the king feel safer, along with those who have his ear. Let them pretend it can contain us.”
“Well it’s keeping me in, and I don’t like it.”
“What did you find that’s buried itself so deep into your mind?” His gaze burrowed into hers, and she looked away, afraid he’d read her soul like a book. It didn’t help. “You met Clara.”
“So what if I did?”
“The king doesn’t want any of you to see her.”
“Yet you’re permitted to.”
“I’m her tutor. As far as the king is concerned, I’m teaching her about Loka.”
“Is that why she isn’t here, training with us? Who is she?”
Tamir turned back to the fire. “Just another mage with a painful past.”
“And you’re going to obey a king that isn’t yours?”
“His whim dictates our future,” Tamir said, his voice sharp at the edges. “Without his support, we could never be free. Not when the Order has so much power. Not when nobles who have the king’s ear fear to lose their power. So yes, I cow before him. I do it gladly so the mages in my care can live. I’m not risking it all because you’re curious about someone’s magic.”
Ada clenched her fists. “She wants you to stop drinking.”
“Does she.” His indifference angered something deep within Ada. She might have walked away then, left him to a fate he’d chosen. But she couldn’t forget the look in Clara’s eyes when she learnt what had become of him.
“If you’re sober for a week, I’ll show you something new.”
“I know all that goes on within these walls. Nothing you can show me would be new.”
“You don’t know everything.”
Ada strode from the room, chased by the clink of a bottle being set on the hearth.

    
  Despite the lack of an ethelid and the weight of her promise to herself, Ada went to train with Tabitha and Laith. She still had a headache, so she left Laith to wield the stone knife and eased herself through a series of slow attacks with her weapons. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Tabitha watched Laith as a whole instead of only his blade. She was close to keeping up with his attacks.
When Laith needed a break, Ada and Tabitha practised splitting their essens. Laith challenged them to count his fingers behind his back, and when that proved too easy, he made them close their eyes and snatch leaves from the air as he dropped them. It seemed he was distracting himself from the fact he couldn’t split his essen.
Tamir didn’t join them in the dining room that day, nor the next. But on the third morning after Ada had met Clara, she found him waiting outside her rooms. As she stepped out, planning to ignore him, he pushed her ethelid into her hand. It wasn’t until he turned to leave that Ada truly looked at him. Sweat beaded his brow, and his eyes were sunken.
“You’re doing it then?” she called after him. He didn’t reply. It was hard to care when her ethelid thrummed in her hand, begging her to let out its magic. She ran all the way to her training area.
As much as Ada wanted to continue from where she’d left off, Clara’s warning rang in her ears. Ada didn’t want to lose her magic. It was so much a part of her now, she hadn’t felt herself while without her ethelid. But she’d had her essen. Who would she be if she lost even that? So she would train her magic as she’d trained her body while masquerading as Adam. Gradually, building up her stamina until she could repeat her success without pain.
For the rest of the day, Ada floated stones through the air, challenging herself to move progressively larger stones until she found her current limit – a stone the size of an egg. Skipping lunch, she tried moving two stones at once by spreading her essen to encompass them. The strain was too much until she tried two just under half that size. But when she moved them, they stayed together. It was hardly useful.
As the sky darkened, Ada recalled what she’d learnt about her essen while training with Tabitha. It came from her body as separate threads, not two strands from one rope. If essen could be like that, perhaps magic could too.
Ada set the stones down and released the magic. Then, with a small thread of essen, she pulled the magic out anew. Less came than usual, but it was enough to lift one stone. Reaching into the ethelid with another thread of essen, she tried to pull at the same current of magic. It wouldn’t move.
One current, one thread of magic. Ada wasn’t willing to accept her ethelid was so limited. She groped around the river, diving into the magic on the hunt for another current. The deeper she went, the more the ache between her brows grew. Anyone wise would have stopped. But her nose had yet to start bleeding, and anyone wise would never do what she could.
There, in the deep, Ada found another current. Her head pounded as she dragged the new thread of magic to the surface. It didn’t come as easily, but it came. Ada wrapped the new thread of magic around another stone, slowly lifting it to join the first.
“Impressive, but you missed dinner.”
Ada held herself still to hide her surprise at Tamir’s presence. She needed to work on watching her back with a thread of essen. “What does dinner matter when I’ve managed this?”
“You didn’t have lunch either, and you missed me not having wine.”
“You haven’t been at meals for days.”
“Because I didn’t want anyone to see me when this was worse.” He held up his hands. They were shaking.
“Have you slept?” Ada said.
“Barely a grain. I was hoping to observe your magic to take my mind off everything.”
Ada sighed, hating that she wanted to do the right thing. “Tomorrow then, for Clara’s sake. She wants you back as you were for some reason.”
“Once the week is done, I’ll visit her. But I must confess, it’s strange to see you care about someone.”
Ada tensed, reminded she was breaking her vow. “Clara understands magic better than anyone in this compound.”
“Even you?”
Ada glowered a moment before focusing on her stones. True winter was setting in, and the temperature was rapidly dropping, yet she wanted to keep practising. She wiggled her toes to try to keep feeling in them.
“Your control is becoming impressive,” Tamir said.
“If that impresses you, finish the week and you’ll be amazed.”
“You should end the day on a high dune and go eat. I’ll have Fawziyya take food to your room.”
When Ada got up, she realised how stiff she’d become from the cold. She stretched and stamped her feet. Tamir moved slow as a snail, so Ada led the way out of her stone cage. Quinn had left shallow pitfalls everywhere, forcing Ada to use her essen to guide her. It came easier than it had that morning. Far easier. In fact, she barely had to focus on her essen to know if the ground fell away. She smiled. Using her essen to guide her feet was becoming instinctual. Yet her smile fell. The urge to tell Clara of her growth gripped her like a vice and tightened.
Ada shook her head and focused on the way ahead. A clear path between pits led away from her training area. Suspicious, she slowed and checked every inch of ground with her essen. Nothing was amiss. She waited for Tamir to catch up, then strode on.
A crack echoed at her feet.
Tamir reached for Ada, essen and hands, but his effort was futile. A thin layer of stone crumbled, and the ground swallowed her whole. Below, a bed of lethal spikes waited to catch her. She reached for her ethelid, yet there was nothing her magic could do to save her. She’d trained too slow.
Magic flared, feeling soft as it rushed past, like loamy earth beneath bare feet but grittier. The unfamiliar magic reached the spikes a heartbeat before Ada. Air rushed from her lungs as she slammed onto a pile of grey sand.
Lying on her back, winded, it took her a moment to realise the sand had once been spikes. Tamir’s magic had saved her. He stood at the pit’s edge, an ethelid in his hand. His mouth twitched up at one corner, then he collapsed and tumbled headfirst into the pit. Ada leapt up to catch him. They fell into a heap, and only the sand saved him from a lethal blow to the head. Yet he lay unconscious on top of Ada, twitching, and blood dripped from his ear.
“Help,” Ada shouted as she tried to push Tamir off. She needed to get help, but he was too heavy to shift, and his shaking was getting worse. Scooping sand, Ada made a hollow beneath herself. A strange sensation came over her each time her fingers touched the fine grains. It was the same gritty feeling she’d sensed from Tamir’s spell. There wasn’t time to dwell on it. She wriggled out from beneath Tamir and rolled him onto his back. Mercifully, the shaking stopped and his eyes flickered open.
“Thank Storm I managed it,” he murmured.
The truth snapped into place. Tamir never joined in with training despite his curiosity, and Ada had only seen him use magic twice. “You’re the person who broke their magic?”
Before he could answer, shouts went up, and soon Sam and Laith appeared at the pit’s edge. Sam raised the stone until the pit was no more.
“What happened?” Sam asked. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the blood off Tamir’s ear.
Tamir’s gaze flicked to Ada, trapping her in his secret.
“Clearly he’s having trouble shaking his dependency on wine,” Ada said. “He was trembling so much he fell, then the ground gave way. You and Quinn are lucky his magic saved him. Didn’t stop him hitting his head though.”
“I’m so sorry,” Sam said, genuine regret in his voice.
“If you’re sorry, take him back to the manor. I need to train, and I don’t see why his mistake should cost me time.”
Sam scowled. “How do I know you didn’t push him?”
“Enough,” Tamir said. “Sam, there are to be no more spikes or hidden pits. And tell Quinn she needs to let go of her anger. There are so few mages, we can’t afford to lose anyone.” He glanced at Ada, sorrow in his eyes, then Laith and Sam took him away, an arm over each of their shoulders.
Ada trailed behind, lost to thoughts. She understood now why Tamir drank to excess. He didn’t blame her for Karim’s death. He blamed himself. If he’d pushed his limits that day, he could have turned the stone to sand before it struck Karim. And now he’d chosen to risk losing magic entirely to save her.
The further Ada walked, the more she realised what it would cost her to lose magic. At least if she kept her heart closed, she wouldn’t have to know the sorrow of failing to save someone she loved. She refused to become like Tamir.






  
  Chapter fourteen
Scars of the Past


For the next few days, Ada saw nothing of Tamir, and she trained with caution. One morning, however, she remembered the date and decided to forego training entirely. It was Ossain, the festival of spirits. Across Askar, people would be making offerings for their passed loved ones, even in Rin where the festivals differed from what the rest of humanity observed. Come evening, people would place their offerings where the dead might find them, hanging them from ceilings and doorways or setting them on windowsills. 
Ada was sitting in her living room, wondering about making an offering for her family, when she sensed Tamir waiting in the corridor outside her rooms. As she opened the door, she spread her essen out to check no one was within earshot.
“Good to see you’re feeling better,” Ada said, unsure if he’d want to talk about his broken magic.
“I need your ethelid.”
Ada considered slamming the door in his face. “Why?”
“Clara needs company today, and her usual companion at the castle isn’t suitable. Last year, Karim went. I’m in no state to go in his stead, and I thought you might want to see her.” His mouth twitched in a suppressed smile.
“To discuss magic, yes. Not that it’s any of your business, but I’ve no intention to waste my time on love.”
“A sad choice, but a choice that is yours to make. Anyway, it’s best you don’t get involved with her. Now, are you going to go, or do I need to dig Shukri out of bed?”
“Good gods, don’t set him on her. He’s probably still drunk. I’ll go.” Ada handed her ethelid over. “Our ethelids would be easier to keep track of if you let me set them in jewellery, the way Clara’s is.”
“Hers was always a necklace. But I’ll think about it.”
With no idea why Clara might need company, Ada went to the gate, where the guards let her through without pause. She tried not to rush, but she was eager to talk with Clara about using threads of magic.
Towards the middle of the wood, Ada sensed an astia that made her imagine a roaring fire. She was about to reveal her own astia, when she heard sobbing. Creeping on, Ada found Clara sat on the bough of a wide oak, curled against its trunk. Her shoulders shook in an effort to keep quiet. Not wanting to spy on her new friend, Ada revealed herself. Clara’s essen found her, but Clara didn’t move.
“Are you, ah…” Ada swallowed the rising awkwardness. “Of course you’re not all right. Do you want to talk about it?”
Clara dabbed at her face with a handkerchief before swinging her legs down. “Did Tamir send you?”
“I’ve been wanting to come.”
“Did he ask you to come today?”
“He did.”
“That bastard. He should have come himself if he was worried.”
Ada stepped closer until she had to crane her neck to look at Clara. “He couldn’t come. He stopped drinking five days ago.”
“He’s actually doing it? Then he really does see your talent.”
“And you do? You don’t know me, and you’ve never seen my magic.”
Clara jumped down, landing gracefully a few inches from Ada. “Essen is the most important part of magic. Or hadn’t you figured that out?”
Tension ran through Ada’s shoulders. “It’s not even a month since I first touched an ethelid.”
“Didn’t you say you discovered your essen much earlier? It’s probably why you were able to draw magic out so quickly the second time.” She turned away and put a hand on the tree. “I was angry about a lot of things when I first used magic. It was terribly destructive, but I wanted more, so I tried to force the magic out. I didn’t sleep, didn’t eat. Then my rage brought disaster. Only after I sank into numbness did I truly discover my essen.” She rested her brow on the tree and started crying again.
Ada had never been good at comforting her sister, let alone an adult. Deciding she had to do something, she patted Clara’s shoulder. Though the motion felt unnatural, Clara’s tears slowed. “What happened?”
“I burnt down my family’s sacred grove.”
Sacred grove? But that would mean… “You’re Belmennian? I thought you were a Rinnite.”
Clara spun and grabbed Ada’s shirt. “Rinnite? Rinnite! Don’t you dare compare me to those curs. They destroyed my country, and I will never forgive them.”
Ada lifted her hands in surrender. “I’m sorry. I mistook your accent.”
Clara let go and planted her palms against the oak, her fingers claws against its rough bark. “I hid in Rin for so many years, I lost my Belmennian accent. I hate that. And there’s nowhere I can go to pick it up again. Rin’s takeover of Belmennos was thorough. Complete. I went back after the ash fell to see what remained of our people. Rinnites have taken over our towns, even our villages. We’re a nation with no home.”
“I don’t know what to say. I’ve never been through something like that, but I’m sorry you have.”
“Thank you. But I shouldn’t have gone back.” She turned and smiled, even as tears fell. “I think I must be cursed, Ada. Rinnites killed my family, then I destroyed their resting place. The guilt eats away at me. I came to this tree last Ossain and begged it to host my family’s souls in place of our sacred grove. Karim found me and said Lokans believe souls return to nature and are reborn. What do you believe?”
“I don’t believe in much, but the Order teaches a similar view of death – the God of Darkness cleanses our souls and sends us to be reborn.”
“That’s better than being lost forever, searching for a sacred grove that no longer exists. But I have hope. I saved some seeds, and once I find a new place to call home, I’ll plant them there.”
Ada leaned back against the tree beside Clara and gazed up at the cloudless sky. “Last year on Ossain, I was too busy being a thief to remember to honour the dead.”
“Who did you lose?”
“My parents and sister. They died from the ash plague.”
“I’m sorry.”
They stood leaning against the tree in silence for a long time. It was fourteen years since Belmennos fell to the Rin Empire, but Clara was still deeply hurt by the death of her family. Would Ada’s loss also drag on for so long? The grief was always there, weighing down her heart despite how she refused to acknowledge it. And yet, talking about it to Clara had made it sting a little less. If she could blunt its edges, perhaps she would stop being so afraid to get close to people.
“Couldn’t this be your home?” Ada asked at length.
“No. I–”
Footfalls crashed through the wood, coming from towards the castle. Ada reached for her blades, but she eyed Clara, who held her ethelid. Clara didn’t need defending. Still, if the king believed Ada was an assassin, someone might think Clara needed saving from her. She darted around the tree and hid her astia.
“There you are,” a man said, whose accent matched Clara’s.
“Where else did you think I’d be on Ossain?”
“I keep telling you, it wasn’t your fault. But angering the king will be if you miss the feast.”
“I need to atone for my sins and pray.”
“Clara…”
“Go. I’ll be there soon.”
“Don’t be long.” His footsteps moved away.
“You can come out,” Clara said a minute later.
Ada stepped out from behind the tree. “So he’s the one Tamir said couldn’t help you today.”
“Volker means well, but he always tells me what happened to the grove wasn’t my fault. Annoying, isn’t it?”
“To be honest, I get more annoyed when people call me a murderer. But you’re right. Karim’s death was my fault, even if I didn’t mean it.”
Clara let out a great sigh. “Not that I wish ill on you, but it’s nice to have someone who understands.” Clara hadn’t killed anyone, yet the comparison didn’t annoy Ada. And that surprised her.
“I plan to improve my magic until I never have to worry about causing such an accident again.”
“It would be easier to give up your ethelid,” Clara said, gripping her own.
“I couldn’t do that, and I doubt you could either.”
Clara tucked her necklace back beneath her dress. “I couldn’t because mine’s a family heirloom. What makes you cling to yours?”
“Magic is all that gives me a place in this gods-forsaken world now.”
“I wish we could train together, but I’m not sure how much more sneaking out King Wallace will tolerate.”
“Are you sure you’re not a prisoner?”
“It’s complicated, and I don’t want to talk about it.”
Ada shrugged. “That’s fair. How many fireballs can you make?”
Clara held her palms up, a fireball in each. “I’m limited to how many hands I have.”
“You’re not touching your ethelid.”
“I am. My dress is pressing it against my skin.”
“Is that reliable?”
“If I’m standing still.”
They spoke about magic, discussing their essens in detail, and before Ada knew it, the sun was overhead. She could have talked with Clara for hours more, but Clara’s gaze kept flicking towards the castle.
“Go,” Ada said. “Don’t annoy your not-quite-jailer.”
“Thank you for coming today. It helped.”
Ada watched her go, glad she’d helped while wishing she hadn’t needed to. Clara was cheerful, but she wasn’t happy. And how could she be when she wasn’t free? Determined to find out more about Clara’s situation, Ada stormed back to the manor and made for Tamir’s rooms, where she hammered on the door.
“Be gone,” Tamir called.
Ada stiffened. His words were slurred. She kicked the door open, and Tamir stared at her, mid-swig from a bottle of wine.
“You bastard.” She strode to where he sat by the hearth and slapped the bottle out of his hand. It shattered on the flagstones. “Were you pretending to be in withdrawal?”
“No, I swear it. But today…”
“If you’re so worried about Karim’s spirit, why don’t you act the way he’d expect? Weren’t you his clear-headed scholar?”
Tamir said nothing, swaying as he turned away. This wasn’t the man Clara had described, and it riled Ada to see what he’d become. She grabbed him by the front of his coat and hauled him to his feet, using all her strength to keep him there.
“Answer me,” she shouted in his face. “Did Karim love you for giving up, or did he love you for being so determined to understand magic that you’d risk killing yourself with it?”
Tamir’s head lolled away. “If I hadn’t broken my magic, I could have saved him.”
Ada threw him into the chair. “And I could have saved my sister if I hadn’t let her run out into the ash as if it were snow. We all have regrets. But do you know what the difference between us is? If I drank myself to death, you could replace me. If you drink yourself to death, who will protect us from the king? You should be protecting Clara too. She’s a mage. She belongs with us.”
“She’s not the same as you.”
“Why? Because she’s wealthy? Make whatever excuses you want, but she’s worried about you. And if she’s worried, what would Karim think?”
A pouch sat on a small table nearby. It had once been Ada’s. She reached inside, touched the magic of each ethelid within until she found hers, and strode from the room. She didn’t look back to see how her words affected Tamir. She could hardly break him more.

    
  Dear Clara,

I’m afraid I must send ill tidings by letter, as I’m not permitted to leave the compound to carry this news in person. The promise our mutual acquaintance made has been shattered. If you were to visit, perhaps you could persuade him to grieve in a more appropriate manner. It would be good to see you. I’m eager to continue our conversation.

Fare well,
Ada

Dear Ada,

Unfortunately, just as you are not permitted to leave the compound, I am not permitted to enter. I do believe, however, our acquaintance is grieving in the only way he knows how. I have written to him also, but I beg you, consider how you might feel if the most precious thing in your life was suddenly ripped away. From what I understand of love, it is different to familial bonds. Parents and siblings will always grow apart, while lovers grow only closer. And let us remember, too, this is not the first love he has lost. How must it feel to lose love to death’s clutches twice?

Clara

Clara,

I know nothing of love. If losing it would hurt worse than losing my family, as you suggest, I hope to never know of it. But perhaps Tamir ought to realise not everyone has the freedom to drown in grief as he has. Were he poor, he would lose his home and end up living on the streets. Perhaps his lack of awareness of the common folk is what makes me hate him for giving up.

Ada

Dear Ada,

I have read your letter many times over and feel I must apologise for my previous comments. I didn’t mean to suggest Tamir has more reason to grieve than you. Like you, I didn’t have the luxury of allowing grief to rule my life. Indeed, neither does Tamir, given his responsibility to you all. I miss Prince Karim, with whom I conversed during the king’s many delightful feasts. My own grief made me reply too hastily. I have tried to take time to gather my thoughts for this letter, while not leaving a reply so late that you think me rude.

Please, let us consider this a new starting point for our letters. I, too, wish to continue our conversation about your trade. Of course, it is far too nuanced to discuss via letters. I hope to persuade Tamir to allow you to visit soon. There is someone I know of who is rather interested in this subject, and I should like to make you aware of them.

Kindest thoughts,
Clara

Dear Clara,

Like you, I will try not to be hasty in my replies. I admit, I am prone to giving in to impulse.

I am curious about this person you mention with an interest in the jeweller’s trade. Are they more interested in the gems used or the skill of the jeweller? There is much I could explain of each, although I would prefer not to talk about myself.

Fare well,
Ada

Dear Ada,

The gentleman in question is most interested in the skill set possessed by jewellers, and I believe he would quite like to hire someone to work on custom pieces. I have told him you’re currently otherwise engaged, but he didn’t seem to take this as an answer.

As to your preference not to talk of yourself, is that always the case? You have told me some of your past, and I find myself curious to know more. What was your life like before the ash plague? So few people are willing to speak of it in the castle, and I grow weary of hearing about fashion and hunting.

Kindest thoughts,
Clara

Dear Clara,

For you, perhaps, I can make an exception. You’re the first person to ask about my life before the ash fell. I can understand it’s hard to remember how much better life was, yet I hate feeling unable to talk about the majority of my life.

There is little to tell that is interesting, however. My father was a jeweller, although my mother dealt with most of the business and finance matters. In secret, of course, as is the way for women in Asorea. She saw to my education, and I helped her with my sister’s. Elizabeth. It seems strange to write her name. We used to exchange letters to help her practise writing. I’d forgotten how peaceful it can be to sit with a blank page to fill.

What of your life? What brought you to Asorea?

Stay well,
Ada

Dearest Ada,

I am more than content to provide you with a reason to sit in peace with a blank page. Reminiscing about the past can ease its grip on us, and I fear you never had the opportunity after your family died. If there is still a knot of grief in your heart, I’m happy to help you loosen it.

As to my past, I can barely remember what my home was like. Most of what I know comes from books, and none of them were written by my people. I fear all of our true history was lost to pyres.

I cannot end on such a rotting thought. I have decided to send this letter alongside some pastries I think you’ll like. I am sure you will find all six present with not a crumb missing.

Your friend,
Clara

    
  Ada smiled at the letter while eating her third pastry. The taste was both creamy and sharp. All six had arrived untouched, but though they were incredibly moreish, there were far too many for one person to eat before they spoiled. She’d given the others to Fawziyya, who was eating one now while dusting.
What could she send back of equal value? Even if the kitchen staff would make extra food for her, she didn’t know of any dish better than what Clara would get at the castle. There were some books that might have interested her, but Ada could hardly send something that wasn’t hers.
She rifled through the papers on her desk, looking for the first letter Clara had sent. She found the second instead, which hinted that someone was interested in Ada’s magic. Clara hadn’t mentioned him in her most recent letter, so perhaps they’d lost interest. If this person became a threat, Clara would surely send a clear message. For now, Ada wanted to focus on sending Clara a gift.
Eventually, she found what she was looking for – a sketch she’d drawn not long after Ossain. It was a design for a wire-wrapped brooch. She wouldn’t be able to get the gems for it, but Clara might like it even without them. The tree design had come to mind because of Clara’s Belmennian heritage, so it seemed only right to make it for her.
The problem was, sourcing the wire would mean talking to Tamir. Ever since Ada caught him drinking on Ossain, he rarely deigned to grace meals with his presence. The few times he did, he drank more than before. Ada had taken to sitting the other side of Laith, and Shukri moved back beside Tamir rather than sit opposite her. At least there he could keep an eye on Tamir and take him away before he slumped into his dessert.
In the end, Ada asked Fawziyya for the wire. She refused. Ada showed her the design and still she refused. Downhearted and more than a little frustrated, Ada sent the design with her next letter, promising to make the brooch for Clara once she had the right materials. Unsure how many days it would be before a reply would come, she threw herself into training. She tried to balance her time between magic and blade, but she grew restless, too aware how far she was from striking the wall again.
Despite knowing what happened to Tamir, Ada split her magic a little more each day. The resulting headaches were like lightning trapped within her skull, but the chill winter air eased the pain. One day, she forgot the pain entirely because a letter arrived from Clara, which returned Ada’s design along with a gift of silver wire and green agate beads. Ada got to work immediately.
Unwilling to rush the gift, Ada worked on it a little each night, reflecting on her work while training her magic. She didn’t have to split the magic far to make the stones fly, finally carried by their momentum. They hit the wall, but there was no power behind the strikes. She needed to stretch her essen further.
A few weeks after Ossain, snow began to fall. Ada and Clara had been exchanging letters while she worked on the brooch, but now Ada worried servants would be less willing to carry the messages. She forced herself to declare the brooch finished and sent it to Clara before going out in the snow to train, needing something to stop her wondering what Clara would think of it.
Keeping her hands hidden under a heavy cloak, she could reach the magic of her ethelid by contact with any part of her skin, as Clara had shown her. However, the connection was strongest in her hands, so she wore fingerless gloves. Despite the protection her walled area gave against the bitter winds, she needed a hot bath to stop shivering when she returned to the manor. She sank beneath the water, trying to shut out thoughts of all the flaws in the brooch. She should have reworked it again.

    
  My dearest Ada,

Words cannot express my gratitude for your gift. It has been well worth these days of anticipation. I wore it to dinner this evening, and several ladies asked where I purchased it. I explained it was a private commission by a retired jeweller. This answer, apparently, displeased them. I think I shall wear it every day not only because of its beauty and reminder of my home, but because I wish to remind them that I am friends with such a skilled jeweller and they are not.

Embastern is approaching. I have hope Tamir will soften with the festive spirit and allow you to visit. If you don’t mind a walk through the snow, I’d very much like to discuss the craft of this brooch with you. Given the designs you have already created, I wonder what else could be drawn from your mind with apt coaxing.

Adoring thoughts,
Clara

Dearest Clara,

I look forward to experiencing your methods of coaxing ideas from me. My progress of late, though steady, has been slow. The snow dampens my mood, but I’m more than willing to fight through a blizzard to discuss my craft with you, for while people here do listen, they don’t understand my thoughts as you do. I hope I’ll at least be able to see you for the new year celebrations, but it’s a slim hope. Tamir and I haven’t spoken in some time.

Are there any Embastern treats from your home we could share? I hope you enjoy the jam tarts I managed to acquire from the kitchen. There should be eight.

Your jeweller always,
Ada






  
  Chapter fifteen
Treacherous Invitation


Between Ada improving her magic, training with her blades, and writing letters to Clara, time flew. One morning, Ada woke to find Fawziyya wearing a white head wrap with a spray of holly tucked into it. Seeing the union of Embastern traditions from Loka and Asorea made Ada chuckle. 
“What?” Fawziyya said. “You thought I wouldn’t celebrate the new year just because I’m busy serving you?” She left the room and returned moments later with a box almost too long to carry. She set it on the foot of the bed and opened it, revealing a bright red dress.
“I’m not wearing that.”
“Tamir said if you wear it, he’ll let you out for the afternoon.”
Ada hated him for that. The dress was an experiment, a way to check if she cared more about her comfort or seeing Clara. Instead of yielding to the urge to tear up the dress, Ada stewed on the decision all morning. It wasn’t until she heard Fawziyya serving lunch that she put the dress on over a thick pair of dun leggings.
After a quick meal, she handed Fawziyya her ethelid. “Don’t give this to Tamir.”
“I won’t.”
The only guards at the compound’s gate were dressed in Asorean uniforms, all looking thoroughly fed up as they gathered around fire pits. They didn’t bother to search Ada and were slow opening the gate, ignoring her as she crossed her arms and drummed her fingers on one arm. When the gap was wide enough, she squeezed out and waded through untouched snow directly towards the wood.
The snow wasn’t as deep beneath the trees, but Ada’s feet were numb by the time she reached the big tree she’d found Clara in last time. She pulled herself onto the same branch and brought her feet up, leaning back against the trunk as she wrapped her cloak about herself. Her legs were colder in leggings than they’d ever been in trousers.
While she waited, she exercised her essen by spreading most of it out and using a thread to focus on anything interesting. She was examining a bird, whose life flame was like the first sunlight creeping over the horizon, when a brighter astia entered her range. It wasn’t Clara’s, but Ada stayed where she was in case the person carried a message.
A man stepped into view, and the moment Ada recognised him, she regretted not strapping her knife belt on over her dress. He’d been in the throne room the day the king pardoned her. The man with the wolfish smile. 
Still as a mountain lion, Ada watched the man approach the tree she sat in. No essen swept ahead of him, so the red gems on his golden rings were unlikely to be fire ethelids. His astia made Ada think of a cornered, snarling beast, which was a stark contrast to his harmless appearance. His sandy brown hair fell in loose curls to his shoulders, and now that he wasn’t surrounded by old men, Ada realised he could have only been in his forties. When he finally had the sense to look up, he smiled, but his grey eyes were as cold as they’d been in the throne room. Certainty sank into her bones. This was a dangerous man.
Ada dropped to the ground and bowed with an Asorean salute – right fist over her heart, left arm behind her back. “Your Grace.” She’d only guessed he was a duke, but he made no reaction to suggest it was the wrong honorific.
“I thought you were a man when I first saw you, only to learn your name. And now you dress as a woman but bow as a man. Which are you?”
Ada managed not to scowl but couldn’t hold her tongue. “Does it matter?”
The duke barked out the annoying clipped laugh of the elite. “I suppose not, I suppose not.”
“And who exactly are you?”
“Ah, yes, yes. Introductions. I am Duke Goldaxe, and I am most pleased to finally make your acquaintance.” His eyes remained as threatening as storm clouds.
“How strange to find a duke out in the snow on Embastern. Did you and the king have a falling out?”
“Not at all,” he said with that wolfish smile. “Indeed, I was sent here to find you. Our dear Clara is unable to join you today.”
Ada’s chest grew as numb as her feet. If Clara wanted to send a message about the gentleman interested in her trade, this was as clear as a diamond. “I wasn’t sure if Clara would be free, given the king’s celebrations. I came in case she wanted to educate me on Rinnite Embastern traditions.” Clara’s accent made it impossible to hide that she’d spent years in Rin.
“Education? On this fine Embastern? How very droll. But if it’s Rin you wish to understand, I could enlighten you on the topic. Though perhaps a snowy wood isn’t the best location. Come to my estate for noon tomorrow. I’ll send a carriage.”
“My thanks, but I’ll have to decline.”
“I’m afraid I must insist.” His smile showed teeth, then he spun on his heel and strode back through the snow.
Ada held herself still until he was beyond the range of her essen. Why was Goldaxe so confident that he could invite a mage off the king’s isle and into his home? She wasn’t going to wait to find out. She trudged back through the snow, and by the time she reached Tamir’s rooms, sweat made her dress cling to her. Wishing she’d changed first, she opened the door without knocking.
Tamir was exactly where he’d been the last time they spoke, though this time he wore white robes. The fire blazed, its flames reflected on the unused wine glass in his hand and the open bottle of wine he held in the other. Ada slammed the door and slumped into the armchair opposite him.
“Don’t feel the need to drink today?” Ada said.
“I feel it more than ever. Karim loved Embastern. He always said no matter how hard the year had been, Embastern marked a fresh start. It’s why we wear white in Loka. It’s pure. Untainted.” He set the wine and glass down and sighed. “What do you want?”
“Clara didn’t come to meet me.”
“And?”
“She sent Duke Goldaxe.”
Tamir sat up straight. “Tell me you didn’t mention Clara’s magic.”
“Of course I didn’t. She told me to keep it to myself the first time we met.”
“Good. That’s good. You’re sure it was Goldaxe?”
“He gave his name, and I saw his emblem back in the throne room. An axe. How unoriginal.”
Tamir rubbed his beard, which was no longer neatly clipped. “He’s a dangerous man.”
“I could tell.”
“From his face or his astia?”
“Both, and also from hints in Clara’s letters. He insisted I visit his manor tomorrow and didn’t take no for an answer.”
“I doubt I can protect you from this. Dukes hold a lot of power, but he, perhaps, holds the most. His land stretches between Varran and the Rinnite border.”
“The King’s Road? He controls such a major trade route?”
“Not only trade. A large part of Asorea’s army is stationed at Dire Hold near the border, and his maternal uncle is the general stationed there. That uncle gained the position after the late Duke Goldaxe killed his own brother, who had held the position of both duke and general. They’re a family of backstabbers.”
Ada leaned back and stared into the fire. “Clara suggested he’s interested in hiring a mage. But why me?”
“What loyalty could a thief and murderer have?” He raised a hand when she opened her mouth to object. “You were brought here against your will, and it’s no secret there’s bad blood between us.”
“That doesn’t mean I want to leave.”
“He’ll try to sway you, and I won’t blame you if you’re tempted. But I must ask you not to agree to his request, no matter what he offers. Aside from the fact I believe mages need to remain independent from the army, a man like him can’t be given such a weapon.”
Ada tensed at the word, but he wasn’t wrong to use it. The king and his men would only ever see her as a weapon. “Can’t you put a stop to his invitation?”
“I doubt it. However, Duke Goldaxe can’t make you leave by force. That much I ensured when I first came here. I have the king’s oath signed before the Warden himself.”
Ada stood. “Perhaps if you weren’t lost in the bottom of the bottle, you’d still have that much sway with the king.”
“At least wear a dress tomorrow. It’s what Asoreans expect of women.”
Dignity was the only reason Ada didn’t rip her dress off there and then. “Fuck expectations. Have you forgotten you provided me with men’s clothes? I thought you supported me being true to myself.”
“I do.”
“So why did you make me wear a dress today?”
“I didn’t make you do anything. You chose that option.”
“Don’t manipulate the situation. You never wanted me to wear a dress to meet Clara before, so why…?” Ada slumped back into the chair. “You knew Clara wasn’t going to come.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Then why let me leave at all?”
“She didn’t dare mention who was interested in you while I was in the castle, nor did it seem wise to put his name in writing. Our only option was to have you meet him.”
“Only option? Why not write a coded letter? Why not send anyone except the person he wants to steal from the king?”
“These are all questions I cannot answer.”
“I suppose I can hardly blame you for not trusting me.” Despite her best efforts, her shoulders sagged. She was never this person before the ash. Honesty was a trait she’d prided herself on.
“It’s not a matter of trust. It’s about whether you need to know, which you don’t.”
“Well that makes me want to know even more.”
“Go and enjoy the festivities. I’ll see if I can put a stop to Goldaxe’s plan. And give this to Tabitha, would you? It’s about time you combined your magic.” He handed her an ethelid.
“Why do you hold ethelids back? Do you think if we don’t focus on one, we’ll end up like you?” She didn’t mean it harshly, but he flinched.
“Of course I don’t want any of you to end up like me. Magic is a gift, not a weapon for war. I want you all to be able to make something of yourselves with it.”
Ada stared into the flames for a few moments. “Only Sam and Quinn would make a real difference in war. One unblockable, brittle knife and one unbreakable but immovable set of armour won’t turn the tide. And I’m no more use than an archer with poor range.”
“Your distance will improve.”
“But I don’t want to kill.”
Their eyes met. “Because I couldn’t save Karim?”
“Because my magic killed him, and because the ash plague took enough lives. What if I could destroy the walls of Rinnite defences? Maybe they’d think twice about invading.”
“And that is why I’m giving Tabitha this ethelid now. How does it seem?”
Ada closed her eyes and reached for the ethelid’s magic. The river was a mess, flowing in ways a real river never could. It felt similar to the magic Tabitha used, but there was an edge to it, like the roughness of running her fingers over stone. Tabitha’s current magic was like running her fingers over cloth.
“Do you know every ethelid in there?” Ada said.
“I know the feel of them, as I suspect you’re starting to learn.”
“Are there others that feel like mine?”
“Only the one you used before.”
Ada swallowed. “I never want to touch that one again.”
“Good. Once you master your current ethelid, we can see if there are others you can use. However, experience has taught me that mages are limited to one category of magic.”
“Toughness, sharpness, and…? What would you call mine?”
“Levitation? Archery? It doesn’t truly matter. Go. The festivities await. I’m weary and in no mood to discuss semantics.” He went into another room and closed the door.
In giving Ada the ethelid, Tamir had left her unable to avoid the celebrations. She went to change out of the sodden dress then set about finding Tabitha and Laith. Music drifted through hallways on the ground floor, unlike any she’d heard before. Drums sounded a fast rhythm, which was overlaid by rustling and clacking. The enticing rhythm led Ada to a room she had yet to explore.
The large ballroom was swarming with people. Past the crowd, bright Lokan tapestries decorated the walls, and barely visible beneath all the feet was a floor of stripey planks that reminded Ada of the strange horses in some of the manor’s paintings. Cushions were piled across one side of the room, where some Lokans sat hitting drums with their hands instead of sticks. Others danced in front of them, holding bunches of dried things that made the rustling sounds. They looked a little like conker shells but lacked the spikes. A few dancers held short lengths of white wood that clacked sharply when struck together.
The instruments seemed simple, but the music was far from it. The rhythm repeated with variances that kept her heart craving more, the speed rising to a peak that urged her to dance. Then, when the need was almost too great to ignore, the music slowed and released her from its grip, only to sweep her away in layers of rustling that invoked a daydream of sunny days spent listening to leaves swaying in a gentle breeze.
“Amazing, isn’t it?” Laith said, coming up beside Ada. She’d been so caught up in the music, she hadn’t sensed him. He passed her a glass of wine. “I know you don’t normally drink, but we’re not using magic again today. Enjoy yourself for a change.” He downed his glass and went to the wall opposite the musicians, where food and wine filled a long table. Tabitha was there, filling her plate. Ada went over, determined not to walk in step with the music, but her feet betrayed her.
“Tamir wants you to have this,” Ada said, handing Tabitha the new ethelid. “It should harden stone.”
The ethelid glowed briefly, though dimly. “I think I can use it.” Tabitha’s words were quiet. Uncertain.
Ada put a hand on Tabitha’s shoulder, more to keep herself from dragging Tabitha out to train than to give comfort. “It glowed, which is enough for now. As much as I want to test its magic, it would be a shame to pass up all this food.”
“And wine,” Laith said. He offered them both a glass of pale red wine. “This is sweeter. Might suit your tastes better.”
Ada set down the other glass and sipped the new wine, surprised at how refreshing it was. The sharp edge of dark reds was dulled, giving way to fresh tastes of red berries and fruits that left her wanting more. She downed the glass before she could stop herself. Laith grinned and grabbed a bottle off the table to refill her glass. Ada thought about telling him no, but, like he said, she wouldn’t be using magic again. And if she was hungover come morning, she could hardly visit a duke.
With the alcohol already making her mind fuzzy, Ada heaped a plate with food and sat at a small round table with Tabitha and Laith. The pair chatted about inconsequential matters. Were there lanterns in the market square? Had anyone thrown eggs at the king during his parade up Goldcrest Avenue? Not knowing the city, Ada had nothing to add, so she ate and drank, half listening to them while watching people dance. Though her foot tapped beneath the table, she didn’t want to join in. People were breaking off into couples, and she had no interest in that. Even if she did, she would never bed a man. The pain of losing her sister had been too much. Imagine losing a child of her own.
Thoughts of Elizabeth sent her reaching for more wine, and soon the world spun around her in a dance of its own. She turned to ask Tabitha to help her to her room, but she was gone. So was Laith. The thought of the pair together made Ada’s mind drift to Clara. She shook such nonsense from her head, remembering her vow to not get attached to anyone.
Using walls and banisters, Ada staggered through the manor, not entirely sure of the way to her room. She was an utter idiot for drinking so much. Halfway up some spiral stairs, her stomach roiled, and she leaned over the banister, gagging. Mercifully, nothing came up. Imagine trying to find a servant to clean up while still drunk.
Step by step, Ada dragged herself through the maze of corridors. She was almost at her rooms when she passed an open door on the other side of the corridor. Voices drifted out. She tried to ignore them, but it was Tabitha and Laith.
“Please,” Tabitha said. “I want to.”
“You’re drunk, Tab. I’m drunk. We can’t do this.”
They fell silent, then there was a thud and Tabitha squeaked with pain.
“Gods, I’m sorry,” Laith said. “I didn’t mean to push you.”
Ada barged into the room.






  
  Chapter sixteen
The Golden Wolf


Alcohol made Ada’s strides unsteady as she crossed the sitting room to help Tabitha, who leaned against the low table by her sofas. The moment she spotted blood on Tabitha’s temple, she went for Laith instead. He was trying to help Tabitha, but Ada grabbed his arm and hauled him up. 
“Get the fuck out, you bastard,” Ada said.
Laith stared at Tabitha, regret clear in his glazed eyes. “I didn’t mean to.”
“Get. Out.”
Laith fled from the room. Once his astia was out of range, Ada helped Tabitha to the sofa and dabbed at her temple with her handkerchief. Though tears streamed down Tabitha’s face, Ada couldn’t make herself give her the comfort of a hug. Memories of holding Elizabeth as she died paralysed her. Even when Tabitha started to shake, Ada couldn’t make herself do it. Instead, she held Tabitha’s hand.
“What happened?” Ada said.
Tabitha couldn’t seem to find her voice, and Ada was glad. The world had barely stopped spinning, and she wanted to be able to focus on what Tabitha said, not lose the words to alcohol’s grip. But Tabitha’s shoulders shook with the effort of suppressing sobs. Ada didn’t want the burden of friendship, yet even she couldn’t ignore that Tabitha needed someone right now.
“It’s all right,” Ada said. “Cry if you need to.”
Tabitha wailed so loudly, Ada wished she’d had the sense to close the door. But when she looked up, Tamir was there. He gazed at Tabitha with sorrow-filled eyes, then gave Ada a slight nod. He left, closing the door in silence.
“If you want to tell me, I’ll listen,” Ada said when Tabitha’s tears slowed. “Or if you’d rather I forget, I will.”
“Please don’t hate Laith,” Tabitha said, quietly. “Embastern is hard for him.”
“That’s hardly an excuse to hurt you.”
“He didn’t mean to. It was… I was trying to kiss him, and he pushed me away. My head was spinning so much, I fell.”
“Look me in the eyes so I know you’re not lying for him.”
Tabitha lifted her head, her bloodshot eyes holding Ada’s in a steady gaze. “I promise, he did nothing wrong.”
“All right. But why wouldn’t he kiss you? There’s clearly something between you. Is he afraid of hurting you, like he hurt that woman with magic?”
“It wasn’t a woman he hurt. It was his little sister, but that’s all I’ll say. He stopped tonight because of me. Because I…”
“I’m listening, if you want to tell me.”
Tabitha shuffled away. “I can’t. You’ll think less of me once you know.”
“I didn’t realise I’d made such a bad impression.”
“I know now you’re a good person at heart. It’s just… Laith stopped me tonight because of something that happened to me. Something my mother said I was asking for by taking a shortcut through alleyways.”
Ada’s blood ran cold as understanding ripped through her. “She shouldn’t have said that. No matter where you are or what you’re wearing, it doesn’t grant men permission to touch you.”
Her words must have cracked Tabitha’s resolve not to cry like a misplaced chisel on a gem. This time, Ada took Tabitha into her arms, trying to shield her against the memories. Memories Laith must have known would surface if he’d done more than kiss Tabitha that night.
Eventually, Tabitha wriggled free of Ada’s embrace. “I don’t deserve this much sympathy from you. I know you don’t like getting close to people.”
“I’m not heartless, but you’re right. I prefer to keep people at arm’s length.”
“Why?”
“I lost my parents and sister to the ash plague, so I know the pain of losing those I love. Mages are destined for war. It will hurt less to lose people if I don’t get close to them.” She must have still been drunk to have said that out loud. But when Tabitha hugged her, Ada didn’t try to escape. She relaxed into the embrace, her eyes closed to hold back her own tears.
“We were lucky in Varran,” Tabitha said when she eventually released Ada. “Less ash fell this far north. All my family survived except for some distant relatives. But the city’s luck didn’t stop people looting when news came of riots in the south. The lady I was a maid for insisted the men take over errands that required leaving her property. Even when peace returned, she never sent me far. Then her favourite emerald necklace broke. I told her Laith knew a reputable jeweller, and I was taking it to Laith when…” She took a shuddering breath.
“Take your time.”
Tabitha ran the back of her hand across her eyes. “I was clutching the necklace while a group of men pulled at my clothes. When the fabric turned solid, they kicked me in the head instead. That was when Laith arrived. He cut one man’s arm to the bone, who bled out a few streets away. That’s how Tamir heard about us.”
“I’m sorry you went through that.” What other words could Ada offer? She couldn’t relate, but she’d known fear when walking down dark alleys, back before she’d started dressing as a man. Did that fear exist in Loka, where women ruled? Or in the middle kingdoms, where women were seen as equals on the battlefield? Asorea was the only country where women were treated like less, yet Ada struggled to believe the appetites of men could be so easily subdued elsewhere. But then there was Laith, who’d controlled himself while drunk.
“Laith should have been the one to comfort you tonight,” Ada said.
“He doesn’t know how to deal with tears.”
“Neither do I.”
Tabitha sighed. “When he’s ready, he’ll tell you how he discovered magic. Then perhaps you’ll understand why he can’t bear to see tears. Goodnight, Ada.” She got up and went to her bedroom.
Despite how Ada tried to understand Laith’s side, she couldn’t forget how he always seemed to ignore Tabitha’s feelings for him. If she’d been sober, she might have stormed through the manor to find his rooms and demand answers. But dizzy as she was, she went to her own rooms and threw herself into bed. Tabitha and Laith were adults and could sort out their problems. She had a big enough one of her own to deal with come morning.

    
  The carriage rocked terribly, doing little to help Ada’s hangover, which she’d thought would pass by noon. If she wasn’t so angry at Tamir for failing to convince the king that Goldaxe was overstepping, she would have demanded he send Sam and Quinn to fix the city’s roads. Even in the wealthy northern district, the carriage wheels kept dipping into holes. But she could imagine the excuses Tamir would give. The people believe magic is evil. If we do too much too fast, the Order will move against us. Fuck the Order and their baseless beliefs about magic. The common folk would welcome anything that made their lives easier.
The carriage jolted to a stop, throwing Ada towards the empty seat opposite. Righting herself, she smoothed her coat and shirt and looked out of the window. Despite the city’s towering walls limiting the elite’s space, Duke Goldaxe’s estate was larger than Tamir’s had been in Felgen. A wall of pale brick surrounded it, topped by iron spikes.
Once the gate was open, the carriage continued past the wall along a smooth gravel drive between snow-laden lawns, which were bordered by flowerbeds full of winter-bare rose bushes. When the carriage next stopped, the door opened. Ada expected to find a servant waiting, but Duke Goldaxe himself stood there offering his hand. When she turned towards him, revealing she wore men’s clothing, he didn’t pull his hand back. She ignored him and jumped down.
“Your Grace,” she said with a nod of greeting.
“No respectful bows today? How disappointing.”
“Disappointment is all I can offer. I ought to save you the trouble and leave now.”
Goldaxe caught her hand, hooking it onto the crook of his arm like she was a lady, and guided her towards the manor. “My cook would be most offended if you don’t sample the pastries she made especially for you.” The wordy way he spoke grated on Ada’s already fraying nerves. She tried to pull her arm free, but his grip tightened.
After a rather dull tour of a gallery corridor filled with portraits of Goldaxe’s ancestors, including the uncle his father murdered, they ended up in a parlour that caught the low winter sun. The manor must have been so large he could have parlours to suit each season. Even the decor reflected winter, with holly leaf wallpaper, paintings of the sun shining on snowy landscapes, and bunches of mistletoe carved into the fireplace surround. And yet, it wasn’t overwrought. As much as Ada was loath to admit it, the decor was almost tasteful.
“My wife styled the room,” Goldaxe said. “She has quite the eye for it, wouldn’t you agree?”
“She does.”
“I had a feeling you would approve.” He gestured to some plush chairs by a table in front of a tall window. Ada sat in the one not yet caught by the sun.
“And what made you think I would approve?” How much did he know about her?
Goldaxe settled into the other chair, the day’s warm sunlight turning his hair near as gold as his name. “A jeweller’s daughter doesn’t become a thief except by dire desperation, and no one in a position of such need would feel anything except hate for those with enough excess wealth to put it on display.” Did people agree to his wishes simply to stop his long-winded prattle? Unfortunately for him, Ada had dealt with too many customers who’d tried the same.
“Why did you bring me here, Your Grace?”
“Now, now. Let’s not waste my cook’s work.” He pulled a thick silken rope that hung beside the window, and in the distance, a tiny bell chimed.
Several servants swarmed into the room, crowding the table with trays of food that made Ada’s mouth water despite how she’d grown used to the fineries of Tamir’s manor. There were pork pies, fish-shaped pastry parcels that steamed from gill-vents, buttered scones, red jam tarts, and tiny round cakes topped with cream. But unlike at Tamir’s manor, there wasn’t excess food. Everything was sized smaller than usual, and there were four of each. If Ada ate half of all on offer, it would likely fill her belly but not uncomfortably so.
“Please, do help yourself,” Goldaxe said once the last servant had left.
Out of respect for Goldaxe’s cook, Ada plated one of each savoury item. Goldaxe seemed content to let conversation rest while they ate, and despite his wolfishness, he didn’t study her like a predator might a grazing animal. He was busy eating his own share. It was no surprise. His cook was a master of her art, and Ada couldn’t help having another round of everything before moving to the sweets. She devoured two of each of those as well.
Ada was just finishing the last cream-topped cake when Goldaxe rang the bell. Servants quickly tidied everything away, and one returned with teacups and a steaming teapot. The teacups were so delicate, sunlight near pierced them, highlighting that they lacked the gold rims most expensive tea sets boasted. Ada was starting to wonder if perhaps Goldaxe wasn’t as bad as other elites, when she paused with the teacup almost to her lips.
“I can assure you it’s the finest tea available,” Goldaxe said, ignoring his own cup. “Perhaps a different scent to the teas you’re used to, yes? This uses dried orange zest.”
There was certainly a citrus scent, yet beneath that was something bitter, like burnt sugar. Ada had smelt it twice before. The first was from an abandoned house, where people left with glazed eyes. The second was in the home of an elite after a raucous party.
Ada set the teacup down, wishing she had her ethelid. “I’m afraid I don’t like oranges. They remind me of my family too much.” An utter lie, but she wouldn’t give Goldaxe any truths, especially not now he was trying to drug her. To what end, she wasn’t sure. A mild dose would make her crave the tea only he could provide. If it were stronger, he could smuggle her out of the city and later claim it was her choice. At least she could be sure the food hadn’t been drugged. He’d eaten as much as she had.
Goldaxe eyed the teacup. “I shall have something else prepared that will better suit your palate.”
“I’m not thirsty.”
“Nonsense. You must be quite parched after all that pastry and cake. How about something more relaxing like chamomile, or perhaps a lemon tea?”
“I thought you brought me here to discuss Rin, not sip tea like idle elites with nothing better to do.”
“Quite, quite. There’s much I could tell you. For example, I hear Prince Emmerik is on the move.”
“Who?”
Goldaxe leaned back, his eyes calculating. “My dear Ada, how do you expect to survive in Rin if you don’t even know the name of the empire’s firstborn prince? If you worked for me, I could ensure you were kept well informed.” As expected, he was trying to lure her away.
“You refuse to openly share information that could help our nation?”
“Before I need to, yes.”
“I can’t say I care what this Emmerik is doing. If it’s important, I’ll find out when it relates to my work.”
Fingers steepled, Goldaxe tapped his index fingers together. “Even if the rumours about him involve fire magic?”
Oh, he was good. He knew exactly what interested her. If he was better at hiding his lust for power, she might have fallen for it.
“I have no interest in magic I can’t access.”
“And if I could get you a fire ethelid?”
Ada forced her face to remain still, hiding how his words tempted her. He had to be bluffing. “If you had a fire ethelid and didn’t hand it over, I’m fairly confident the king would consider that treason. You seem rather attached to your head. It would be a pity to lose it.”
“You’re as clever as I expected. But there’s one thing I do have that I could share with you. The knowledge of who our dear Clara really is.”
Ada stood. “Your desperation is showing, Your Grace, and our time is up.” She walked away, certain she had nothing to fear from him.
“If life becomes too difficult and you change your mind, I’ll be waiting. I’d hate for you to end up regretting such an unfortunate decision.”
The threat didn’t ring as hollow as Ada expected.

    
  Clara,

I met a wolf today. How sharp are his claws?

Ada






  
  Chapter seventeen
Retaliation


Snow fell heavy the next day. Not in the beautiful, soft way shown in paintings, but the fierce way that drove even the most determined people indoors, including Ada. She paced about her sitting room for a time, unable to forget Duke Goldaxe’s threat. Clara’s reply had arrived shortly before the storm, and it bore only one word. “Very.” Perhaps Ada ought to have told Tamir, but he hadn’t sought her out, and she couldn’t forget he’d failed to protect one of his mages. What good was he to them? 
Before the madness of overthinking could set in, Ada strapped on her knives and went to the ballroom. There were a few hours before lunch, and she would drive out her worry with exercise. It had always worked when planning a break-in, yet the ballroom was silent save for the sound of her boots on the wooden floor. She missed the rowdiness of The First Ray.
Ada was halfway through a flurry of slashes when she sensed the door open behind her. She left her essen there a moment to sense the astia of the person walking in, then withdrew it out of politeness for a fellow mage, no matter that he hated her. Shukri’s astia was like a blustering snowstorm but grittier. A sandstorm. It certainly matched his personality.
“This is where I train,” Shukri said, holding the door open as if he expected her to leave.
Ada pointed a blade at him. “You don’t own this manor, prince. I was here first today, but unlike you, I’m willing to share.”
Shukri scowled, and Ada was sure he would stalk from the room. Instead, he closed the door and drew his blade. She’d seen it from a distance before, when he trained out in the meadow, but it was just as strange close up. The blade ran straight for a few inches then curved down and up like a flattened sickle.
“What kind of sword is that?” Ada asked.
Shukri scoffed. “A blade many Lokan warriors wield, you uneducated thief.”
“I was hoping for its name.”
“It’s a khopesh. Far better than those butchers knives you carry.”
“They suit me well enough.”
Shoulders drawn back, Shukri lifted the khopesh. “I’ll offer you a deal. Whoever wins a duel gets exclusive use of this room.”
Ada couldn’t help smirking. “You think because you’re a prince you can beat me?”
“I’ll beat you because I’ve trained with this weapon since I was a boy. First to draw blood wins.”
“No magic.”
“Obviously.”
“Then it’s a deal.”
Shukri sprinted across the room, faster than Ada had anticipated despite his lithe form. She lifted her blades, and he ran his khopesh across both, pushing them towards her. Once Ada’s right blade was free, she swiped at him, but he was already gone, stepping out of range as he twirled his khopesh. It seemed an immature flourish, until the blade’s inner edge caught Ada’s knife like a hook and pulled it aside. He swung a fist at her right arm. The move caught her so off-guard, she didn’t think to strike with her left blade. His punch landed on her wrist, sending a jolt of pain up her arm, and her grip loosened enough for Shukri to tear her knife from her grasp. It flew across the ballroom.
“Mind you don’t damage Tamir’s floor,” Ada said. “By the way, I’m left-handed.” She struck his khopesh hard, knocking it aside. Before he could bring his blade back across, she advanced and punched him in the face. Her right hand was weaker, but connecting with his nose was enough.
Shukri dropped his khopesh and cupped his nose, though not fast enough to hide the blood dripping from one nostril. “You bitch.”
“Didn’t anyone dare punch a prince in Loka? Mercenaries taught me to go for any weakness, and people do get precious over their noses. If this was a real fight, you’d be dead.”
“You cheated.”
“You never said the blood had to be drawn with a blade. Don’t worry, it’s not broken. I can tell without needing my essen.”
Shukri wiped his bleeding nose on the back of one hand and retrieved his blade. For a moment, Ada thought he might demand a rematch, but he sheathed the khopesh. “Fine. I’ll find somewhere else to train.” He stormed off towards the door.
“Wait. We should train together.” Ada almost hated herself for saying it.
One hand on the door, Shukri froze. “Why?”
“You were trained by royal guards, I was trained by people with real combat experience. We could learn a lot from each other.”
Shukri’s eyes narrowed, as if he studied her intentions. It was the first time Ada had seen any kind of princely air about him. “You’re serious about honing your skill?”
“As Tamir pointed out, it’s a good backup to magic. And it focuses my mind when it runs away with a thought.”
“Is that why you were training today?”
“Yes.” She wasn’t ashamed to admit it. All of them had too much to think about.
“Tell me of your meeting with the duke while we clash blades.”
Surprised and a little impressed by Shukri’s insight, Ada retrieved her other knife. They were soon exchanging blows, and Ada let her thoughts flow from her mouth. Shukri said nothing as they fought except to correct her technique. But when they stopped for a rest, he frowned at the window.
“Goldaxe will make small moves at first,” he said. “Test the water, as you Asoreans say. If he can get away with that, he’ll push harder until he gets what he wants.”
The first move came at lunch. Everyone was already there when Ada and Shukri arrived, including Tamir. Ada expected him to raise a brow at them arriving together, but he stared through an empty wineglass and tapped the table with one finger. Though he hid his trembling well, Ada noticed it when she and Shukri took the seats closest to him.
“What has he done?” Shukri asked Tamir.
Tamir glanced between Shukri and Ada. “We are no longer permitted to buy produce from the king’s hot house. Someone has secured exclusive rights.”
Quinn gasped. “No more lemon tarts?”
“We buy far more than lemons from the king,” Tamir said.
“Time to build our own hothouse,” Laith said. He sat a little closer to Tabitha than usual. Ada had eaten in her room the night before, too angry at Goldaxe to think of anyone else. In truth, she was relieved that what happened on Embastern hadn’t come between Laith and Tabitha. They clearly had history she didn’t understand.
“But why has the king allowed it?” Quinn asked. Her bottom lip was practically quivering.
Ada exchanged a look with Tamir and sighed. “You’ll all find out eventually, so I may as well tell you now. Duke Goldaxe wants me to work for him instead of the crown. This will be the least of what he does to punish me for refusing, given he was willing to dose me with opium.”
“He what?” Tamir said, his eyes blazing.
“I smelt it in the tea.”
“The rest of you need to be wary. He may set his sights on you, or he may try to use you against Ada.”
It struck Ada then that such a ploy would work, even if Goldaxe targeted Quinn. They were all mages, and as much as Ada hated it, that alone was a bond she couldn’t ignore. And if something happened to Tabitha or Laith, or, gods forbid, Clara, it would break her all over again. It was too late to go back.
“What do we do?” Ada said.
“Bear it, for now,” Tamir said.
Quinn shot to her feet. “You expect us to bear the consequences of her actions yet again? Come, Sam. We’ll eat in my rooms.”
As ever, Sam followed her lead, but as he stepped through the door, he glanced back at Ada. It wasn’t anger in his eyes but pity. Ada didn’t want that either. Still, it was better than hate. Even Shukri watched her with concern rather than rage.
“Doesn’t this make you hate me more?” she asked him.
“I haven’t hated you for a while, thanks to Tamir’s constant reminders about how magic can manifest. I strongly dislike your life choices, but this? This is a wealthy man throwing his weight around. In Loka, no man would be permitted to act so.”
“And women?”
“Have more sense than to be so obvious.”
Ada had to smile. “I think I’d love to live in Loka.”
“A pity magic is reviled there.”
“Do you really think he’d come after us?” Tabitha said. Her voice shook, and for once, Ada understood why.
“He can’t do anything to you inside the compound,” Ada said, but she looked at Tamir. “Can he?”
Tamir shook his head. “There is a reason I stipulated I get to choose who works in these grounds. I trust every one of our staff.”
“What about Quinn?” Laith said. Everyone stared at him. “What? We all know how much she hates Ada. What’s to say Goldaxe won’t buy her off with something shiny? She’s a magpie.”
“She’s too cunning for that, and she hasn’t tried to harm Ada since I fell into that pit.”
No, she hadn’t, which was entirely unlike her. “You threatened to take her ethelid?”
“No,” Tamir said, lifting a hand to call for food. “I threatened to sell her jewellery.”

    
  Dearest Clara,

The wolf has made his first move. I assume he can intercept these letters, so I will remind him I lived off humble fare for years. I can do so again.

Can his claws reach you?

Your jeweller exclusively,
Ada

My dearest Ada,

While our wolf’s claws have great reach, I am the king’s guest. Let us not give the wolf the attention he craves.

Would you send me another drawing? Your sketches of jewellery designs are so precise yet elegant, I wonder what else you could turn your hand to. I have included a snack to encourage you. There should be a dozen small lemon tarts.

Sincerely yours,
Clara

Dearest Clara,

Unfortunately, no tarts arrived. I include a sketch of our wolf eating them.

Your jeweller regardless of missing bribes,
Ada

My dearest Ada,

Your sketch seems to have vanished, but I will content myself with imagining it. Strange, how our letters arrive intact. I wonder what the wolf hopes to gain from reading them. Given you are my jeweller, perhaps he would like a pair of pretty earrings. Maybe I shall commission you again.

Sincerely yours,
Clara

    
  The snow didn’t let up, and neither did Duke Goldaxe. Each day saw a new ingredient missing from their meals. He started with produce grown in other hothouses, like tomatoes and peppers, and only Quinn complained. But then the more expensive meats like beef and pork vanished from deliveries, along with honey, white flour, and other less basic fare. Soon, their diets would be no different to those of people with no wealth.
Ada didn’t mind the change in food. It alleviated a lot of her guilt about living like the elite. Perhaps she ought to have felt some responsibility for what the others were going through, especially as she and Clara had been goading Goldaxe with their letters, but they weren’t responsible for the man’s choices. If she wrote to Clara declaring a love for snow, would he take that away too? Being unable to go out and train was unbearable. Still, there was something she could work on other than terrible sketches of wolves.
One storm-darkened morning after breakfast, when Tabitha was following Laith out of the dining room, Ada caught her wrist.
“Let’s try your new ethelid,” Ada said. But Tabitha’s uncertain gaze flicked to Laith.
“Mind if I join you?” Laith said. Ada silently thanked him for saving her from another day of floating stones around her sitting room.
She took them to the ballroom, and Tabitha quickly made the transition to working with Ada’s pebbles instead of fabric. Laith tried cutting a hardened stone with his knife, but Tabitha’s magic outdid his. Her smile warmed the room, only to fall when Laith tossed the stone to Ada. Tabitha’s magic slipped away.
“This magic is more draining,” Tabitha said. “Or rather, it’s harder to move, like its heavier. Does that sound strange?”
“Not at all,” Ada said. “Every ethelid is different.”
“I’m not sure I can work this one.”
Ada flipped the stone into the air and caught it. “Even if I manage to hit the wall, my stones won’t do much damage. I need both of your help to have any chance of avoiding killing people.”
“What do you mean?” Laith said.
“Think about it. If we attack Rinnite forts near the border and make their defences crumble, perhaps they’ll decide not to invade.”
“Ah. You’ve heard the rumours.”
“What rumours?” Tabitha asked.
Ada didn’t want to worry her, but she deserved to know. “People are saying the Rinnite army is moving east. They’re going to attack Asorea or Yriah.”
“I… I’ll try harder.”
“I’ve seen how quickly you can shift your essen with your other ethelid. With practice, you’ll be able to track a stone. I know it.”
Laith took a step closer to Tabitha. “You’re a skilled mage. I wish you could see–”
The ballroom door opened, and Shukri strode in. He and Ada had taken to training together daily from mid-morning, but this was the first time he’d brought a buckler with him.
“Did you invite them to watch me bury you under a dune?” he said with a vicious grin.
The freshly cut hair on the back of Ada’s neck stood on end. She’d missed the excitement of training with a blade. “I thought Laith could set your nose if I break it.” She handed the stone to Laith. “You two keep practising.”
“Ready to lose, thief?” Shukri said.
“That shield’s a bit small, prince.”
“I have no need to compensate for the size of my manhood.”
Ada laughed, and behind, Tabitha gasped. “Careful, there’s a lady present.” She drew her knives and leapt into the duel.
Less than a minute later, she fell on her rear, stunned from a blow to the head with the buckler. If they were fighting for real, she’d have a nasty head injury. Shukri offered his hand to help her up, but she batted it away. As she was standing, Fawziyya arrived.
“Tamir wishes to see you, Ada,” she said.
“Is it urgent? I’m training.”
“Learn to fall down another day.”
Ada scowled as she sheathed her weapons, but she couldn’t fully suppress her smile as she walked out. Shukri and Fawziyya made her feel like she was back home being insulted by mercenaries. She shook the thought from her head and ran up the stairs two at a time.
A few minutes later, Ada stood outside Tamir’s door. This time, she knocked, and his essen swept out. The touch was brief enough it didn’t make her feel ill.
“Come in, Ada.”
She found him slumped in an armchair by the fire, one hand rubbing his jaw, the other loosely holding a letter. He stared into the flames. Ada shut the door and took the other chair.
“What is it?” she asked, nodding to the letter.
Tamir sighed. “I’ve been ordered not to tell anyone, but honestly, you all deserve to know. Rin is moving their army east. We don’t know if they’re coming for us or if they’ll turn south to Yriah.”
Rumours were one thing, but confirmation was something else entirely. Ada snatched the letter from Tamir. He didn’t try to take it back. She read it over and over, trying to find some meaning he’d omitted, yet it was exactly as he’d said. Every rumour was true, including that it wouldn’t be clear which way the Rinnite army would turn until they passed the Dragon Spine mountains come spring. She stared into the fire a moment before spying the curling remains of burning paper.
“What did the rest say?”
“That I really can’t tell you, but we’re to remain here and keep training. If you want your orders to be to take down forts, you’ll need to break through that stone wall.”
“I know that. What I apparently missed was you finally sobering. Have you spoken to Clara? She’d want to know.”
He was quick to look away. “I’ve seen her. She asked me to let you out the first day the snow stops.”
A butterfly woke in Ada’s stomach. “And will you?”
“Don’t get involved with her. It will only cause you pain.”
“Even if it was like that between us, which it isn’t, since when have you cared about me getting hurt?”
Pity filled his eyes. “I know you were alone for two years before coming here, but have you really forgotten what it’s like to be cared for?”
“I’m a thief and a killer. I’m not worth caring about.”
“But I do care about you, and so does Clara. Except she doesn’t have the perspective I do. You’re best off never seeing her again.”
Ada swallowed her anger. “I’ll be at the gate the first day with no snowfall. I hope you’ll see sense and let me out.”
Tamir’s sigh drifted out of the room behind her.






  
  Chapter eighteen
Cracks


The snow, it seemed, was a good excuse to stop Ada and Clara writing to each other. Ada’s letters were returned unsent, and none came from Clara. Ada didn’t know whether to direct her anger at Tamir or Goldaxe. None of the message runners would answer when she cornered them, beyond muttering that only priority letters were to move in the snow. It took all her willpower not to snap at them, remembering they were her sole means of getting letters to Clara. 
Every morning, Ada went straight to her window. The view disappointed her every time until, after a week, a cloudless sky greeted her. Dawn’s light warmed her face through the glass despite it being feeble from winter’s grip. It was another month and a half until Grenaforn would mark the spring equinox, but for Ada, it had come early.
Fawziyya hadn’t arrived, so it was good that Ada didn’t have an appetite. She rushed to dress and was at the gate in time for the morning shift change. She tossed her ethelid to a guard she recognised, who called for the gate to be opened. Tamir had seen sense after all.
It wasn’t until Ada reached the wood that she realised Clara might not be awake yet, let alone waiting for her. She went to Clara’s tree and climbed onto the same branch she’d spied Goldaxe from. It was almost three months since she’d last seen Clara, and waiting a little longer didn’t bother her. Or so she tried to tell herself every time she stretched her essen towards the castle.
Only a few minutes could have passed when she sensed another essen beyond hers. It withdrew a moment before she snatched her own back. Though she expected to meet Clara, she had no idea if the king was hiding other mages in his castle. She jumped down from the tree and hid behind it, pulling her essen close to mask her astia. Soon, boots crunched through the snow, and an essen swept around the tree.
“Is that lump you, Ada?”
At hearing Clara’s voice, Ada stepped into view. “I suppose I can’t hide from you now that–”
Clara dashed forwards and wrapped her arms around Ada, pulling her close. “I’m so sorry.”
Ada squirmed under Clara’s grip but couldn’t get free. “What’s wrong?”
“I should never have sent Duke Goldaxe.”
“Is that all? I thought we’d moved past that.”
“No, it’s not all. I’m worried you might go to war.”
There was such anguish in Clara’s voice, Ada couldn’t help putting her arms around her. “I’ll be all right. I don’t think the king will throw our lives away when there are so few of us.”
Clara’s shoulders shook a few times before she stepped back. Her eyes shimmered with tears stubbornly held back. “I know you can’t bring your ethelid out here, but I can help train your essen. And your ability to hide your astia could save your life in Rin, so let's work on that too.”
“I train every day. I’ll be fine.”
“But you don’t train with me. I’ve been out there, in Rin. They’ve got more mages, and they’ve been training for longer. They’ve probably got more ethelids too, what with how much land the empire has stolen. I’ve convinced King Wallace to let me out once a week. We’ll train together, so tell me everything you know.”
They spent the morning sitting in the tree, sharing the knowledge they’d been unwilling to put in writing. Aside from being able to feel other essens approaching, Clara could sense far more detail than Ada despite her range almost matching. She believed Ada could retain that much clarity too if she learnt to dull her other senses. Clara showed her how meditation could free her mind from distractions. They were so focused on what Ada was failing to ignore that they didn’t notice someone approach until snow crunched beside them.
“I had a feeling you wouldn’t come back for food,” a man said, who glared up at Ada. He held a cloth-covered basket, and his voice was familiar.
“Thank you, Volker,” Clara said. She gave him a sweet smile. “Pass us the basket and go away.”
As he lifted it, the furrows on his brow deepened. “I get it. Mage business.” The moment Ada had a sure grip on the basket, he spun on his heel and stormed off.
“He knows your secret?” Ada asked once Volker’s footsteps had faded.
“He does.”
“And is he always so rude?” 
“He’s seen everyone as an enemy since we survived the attack on the palace.”
Ada almost dropped the basket. “You survived the Massacre of Karreziah? How?” Everyone in Thellian knew of when the Rinnite army stormed the Belmennian palace and slaughtered everyone inside. Men, woman, children. It was brutal and ended the war in one night, regardless of rumours that a few survived.
Clara looked westward, as if she could see all the way to the land of her birth. “I survived because I was a coward. I let Volker hide me.”
“I was six then, so you were what, five?”
“Eight.”
“How can you call yourself a coward? You were a child.”
“I still should have done something. Of everyone in the palace, only Volker and I survived.”
“Did your family work there?”
“They died there, yes. But I still have Volker, and I owe him my life. I–” A sob cut off her words, and tears slid down her face. No urge to flee filled Ada, but she didn’t offer a hug either. Something in the way Clara turned away told her not to. Instead, she opened the basket and passed Clara a steaming pastry parcel.
“Here. Hot food will help.” She took one for herself and bit into it. It was the same as the ones Clara had sent with one of her letters. “What’s in this?”
“Goats cheese, chestnut, and mushroom. It’s based on a Belmennian dish.”
“Can you bring these every time we train? They’re delicious.”
Clara laughed and wiped away her tears. “I’ll see what I can do.”
They spent the afternoon training Ada’s ability to hide. Whenever Clara found Ada, she helped her shift position to better match the shape of her environment. Becoming a lumpy root was best in the wood, but Clara seemed convinced Ada could pass for a boulder in the foothills of Rin.
All too soon, the sun began to set, turning the air to ice. Ada was already struggling to ignore how the chill nipped at her toes like a mouse in her boot. And Clara’s boots were too fancy to provide much warmth.
“How long have your feet been numb?” Ada said.
“A while.”
“You should have said.”
Clara’s expression turned stern. “Training you is more important. You’re smart, Ada. You understand magic at its heart. The king doesn’t realise it yet, but he’s going to need you. Only a fool would send you to war so soon.”
“What other choice does he have?”
The sky stole Clara’s gaze. “Let other people die until you’ve had more time.”
“If I have more time, so do Rin’s mages.”
“Then you’re content to be fodder for war?” Flames licked her words now.
“Of course I’m not. But I also have no choice.”
“I could get the king to let you leave here with your ethelid.”
Ada blinked. “Who are you that you can do that?”
“Just someone with the king’s ear.”
“He’d never let me keep my ethelid, and it’s too much a part of me now to leave behind. Could you give up yours?”
“You know I couldn’t. It’s been in my family for centuries.” Clara picked up the basket and started walking away, but she stopped and looked over her shoulder. “We train the first day of the week. Every week.”

    
  Ada didn’t think there was much more she could do to train her essen. Clara proved her wrong. Week after week, Clara pushed Ada to stretch her essen further, meditating first so her other senses wouldn’t distract her. Their letter exchanges resumed, through which Clara pestered Ada to meditate daily. As much as Ada hated to admit such a simple thing could help, it did. The improvement was slow but steady, like it had been before she’d had an ethelid to distract her.
Thanks to Clara’s training, Ada’s ability to magic stones around also improved. Splitting her magic didn’t exhaust her the way it had. Her speed with casting increased, and when she shot stones in quick succession, it was almost as if she released them at the same time. But no matter how her essen strengthened, she couldn’t bring a stone wall down if she couldn’t hit it.
Huddled in her stone fortress one grey morning, Ada tested her current limit for splitting her magic. She had a least a foot to go before reaching the wall. Holding the magic there was like keeping a bow drawn for far longer than it would take to aim and release. Sweat beaded on her brow, but she pushed the magic further. Then further again. She strained against her body’s limits, yet no headache came, only aching weariness. With one last push, she shoved the magic to the wall. Her vision wavered and an ache grew behind her eyes, but she’d done it. Her essen was touching the wall. She released the magic.
The stone struck the wall and shattered, leaving a mark barely larger than the pebble had made all that time ago. Ada shot another stone, only for the same to happen. She needed more power. Thinking about how Tabitha and Laith shifted the density of their essens, she tried leaving just a thread of her essen on the stone. It fell to the ground.
Growling in frustration, Ada grasped the stone again and pulled the magic away gradually until it fell. The stone needed at least a third of the magic to remain in the air. Using a pebble instead, Ada found she could pull far more of the magic away. With as little magic on the pebble as possible, she pushed the rest to the wall. It was far more draining to send extra magic away, and after only a few moments, she had to release the pebble.
A crack rang through the air, and fragments of stone flew everywhere, forcing Ada to duck behind her arm. When she lowered it, she found a piece of the wall the size of a teacup was missing. Ada grinned and did it again. She’d just made a sixth dent when she sensed Laith and Tabitha approach. Laith entered the training area and whistled low.
“This is impressive,” he said. “Rinnites won’t stand a chance.”
Bile rose in Ada’s throat as a flash of Karim raced through her mind, blood slipping from the hole in his head. The hole she’d made. “I want to focus on tearing down Rin’s fortifications. But I need Tabitha’s magic.”
Laith pulled out his ethelid and grinned. “And mine.” He picked up a stone, which narrowed to a point on one end. Ada took the stone. His magic was still on it, keeping the point sharper than any arrowhead. Splitting her magic was no different, yet the crack was louder, and they all had to lift their arms as stone rained down. When it cleared, they stepped forwards to examine the hole. It was only a fraction deeper.
“This stone is too soft,” Ada said.
“Let’s try with mine,” Tabitha said. Despite how her magic had improved, it slipped a moment before Ada’s stones struck the wall. The hardness faded so quickly, it was no different to using the stones without Tabitha’s magic.
Determined to fight a war against structures not people, Ada dragged Tabitha with her the next time she went to train with Clara. After introductions, they jumped straight into finding the problem.
“Show me your essen’s range,” Clara said.
Ada and Clara followed Tabitha’s essen with theirs. Tabitha’s reach only encompassed a few trees around them, but she frowned and rubbed a temple.
“Is the distance uncomfortable?” Clara asked.
“No. But there’s so much foliage here. I don’t know how you reach further without becoming overwhelmed.”
“Hold your essen there and tell me about what I touch.” Bending down, Clara touched a daffodil.
“It’s a flower with a trumpet, and there are dewdrops on the petals.”
“You can relax now. Ada, how could you miss this?”
Ada stared at Tabitha, trying to ignore how powerful Clara looked with her hands on her hips and a slight crease between her brows. “You’re right, I should have realised she can sense so much detail. No wonder you struggle, Tab. Is it always like that?”
“Yes. It’s why I started using threads of essen. Even then, I’m partially aware of what’s going on around me.”
“Are you thinking what I am?” Ada asked Clara.
“An innate ability to always be alert, using so little essen we can’t sense it. But why?”
“A traumatic experience,” Ada said before Tabitha could feel pressured to explain. “Just as I learnt to mask my astia when I was desperate to hide.”
“You can do that?” Tabitha said. She looked somewhere between shocked and impressed.
“I can, but don’t tell anyone. Tamir hasn’t earnt the right to know, so I don’t want it getting out.”
Clara sighed. “You still haven’t made amends?”
“How can I when he utterly fails to protect us? Half the milk we get now is already soured. His solution is to buy goats. Anyway. We need to help Tabitha. It won’t be long before the snow melts on the Dragon Spine.”
“You should come weekly, Tabitha. I’ll teach you to meditate like I did Ada.”
A tiny snort of laughter escaped Tabitha. “Ada meditates?”
“She does.”
Ada rolled her eyes. “It’s a useful tool.”
Smiling, Clara stepped closer to Ada. “You really do hide your true self from them don’t you,” she whispered. “If only they saw the side I do.”
“I hardly show you anything different.”
“But you do, my jeweller. And I love that. When you meditate, you look so peaceful. I wish you could know such peace your entire life.” She retreated, and Ada missed her warmth.
As the three of them practised meditating, a stubborn thought refused to leave Ada’s mind. It was true she spoke to Clara about her life before the ash plague, which she avoided with the others. Why had she let her guard down with Clara, who rarely shared anything about herself? All Ada really knew was, whenever she was with Clara, she wanted to share everything there was to know – jeweller, thief, and mage.

    
  Dearest Clara,

Do I really look peaceful when I meditate? I expected myself to be frowning the entire time.

Your jeweller,
Ada

My dearest Ada,

I tell you no lies. When you meditate, it’s like all that’s happened since the ash plague falls away. I can imagine the carefree girl you were. Would I have found that version of you as engaging in conversation or did that sharp edge I so adore only come about through your pain? I can’t help but feel selfish for writing that, but I know you value honesty.

Sincerely yours,
Clara

Dearest Clara,

Who can really say how I would have been if the world hadn’t fallen into the shadows? But I do believe Asorea’s restriction of women dulled my edge. In that old world, part of me would have always felt trapped by my womanhood. I only wish I didn’t have to lose so much to gain my freedom in that regard.

Your jeweller,
Ada

    
  After weeks of Tabitha learning to focus on one point of her essen, her ability to track Ada’s stones improved. Her range increased too, now matching what Ada’s had been when she arrived. Grenaforn passed, and midway through spring, cracks began to appear in the walls of Ada’s training area. Telling old damage from new became impossible, and Ada could no longer avoid Sam and Quinn.
On a sunny afternoon, Ada’s mood was stormy as she crossed the meadow to Sam and Quinn’s area. They ignored her. Too curious about their methods to simply walk away, she watched them train. They were pitting their skills against each other as Tabitha and Laith did. An obelisk Sam had raised to half his height grew a few inches, only to lose them to Quinn’s magic, over and over. Ada quickly grew bored.
“I need your help, Sam.”
He cursed her as the obelisk retreated to the ground, and Quinn clapped in dainty victory.
“What do you want, thief?” he said.
“I need you to repair the walls of my training area. Daily.”
He turned to face her fully, his muscular arms folded across his chest. It was a wonder he maintained such bulk without working a forge. “Why would I want to help you?”
“Because when we go to war, we’ll be fighting on the same side.”
“War?” Quinn said, stepping up beside Sam. “What war? The Rinnite army turned south. A pity. I’d hoped to use you as bait for my pitfalls.”
“And where did you hear that?”
“The few suppliers we have left, no thanks to you, are quite keen to gossip. Of course, only an idiot would believe everything they say. One of them said Yriah plans to strengthen its position by marriage.” She laughed behind her hand. “Farcical. Our king has no suitable female relatives, and Rin has nothing to gain from such a match.”
“There’s always Loka,” Ada said despite knowing arguments with Quinn never ended in her favour.
Quinn tutted. “Loka fears Rin. Their queen once suggested an engagement between one of her daughters and the Belmennian princess, only to renege on the deal. A few days later the Rinnite army, well, even you must know that part of history.”
“The Massacre of Karreziah,” Ada said quietly.
“So you’re not entirely stupid.”
Ada ignored Quinn and focused on Sam. “My training walls are cracked, and I want something sturdy to practise on.”
“You cracked it?” Sam said, his brows rising. “But–” Quinn elbowed him in the ribs and dragged him away to continue their obelisk battle.
Mind racing, Ada returned to her training area, where Tabitha and Laith waited. She passed them and picked up a piece of stone she’d knocked from the wall.
“What did he say?” Tabitha asked.
“Nothing much, but I’m fairly sure he won’t want Tamir inspecting this wall.” Ada magicked a pebble at the wall to break it and compared it with the piece of wall. “I should have known.”
“What is it?”
Ada passed Tabitha the pieces. “Look for yourself.”
After a few moments, Tabitha gasped. “The wall is far harder than the pebble. We should tell Tamir.”
“No. This is good. Now I know if we work together, we can damage even the strongest fortifications. The king can’t make us kill people if we can tear down defences instead.” Perhaps it was a fool’s hope to believe she could go to war and not kill, but she clung to that hope regardless as she trained.
Later, when they left to get dinner, Laith dragged behind. Ada glanced back, and he jutted his chin the way some men did when they wanted a private word. She sighed, wishing people would use words rather than expect everyone to know the correct interpretation of gestures.
“You go ahead,” she told Tabitha. “Laith wants to talk to me alone.”
“I think I know what it’s about. I’ll see you at dinner.” She walked on, and once she was beyond the treeline, Laith strode up to Ada.
“I need your help.”
“You were hardly subtle. What do you need?”
“It’s… Did Tabitha tell you I have a little sister?”
“Should she have?” Ada cocked her head, playing the fool in case Tabitha had said something she didn’t mean to while upset.
“No, I suppose not. I’m worried about her. Maisie. She’s only six, and our mother died when she was a baby. My father has never been a kind man. Even less since I…” He turned his gaze to the greying clouds above. “A merchant I used to know came by the manor today. He said my father’s business is in decline.”
“And you’re worried about how Maisie’s doing.”
“Could you take Tabitha and check next time you’re meant to train with Clara?” Worry filled his eyes, and Ada hated that she had to disappoint him.
“I can’t. I’m sorry, Laith.”
“But why? If you’re worried about Tabitha, I can draw you a map so she doesn’t have to go.”
“As selfish as it sounds, I’m worried about me. Goldaxe was willing to drug me. I wouldn’t put it past him to try kidnapping me the moment I step off Relgis. Can’t you ask Tamir?”
Laith ran a hand through his hair. “I was hoping for a more stealthy approach, so I know how my father’s treating Maisie behind closed doors. Tamir said he’d have to visit formally.”
“What about the servants?”
“He doesn’t want to order them to do anything that might get them deported. It has to be you, Ada.”
“If I thought I’d make it there and back without Goldaxe acting, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I had a sister who was ten years younger than me, and I would never want you to go through what I did. Has Tamir said you can’t go yourself?”
Laith hung his head. “There’s too much bad blood between me and my father. I think he’d kill me.”
“What happened?”
All emotion fell from Laith’s face. “I’m sorry for asking you to help. I’ll figure something out myself.” He strode towards the manor, a tear rolling down his cheek.






  
  Chapter nineteen
Jeweller


Tamir refused to act when Ada demanded he help Laith. She went to Fawziyya instead, who spent several days watching Laith’s family home. From what she’d seen, Maisie was well, but Laith was unable to accept that as truth, and his focus on magic declined with his mood. 
Ada’s own bad mood had nothing to do with Laith’s dour expressions, nor Goldaxe’s meddling forcing them to eat only basic fare. She couldn’t shake the feeling they were all entirely unprepared should the Rinnite army divert from Yriah to Asorea. Though Ada and the others had been improving their magic and learning other skills to help them survive in Rin, they still weren’t working as a team. There was little Ada could do about that, given Quinn’s attitude, but an idea kept circling her mind about how else to improve their chances.
Towards the end of spring’s second month, Ada sought Tamir in his rooms. Rather than moping by the hearth, he was in his study, which she’d never seen before. He sat at an ornate desk of black wood that stood before a window with a view overlooking the compound’s gate in the distance.
“I need to take our ethelids into the city,” Ada said.
“Our?” Tamir turned slowly towards her, one brow lifted.
“You can’t expect us to go to war clutching them in our hands. If we drop them, we’re dead.”
“I’m aware and have a plan. Was that all?”
“Have you forgotten I’m a jeweller?”
“Was.”
Ada wanted to scatter every scrap of paper on his desk. “I might not have worked as one in half a year, but I still know my craft.”
“That’s not the issue. I can’t let you into the city with an ethelid, and Goldaxe will pounce the moment you leave without one. Everything should have been arranged by now, but unfortunately I’ve yet to find a jeweller I can trust with this.”
“Trust me with it. I want to set my own ethelid at least.”
“We don’t know how ethelids might respond during the crafting process. I have a long list of experiments to run first and–”
“Bring me the equipment I need to craft jewellery, or I’ll scavenge what I need from the manor. I doubt Quinn will be happy when I steal her jewellery for gold.”
Tamir let out a long breath, as if he counted to ten in his head. “Give me a list. And you’re only to work on your ethelid. If you break it, I won’t give you another.”
Ada scrawled a list on what looked like an important letter. “I need it all.”
“I’ll see what I can do. And Ada?”
“What?”
“Happy birthday.”
What birthday could be happy without Elizabeth? To the shadows with him for reminding her what day it was. “Just get me what I need.”

    
  My dearest Ada,

A bird flew by and sang me a sweet song, yet I cannot help but think you would find it unwelcome. In my family, we gifted each other scent sachets to ward off creatures who might mean us ill. Even wolves know to stay away from gifts such as these. I enclose one for you of orange and cedar wood, a combination I have always found soothing. May it comfort you in the coming days.

Sincerely yours, always,
Clara

    
  The next morning, Fawziyya led Ada to a small room at the rear of the manor’s ground floor. The room was stuffy and smelt of old grease, but the sachet tied to Ada’s belt made it bearable. A small window high on one wall let in the only natural light and no air, and below it was a pockmarked workbench with jeweller’s tools laid neatly between lit lanterns. To the side of the workbench was a door, which led Ada outside to a lean-to that covered a furnace. It was far larger than the one she was used to, but she wouldn’t have to work it alone. Sam was there, already stoking the fire. He wore the contented smile of someone who enjoyed their work.
“I hope you’re not stoking that like you did the fireplaces on Embastern,” Ada said, crossing her arms. “Everyone thought the chimneys would catch.”
Sam didn’t look up. “Weapons aren’t all that’s made in Elbamir’s forges. I’ve stoked plenty of furnaces to the right temperature for gold. And you’ll need me to crank that,” he added, glancing past Ada to a rolling mill clamped to the workbench. “It’s the best Tamir could get at short notice. I’ve cleaned it up but it’s still stiff.”
“Why would you help me?”
“This forge has been here since before I arrived, and I’ve been itching to use it. You must know what I mean. Otherwise why’d you want to make the jewellery yourself?”
Ada knew exactly what he meant. Magic had distracted her from it, but she ached to use the skills she learnt from her father. “Let’s get to work.”
Returning to the workbench to get the gold, Ada stopped and stared at the tools. Tamir hadn’t sent servants out to buy them. They were hers. Well, all except the rolling mill – her father had mounted his to a wall in a somewhat permanent manner. She inspected each tool in turn, recognising every scuff from her days of learning. All this time, she’d assumed her former landlord had sold everything in her home when the lease expired. Had Tamir shipped everything to Varran? Gods damn him for giving her another reason to be grateful. She set the thought aside and got to work.
Once the gold was melted and reformed into a rod, Ada cut lengths for a signet ring and had Sam roll them to the thicknesses she required. He stood nearby, watching as she hammered the band pieces into shape on a mandrel. Despite her daily weapons training, her arm began to ache. But while her muscles had lost their knack for the craft, her mind hadn’t. It was as if she’d last made a ring yesterday.
Sam rolled two small sheets of gold, and Ada used a fine-toothed piercing saw to cut her design into them. It had taken her a long time to decide what to feature on the sides of her ring. What should grace a signet ring belonging to a mage who was once a thief and a murderer? Ada hated the king too much to use Asorea’s royal stag, and a delicate jewellery hammer lacked the power she wanted to represent. However, there was one thing Ada could relate to, which, like her, brought stone under its command. She was the sapling that pushed its way up through cracks in the harsh ground, plunging its roots deep to find the nourishment to grow. One day, perhaps, she would be a mighty oak, and should she fall, she would crush her enemies on her way down.
“What’s that meant to be?” Sam asked, peering over Ada’s shoulder. She kicked his ankle to make him back off.
“It’s an oak leaf, you uncultured cur.”
In truth, without details the leaf looked like a puddle. Ada took up her small hammer and chisel and added definition little by little. It was the finest work she’d done, and she held her breath every time she struck the chisel to lengthen the leaf’s delicate veins.
At one point, Sam disappeared. If he’d reminded her it was time for lunch, she hadn’t heard. Hunger had more sense than to bother her while she worked. Her craft was all-consuming, and she didn’t notice when Sam returned. All she knew was he was there when she finished shaping the sides and set her tools down. He stepped forwards to inspect her work.
“I knew you were a jeweller, but I never realised you had this much skill.”
“Don’t judge it until I’m done. Do you have any skill with solder?”
“Not for something this delicate.”
“Get a charcoal fire going.”
While Sam set about making a fire with concerning eagerness, Ada got the setting ready for her ethelid, carefully measuring with strips of paper. She didn’t dare cut the ethelid to a better shape, and fearing it might shift if she used a claw setting, she settled on a bevel, though she hated making them. One slip of the hammer, and all her work could be undone. Or worse, she might destroy her ethelid.
Piece by piece, Ada fitted the ring together. With each step, her heart grew lighter with excitement. She hadn’t thought anything except magic could make her feel that way again, and she was glad to be wrong. Even a mage needed a hobby.
Once she’d soldered the setting to the band, Ada returned to the workbench and sank the ring halfway into a pot of cooling wax. With the ring held fast, she pressed her ethelid into the setting and readied her square-tipped bevel pusher. But as she held it to the setting’s edge, she froze.
“What is it?” Sam asked.
“One mistake and I might never use magic again.”
“Tamir probably has another ethelid you can use.”
“Do you really think the king would let me go unpunished for breaking something so valuable?”
“He let you go when you broke a prince.”
Ada didn’t bother scowling. She took a steadying breath and began pressing the bevel to secure her ethelid, working little by little. She was almost done when an essen swept across her hand. The bevel pusher slipped and sliced across the ethelid.
“What in the shadows, Sam?” Ada shouted, rounding on him. Despite how much bigger he was than her, he shrank back against the wall.
“I’m sorry. I wanted to get a better sense of how the metal shifts in such delicate work. Is your ethelid scratched?”
Muttering under her breath that she’d kill him if it were, Ada peered closely at the ethelid. There wasn’t a mark on it. That meant her ethelid was harder than emerald. Curious to the point of foolishness, Ada picked up her chisel.
“What are you doing?” Sam asked, pushing off the wall.
“I want to know just how tough these ethelids are.”
“You do all this and then decide to try breaking it?”
“Are you afraid it might be dangerous?”
Sam settled back against the wall. “I think you ought to be afraid of what the king will do if he hears.”
“Better I find out now than when I work on yours and Quinn’s ethelids. They’re far more useful to him.”
With Sam silenced, Ada placed the chisel’s tip on her ethelid and tapped it lightly with her hammer. Once again, the ethelid was unmarked. She raised her hammer high, and Sam rushed towards her. Before he could catch her wrist, she swung the hammer down hard.
The chisel skidded sideways, gouging the bezel, and flew across the workbench. Sam dragged Ada away and pushed her arm up behind her back until she dropped the hammer.
“Tamir’s going to be furious,” Sam said without easing the pressure on Ada’s arm.
“For what? Use your eyes. There’s not a mark on my ethelid.”
Sam shoved Ada aside and went to the workbench. His shoulders stiffened. “Tamir still needs to know.”
“Then tell him. I don’t need your help again today.” She stayed where she was until Sam stalked out of the room. His interest in her work had made her forget they couldn’t be friends. Not when he was so smitten with Quinn. When she was sure he wasn’t coming back to wrench her arm out of its socket, she got back to work.
Rather than fixing the gouge, Ada made it a feature, smoothing out the edges and adding some matching marks. Six gouges in all. Anyone religious might mistake the marks as a representation of the six gods – gods who would call mages evil. In truth, Ada believed as Tamir did that there were six elements of magic. Perhaps one day she would see more than earth and fire.
When Ada finished polishing the ring, she realised it was dark outside. Who had refreshed the lanterns? She would make a poor mage if she continued to let herself become so focused on a task that she didn’t notice people come and go. If she wanted to survive war, watching her back needed to become second nature.
At least she’d solved one potentially lethal problem. She slipped the signet ring onto her right index finger. It wouldn’t slip off in battle, yet it was loose enough she could turn it with her thumb if she needed to use her ethelid while wielding a blade in her dominant left hand. She tested her magic on a stone outside and found there was no change.
More than a little pleased with her work, Ada went to Tamir’s rooms and shoved the door open. He sat at a table by a window, sipping tea while staring outside.
Not taking a seat, Ada set her ring on the table. “Does this meet your standards?”
“Has it affected your magic?”
“No.”
Tamir glanced at the ring. “Fine work, but I expected nothing less. There’s space around the setting for an inscription. You should have it say ‘I am the shield.’”
“What in the gods’ names is that meant to mean?”
There was a small clink as Tamir set his teacup down. “It would serve as a reminder. Even if you have to kill someone in war, you are not a weapon. You are the shield that stops the enemy reaching those who have no defence.”
“Why are we still training for war?” Ada said, sitting in the other chair. “Once Rin attacks Yriah, it could be years before they regain enough strength to come for Asorea. Why can’t we explore what magic can do beyond combat? Sam could make flawless roads across the nation, and Quinn could excavate an entire mine in a week. So why? Why are we stuck training to fight against Rin when their focus is elsewhere?”
“Even I am beholden to the wishes of your king.”
“Then let us be led by someone with the willpower to stand against him.”
“You think I lack willpower? I stood against my own queen, and it got me exiled. If I didn’t lead you, do you think you’d have the freedoms you possess now? He would keep you locked in cages like dogs trained for the hunt.”
Ada shrank back. “He thinks so little of us?”
“Religion has long been the power behind monarchs and emperors. The Order of the Six believes magic is evil, and had I not fled to this country, determined to learn more of magic, they would have killed you all.”
“You’re not my saviour. If you hadn’t come to Asorea, I’d never have learnt I’m a mage.”
“In your line of work, you would have come across an ethelid eventually.”
“Even if I had, I’d never have been put in the position I was. I’d never have…” Ada heaved a sigh. “I don’t want to kill again. If I’m sent to Rin, it will be buildings I destroy.”
“Real combat isn’t so simple.”
“What would you know of real combat? You were a scholar.”
“If you tried to flee, would your king simply let you go?”
The sorrow in his eyes told Ada enough. He’d fought Lokans while fleeing. Worse, the prince he loved had fought his own people. But Tamir’s guilt changed nothing.
Determined she wouldn’t use her ethelid to kill, Ada returned her ring to her finger. “If we have time before Rin is done with Yriah, can’t we train for combat while also exploring the good magic can do?”
“I doubt the king will let us sit here in peace much longer. He’s been muttering about using the six of you as saboteurs.”
“All of us? We’re the only mages he has.”
“A fact I have reminded him of, although he doesn’t know about my magic.” Tamir balled his fists. “He no longer listens to me as he once did.”
Ada tried to ignore the shard of fear attempting to lodge itself in her gut. As much as she wanted to deny it, she relied on Tamir to protect her from the king. “Goldaxe is turning the king against you to get to me?”
Tamir shook his head. “It’s gone beyond that. If the king decides to discard his mages, Goldaxe can take you all, even if it has to be in secret. I fear he’s in league with the Warden.”
“Get rid of us officially, and the Order will turn a blind eye in return? Why does Goldaxe want us at all? What more power could he need?”
“It’s not about power. It’s about fear. Think, Ada.”
She stared out of the window, as if she could see all the way to the King’s Road. “If mages make soldiers redundant, he loses his power because while the army essentially works for him, we don’t.”
“Precisely. We cannot let magic fall under the control of dukes. They would tear the country apart to gain the most powerful ethelids.”
“What can I do?”
“All I need you to do is keep training.” He picked up his tea, then set it down again without taking a sip. “You won’t be able to leave the compound anymore.”
“What? I’m safe as long as I stay on Relgis, and you told me to train. I train with Clara.”
“That’s no longer possible.”
“Why?”
“I can’t tell you.” He picked up his tea, sipping at it, and resumed watching clouds pass. Clearly, he was done with the conversation. Ada wasn’t. She stood and slapped his hand, sending the teacup flying from it to shatter against the window.
“Why can’t she meet me?”
“Because she’s leaving.”
It took all Ada’s effort to stop her knees buckling. “When?”
“I don’t know.”
“If it’s not now, why can’t I see her?”
“Because the king won’t permit her to leave the castle, which I highly suspect is Goldaxe’s attempt to lure you there. And before you ask, I can’t tell you where she’s going or why. If I did, the king would kill me, you, and probably the others too. He doesn’t trust mages, Ada. He tolerates us because we might be useful, but he’s as likely to get rid of what he considers an internal threat as he is to use us against an external one.”
“I thought he wanted our power for when war comes. Has he forgotten Rin will have mages too?”
“Suddenly you want to go to war?”
Frustration rippled through Ada’s muscles. “I know what a mage could do to civilians. And I know how many soldiers would die trying to kill a mage.”
“It seems the king is convinced arrows would suffice.”
“Doesn’t he understand our essens?”
“He doesn’t care to. I’m sorry, but the king’s command stands. You will remain in the compound. I won’t risk everyone’s lives over your infatuation.”
“It’s not like that between us.”
“Whatever it is, don’t get yourself killed over it.”
Ada backed towards the door. “If this was her choice, she would have told me. I’m going to go out and wait for her. She’ll come, I know she will.”
Tamir sighed and got to his feet. “I was worried it would come to this. Fawziyya.”
A side door opened, and Fawziyya stepped out. She held a thin piece of wood like a flute. Or a pipe. Wishing she had pebbles with her, Ada fought her instinct to dive sideways as Fawziyya lifted the pipe to her mouth and blew. Her essen was ready and followed the tiny needle that flew towards her. When she was sure where it would hit, she dodged. But Fawziyya blew again and again, shooting too many needles for Ada to dodge. One lodged in her arm. Almost at once, the world began to blur.
“Fuck you, Tamir,” Ada managed to slur as she fell sideways onto a sofa.
Tamir leaned over her. “This is for your own good.”






  
  Chapter twenty
Caged


The first thing Ada became aware of was a throbbing band of pain around her head, made worse by the glow of lanterns. The next was that she wasn’t bound. She leapt out of bed, briefly noting she was in her own room, and ran into the sitting room, where she made for the hallway. Halfway across the room, she stumbled to a stop. 
The door was gone. In its place was stone so smooth it must have been magicked by Sam. At its foot was a small gap just large enough to push a tray through, like the one sat there now bearing congealed food. Ada wouldn’t let Tamir make a prisoner of her again. She spread her essen, looking for loose stone, and reached for her ring.
It was gone.
With a cry of rage, Ada ran at the former doorway and threw herself against it. She regretted it the moment she collided with the stone. Pain radiated across her shoulder, and she staggered back. There was only one thing she could do. She pushed her essen through the hole and reached out, hoping to find a friendly astia. Instead, she found Tamir’s.
“I can’t let you get yourself killed,” he said.
Ada kicked the tray out. “You can’t keep me in here forever.”
“I only plan to keep you in there until you come to your senses.”
“The king is sending my friend gods know where, and you expect me to do nothing?”
“He’s not sending her anywhere. It’s her own choice.”
“I don’t believe a thing that comes out of your traitorous mouth.”
“Perhaps by morning you’ll have calmed down.” He was gone before Ada could think of a suitable insult to hurl after him.
Ada stormed across the room to a window and hauled it open. There was nothing attached to the wall she could use to climb down. Even the brickwork had been magicked smooth. She thought about throwing herself out, but the drop would probably kill her. As far as she knew, Tamir wasn’t hiding any healing ethelids. If such magic existed, he’d have saved Karim.
With few options remaining, Ada went to the hearth and looked up the chimney. Sam had been there too. The small flue in her bedroom was also blocked. Checking the bathroom, Ada found the drainage pipes were far too small for her to fit through. The small mirror in there and the larger one on her dresser were gone, a clear sign Tamir was mistaken about where her mind might go. What else did he think she might use if she’d decided to do that? She ran back to her bedroom and threw open the chest at the foot of her bed. Her weapons were gone.
Ada returned to the sitting room and started pacing. In taking her ethelid, Tamir had reminded her he could give and take her power like it was nothing. But to her it was everything. She’d grown so used to having magic, she felt naked without it. He may as well have hacked off a limb.
The longer Ada paced, the more determined she became. She would get her ethelid back and never let anyone take it from her again. Not Tamir, not the king. No one. But to have any hope of getting her ethelid back, she would need to hide her hate for Tamir come morning.

    
  The moment Ada’s breakfast appeared the next morning, she took the tray of brown bread, nuts, and dried fruit to her table. There was no butter, but she couldn’t be sure if that was Tamir’s punishment or Goldaxe’s. She would have ignored the food entirely if she didn’t need Tamir to believe she’d calmed down. After managing to eat half, she pushed the tray into the corridor and sat beside the former doorway. Tamir didn’t leave her waiting long.
“Will you let me out?” Ada said.
“Will you promise not to go to the gate?”
Agreeing would be too obvious a lie. “I’ll try distracting myself with training.”
“Perhaps tomorrow.” Tamir pushed a book under the stone door. “I thought you might be bored of the books you borrowed from the library. This is one of my favourite Lokan adventure stories.”
Ada wanted to throw it at his face. “I didn’t think you’d enjoy fiction.”
“Sometimes it’s nice to escape into another life.”
Later, when boredom gripped her, Ada started reading Tamir’s book. Annoyingly, he had good taste. Only when the darkening room dragged her back from the desert did she get up to light the lanterns, her heart clamouring to know if the heroine would reach her sister in time to save her from a dastardly prince. Ada fell asleep before she found out.
When dawn’s light woke her, she dove straight into reading. The heroine was about to cut down the prince in an act of revenge when a knock at the bedroom door made Ada jump. Given the outer doorway was stone, she hadn’t thought anyone would come in.
“Go away, I’m reading.”
A chuckle drifted through the door. Tamir’s. “I’m glad you liked it. I’ll come back later.”
“No, you’ve ruined the mood now. Give me a moment to dress.”
Ada pulled on a shirt and trousers, and the moment she stepped out of her room, Tamir’s essen leapt to her. She gritted her teeth, forcing herself to bear feeling smothered as he checked her hips and her boots, clearly checking if he’d missed hidden weapons when converting her rooms into a prison. When he withdrew, she joined him at her small table, where breakfast had been served.
“Thought I’d stab you the moment I saw you?” Ada asked as she sprinkled dried fruit over her porridge.
“I believed there was a small possibility.”
“I’m not an idiot. If I hurt you, I’d never make it off this isle alive. I probably wouldn’t make it out of this room.” Ada stretched her essen through the wooden door, now back in place. Sure enough, Fawziyya stood in the hallway. “I assume Fawziyya isn’t the only one trained to take us down.”
“Correct. If one of you turned against the king, it would not go well for everyone else.”
“Nice to know you have such faith in us.”
“You proved my precautions necessary.”
“I was hardly going to kill the king.”
“I wasn’t sure what you would do to stop Clara leaving, considering how attached you’ve become.”
Ada took a sip of water, trying to control her temper. Failing, she slammed the cup on the table, sloshing drink over her breakfast. “She’s my friend and understands the nuances of magic better than anyone else here.”
Tamir sighed and set down his cutlery. “Eventually, you’ll understand why a friendship with her was destined to hurt you, even if she stayed.” He went to the door and looked back. “Stay in your room a while longer and I’ll see about letting you train.”
It took every ounce of Ada’s willpower to stay away from her door. She finished the book, paced, picked up another book, which couldn’t hold her interest, and paced some more. Time dragged. It seemed like an entire day had passed by the time her lunch arrived, courtesy of Tabitha.
“I didn’t realise Tamir had employed you as a maid,” Ada said.
“I thought you might want some company.”
They ate steamed fish and wilted greens in silence, but Tabitha kept fidgeting. When Ada was full, she decided to put Tabitha out of her misery.
“Whatever it is you came to say, say it.”
“I know you and Clara are good friends, but please don’t risk our lives to go see her. I’m sure she has her reasons for leaving.”
“Aren’t you at all worried? The king keeps her locked away in the castle, and now Tamir says she’s leaving. Why wouldn’t she tell us herself?”
“What do we really know about her?”
Ada fought her instinct to defend Clara. Tabitha didn’t know Clara was Belmennian, and it wasn’t Ada’s secret to share. “I know enough. She’s a good person, and this seems so unlike her.” She took a breath and let her rising temper ebb. “But, you’re right. She could have sent a message and didn’t. Maybe I never really knew her.” The words tasted bitter on her tongue.
Tabitha stared into Ada’s eyes, studying her, then rummaged in a dress pocket and held out her hand. Ada’s signet ring sat in it. Desperate to snatch back what was hers, Ada held herself still a moment before picking it up. She’d barely worn the ring the day she made it, but returning it to her finger felt so right.
“Tamir told me to decide whether to give it back,” Tabitha said.
That bastard. “Thank you. And my blades?”
Tabitha shook her head.
“At least I have my magic back. I’m going to go and see what it’s like using my ethelid on a ring. I could set yours into rings, if Tamir agrees.”
Tabitha lifted a necklace from beneath her dress, and Ada’s heart sank. Tabitha’s ethelids were nestled either side of a ruby in a golden setting. “Tamir had our jewellery made yesterday, but I don’t like keeping my necklace on show.”
“It’s beautiful, and you’re not powerless anymore. Shall we train together?”
Tabitha smiled, and Ada’s gut twisted at knowing how relieved Tabitha was. Would Tabitha ever forgive her for what she planned? Unlikely, but that wasn’t enough to change Ada’s mind. She begged a moment to fetch her jacket and tied an empty pouch to her belt.
Down at the training field, after stashing some stones in the pouch, Ada practised turning her ring to use it one-handed. Apparently, Laith, Sam, and Shukri also had signet rings, while Quinn had opted for an earring with a matching emerald one, the gems hanging in delicate wire cages so she could reach up and touch her ethelid. Ada had wanted to make Laith and Tabitha’s jewellery herself, and frustration made her magic sloppy. She still knocked chunk after chunk off the wall, with Tabitha’s help. Ada drank in that destruction, knowing it would be the last time they worked together. Tabitha didn’t seem the sort who could forgive a friend for betrayal.

    
  That evening, Ada did her best to act normal. She ate dinner with the others, and when she went to bed, she let herself drift off to sleep. But she did so with her essen on the door. As she’d hoped, she woke the moment it opened. Strange though, how she had to consciously place her essen before sleeping for it to alert her to anything. She still had a lot to learn.
Even without her essen, Ada would have recognised Fawziyya’s light footsteps as she took a few steps into the room. Ada kept her breathing slow and even. Fawziyya soon left, shutting the door behind her, and went to lie on a sofa facing Ada’s room. It was fortunate Tamir couldn’t risk angering the king by hiding mages amongst his servants – Fawziyya had no essen to wake her should the door open. Still, Ada wasn’t stupid enough to believe getting past her would be easy.
Once Fawziyya was deeply asleep, Ada got dressed and tied the stone pouch to her belt. Though she’d let her thieving skills rust, believing she no longer needed them, it would have been easy enough to disable Fawziyya in her sleep. Yet despite how betrayed Ada felt, she didn’t want to harm her friend. She took a deep breath and eased the door open.
The hinges were silent. She paused a moment, her essen on Fawziyya’s heart. The breaths of sleep could be faked, but Fawziyya’s pulse was slow and steady. She was certainly asleep. Ada slipped out of her room and closed the door behind her.
Moving in a low stance, she worked her way to the first of the sitting room’s rugs in the hope it would muffle any creaking floorboards. She positioned herself behind one of the sofas so it could act as a barricade against Fawziyya’s darts. Only a fool would think Fawziyya was like the mercenaries who guarded wealthy homes. No, Tamir had chosen Fawziyya to protect the world should Ada go rogue. She would wake far easier than any mercenary in Felgen.
The rug and sofa ended together, leaving a gap before an armchair and another rug slightly beyond that. Ada kept her eyes on the door. Her essen was enough to watch Fawziyya. She was almost behind the armchair, when a floorboard let out a low groan.
Ada held herself still as Fawziyya’s breathing hitched. Her hand twitched, moving an inch closer to the pipe at her belt. Ada waited, eyes on the door as her thumb brushed against her ethelid. It was all she could do not to sigh in relief when Fawziyya’s breathing settled back into sleep’s steady rhythm.
Agonisingly slowly, Ada made her way towards the door until, at last, she stood before it. Her stomach was practically in her mouth as she turned the handle. The door didn’t open. Of course it would be locked. What a fool she was for not stealing some of Quinn’s hairpins. But a thought entered her mind. All the hairpins did was push the lock’s pins into place.
Ada reached hand and essen into her pouch and searched amongst the stones, careful not to let them clack together. She pulled out two. One was long and slim, perfect for applying tension, while the other was a tiny pellet. She magicked the pellet into the lock and slotted the other in behind it, then focused her essen on the pins.
Despite all Ada’s training with Clara, she still found delicate movements of her essen tricky. The pellet kept pushing on more than one pin. Moments slipped by as Ada refined her essen’s motions, applying them to the art of lock picking. One by one, the pins lifted, and the lock turned. Ada eased the door open and came face to face with Laith.
“Ada, you–”
She clamped a hand over Laith’s mouth and shoved him backwards until she had him pinned against the wall opposite. “Keep your mouth shut or you’ll wake Fawziyya.”
She didn’t remove her hand until Laith gave a small nod. After glaring at him a moment more, she shut the door and dragged him along the hallway until they stood in the shelter of the spiral staircase.
“I just need to check Clara’s okay,” Ada said. “I won’t do anything that–”
Laith caught her by the shoulders. “We have to save her.”
“Clara?”
“You were a thief. I need you to steal her for me.”
Ada backed out of his grip. “Are you drunk? You’re not making any sense.”
“My sister. I know I don’t deserve to be in her life after what I did, but they’re hurting her. I have to save her.”
The pit of Ada’s stomach fell away. “Tell me what happened.”
“A message came for me after dinner, and I’ve not been able to sleep. I have to do something.”
“Laith, calm down. What message?”
“Someone saw Maisie in the window, bruises all over her face. She’s only six. She’s got no way to defend herself. How could he–” His voice cracked. “It’s my fault. My father has hated her since my magic scarred her face, cut her tongue so she struggles to speak. I did this to her.”
Despite Fawziyya’s investigation finding Maisie to be well, Ada couldn’t ignore the certainty in Laith’s words. Bile rose in her throat. How could a father harm his own child? Someone had hit Elizabeth once, thinking her a thief. That day something had woken in Ada, a beast that wanted to kill anyone who hurt her sister. After Elizabeth died, the beast had slept to save Ada from going mad with grief and anger. It was waking now, lips raised in a snarl. Bloodlust rolled into the air with its breath. She wanted to soothe it, remind it she had her own task that night. But she couldn’t.
“Do you have a plan?” she asked.
“I don’t even know how to get off this damn island.” Laith’s shoulders sagged. “I’m useless.”
Ada’s mind worked through all the ways they might leave. If she forced her way off the island, the king would have her killed before she could reach Maisie. But she was a thief once, a shadow in the night. She could be one again.
“You’re not useless,” she said. “You’re exactly what I need to get off this island.”






  
  Chapter twenty-one
Once a Thief


Flat on her belly, Ada cursed the cloudless sky. The moon was a day past full, bright enough anyone could have spotted her and Laith crawling across the gap between the wood and the south section of wall. That was, if anyone cared to look. There were less guards away from the compound gate, and the few atop the wall seemed to find the city a more interesting view. 
Little faster than a snail, Ada led Laith to the foot of the wall, midway between two guards atop it. There were no steps onto the wall inside the compound, and though that part of the wall was built before magic returned, Quinn had smoothed it at some point. Even if there had been places for Ada to grip, she doubted Laith would manage such a climb. They needed a ladder.
Ada opened her pouch and magicked out a stone. “Keep this sharp.”
Laith didn’t ask why. His magic worked fast, and the stone soon had a razor edge. Not daring to touch it with her hands, Ada used magic to guide it to the wall. After a few attempts, she managed to carve a chunk out of the wall, which she caught before it could thud on the ground.
“You’re going to climb up there?” Laith whispered.
“No. We are.”
The night was so quiet, she heard him swallow. To his credit, his magic didn’t waver as she carved more footholds. Between them, they managed to catch all the pieces of stone, though Ada had to use magic to slow the higher ones so they didn’t break their fingers. Soon enough, they had their ladder. Now all Ada needed to do was clear a path.
“Wait here,” she said.
Ada scaled the wall, stopping just shy of the top, and used her essen to check the position of the guards. The two in range leaned on the battlements, facing the city. Ada wanted to check the river-moat for patrol barges, but she couldn’t pass her essen through the wall and pushing it over and back down was beyond her ability. Her only choice was to use her eyes.
With as much stealth as a huge cat, she pulled herself up and crept to the battlements, tracking the guards with her essen. She bit back a curse as she peered between two merlons. Watchtowers overlooked the river from the far bank, each with a blazing fire pit that illuminated half a dozen archers positioned around it. Worse, two barges moved along the river, one with the current, the other using oars to fight it. With their differences in speed, they were going to pass each other in front of the nearest watchtower.
A plan sparked into life. Ada returned to the walkway’s edge and looked down at Laith, who, fortunately, was staring up. She beckoned to him. He made it up the wall quicker than she expected, and they were soon both watching the barges.
“Can your essen reach the closest one?” Ada whispered.
“Not from this height.”
Ada pulled out two stones, her entire hope resting on them. One shot might go overlooked, but two wouldn’t. There would be no third chance. “Sharpen these, then climb halfway down and wait.”
He nodded, and she lifted the stones with magic for him to sharpen. The edges dulled as he released his ethelid, but it left the stones pointed like spearheads.
Once Laith was safely hidden, clinging to the wall like a lizard, Ada set her eyes on the barge closest to Relgis. It was at the edge of her range thanks to the wall’s height. She’d not shot a stone half that distance before. Trusting her ears to tell her if the wall guards moved, she focused her entire essen on the first stone, letting the other settle at her feet. She split her essen and pushed half to the barge’s hull a few inches beneath the water. Her vision swam as she released the stone. It flew true and cut into the hull, but not through. The water had slowed it. She needed more power.
The barge was quickly moving beyond where Ada could reach. She lifted the other stone, this time pushing most of her essen down to the hull. Her entire body fought against stretching her magic so far, and she leaned against the battlements, mouth clamped shut against her roiling stomach. Black spots danced across her vision. But she didn’t need to see. The moment her essen touched the hull, she released the stone.
It flew so fast, she wasn’t sure it had passed through the hull until there came the groan of splitting wood. Shouts went up from the river, but Ada was already climbing down the wall. As she hoped, the wall guard to her left ran past, joining the one to the right. They were far enough away she could sneak back up without being seen. She gestured for Laith to follow, and they moved a short way along the wall before studying the mess she’d made.
One barge was sinking, while the other tried to take on guards before the water could swallow them. Both barges had dropped their anchors. Above, the archers watched, unable to help their fellows. Ada might have felt guilty, but she’d only put them at risk of what she was about to do herself.
“I hope you can swim,” Ada whispered to Laith. She unfastened a long rope from her belt, glad she’d thought to grab it on the way out, and tied it around a merlon. After she tugged it to test the knots, Laith pulled it harder. He nodded his approval and was over the battlements before they could argue about who would go first.
Ada was a shadow against the battlements as her essen followed Laith down to the water. Rather than swim for the far bank, he waited, clinging to a gap in the mortar. She hurried down after him. Her chest tightened as she slipped into the icy water, and she held fast to the rope while her body recovered from the shock. The rope. By the gods, she couldn’t leave it or they’d never have time to rescue Maisie before the king sent his men after them.
Ada pulled a stone from her pouch and let it fly before the cold could ruin her focus. Laith sharpened it a moment before it struck. The rope snapped, and Ada used a brick to pull herself beneath the waterline, hoping Laith would do the same. He was under by the time the rope slapped the water. If anyone looked their way, Ada couldn’t tell. Everyone was beyond her range. She held herself under as long as she could, but with her chest threatening to heave, she rose and sucked in a breath. Trying not to think of the river’s width, she kicked off the wall and swam.
The current took Ada away from the barges and tower, so she cut a diagonal path to the far bank. Her progress was slow. She hadn’t swum in years, and never in such deep water. She was only halfway across when the next watchtower loomed ahead. It stood where the moat met the main river. Fearing the current would pull her into that swifter water, Ada ripped the stone pouch from her belt and swam straight for the bank. Except, no matter how hard she kicked, the bank didn’t get closer.
Her strength spent, Ada couldn’t fight the river. More than once, her head went under, driving her to kick harder, yet her legs were as heavy as stone. She managed to break the surface long enough to draw in a breath, then icy claws dragged her down.
She was a mage, and this was how she would die? No. Unwilling to drown, she pushed her essen out and found Laith upstream. His essen reached back as hers faltered. Fire burned in her chest, and darkness wrapped around her. She’d asked for help too late. If only she’d chosen to go to Clara that night.
Arms wrapped around Ada, and in a heartbeat, she was on the surface. Thank the gods Laith could swim. He towed her towards the bank, and once they were out of the water, hiding between reeds, she lay on her back until her breathing slowed.
“I thought you could swim,” Laith said.
“So did I.”
Laith wiped some mud off his coat. “I wish you had your knives. Going through the warehouses is the quickest way to Skyrae bridge, but we might run into thieves.”
“I’m the only thief with an essen. And we have our ethelids.”
After cleaning their clothes, wringing out as much water as they could, they crept further up the bank and darted into the nearest alley. Ada’s essen checked ahead and Laith’s watched their backs, but while the shadows masked their passage across the city, Laith’s anger was plain as day. His hands kept curling. He probably wanted to run to his father’s house and start throwing punches. Ada couldn’t blame him, yet they needed to keep their wits about them.
Eventually, they came to Skyrae, a huge, ancient bridge tall enough in the middle for ships to pass beneath. South of Relgis, there was no other way to cross the river. Ada might have stared at it in awe had she seen it any other day, but she focused on her essen as they crossed. Her range allowed them to sprint short distances through the city’s main residential area, until they came to a wealthy part where mercenaries stood outside tall townhouses. Finally dry, Ada and Laith walked past as though they belonged. The mercenaries barely glanced at them.
Laith led Ada down a side street, where they crouched in the shadows of some crates. “How will we get past my father’s guards?”
“There’s no we from here. I’m going alone.”
“I can’t just–”
“We can’t go in there, fists swinging. This is a theft. There’s not a chance you’ll stay calm enough, and you walk like an ox. Now, give me details.”
The muscles in Laith’s jaw worked, then he sighed and told Ada what she needed to know. She studied the building across the main road, where he’d lived until his magic emerged. The house was narrow with three floors, and there was nothing she could use to climb up to Maisie’s window in the middle of the top row, even if the road weren’t teeming with mercenaries. Two guards stood by the front door.
“There’s a courtyard garden around the back,” Laith said. “It might be guarded.”
“It’ll be easier than trying to go in the front.” Ada didn’t have much of a plan, but she knew one thing that couldn’t aid her this time. She handed Laith her ring, surprised to learn she trusted him with it. That didn’t stop her feeling sickeningly vulnerable. “It would go very badly for us with the king if I’m caught using this against his people. Or accused of using it.”
“You don’t stand a chance without it.”
“I’m a thief, remember?”
“You were a thief, over six months ago.”
“Let’s hope my body remembers thieving better than it did swimming.” The joke fell flat, so she left Laith in the shadows and returned to the main road.
Although Laith’s father had once been a successful merchant, he clearly couldn’t afford the upkeep on his house. Paint over the brickwork peeled, and weeds sprouted from cracks low on the walls. Then again, perhaps he had the wealth but spent it all on guards. Ada planned to show him what a waste of coin his mercenaries were, whose weapons were too clean and unmarked to ever have seen use.
Ada strolled along the road, acting as if she were patrolling, and went down the first alley she came to. Beyond it, she doubled back behind the houses, her essen stretched ahead to the courtyard garden of Laith’s old house. Two guards stood outside the gate, their eyes heavy with sleep, but there were no astias in the garden. Ada split her essen and examined the gardens either side as she approached. The closest had an animal pacing around at the end of a chain. The other was empty, the gate ajar. She passed the guards, whose eyes didn’t leave the hedge opposite them, and slipped into the empty garden.
Crouched behind a large potted bush, Ada pushed her essen through the windows of both houses. The few astias she sensed were unmoving on beds. Ada stayed there a few minutes, her essen studying the guards. Not once did they turn to check the garden. Using the plant pot as a step, Ada pulled herself up and over the wall, landing silently in the garden where Maisie should have spent sunny days. There were no toys, no signs a child played there.
Ada crept to the back door and tried the handle. It was unlocked. Were the guards overconfident? Or was this something else entirely? Ada stiffened. She knew better than to doubt Fawziyya, even after such betrayal, but she’d let her friendship with Laith sweep her up in his emotions. She kicked a pebble across the garden. It skittered quietly, but the guards should have at least glanced over their shoulders.
Choices never seemed to go Ada’s way. Breaking into Tamir’s home, going back to learn more, letting people into her heart only for them to… She sighed. Her choice now had nothing to do with Laith but that little girl who was only a year younger than Elizabeth had been when she died. Ada would have done anything to save her sister, and if there was any chance the message to Laith had been true, she couldn’t ignore it. She opened the door and gave herself to the shadows.
Embers glowed in the kitchen’s hearth, which Ada might have welcomed before she had her essen. Now the light was an annoyance that could give her away. Still, she doubted she’d find anyone except guards awake. As she passed through the kitchen, she spied a knife block on the side and carefully slipped a paring knife into her boot. She didn’t want to risk killing anyone with a larger weapon but neither did she want to be defenceless.
Pausing at the open kitchen door, she checked the way ahead. The hallway beyond was empty, and the first room to the left had three astias in it – ones she’d sensed through the window. She crept past, her feet soundless on the stone floor. Past two empty rooms was a staircase just wide enough for one person. Ada kept her feet to the edges of the steps, but they still let out quiet squeaks as the wood shifted. Pausing at the half landing, she pushed her essen ahead. There was no one to hear the stairs complain. Even so, she went slowly, wondering when a trap might spring.
On the last flight, she stopped shy of the top and checked ahead again. Still no astias. But as she crept along the hallway, a threadbare carpet muffling her steps, she sensed that one room ahead was occupied. It was Maisie’s room, and she wasn’t alone. Regardless, Ada had to continue. She wouldn’t let a six-year-old girl stay in an abusive home. Or one that associated with Goldaxe.
Pushing her essen fully into the room, Ada got a feel for the layout. Maisie lay in bed, her breaths slow and steady. The other person slouched in a chair by the window, facing the door. They weren’t asleep. In their hand was a squat glass, which they slowly swirled. Stealth was no longer an option. Ada slipped the knife from her boot and opened the door.






  
  Chapter twenty-two
Those They Protect


The man in the chair was dressed too finely to be a mercenary, and he wore no weapon. Even in the flickering firelight, Ada could tell his dark hair was greying and his skin was wrinkled. But it was his jaw and brow that caught her eye. Laith looked so much like his father, it almost took the edge off her anger. Almost. 
He took a sip of his whisky. “You’re not who I expected.”
“I’m taking Maisie.”
“Why would you take a healthy child from their father?”
Ada glanced at Maisie, and her stomach dropped. The girl wasn’t gaunt. She had no bruises. The only mark on her was a scar that ran from the right side of her mouth to her jaw. It hadn’t healed well, pulling at her skin in places, and probably still hurt. Red scratch marks edged the scar.
“Laith did that to her,” he said. “Now she can’t speak, or won’t. Do you really think she’ll want to be with him?”
Ada dragged her gaze back to Laith’s father. “Laith had no control over what that spell did. He didn’t know magic existed. He was a victim too, yet you’ve cut him off from his sister.”
“She’s not his sister anymore. I struck him from my family register myself.”
“Then I’ll have the king undo it once you hand Maisie over.”
“You have no authority to take her. You’re just a thief and a murderer.”
A smirk lifted the corner of Ada’s mouth. “How much did Goldaxe pay you to lure me out here?”
“In truth, he planned to catch Laith and use him as bait. I wonder how much more he’ll pay for you.”
Ada lunged. Her knife was at his throat before he could move. He grinned and tossed the glass behind him, which smashed against the shutters. Maisie didn’t stir, but it wasn’t her Ada was worried about. She threw her essen past the shutters and to the ground, pushing her limits. The guards were gone.
“The only way you’re getting Maisie, girl, is by exchange. Go with Goldaxe without a fight, and Laith can have her.”
“Selling me out for gold is one thing. Exchanging your daughter for it is unforgivable.”
Ada pushed the knife against his skin, and a bead of blood rolled down his neck. Yet no matter how much she wanted to say no, to run from Goldaxe’s clutches, she didn’t. Maisie was a child. If someone had treated Elizabeth like an object to be traded, Ada would have done anything to save her. And agreeing to his ludicrous demand wasn’t the only option.
“I have a knife to your neck. You’re in no position to bargain.”
He laughed, as if he knew she was bluffing. “Kill me and the guards will make you watch them gut Maisie.”
“You’re not paying them well enough for that.”
“Who said I was the one paying them?”
Boots hammered on the stairs. Ada hauled Laith’s father out of the chair as the first guard ran into the room. He glanced at the knife and drew his sword anyway. The man she threatened certainly wasn’t the one paying him. As he edged forwards, three other guards followed, swords drawn, and went to Maisie. Her eyes opened, and she whimpered at the sight of their blades.
“I didn’t quite believe a mage would come without their foul magic,” Laith’s father said. “Yet here you are, using a blade like the rest of us mere mortals. Give up, girl. You’re outmatched.”
Maisie looked across at Ada, her eyes going wide. But not with fear. Something rushed from Maisie to Ada, who reeled as an essen – Maisie’s essen – wrapped around her. Then fire erupted in Ada’s belly. She’d missed Laith’s father reach for a dagger hidden at his back. Her hand fell away from his neck, and she fell to her knees, dropping the knife. Laith’s father kicked it away as she pressed her hands to the wound on her stomach.
“Take her to the basement and patch her up. Goldaxe won’t pay if she’s still bleeding.”
A guard grabbed Ada’s arm, leaving her to stem the flow of blood one-handed. Didn’t Laith’s father realise how deep his dagger had gone? Her strength gushed out with her blood. Maisie’s essen was on the wound, and despite the pain, Ada smiled. The girl was skilled, smart enough to teach herself to control that extra sense. And a girl like that deserved a chance to know magic. Ada wouldn’t let Laith’s father drag Maisie away when he inevitably fled the capital.
Ada twisted and sank her teeth into the guard’s wrist. He roared in pain, dropping his sword to grab her hair. It was too short, and he punched her in the ear instead. Dazed, she fell, unable to see or hear. The loss might have disoriented anyone else. But Ada was a mage.
Eyes closed against the spinning world, she immersed herself in her essen, becoming fully part of it as she never had before. It felt so right she could have shed a tear. She touched an essen thread on Maisie’s eyes, and that intelligent girl closed them.
Ada grabbed the dropped sword and sliced across the guard’s chest. She only meant to score his ribs, but she tipped at the last moment, sending the blade lower. Deeper. He fell beside her, hands pressed hard against his gut. Ada forced herself to swallow her guilt. She hadn’t meant to. She hadn’t.
Laith’s father backed away, and the closest of Maisie’s guards spun towards Ada. She ducked under the swing of his blade. Strength gone, she couldn’t have stood even if the floor hadn’t been slick with blood from her and the dying guard. Dead guard. His astia winked out like a snuffed candle. There wasn’t time for regret. The nearest living guard drew back to thrust, and Ada begged her muscles to find the reserves to throw her sideways. As she failed to dodge, more astias came up the stairs. Ones she knew.
The sword pierced Ada’s side but stopped an inch deep, the guard’s arm held fast by the rigidity of his sleeve. No, not just his sleeve. Pride swelled in Ada’s chest at Tabitha’s skill. She shuffled back, cringing as she slid off the sword, and leaned against the nearest wall with her hands pressed against her wounds. A moment later, Tamir strode into the room and ran a curved blade across the snared guard’s throat. When the guard crumpled to the floor, his astia gone, Tabitha ran into the room. Her hands quickly replaced Ada’s over her deeper wound. Laith came in next and took up the sword Ada had abandoned. With it held high, he stalked towards his father.
“Maisie’s a mage,” Ada croaked to Tamir.
“What?” Laith said.
“By the king’s order,” Tamir said, “this girl is now under my protection.”
The last two guards glanced at each other and backed away, setting their swords down. Laith’s father wasn’t as willing to comply. He lunged at Laith, dagger aimed at his eye. Laith froze. But Tamir was there, his blade slicing across the cur’s hand before he could hurt Laith. The dagger fell, along with some fingers. As Laith’s father dropped to his knees, cradling his ruined hand, Laith turned away and went to his sister.
Everything afterwards was a blur. The city guard arrived and arrested Laith’s father for attacking a mage. The mercenaries were released, but as Ada was carried out on a stretcher, she saw them dead on the street, their throats slit. A mercenary guarding another house was cleaning a dagger. Ada wasn’t sure if he worked for Goldaxe or Tamir.
Laith came up beside Ada and slipped her ring back onto her finger. “You’d better live, Ada, so I can spend the rest of my life thanking you.”
She passed out moments later.

    
  The world felt heavy when Ada woke. She was in a bed, sunlight warming her through half-open curtains, and someone was clinging to her. For a blissful moment, she thought it was Elizabeth. Then she remembered her sister was dead. Ada opened her eyes and found Maisie pressed against her, arm across her chest away from her wounds. Maisie wasn’t the only other person in the room. Tamir sat in a chair beside the bed, frowning.
“If it weren’t for her being a mage, your execution would have happened about now.”
“I pissed the king off that much?”
“You broke out, sank a barge, and killed a man. So yes. Even with Maisie being a mage, Clara had her work cut out saving you.”
“Clara? Not you?”
“She acted before I could, which left me free to fight for our little mage here. She won’t have to wield an ethelid. For now, at least.”
Ada looked back to Maisie. Though the girl’s skill with her essen was impressive, Ada couldn’t stand having a child cling to her. “Shouldn’t she be resting somewhere else?”
“She screamed whenever we tried to take her away. I’m surprised she didn’t wake you.”
“I can’t… Can you take her away?”
He nodded, and as he lifted her, Ada saw her grief reflected in his eyes. For her sake, he held a child that wasn’t one of those he’d lost. After Tamir took Maisie away, it wasn’t long before Ada fell back asleep. Mercifully, she didn’t dream of Elizabeth.
It was dark when she woke next, and she was again pressed beneath the weight of an arm. This one was heavier. It was strangely peaceful having a sleeping Tabitha hug her. Less so to have Laith asleep the other side of her, but he’d left a good distance between them. She looked at him, and his eyes opened.
“I’m sorry, Ada.”
“Why?”
“You almost died because of me.”
“Don’t be an idiot. I knew the risks.”
“He confessed to everything, to try to reduce his sentence. Goldaxe killed him on the spot, declaring such a liar has no place in this world. I think if he hadn’t done it, Clara would have. There was fire in her eyes.”
Ada’s chest ached at the thought of Clara taking a life, and she was almost grateful to Goldaxe for saving Clara from it. His act was a mercy for Maisie, who had less to fear with her father dead. But the girl could never escape being a mage, and the king would use any mage for war.
“Tamir’s holding the king back from Maisie for now,” Ada said, “but we need something long term. A written agreement about mages and their duties.”
“I’m sure Tamir will protect her.”
After how close Goldaxe had come to capturing her, Ada wasn’t so sure Tamir could protect them. “I’ll fight to protect her too.”
“You’ve already given more than enough for her.” He smiled, then closed his eyes and was soon asleep.
Ada lay awake, staring at the ceiling. It was nice to know Clara cared enough to save her from the king’s wrath. Still, she needed to find out why Clara was leaving. Even if that meant breaking out again.
But the next time Ada awoke, she found she had no need to plan another escape. Tabitha and Laith were gone, and though the room was dark, the early morning light held back by curtains, Ada couldn’t miss the burning astia beside her.
“I didn’t think you were such a fool,” Clara said.
“For saving a mage?”
“Don’t pretend that was why you broke out of your room.”
“You’ve spoken to Laith.” Ada didn’t bother making it a question. “I needed to know you’re safe, that the king isn’t forcing you to leave.”
“Leaving is my choice.”
Ada tried to shuffle up the bed into some semblance of sitting, but the movement tugged at her stomach too much. “Why didn’t you tell me yourself? I had to hear it from Tamir. You know how rocky my relationship with him is. You should have known I wouldn’t believe him.”
“I did know.”
“Then why?”
A soft sigh drifted through the dark. “Because I’m a coward. I knew if I saw you again, I’d waver. And I can’t allow myself to. Not for anyone. Not even you.”
Ada winced. “You couldn’t have written a letter?”
“I’m sorry.”
“If it’s your choice to go, I won’t stop you. I only want to understand why. You never mentioned leaving before.”
“You don’t know everything about me.”
“I don’t know your past, but I know you. You’re not impulsive. So why was there no hint of this in your eyes when we last saw each other? You’re acting like someone else.”
“This is exactly how I should be acting,” Clara snapped. Her tone was like a slap to the face, and Ada recoiled.
“I really don’t know you, do I?”
“You know me as I would be if I were free from the duty to my people.”
“Your people?” Before Clara could respond, clarity ripped through Ada. Clara had witnessed the massacre in the Belmennian palace. She’d survived. And there was only one person rumoured to have done that who might live under the protection of a foreign king. “You’re the lost Belmennian princess.”
“I wanted to tell you, but I swore to only reveal who I am if it’s to the benefit of my people.”
“Your people are gone, Clara. You’re living your life for ghosts.” Ada regretted the words the moment they tumbled from her mouth.
“They’re not dead. The empire calls them Rinnites now, but they’re still Belmennians, and they’ll fight for their freedom if I can give them hope.”
Slowly, as if she reached towards flames, Ada took Clara’s hand. “And you’ve found hope?”
“I have.” There was no joy in her voice.
“Tell me.”
“I’m to wed.”
Ada’s pulse thudded in her ears. It wasn’t jealousy filling her with rage. What she felt for Clara wasn’t like that. Not exactly. But the thought of Clara leaving, of her marrying… It was too much. “Do you love them?”
Clara let out a cold laugh. “How could I love him when we’ve never met? We’ve not even exchanged letters. Putting anything in writing was too risky, so we had envoys meet in secret.”
“Who is he?”
“The first prince of Yriah.”
Ada’s blood ran cold. “But Yriah is about to go to war with Rin.”
“Why do you think I’m planning this now? If we wed, if my people rise against Rin, Yriah might have a hope of surviving.”
“You could die.”
Clara pulled her hand from Ada’s. “It’s what any royal should be willing to risk for their people.”
“But…” What about me? Ada heard the selfishness of it before she could speak the words. “Would the king let me go with you?”
“That’s the first thing I asked when this arrangement was made. I tried everything I could to convince him. I even offered Belmennian royal treasures. The few I know how to find are enough to hire a legion of mercenaries. He still refused. I’m sorry.”
“It’s the king and that bastard emperor who should be sorry, not you. Never you.” Ada reached to cup Clara’s face, only to wince and lie back. “I wish you’d told me before.”
“At least now you won’t be such an idiot when I do leave.”
“And when will that be?”
“Even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you. The fate of my people depends on me arriving safely. But it will likely be months from now. Yriah and my envoy are sending out roots to search for Belmennian rebels. They won’t finalise everything until they’re sure I have something worth an alliance.”
“Can we see each other in the meantime, now I know?”
“No, I won’t risk it.” Her tone was cold and distant, turning her into someone else. A royal. “You mustn’t leave the compound again, and I can’t come here. This is the farewell I should have given you before.”
A knock came at the door a moment before it opened. Volker stood there, haloed by light from the sitting room. His timing was too perfect for him to have been doing anything except eavesdropping.
“It’s time to go,” he said.
Clara stood and kissed Ada’s brow. “Stay well.” She strode from the room, and she didn’t look back.
The tears took time to come. When they did, they wouldn’t leave. At some point, mercifully, Ada fell asleep. Her eyelids were swollen when she next woke at the sound of the door opening.
“I expect you’ll be wanting something to eat,” Fawziyya said and disappeared without waiting for an answer. She returned some time later with a tray of food, which she set on the bed beside Ada. There was a bowl of porridge and a piece of buttered bread.
“Is this how Tamir plans to punish me? I thought we could still get nuts and dried fruit.”
“This was a kindness on my part. Take a bite and you’ll see.”
Ada took a bite of bread, then ate a spoonful of porridge. She wrinkled her nose. Everything tasted like dirt.
“Grief does that to food,” Fawziyya said.
“Clara isn’t dead.”
“No, but grief isn’t only about life. You’re grieving the friendship you had, the kinship you’d found. Tamir didn’t tell me to sleep outside your door the night you broke out. I’d hoped to spare you the embarrassment of making your grief public, but it was Laith who saved you from that in the end.”
“I… Thank you for trying. I needed to see her and understand.”
“And now she’s come, has it made her departure easier to bear?”
“Actually, yes. I know she’s got a good reason. I know she doesn’t hate me.”
“Keep that close to your heart in the days to come.” Fawziyya returned to the sitting room, leaving Ada to think over everything as she pushed porridge around her bowl.
She’d come close to betraying her fellow mages, especially Tabitha, who’d asked her not to risk their lives by breaking out. It was only because Ada had ended up saving Maisie that she was forgiven. The sickening truth of it was, she’d have done it all over again if Clara hadn’t come to visit, even if it meant losing Tabitha’s friendship forever. Clara was something else in Ada’s heart. It was something more than friendship, something different to romance. It was above all that, and now it was gone. Ada tried to hold back the resurgence of tears, but they slid onto her pillow. 
Though her wounds had been closed and bandaged, they kept her in constant agony. The physical pain distracted her from the agony in her heart, and she drifted in and out of sleep, vaguely aware that night came, followed by day. Sleep’s grip was too tight for her to eat the simple food Fawziyya brought at mealtimes.
The next night, her sleep was fitful, her dreams full of guards gutting her while Clara watched with indifference. Something tugged Ada awake. Sweat plastered her clothes to her, and the world was blurred and distant, as if she looked up from the bottom of a pond.
“Fetch the royal physician,” Tamir said across her to someone.
“The king will never send him,” Fawziyya replied.
“Tell him his best hope of holding against Rin is dying from an infection.” Footsteps left, then Tamir took Ada’s hand in his. “You must live, Ada, or Maisie will forever think you traded your life for hers.”
How was it Tamir kept being the one to tell her to live? Strangely, the touch of his essen on her wounds didn’t sicken her. It reminded her Clara wasn’t the only one who’d fought the king for her. But more than that, she refused to let her death define Maisie’s life.






  
  Chapter twenty-three
What Makes a Family


Even after the king eventually sent his physician, Ada hung between life and death. The combined effect of grief and infection might well have killed her if she hadn’t broken her oath to never care about anyone again. Tamir was most often at her bedside in her waking moments, but sometimes it was Tabitha and Laith. Once, she sensed Quinn’s astia and tried to escape across the bed, until she woke and saw Maisie there too. She clung to Quinn, whose eyes were full of concern for the girl. 
Seeing Maisie while gripped by fever made Ada relive Elizabeth’s last days with horrifying clarity. Each time she woke from those nightmares, she could smell the sweat that had clung to her sister, feel it on her skin and soaking her clothes. She could still hear that last rasping breath.
In a moment of true weakness, when the memories were too much to bear, she wailed, only to find herself in Tamir’s arms. He was surprisingly gentle, and he shushed her as if she were a child, reminding her he’d lost his children to the ash plague. Did he have the same nightmares? Torn between wanting to hate him for failing to stand against Goldaxe and being grateful for all he’d done, she leaned into his embrace until peaceful sleep claimed her.
Ada didn’t know how many weeks of recovery and sleeping off her grief had passed when Tamir pressed a letter into her hand. It had taken him a while to rouse her, and he had to help her sit up so she could read the note.

    
  My dearest Ada,

Tomorrow is my birthday. The best present I could get is hearing you’ve got out of bed and eaten.

Sincerely yours still,
Clara

    
  “Why didn’t she write to me sooner?” Ada croaked.
“I expect she was trying to be kind, to let you move on. But she asks about you every day.” He left, and the room was cold without him.
Alone for the first time in weeks, Ada looked at Clara’s letter. She hadn’t known when Clara’s birthday was. She didn’t even know the current date. But she would find out, and she would burn Clara’s birthday into her heart. First, she needed to get up.
Technically, she had been getting out of bed. She had vague memories of Fawziyya shooing Tamir out and helping her onto a chamber pot. But Ada knew that wasn’t what Clara meant. If she could make it to the sitting room, it would be a start. Yet even that wasn’t as easy as it sounded.
Ada shuffled to the edge of the mattress and stood on shaking legs. She leaned heavily on the bed as she shuffled around it, and by the time she made it halfway she was panting like an old dog. Rolling across the bed might have been better, but given her state, she probably would have got stuck face down or flopped around like a fish on land.
Once she made it to the bed’s far corner, she sat staring at the distance between her and the door. It was only a few feet, but in that moment, it was like staring at a distant hill. If she got too tired halfway, she’d have to sit on the floor to rest, and she doubted she could get up again. She kept staring until she forced herself to think about Clara. What kind of birthday would she have, worrying about Ada lying in bed like some useless slob? No, Ada would make it to the door, then the sofa. She had to. For Clara’s sake.
Full of determination, Ada stood up and walked.
She made it three steps into the sitting room before she collapsed. The thud brought Fawziyya running from across the room, and she called for help. One of the ladies who sometimes brought meals came rushing in. She and Fawziyya got Ada to a sofa, filling her with shame. She was young. She’d been fit and healthy. She shouldn’t have needed their help. But she did.
“Thank you,” Ada said to the woman as she left. It dawned on her that she’d never bothered to learn the woman’s name. She hung her head. “I’ve let myself grow weak. I bet my magic is back to where it started.”
“Consider that your punishment,” Fawziyya said. “You can train your magic again.”
“I’m amazed Tamir didn’t take my ethelid. I’m sure he won’t let things go just because I reunited Maisie and Laith.”
Fawziyya pressed a bowl of simple broth into Ada’s hands. “As I said, consider your weakened state your punishment. Tamir believes it’s enough to teach you a lesson. Now, stop letting grief and guilt win. You’re a strong woman. You can get through this.”
A laugh bubbled out of Ada’s throat. “Strong? Why, because I survived the ash plague? So did everyone else.”
“Few Asoreans this far north lost people. Even in the south, not many were left alone like you were. Then you discovered magic, accidentally killed a man – a prince at that – and faced the king’s justice. You were thrust into a life you didn’t really choose. And even if someone else lived that exact life, it doesn’t cancel out what you’ve been through. It just means there would be someone who understood you. Eat.”
A tear rolled down Ada’s cheek and fell into the broth, sending a ripple across its surface. Fawziyya returned to pottering about the room. As Ada ate, her tears kept coming, and for once, she didn’t try to hold them back. By the time she finished eating, her cheeks were dry again, and some of the grey had lifted from the world.
“Will you make sure Clara knows?” she said. “That I’m up and eating.”
Fawziyya took the bowl, then brought over a tray of writing materials and set it on Ada’s lap. “Why not tell her yourself?”
Ada took up the quill, but it shook too much in her hand. “Will you write for me? Please.”
Fawziyya sat beside Ada and took the tray. “I would be honoured.”

    
  Dearest Clara,

I have no sachet to send for your birthday, but perhaps this news will lift your mood instead. I am out of bed, and I have eaten. I’m sorry I worried you and everyone else. Being so ill it… Forgive me. I don’t mean to make excuses, but you of everyone will know I like to explain my reasons. I have been lost not only to fever but to memories of Elizabeth. It was all so vivid, I couldn’t tell what was memory and what was real. At times, I wanted to disappear into those dreams so I could be with Elizabeth again. But it wasn’t her. She’s gone.

I will try harder to be grateful for what I still have.

Your jeweller,
Ada

    
  It took Ada’s strength a month to return, and the embarrassment of needing help for so long sank humility into her bones. Though recovered, she stayed in her rooms, unable to face everyone. There was some comfort to be had in the fact Clara replied to her letters, but the tone was more formal, the content impersonal. Once, Clara even commented on the weather.
“Aren’t you going to train your magic?” Fawziyya asked one day. They were sitting at a table by the window, playing a Lokan game Fawziyya had taught Ada where they moved dried seeds between shallow pits on a board, sewing and capturing them.
Ada captured one of Fawziyya’s seeds. “Could Tamir ask Sam to make me a stone room in here for training?”
Fawziyya heaved a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of the world. “I don’t think it would suit your room’s furnishings.” Pinning Ada with a stare, she captured five seeds without looking, winning the game. “You’ll have to leave eventually.”
“Why? I’m quite enjoying the hermit life.”
“Only because of the company I provide. Perhaps I should leave you alone for a week, see how you like cleaning by yourself.” Her gaze grew too piercing, and Ada looked out of the window.
“Now Maisie’s settled, I’m sure everyone’s remembered I planned to risk their lives to see Clara that night. They don’t come by anymore.”
“I believe given your turn in mood, they are giving you space. You’ve been like a hedgehog with them in the past, after all.”
“What should I do?”
“Stop moping and go to them.” Fawziyya packed the game away and left. Ada waited, hoping she’d come back, but when the sun reached its peak and no food arrived, it became clear Fawziyya wouldn’t return.
Driven by hunger, Ada made her way down to the dining room. Everyone stared at her when she opened the door. She froze, unsure what to say, but Tabitha walked to her and pulled her into a hug. Ada allowed the embrace for a while before wriggling free. So much time had passed, yet she still needed to face what she’d done.
“You’re not upset with me? Surely Laith told you he found me already out of my room that night.”
“Don’t you see? You could have gone to Clara even then. But you didn’t. You chose to save Maisie.”
“I want to be honest with you. I’m not sorry I broke out, but I am sorry I lied to you about it.”
“Then I think perhaps you’re beginning to remember what friendship is.”
There was a bang on the table, drawing Ada’s focus to Maisie. She sat between Quinn and Sam, a knife in her hand with the butt on the table. She set it down and started moving her hands in slow but sure movements. Ada’s heart sank.
“I’m sorry, Maisie. I never learnt to sign.”
Quinn scoffed. “Commoners and your lack of education.”
“You barely knew it either,” Shukri said. It earnt him a glare. “I can’t believe you don’t learn it as children in Asorea.”
“Most Lokans know how to sign,” Tamir said, signing at the same time despite Maisie being able to hear. It must have been to make sure she didn’t feel different. Other. Ada studied the signs Tamir made as he spoke. “I’ve been teaching Maisie and the others. You should join our lessons, Ada. For now, I can interpret.”
Ada took her seat at the table. “Were you asking me something, Maisie?”
“Why have you been gone so long?” Maisie signed.
“I’m sorry. I’ve been sad about someone leaving, and I thought I had to be alone while feeling that way. But I was reminded that friends aren’t only for happy times.”
Maisie jumped down from her chair and ran around the table. She threw her arms around Ada before stepping back to sign. “I was sad too. Now I have all these friends to play with. Thank you for–” She bit her lip, then turned to Tamir and made some more signs he didn’t interpret. He signed something slowly to her, and she repeated it to Ada. “Thank you for giving me this new family.”
Ada’s eyes stung, and she swept Maisie into another hug. For the first time, she realised what she’d really gained in choosing to stay in the compound instead of running from her crimes. She looked at Tamir over Maisie’s shoulder. With her hand flat, she put her fingertips to her chin then moved her hand out and down. “Thank you.”






  
  Chapter twenty-four
A Little Joy


After that meal, Maisie visited Ada often, and Ada did her best to smile for the girl. Yet whenever Laith came across his sister outside the dining room, he made excuses to leave. Maisie always watched him go with sad eyes. It was hard to witness, but Laith needed time to forgive himself. In his eyes, he’d stolen Maisie’s voice. If only he would realise Maisie was fast gaining a new one. She watched Tamir with determination during their sign language lessons, and she practised with Lokans every chance she got. Her enthusiasm was infectious. Ada started communicating with Fawziyya in only signs, no matter how hard it was. She wished she could say it was entirely for Maisie’s sake, but she’d come to a realisation. Mages could use sign language to communicate silently in the dark. 
As Ada’s physical strength grew, she returned to training her magic. The first time she lifted a stone from a pile, she quickly set it down again. Sweat beaded on her brow, and not from the warmth of the summer’s day. Her magic was in worse shape than she’d realised. Trying again, she clung to the magic until the stone was in her hand. The world spun around her, and she leaned back against the wall to ground herself. She’d barely closed her eyes when Tabitha and Laith arrived.
“Are you all right?” Tabitha asked.
“I feel like a dog past its prime.”
“You were alone when you learnt to do this before. Please, let us help you this time.” She smiled and squeezed Ada’s hand.
Despite how hard it was to use magic, Tabitha’s encouragement helped Ada push herself. Exhaustion gripped her by the end of the day, to the point she had to lean on Laith to get back to the manor, but there was no headache, and it felt good to have used magic again. Her mood slipped when Laith stopped by the manor’s entrance.
Quinn and Maisie were cutting sprigs from lavender growing in a border garden, and Quinn wore a genuine smile. The pair looked like mother and daughter. Ada glanced at Laith, wondering if the sight would upset him. But though his eyes were sad, he was smiling at Maisie for the first time since they rescued her.
Tamir wasn’t as happy with Quinn’s new role. At dinner, he reminded her she was a mage and insisted she spend at least two hours a day at the training field. From the next day, Tabitha spent those hours with Maisie, and Ada joined her, determined to prepare the girl for when she’d eventually be given an ethelid. They played hide-and-seek in the woods, much like Ada and Tabitha had with Clara. Although Maisie’s range was short, the rest of her ability almost matched Ada’s, allowing her to sense through wood and around objects. She’d probably used her skill to avoid her father. Ada didn’t want Maisie to know such fear again.
The days grew hotter, then began to cool, but that seemed the only change in the compound. Everyone had settled into a new routine with Maisie at its centre. She was a bright spark that even the most jaded souls couldn’t ignore. It hurt Ada at times to play with Maisie the way she once did with Elizabeth, yet it was already too late for her heart. Everyone loved Maisie, but perhaps none more than Quinn.
While Laith was Maisie’s brother, he was happy to step aside and allow Quinn to do what none of them could bear to. Discipline Maisie. It came as a shock to Ada that Quinn was gentle about it. If she could ever bring herself to overlook Sam’s commoner status, they would surely have their own children one day. But little by little, Quinn became a real mother to Maisie. Even Sam took on a fatherly role, of sorts. More than once, Quinn berated Sam at dinner for trying to teach Maisie how to work the forge.
One matter everyone continued to agree on was that Maisie wouldn’t be given an ethelid, even though she was growing curious about them. She was mature enough to understand Ada’s descriptions of how magic was used, but the moment she proved she could pull magic from an ethelid, she would become a weapon in the king’s eyes. No one wanted that for her, especially as Rin had pushed Yrian forces back through the lands long contested at their border. If Rin continued as they were, Yriah might fall before Clara had a chance to rally her people.
Unable to forget the threat of war, Ada pushed herself with training. Riding and survival skills first thing, followed by duelling with Shukri, then magic for every remaining scrap of time she wasn’t eating or playing with Maisie. She dragged Laith and Tabitha along as much as she could, determined to perfect combining her magic with theirs. Together, they turned her stones into projectiles more powerful than any siege weapon.
On the morning of Erimus, the autumn equinox, the walls of the training area fell. By midday, nothing was left except rubble. Ada cheered, and Tabitha hugged Laith before quickly embracing Ada instead. The day was one of celebration, but the moment was ruined by Tamir’s approach.
“Good work,” he said. “Now, hand me your ethelids.”
“What?” Ada practically growled the word, and even Tabitha glared at him. All it did was make the corner of Tamir’s mouth quirk up.
“You’ve worked so hard, I managed to convince the king to let you into the city for the harvest festival.”
“Even Ada?” Tabitha asked.
“Even Ada.”
“Won’t Goldaxe try to catch me again?” Ada said.
“Take your knives. You showed your skill with a blade well enough last time he tried to capture you. He knows you’re impossible to take quietly, and he’s not going to risk making a scene today.”
“Why not?”
“King Wallace demands perfection for Erimus. His favourite… companion enjoys the festivities.”
“I see.”
“What about Maisie?” Laith said. “I’m not sure our father took her out the past few years.”
“Her too. Though, I believe Quinn wants to take her.”
Laith’s shoulders sagged. “Oh. Well, Maisie would probably rather go with her anyway.”
Tabitha caught Laith’s hand, but she seemed at a loss for words.
“We’ll all go,” Ada said. “Together.”
Laith stared at her. “Are you sure?”
“I can be civil if Quinn can.”
“I’ll ensure it,” Tamir said. “I’ve also brought coin for you to spend.”
The three looked at each other and broke into grins. Though Ada’s heart ached as she handed her ring to Tamir, it couldn’t quash her excitement. She’d grown up hearing stories of the grand harvest festival thrown in Varran. For all she knew, this was her only chance to see it, and she wasn’t going to pass that up.
The coin purses were heavy, and as they walked to the compound gate to wait for the others, Ada examined the contents of her purse. What Tamir gave them could feed a starving person for weeks, maybe months. Guilt lashed at Ada. What right did she have to all that coin when people still starved?
“What’s wrong?” Laith said, looking back at her. She’d stopped without realising.
She wanted to say it was nothing, yet these were her friends. She didn’t want to lie even if it ruined the mood. “It feels wrong to have so much coin to waste.”
“He didn’t tell you, did he? The king takes offence when Tamir tries to help people directly. Last year, Tamir told us to use the coin as we saw best. We thought he’d be angry when we later told him we’d helped beggars.”
“But he didn’t say a word about it,” Tabitha said, “and we caught him smiling as he walked away. He knows us better than you think. He knows you wouldn’t be able to spend so much on yourself.”
“You should spend a little on yourself though,” Laith said. “After all, we could die defending this city.” He spoke the words with a smile, but his eyes were cold.
“We should spend some on Maisie,” Ada said.
“I’m fairly sure Quinn has that covered.” Laith nodded behind her, to where Quinn and Maisie walked hand-in-hand, with Sam a few paces behind. Ada’s heart broke for Laith. The trio looked like a happy family.
“Laith,” Tabitha said gently.
“She deserves a family. If they make her happy, that’s all that matters.” He strode to the gate alone.
“Shall we?” Ada said to Tabitha, offering the crook of her arm.
Tabitha giggled and looped her arm through Ada’s. “What a handsome escort you make.”
To Ada’s surprise, Shukri was waiting for them at the bridge off Relgis. Ada slipped Tabitha’s arm onto Laith’s and fell into step beside Shukri instead. Going over the bridge was like crossing into another world. Voices filled the air, as well as the city’s smells – good and bad. It made Ada realise how quiet the island was. There was life there in the city. But as they wandered down Goldcrest Avenue, past banks and lavish shops, Ada noticed something about them. They had none of the scars from rioting that all of Felgen bore. Ada’s fists curled, and it wasn’t until they reached the market square at the avenue’s end that she was able to relax.
Rich and poor mingled beneath garlands of flowers strung between the stalls, and golden sheaves of wheat stood wherever there was room. They were already threshed, stealing the beauty Ada remembered from those in Felgen on Erimus, before the ash plague made food scarce. Even now, three years later, people would risk stealing wheat in the middle of a city to feed their families.
Scents from food stalls wove through the air, setting Ada’s stomach rumbling. She followed the buttery smell of pastry to the edge of the market, where there were several stalls in competition, selling a selection of savoury pies and sweet treats. Everyone else, it seemed, had trailed behind her. Tabitha and Laith were pressed close together as they examined what the stalls had to offer, while Sam and Quinn took Maisie straight to one selling jam tarts. Having gone to a quiet stall, Shukri was already devouring a half-moon shaped pie. How odd it was to see a prince eating street food with greasy fingers. Ada chose a pastry with creamy sauce that coated flaky white fish. It was so delicious, she had a second one. Then she had a fruit scone with fresh strawberries and whipped cream.
Utterly stuffed, she sat on a straw bale and watched an open area where men and women danced. Many wore crowns woven from bright red and yellow flowers. Sam, Quinn, and Maisie joined the dancers, and with a grin, Sam lifted Maisie and swung her around, almost knocking over several people. Maisie giggled as he set her down, loud enough to be heard over the music. Laith took a step towards her. Shock and joy fought across his features, and it wasn’t until Tabitha took his hand that joy won. Maisie lifted her arms to Sam, and he swung her around for an entire song.
“Shall we leave them to it?” Shukri said, stepping up beside Ada.
“What do you have in mind?”
Shukri patted his coin purse, and that was all Ada needed to know. She followed him to the edge of the market.
“Won’t the king take offence to a prince handing out coin?”
“Unlike Tamir, I’ve been careful to keep my identity secret beyond Relgis. If he hears anything, it will only be that two men had more coin than sense.”
“Is that really how he sees caring for those with nothing?”
“Unfortunately.”
For a while, they wandered the outskirts of the celebrations, sharing coin amongst the beggars gathered there. Ada knew they didn’t want pity, but she couldn’t help feeling it. Anyone could end up in the same position if life decided to turn against them. She certainly would have if she hadn’t bucked tradition and learnt her father’s trade.
Around mid-afternoon, the joyous atmosphere dulled, and people began moving towards the northwest of the city. The thinning crowd made it easier to find the others.
“Where’s everyone going?” Ada asked.
“To the temple district to give offerings to the Six,” Tabitha said.
“Oh.”
“Do you want to go?”
“What did the Six ever do for us?”
Laith frowned, as if he would scold her for being blasphemous. “Can’t say I think much of them either. Why don’t we go across the river? I know a quiet tavern with a riverside garden. We’d get a good view later.”
“Later?”
“You’ll see.”
Maisie’s eyes lit up, but she signed nothing as she grinned at Ada.
The main roads were crowded with people heading for the temples, so Laith led the group along side streets, avoiding alleys. Tabitha glanced down a few, and each time, she stepped closer to Laith. Maisie watched her with curious eyes, until Sam picked her up and put her on his shoulders.
“Isn’t she a bit big for that?” Shukri said.
“For your scrawny frame, perhaps,” Quinn said, and she set a hand on Sam’s muscular arm. Ada and Shukri sighed together, then looked at each other and burst into laughter. With a huff, Quinn proceeded to ignore them entirely.
They managed to avoid most of the crowds, but they needed to cross the River Cassagor. Ada hadn’t had a chance to appreciate Skyrae bridge’s architecture while on her way to rescue Maisie. It was enormous, the arch of its white stone high enough that ships with full masts could pass beneath its centre, and the road was wide enough to allow four or five wagons to pass with plenty of room between. Yet the press of people going the other way made crossing almost as hard as fighting the rushing river’s current. Staying beside the left parapet, Laith, Shukri, and Ada fought to clear room for the others to pass unhindered.
On the far side, the tavern was visible from the main road but set back enough to keep noise and dust from travellers at bay. Called The Kingfisher’s Perch, the tavern sat close to the river. Laith led them through the common room and out to the garden, which stretched down to the riverbank. Despite the noise from the docks opposite, it was probably the most peaceful place in Varran. When Ada had visited Varran with her father, they’d stayed in The Laden Mule off the market square. Every night, she’d been woken by drunkards walking home.
Flower garlands were strung between the garden’s trees, and lanterns hung from tall crooks driven into the ground. There was a long table with benches close to the river, large enough to fit everyone if Maisie sat on Sam’s lap. She soon got up to run around, causing Quinn to tell her to stay away from the river once a minute until Tabitha reassured her Maisie probably got the point.
Laith ordered pitchers of elderflower cordial, and Ada sipped a cup of it as he and Tabitha told her about the city. Or rather, the city it had been before the ash plague. Though Laith was a few years older than Tabitha, they’d become firm friends at a young age. As children, they’d spent their free time exploring parts of the city visitors never saw, like an alley overrun by cats who wouldn’t let people take one step down it without buying passage with a fish, or a strange building that stood alone and had no doors or windows. They’d eventually found their way into it through a network of tunnels, but the building’s truth had disappointed them – it was only an old water tower.
The day passed too quickly, and they were soon eating a meal, then drinking wine, which was a luxury for them thanks to Goldaxe. Ada drank hers slowly as she watched ships and barges sail past, their railings strewn with ribbons of the gods’ colours – red, blue, green, yellow, black, and white. But as the sky darkened, fewer ships passed, until the river was empty.
“Do they close the docks at night now?” Ada asked.
“No,” Laith said. “Keep watching the river.”
Maisie shook with excitement, or perhaps from all the sugar she’d eaten.
When true night settled across the city, shadows cut across the water. Calls went up, and fire bowls lit the decks of anchored patrol barges. Rows of archers lined the railings, and people walked along lighting nocked arrows. Ada gasped. They didn’t burn red-orange. Volley after volley, flames of the gods’ colours shot into the sky, the archers loosing their tribute to the gods over the river.
“They’re beautiful,” Maisie signed to Quinn, and she clapped at every volley.
When the display finally stopped, Ada realised how late it was. “What time did Tamir expect us back?”
Laith, drunk after so long without wine, lounged back in his chair. “He won’t send guards after us. He knows we’ll go back.”
“What do you mean?”
“He didn’t take our ethelids because we’re dangerous with them. He took them because they’re our carrot on a stick.”
“You’re not the only one who finds purpose in magic, Ada,” Tabitha said. “Our lives in the city are done. We can’t come back here, not properly. Without magic, how would we live?” Hearing Tabitha speak such bleak words threw Ada, until she realised Tabitha was swaying in her chair. She rarely got drunk. Ada stood and offered her an arm.
“Let’s go back,” Ada said.
Arm in arm, Ada and Tabitha walked back through the city, Laith stumbling now and then as he walked beside them. Shukri, who’d barely touched the wine, walked the other side of Laith as if ready to catch him. And behind came Quinn and Sam, a sleeping Maisie in his arms. For once, Ada didn’t stamp down the joy that rose in her heart, even when her mind cruelly reminded her such that things couldn’t last forever.






  
  Chapter twenty-five
Orders


A few weeks later, not long after leaves began to turn golden, Tamir summoned Ada to his rooms. He'd taken up his old place by the hearth, though there was no bottle in his hand. He frowned at the flames, and shadows danced across his eyes. Something was very wrong. 
“What happened?” Ada asked, sitting in her usual armchair.
“I have news from the king.”
“About Yriah?”
“Rin has almost won, which means Clara’s wedding needs to happen soon.”
“When does she leave?”
“Tomorrow.”
The world tipped as Ada reeled at the suddenness of it. “Will I get to see her, to say goodbye?”
“You won’t need to. You're to escort her. All of you are.”
“What? Why would the king risk losing all of us?”
“I should have known Goldaxe was planning something big. Now we have Maisie, he and the king know there are yet more mages to be found. Goldaxe has convinced him to test your skills while there’s still enough time to train… replacements. Better to know now if Rin can kill you than during a war.”
“That bastard. He plans to have the king train Maisie before she comes of age.”
“And use her as bait to bring you all back.”
Ada sank lower in her chair. “What kind of life have we dragged her into?”
“I'll protect her. You have my word.”
“We’ll all protect her, when we return. I can sink any boat that approaches us on our journey to Yriah.”
Tamir sighed. “You’re not going by boat.”
“By the gods. We’re to go through Rin?”
“On this, at least, King Wallace speaks sense. Rin have blockaded Yriah’s shipping routes, and we don’t know what magic they have. Your ship would sink before you could get all of theirs.”
They sat in silence for a while before a thought struck Ada. “Why tell me first?”
“Because you’re the least level-headed. I need you to understand what’s at stake – who’s at stake – if you decide to steal Clara away.”
“I know how I’ve acted in the past was beyond selfish, but this is what Clara wants. I don’t plan to stop her.”
“Good. I will see the others in turn. Don’t speak to them until I’ve had a chance to.”
“Will you tell them who Clara really is?”
“I’m afraid now I must.”
“You should tell Laith and Tabitha together. They’ll take the news better if they can lean on each other.”
“Very well.”

    
  It was a long time since Ada last ate breakfast in the dining room. The others, she’d heard from Fawziyya, had taken to having it in their rooms too. But the next morning, they were all in the dining room. All except Maisie.
“I don’t understand how he expects us to survive travelling beneath a full moon,” Shukri said to Tamir.
“Because you won’t be travelling by stealth.” Tamir pushed his plate away, giving up on his meal after a few mouthfuls. Everyone else continued to eat, which likely had nothing to do with appetite. Ada, for one, was forcing herself to eat because riding always left her hungry.
“Is there a plan?” Ada asked. “We’ve hardly been given time to prepare.”
“You’re to travel disguised as young merchants seeking your fortune,” Tamir said. “At least, that’s the role for Sam and Laith. Quinn and Tabitha are to act as their wives, and you and Shukri are their guards.”
“And what of Clara?”
“She’ll pose as Tabitha’s sister.”
“I assume Volker will be coming too, so that’s another guard.”
“Who?” Sam asked.
“The group is too large,” Shukri said, ignoring Sam. “We’ll draw too much attention.”
“Perhaps not,” Laith said. “I grew up in the world of merchants. It’s common for young couples to pool their resources and start a business elsewhere, to avoid competing with family.”
“Or to avoid family entirely,” Sam added. “It was like that with the smiths in Elbamir. You can’t ‘prentice with your father if you hate him, and I knew a few sons who went to Rin together.”
“You’re to stay then?” Ada asked Tamir. His magic might have been broken, but his mind wasn’t. He knew more of the world than any of them despite the lessons he’d given. They’d stand a better chance of survival with him at their side.
“The king has ordered me to remain and search for more mages. I’m sorry.”
“It’s Goldaxe who ought to be sorry.”
“Ada,” Tamir said with a warning tone.
“What? Why should our future, Asorea’s future, be threatened because of one man’s ego? This is all because he didn’t like me telling him no.”
“Yes,” Quinn agreed. “This is your fault.”
“Please, let’s not argue,” Tabitha said. “None of us have the power to stand against Goldaxe, and what’s done is done. We can only move forward.”
She was right. There was nothing to be done. The king had given his order, and if they didn’t obey, they could pay with their lives. Worse, Goldaxe had already proved willing to use Maisie against them. Ada’s fingers curled beneath the table.
Not long after everyone gave up eating, a maid entered with Maisie. A lump caught in Ada’s throat. She swallowed, but it wouldn't shift. Everyone in the room tensed as Maisie smiled. No one had told her.
It was Quinn who got up from the table and threw her arms around Maisie. Tabitha joined her, and their arms looped around Maisie, as if shielding her from what was to come. Maisie looked about, confused, then that sweet, intelligent girl nodded and ducked out from between their arms.
“Are you going on a journey?” she signed.
Laith went to her and pulled her into the first hug Ada had seen him give her. The hug lingered, but then he pulled back and signed, “We’ll be gone a while, but we’ll be back. I promise you that.”
Was it kinder to lie? Ada wasn’t sure. They might all make it back, if their cover held. Ada couldn’t help questioning the story they were to use. She glanced at Tamir, and the sorrow in his eyes told her enough. Goldaxe planned their departure in the hope they would die in Rin, and they were powerless to stop him. After all, Clara’s wedding was currently Asorea’s best hope of delaying war with Rin. Ada would see Clara to her prince, but when she returned, for she would certainly return, she wouldn’t let Goldaxe control them again.
Once everyone gathered their packs, they met in the entrance hall. Sam fidgeted with his new sword belt while they waited for Laith. Both would wield swords from now on, and though Sam had avoided most of their sword training, he could likely deal some damage with it should the need arise.
When Laith finally arrived, Maisie was clinging to his legs. But the moment she saw Quinn, she ran to her instead.
“You be good, little sparrow,” Quinn said and signed. She pushed Maisie towards a maid and tried to untangle herself from the girl’s grip. Her little hands were so strong, Laith had to help. For all Maisie’s bravery, Fawziyya carried her away kicking and screaming. Maisie was, after all, only six. Ada led the way outside, not wanting to see the tears in everyone else’s eyes lest her own should fall.
A wagon waited outside, drawn by a scruffy draught horse who’d seen better days. She’d probably been overworked on the plough since the food shortage began. Laith and Tabitha took to the wagon’s bench, while Quinn sat in the back. Sam mounted his grey gelding and walked him close to the edge of the wagon, as if guarding the goods Quinn sat amongst, though it was her he watched. A month ago, her eyes would have been solely on him too. Now, she watched the doorway, even though Maisie wasn’t there.
Shukri mounted Shadow, his black stallion, and Ada climbed onto Mallow, giving him a good scratch on the darker chestnut hair beneath his mane. She wished they were taking all of their horses, but Tabitha had never got on with riding, even with Laith and Ada’s help, and Quinn always complained about being saddle sore. Three fewer horses meant less work too, yet if they had to abandon the wagon for any reason, travelling would become tricky.
Ada called for the stablehand to adjust her stirrups, but Tamir approached instead.
“Can I count on you not to kick up sand out there?” he said.
“When the king comes to see us off or in Rin?”
“Both.”
“I’ve learnt my lesson.” She glanced at the manor. “I know what’s important now.”
“The others are smart, yet your mind is sharpest. But only when you’re calm. So please, Ada, stay calm out there. Bring them home.”
The words named her leader in his eyes, and she hated him for it. Now she was responsible for bringing the others back alive. If anyone didn’t make it, he would see it as her fault. Not Rin’s, not the king’s. Hers.
“Let’s get this done.” Ada flicked the reins and made for the gate, her stomach churning at the thought of seeing Clara again.






  
  Chapter twenty-six
Awakening


The sun was high by the time people came out of the castle, heading towards the bridge gate where Ada and the others waited. Clara’s journey was meant to be secret, yet dozens of people filed out in a veritable procession. First came men with formal clothes beneath wool cloaks, yet the colours were plain enough to mark them as high-ranked servants. Next came guards, followed by men who wore jewelled rings and brocade doublets beneath furred cloaks, as if they were in the midst of true winter. The only Asorean women in the procession surrounded one of the noblemen. The flock parted briefly, and Ada met the man’s eyes. Goldaxe. She gripped Mallow’s reins tighter, but it was the only reaction she would allow. 
King Wallace followed Goldaxe, and behind came more attendants and a few men scrawling on parchment as they walked. If Rin didn’t hear of the lost Belmennian princess making a move, it would be a miracle. And yet, Clara hid at the back of the procession, dressed in simple clothes. Instead of a dress, she wore a ruddy tunic over leggings and a brown longcoat that buttoned to just below her bust. She’d tied her hair back in a simple braid, but she looked feminine enough that no one would mistake her for a man.
The king stopped before the gate, not seeing off a princess but his mages. He looked at them each in turn, saving Ada for last. He sneered, then turned to Tamir.
“Do they understand what’s at stake should they fail to return?” the king said.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Tamir said, his head bowed in reverence. He had no choice, but that didn’t stop Ada hating him for it.
Ada couldn’t focus on the rest of their conversation. Goldaxe watched her like a wolf patiently waiting for its prey to make a move. As much as she wanted to scream at him for all his trickery, she turned her gaze to Clara, who joined Quinn in the back of the wagon. Volker rode up on a white mare and blocked Ada’s view. She frowned at him, and he glared back.
The king moved forwards, drawing Ada’s attention. He spoke a few quiet words to Goldaxe, then raised his voice. “Your mission is one of secrecy. Do not engage in battle unless your lives are in danger, no matter what you see. If you fail, Asorean lives will be lost. Gods be with you.”
It was the king’s words that threatened Maisie, but Goldaxe’s eyes promised it. Only the touch of Clara’s essen finally made Ada turn away. She moved Mallow to behind the wagon, following it as Shukri led them off Relgis across the bridge and towards the western gate. It wasn’t until the city was behind them that Ada rode forwards, wedging Mallow between Volker’s horse and the wagon. For once, Quinn didn’t glare at her. She was too busy staring back at the towering city wall.
“How are you feeling?” Ada asked Clara.
“In truth, I’m not sure. Apprehensive, I suppose. In a week, we’ll be riding into Rin.”
Ada spared a glance for Volker, who huffed and rode up beside Shukri. “I’m sure the king wouldn’t let you ride into certain danger.”
“No. No, he wouldn’t.” Clara smiled. “Besides, I have my jeweller with me.” She turned down the collar of her tunic, revealing the tree brooch Ada had made.
“Take care it’s not noticed,” Sam said. “Be a shame to lose such a fine piece to greedy soldiers.”
Clara tucked the brooch back out of sight. “I have no intention of losing something so precious. That’s why I always keep it on my person.” Her gaze pinned Ada’s, until the wagon hit a rut and Quinn fell against her.
“Gods, I wish I were allowed to fix the roads,” Quinn said. “Do we really have to hide our magic this entire journey?”
“If you don’t want to be killed, yes,” Ada said.
“By Rinnites or by you?”
“See what I have to deal with?” Ada said to Clara.
Clara hid a smile by turning towards the trees that were gradually growing thicker beside the road. “Have you ever been along the King’s Road?”
“No.”
“Then you’ve never seen the ancient forest’s beauty.”
Ada hadn’t heard it called a forest, for it was the King’s Wood, but forest really was more accurate given how vast it was. It spanned either side of the King’s Road all the way to the border with Rin, stretching north to the coast and south to the Fangs of Ashra.
“I’ve heard tales of the King’s Wood,” Ada said. “People say its trees grow so tall they touch the sky, and huge beasts prowl in there, ready to leap out and snatch travellers in broad daylight. I hear they have a fondness for pretty women and emeralds.”
Quinn whimpered and covered one of her earrings.
The truth of the forest was somewhat disappointing. The trees, though taller than most in Asorea, didn’t touch the sky, and no giant creatures leapt out to attack the group as they entered the King’s Wood proper. The road was wide, with a few hundred feet clear of trees either side. Nettles and brambles tried to fill the space, but there were burnt patches where patrols had set fires to keep the area tame. Some places were free of anything except grass, and as the sky darkened, Ada spotted travellers resting off the road. There were even a few ramshackle structures to shelter beneath. Ada didn’t understand why they weren’t resting near the watch post ahead, until she spotted it.
She’d expected a few watchtowers and huts for the guards, with plenty of space for travellers to camp around them. Instead, she stared at a settlement with stone walls that stretched almost to the trees of the King’s Wood. If anyone tried to sneak between the wall and the forest, the archers patrolling the battlements would soon deal with them. The people camping out of range must have had no trust for soldiers.
Despite the defences, the gates stood open, inviting travellers in. The King’s Road was so straight that if the Rinnite army managed to get that far, they’d be spotted in plenty of time for the gates to be closed in their faces. They wouldn’t try to go around. Legends of the King’s Wood spoke of entire armies vanishing amongst the trees, and Rinnites were more superstitious than Asoreans. Attacks on Asorea always came head-on down the King’s Road because Asorea was otherwise naturally fortified. Cliffs and marshland spanned the coastline, the River Cassagor was blocked at each end by fortified bridges with huge portcullises, and mountains protected the border with Rin except for where the King’s Wood stood.
Yet, with the return of magic, everything could change. Quinn had the ability to carve holes through walls. Sam could make a ramp up cliffs. But rather than keep them in Asorea to fight off similar attacks, the king had sent his trained mages away. To test them. How did Goldaxe have enough power to blind the king to all reason? Ada wished she’d had more access to what went on in Castle Hakaan. Then maybe she could have protected at least a few of them from this journey.
When the group arrived at the watch post, they pulled up before the gate and waited for Shukri to show the guards their travel papers. Once everything was verified, the guards ushered them inside towards a gruff middle-aged man. Shukri spoke quietly with the man, whose eyes kept flicking to Clara. The guards on the gate hadn’t known who they were, but this man certainly did. Whatever he’d said to Shukri, he now raised his voice, letting it carry.
“Good thing you booked rooms at the tavern in advance. It’s full, so most travellers have had to camp away from the settlement.”
He led them between wooden huts – worryingly vulnerable to a flaming arrow or magic like Clara’s – to a large tavern at the settlement’s centre. All the spaces for wagons were empty despite the tavern being full. The hair on the back of Ada’s neck prickled. Something was off. The tavern was quiet.
She dismounted and turned her signet ring as she pushed her essen through the tavern’s window. People filled the common room’s tables. Clara had her essen there beside Ada’s, and they glanced at each other.
“Quiet for a full tavern,” Ada said, keeping her tone light. She offered Clara her hand to help her down from the wagon, not that she needed it. They stood close and eyed the tavern.
Their escort opened the door and stuck his head in. “You lot ever heard a tavern this quiet?”
As loud conversations took up in the tavern, Shukri stepped beside Ada. “The tavern’s full of guards. They don’t know who Clara is, only that she needs protection at night along the King’s Road.”
“Maybe tell us next time, before I get tempted to start throwing stones through windows.”
“I thought they’d be doing a better job of acting like patrons.”
The escort led them through a dreary common room, its dark panelling muting the light that barely escaped through the tarnished glass of lanterns. From there, they went up a creaking staircase to a private sitting and dining area adjoined by four rooms, which Ada assumed were bedrooms. If that was the best the tavern had to offer, no wonder nobility preferred to travel by ship.
The group sat at the tables, and silence thickened the air until it was like the porridge they’d have for breakfast every day once in Rin. The escort left, and a meal soon arrived – roast boar and boiled vegetables. When had they last had red meat? Ada wanted to savour it, but she couldn’t help wolfing it down.
When everyone finished eating, the room fell quiet again. It wasn’t long before they moved to their rooms. Clara had a room to herself. Volker barged in after her, only to come straight out again. He settled with his back to the door and a dour expression on his face. Gods help him come morning if he stayed there all night.
Quinn also wanted her own room, and Sam managed to convince Shukri to share with him and Laith. Given the way Sam and Quinn were eyeing each other, the men’s room was unlikely to remain crowded for the full night. Ada hadn’t realised Quinn had overcome her distaste for commoners. Perhaps Maisie had changed things, but it seemed more likely Quinn wanted Sam to distract her from the lack of luxury.
Saddle sore, Ada went to the room she was sharing with Tabitha and stripped down to her shirt before falling into bed. One moment she was lying there, the lantern still lit and Tabitha getting changed, the next, she woke to darkness and an essen touching her hand. Only Clara would set an essen on her without fear. Ada pulled on her trousers and went to the sitting room.
Clara sat on one of the sofas, a blanket draped across her shoulders, covering the shift she wore. Waning firelight danced across her delicate features, making her eyes shine as her gaze fell on Ada. Trapped like a moth beside a lantern, Ada stood still until Clara patted the space on the sofa next to her. Obedient, Ada sat.
“Did you need something?” Ada asked.
“I’m sorry you’re here, Ada. All of you. I tried to make the king see reason.”
“He’d have to think we were worth anything for that to work. Have you seen the state of the defences here? He’s not taking war seriously, let alone magic.”
Clara shivered and leaned against Ada, her head resting on Ada’s shoulder. “He believes my marriage will rally Yriah, allowing them to hold out until winter grips the land again. Rin can’t move their troops east in the snow.”
“One winter isn’t enough time to prepare.”
“In the king’s defence, as much as I hate to say anything good about that man, Dire Hold is impressive. Without magic, Rin would have little chance of passing it. They haven’t before. The king’s problem is he doesn’t believe how powerful magic is. Goldaxe has seen to that.”
“Let me guess. Goldaxe has stoked the king’s belief that magic is evil and a crime against the gods.”
Clara’s sigh tickled Ada’s collarbone. “You’re right, and you’ve barely met the man.”
“I don’t know much about politics, but I know what power the Order of the Six has amongst the common folk. The promise of absolution will do that. If the king displeased them, it wouldn’t go well for the monarchy. It’s a wonder Tamir managed to convince the king to pardon us at all.”
“Shukri gave quite the performance when they first arrived. It helped that King Wallace was already frustrated with the Warden for overstepping in the aftermath of the ash plague.”
“Makes a change from monarchs being overbearing.”
“Should I take offence?” Clara said, but she chuckled.
“You’re too smart to end up hurting your people. Without them, you’re no more royal than I am.”
“Sometimes I think you became so brazen to hide how intelligent you are.” She set her hand on Ada’s. “In another world, I might have taken you to be my queen.”
Ada stared at Clara. For the first time, looking into someone’s eyes made her heart skip a beat. Before the ash plague, she’d been too busy to have any interest in men, and after, she’d feared what they might put in her belly. She’d never considered other options. Now here was Clara, intelligent, strong-willed, and stunning. Her head lifted from Ada’s shoulder, her lips inching closer until they brushed against Ada’s like a warm summer’s breeze. It wasn’t quite a kiss, but Ada’s heart raced.
The main door opened, and Clara fled to the other end of the sofa as Volker stepped in, his approach gone unnoticed by their essens. He froze, staring at them. Clara got to her feet.
“Goodnight, Ada,” she said and hurried to her room. Volker followed, and a hushed argument drifted through the door. Ada returned to her bed, not wanting to know what Volker said.
Heat coursed through Ada. She tossed and turned, unable to rid herself of the memory of Clara’s lips on hers. What did it mean that Clara had sparked a fire in her no man ever had? Ada was Asorean, raised to believe that man and woman, as they were at birth, was the proper pairing. But she’d never known the thinly veiled hate many Asoreans had for those who bedded or loved genders outside of expectations. Tamir’s love of Karim had never shocked her. And yet, what filled her now was entirely unexpected. Wouldn’t she have felt something for a woman before? She’d never been attracted to the busty barmaids in The First Ray, even though they’d thought her a young man ripe for the picking. She’d never been attracted to anyone. Clara was beautiful, yes, but that wasn’t what drew Ada to her. It was Clara’s mind that fascinated her.
Ada lay staring at the ceiling, utterly confused and unsure what to do. Then her mind cruelly reminded her of their journey’s purpose. Clara would wed a man so she could produce a blood heir, and Ada would return to Asorea. Whatever had passed between them, it could never happen again. Their story was not, and never could be, a fairy tale.






  
  Chapter twenty-seven
Just Once


The sun was most unwelcome when it rose, and Ada buried her head beneath a pillow with her face pressed against the mattress. She’d spent half the night awake. Thoughts had swirled around her mind, driving her to edge her essen towards Clara’s room. She’d withdrawn it entirely when she sensed Volker sleeping outside Clara’s door. His presence subdued the ache in her chest and had allowed her to finally fall asleep. 
“Breakfast is here,” Tabitha said. She sounded far too cheery for the hour.
“My legs are too sore from riding. I’ll rest until we leave.”
Tabitha pulled the pillow out of Ada’s grip. “You’ll have to face her eventually.”
Cursing her cheeks for warming, Ada rolled over and frowned. “What?”
One finger extended, Tabitha drew a line in the air from her pillow to the door. “You left it ajar.”
“I thought you were asleep.”
“I’m a light sleeper.” Tabitha gave her a sad smile and left her to straighten her clothes.
Ada was torn between running to Clara and avoiding her forever, but a day on the road meant she needed to eat. She picked at her scrambled eggs and bacon, hoping Clara would join them, but as Volker carried a tray of food into Clara’s room, relief swept over Ada like a welcome rain shower. When he emerged, he glared at Ada as if she was solely responsible for what he’d witnessed. She was glad of it. He would be a wall between them, ensuring Ada couldn’t ruin Clara’s plans. Clara’s resolve needed to remain strong for her to marry a prince she didn’t know.
They left the watch post soon after breakfast, and Ada took over from Shukri as the forward scout, relieved when he asked no questions about her request. There was plenty to keep her mind occupied on the road, and she almost managed to forget Clara was behind her.
Most people also headed towards Rin despite the war with Yriah. Ada forced herself to make pleasantries with a few people and learnt they were making deliveries to Dire Hold. It was people heading into Asorea that Ada kept a close watch on. But despite the number of people, Ada sensed nothing suspicious.
When the sun reached its peak, Ada found a place for them to stop for lunch. They sat on some logs around a patch of grass away from the road and shared out fresh bread, cheese, and slices of ham. Volker herded Clara away from the rest of them. What he couldn’t know was she reached her essen to Ada’s hand. Ada tensed, and Clara withdrew, sadness passing over her face. Unable to leave matters like that, Ada reached back, placing her essen on Clara’s right shoulder – the group’s agreed signal for danger – and hoped Clara would understand. Their eyes met, and Clara gave Ada a small nod.
The rest of the day passed without incident, and they arrived at the next watch post an hour after dark, finding it to be a settlement similar to the first. Again, they were led to a tavern filled with guards and abandoned in a private suite, where a meal soon arrived. But this time, Ada avoided Clara through all of it. She didn’t know what to do or what to say. Once the meal was done, Ada slunk off to bed.
Sleep came easier that night, yet she woke to darkness and an essen on her hand. Clara was in the sitting room trying to summon her. Ada rolled over and ignored her, but she couldn’t get back to sleep until long after Clara returned to her room. Ada wanted to go to her, to talk about their plan to get through Rin, except all she could think about was their almost-kiss. She’d never thought of such things before, and now that she finally was, it was more painful than she’d imagined possible.

    
  After a week of riding and staying at near-identical taverns, all the while trying to avoid Clara, Ada was almost glad when they arrived at their final stop before entering Rin. Perhaps Clara would have her own suite in Dire Hold, saving Ada from having to hide in her room every morning before breakfast.
All they could see of the fort was torchlight and parts of the battlements it illuminated, but it was enough to show the enormous scale of the place. The main wall must have been as tall as Castle Hakaan, and there were shorter walls before it where the settlement had spilled out beyond the original fortifications.
“Did you ever think it would be so large?” Tabitha said, gazing at the many points of light.
“I hear it’s bigger than Relgis,” Laith said.
“Not quite,” Clara said. “But it’s impressive. If only we had time for a tour.”
“We don’t,” Volker said with irritating firmness. “Let’s go.”
Shukri led the way, and Ada could almost feel the gazes of dozens of archers who patrolled the battlements. No one stopped the group as they passed through the gates of the smaller walls, but a heavy gate barred their way through the tallest wall. At least the portcullis was currently raised. If the Asorean side of the fortress was so well defended, Ada wondered what the Rinnite side was like.
Once Shukri showed their papers, the gate opened, revealing a dozen soldiers. Ada reached for her ring, but the soldiers parted, allowing them to pass, only to form up on either side as an escort. Their lack of subtlety forced Ada to spread her essen to its limit. It wouldn’t be hard for the empire to plant spies in the fortress when all travellers passed through it. Even so, as the soldiers led them through a veritable town, she sensed nothing amiss.
Eventually, they came to a fortified inner wall, where the portcullis was dropped behind them. The area inside was perhaps as large as Tamir’s compound, if Ada excluded their training meadow and the wood. To the right was the keep, and to the left was a cluster of buildings, including a tavern too grand for mere merchants to use, with its flawless white walls, diamond leaded windows, and golden inlay on its sign that proudly declared its name was simply The Ward Inn. But a tavern was a tavern, and a princess would never stay in one when there was a keep nearby. Clara’s cover was intact. Just.
Inside, they strode along narrow carpets between flawless oak tables occupied by more soldiers, who were sloppily disguised in noble finery. In an effort not to glare at them, Ada ran her eyes up the wall ahead, over wood panelling to a forest mural painted in greens and golds. Perhaps it was intended to make patrons forget they were locked in the middle of a fortress.
“At least the soldiers act the part better here,” she whispered to Clara, who laughed. Volker quickly stepped between them.
Their escort filed away, leaving a single guard to lead them up two flights of stairs to a suite that took up half the floor. There were enough bedrooms for them to have one each, as well as two private bathrooms. Hungry though Ada was, a bath was tempting. It was their last chance before Rin, and her rear ached so much, she longed to soothe it.
“General Ironhorn will arrive shortly,” the guard said. “As I’m sure he’ll tell you, none of you may leave these rooms until dawn.”
Ada stiffened, all thoughts of a bath vanishing as she remembered who the general was. She hadn’t questioned not being allowed to leave before, knowing it was best for Clara’s safety. But there, locked inside the inner ward? She was trapped in a cage with an iron wolf. “Why can’t we go downstairs?”
“It’s for your protection.” The guard gave a curt bow and strode from the room.
Weary from more than the road, Ada sank into the nearest armchair – one of many chairs arranged in a square. Clara took the seat beside her before Volker could insert himself between them again.
“He won’t go against the king’s orders,” Clara said.
“I don’t trust any relative of Goldaxe,” Ada said.
Laith sat on a sofa. “What do you mean?”
“General Ironhorn is Goldaxe’s uncle. We’d best be wary of him.”
The others found their own places to settle. Quinn and Sam chose another sofa, barely an inch between them as Sam put his arm across the backrest behind her. Ada sighed, wondering when Quinn would stop letting the divide in their social class keep them apart. They were all mages now, a new class to be kept far away from others.
Tabitha joined Laith on his sofa, though they sat as far apart as they could. Ada turned to Clara and rolled her eyes. Rather than smile or let out a quiet laugh, Clara leaned away and started talking to Volker about the weather, of all things. Ada sat in sullen silence, waiting for the general. He kept them waiting long enough she could have had a bath.
The door banged open, startling Quinn awake from her nap against Sam’s shoulder. Volker got to his feet and bowed with his right fist over his heart and left arm behind his back. An Asorean salute. He remained that way as a huge man stepped into the room, whose physique was a stark contrast to Goldaxe’s lithe form. Ironhorn wore his grey hair in a low tail, yet despite his age, his muscles rippled beneath leather armour as he strode towards them. A baldric hung across his chest, the hilt of a claymore visible over his shoulder. Ada swallowed. Anyone unfortunate enough to face him in battle would surely soil themselves.
“Greetings, General,” Volker said, finally raising his head. “Please, have a seat.”
The general stepped into the square of chairs and remained standing. “This won’t take long. As agents of the king, you have a duty to act with the dignity of any soldier while in Rin. Do not engage unless attacked. Do not harm civilians. Never, even under torture, reveal your purpose. And do not act beyond that purpose.” His gaze fell on Ada, and it took all her willpower not to shy away from the intensity of it. “Do you understand?”
Ada nodded.
“Delivering your charge is vital for Asorea, not just Yriah. You must defend her with your life.” He spun on his heel and marched out of the door.
“Imagine facing someone like him in Rin,” Ada said.
“We have magic, you idiot,” Quinn said.
“And if we have nothing for our magic to work on or lose our ethelids? You should have all been trained in combat. Properly.”
Clara set a hand on Ada’s arm. “At his heart, Tamir is a scholar. He did the best he knew how.”
“Then he should have hired someone with real experience.”
“Would it surprise you to know he tried? The king wouldn’t allow it.”
Laith shuffled closer to Tabitha. “I’ve never understood why we weren’t treated like soldiers.”
“Ruling a nation,” Shukri said, “is about balancing the factions who vie for power. Train mages with weapons, they replace soldiers. Expand their knowledge of magic, it threatens religious doctrine.”
Ada pulled away from Clara. “So it was the king who limited how many ethelids we could have.”
“I believe so,” Clara said.
“Add Goldaxe’s meddling,” Shukri said, “and you can see why Tamir was up against a sandstorm.”
All of Ada’s usual urge to argue was gone, replaced by a dark hollow. She was angry with herself as much as with Tamir. She should have pushed him harder and seen all that was going on in the shadows. Instead, she’d been obsessed with learning about magic, and about Clara. The life of an elite had softened her instincts until they were as dull as an uncut diamond.
Ada sank lower in her chair and didn’t move until food arrived. Her stomach was tied in so many knots, she had to force her food down and barely ate half of the meaty stew before seeking solitude. The moment she shut the door of her room, weariness overcame her. She fell into bed fully dressed and was soon asleep. Yet again, she woke before dawn. This time it wasn’t an essen on her arm, but a hand.
“Can we talk?” Clara said.
Ada sat up and rubbed her eyes, then patted the bed beside her. Clara sat on top of the covers, a blanket around her shoulders.
“What is it?” Ada asked.
“About what happened the other night…” Clara fiddled with the edge of the blanket. “I didn’t intend… What I mean to say is…”
Ada took Clara’s hand in hers. It was ice cold. “How long have you been trying to pluck up the nerve to come in?”
“A while.”
Tutting, Ada tugged the covers from beneath Clara and had her beneath them before she could object. “We can’t talk if you’re sitting there with your teeth chattering. As to what happened, well, it was a surprise, but not an unwelcome one.”
“I’ve had to hold myself back from everyone my entire life, denying myself love so I could marry for my nation. Now here I am, about to wed a prince and…” She fell quiet again, and Ada sensed her shivering.
Ada lay down and pulled Clara beside her. Her intention had been to warm Clara, but holding her was like cuddling a flame. Heat surged through Ada. Except then the room felt too still, like something was missing. The moment Ada realised what it was, she gently cupped Clara’s cheek. Clara took a deep breath.
“Don’t tell me I made you forget how to breathe?” Ada said.
“Why did you pull me into bed?”
“To warm you up.”
“Oh.” The word was heavy with disappointment.
“I suppose if I’m honest, that wasn’t the only reason.”
“Oh?” There was hope in her voice now.
“I’ve never felt attracted to anyone before,” Ada admitted. “Not to their bodies or their minds. You woke something in me, and now I don’t know what to do.”
Clara gripped Ada’s hand in the dark. “I thought I would never find love.”
“Is that what this is?”
“For me, I think so. As soon as I realised, I tried to put distance between us. It was too painful to see you and know it could never be.”
“Why change that now?”
Clara slid a hand down Ada’s side, sending another pulse of heat through her. “Perhaps I want to be selfish, just once. I’ve done nothing for myself since the empire destroyed my home. I’ve thought only of my fallen nation. If I can be happy with you for one night, that’s worth the heartbreak to me. But, I don’t want to hurt you by being selfish. I don’t even know if you feel the same.”
Ada drew Clara closer, their bodies pressing together. Yet it wasn’t the feel of Clara’s curves against her that held Ada’s focus. She wrapped her essen around Clara’s astia, losing herself in the fire of it. She was a fool not to have realised. “I won’t stand in the way of your duty, but this, now? This is worth a lifetime of longing. You’re the only person in this world I want beside me, and I don’t want to live full of regret, wondering what it would feel like to have your lips on mine.”
Clara drew in a sharp breath, then her hands were in Ada’s hair, pulling Ada’s lips hard against hers. Clara’s mouth was soft and rough all at once, the movements sparking fires across Ada’s body. Ada had never been with anyone before, yet her hands moved as if they’d done this a thousand times. And when touching Clara through her shift wasn’t enough, Ada slid her hand up beneath it until she cupped the softness of Clara’s breast. Clara’s breath hitched, and Ada withdrew her hand.
“Do you want me to stop?” Ada said, her words thick with desire.
“No. We’ll never get this chance again. I want to know all of you.” She put a hand on Ada’s breast but quickly pulled back. She must have felt the bindings. “Should I stay away from your chest?”
To answer, Ada sat up and pulled off her jacket and shirt, then unbound her breasts. Clara reached up and touched Ada gently, sending shivers through her. For a moment, Ada remembered the shame of her small breasts. Before she could cover them, Clara’s lips were on her, and desire chased away any thought of hiding.
Soon, their clothes lay abandoned around them, tangled in the covers they’d thrown aside now heat coursed through their bodies. They explored each other with hands and mouths, bringing pleasure Ada had never imagined possible. She had no idea how long had passed when they eventually fell into each other’s arms. She brushed Clara’s hair from her face, kissed her brow, then fell into the deepest sleep she’d ever known.






  
  Chapter twenty-eight
Lines Crossed


The peace Ada had found in Clara’s arms shattered as the door crashed open. Full of sleep, Ada threw herself over Clara and reached for her magic. Luckily for Volker, Ada’s pouch of stones was still tied to her belt, lost somewhere on the floor with her trousers. Her magic lacked the strength to lift it all. 
Volker’s eyes flicked between Ada and Clara, their nakedness clear in the dawn light thanks to the covers slipping down to Ada’s waist. He stepped closer, shutting the door behind him.
“Get out,” Ada said, her words quiet despite her anger.
“Clara, what were you thinking?”
Ada got out of bed and blocked Volker’s view as Clara pulled the sheets up. “It’s none of your business.”
“None of my business? My job is to protect Clara so she can do what’s best for her people. She’s meant to be marrying a prince and you… You defiled her.” The venom of the word riled Ada.
“Are you jealous? Is that it? You’ve always hated her being around me.”
“Jealous? Are you serious right now?”
“If it’s not jealousy, you must be a thick-headed fool. How would the prince learn of this? I can’t make her with child. And do you really think he’s never bedded anyone?”
“I’m not a fool,” Volker snapped.
Him being in there while Ada stood naked, ruining the memory of her only night with Clara, made her want to piss him off. “Then it’s jealousy.”
“No,” Clara said. “It’s not jealousy, because he’s my brother.”
Ada spun to stare at Clara. “What?”
“Get out, Volker. I’m still going to marry the prince.”
The muscles in Volker’s jaw worked, then he strode from the room, slamming the door. All hope of keeping their tryst private left with him. Ada sensed the others in the sitting room. She didn’t care. There was only one thing she could think of. Clara had a brother.
“He’s not an heir,” Clara said. She smiled sadly as Ada raised a brow. “I know how your mind works. You’ll support me in my duty, but the moment you see a way out, you’ll find hope.”
“Can you blame me?”
“There’s no hope here. He is my father’s illegitimate child, and his mothers claimed he was the son of a merchant. Only the three of them knew the truth until Volker and I overheard them arguing. His mothers were my mother’s attendants, you see, and the guilt gnawed at them.”
“He’s still the son of the king.”
Clara shook her head. “There’s no proof. My word wouldn’t be enough when I barely have proof to claim my own title. But more than anything, I refuse to shoulder him with the duty that was always meant to be mine. I want my little brother to find happiness one day, rather than follow me around the way he does.” She shuffled to the edge of the bed and wrapped her arms around Ada, resting her cheek on Ada’s belly. “I want him to be free.”
Ada realised then how much Clara was a prisoner to her own sense of duty. And Ada knew what she had to do. Slipping from Clara’s embrace, she knelt before her, taking her hands. “I swear to you, I’ll find a way to be beside you. Even if I have to fake my own death to escape Asorea, even if I have to watch you marry someone else, I will do whatever it takes to be part of your life. You… You are my queen. My heart is yours in whatever way you wish to accept it.”
Her words were treasonous. If the king learnt of them, he would have her executed. But she had no loyalty to him, nor to a nation that failed its people. Here was her reason to live, the woman with a mind she couldn’t get enough of. She couldn’t imagine a life where they weren’t able to discuss their theories of magic and experiment to test them. Without Clara, Ada would suffocate in the absence of her intelligence.
Stealing their last few moments alone, they lay in bed and held each other until they sensed servants arrive with breakfast. They kissed for what could have been the last time, a tender, drawn-out moment, then they dressed and went to face the others.
The silence thickened as they stepped out. They’d been quiet in the night, wanting to keep their few moments of bliss to themselves. Ada had even come up with a way to explain Clara coming out of her room. Volker had ruined her plan. Now everyone knew she and Clara were something more than friends. Ada lifted her chin and took her seat. Clara was hesitant, but a nod from Ada had her take the seat beside her. Though Clara was still titled princess, she was queen of the Belmennians. Ada would help her remember that, for as long as she could.
The food served was far too rich for a day on horseback. Ada ignored the fatty bacon and sweet pastries, choosing instead to eat porridge with nuts followed by an apple. Clara looked at Sam leaning back in his chair, rubbing his belly, then ate the same as Ada. Quinn reached for another pastry.
“Best not,” Clara said. “Riding in the wagon with a stomach ache would be awful.”
Quinn glared at her, then ate some dried fruit instead. Ada almost laughed. If she’d said the same, Quinn would have thrown her an insult before ignoring her. But of course, Quinn still valued social status above most things, even her potential happiness with Sam. Ada wanted to shout at her for that. Quinn could have a life with Sam that was more than nighttime trysts and raising Maisie. Ada didn’t have that luxury with Clara. She slunk away to her room under the guise of sorting her pack while they waited for supplies to arrive.
Lying on the bed, Ada couldn’t help thinking of Clara asleep beside her, the soft rhythm of her breathing a sound that would forever make the world without it too quiet. She wished she could smile at the memory of other sounds Clara had made in the night, but all she could think was it might never happen again.
A knock came at the door, saving her from moping. A brief touch of her essen told her it was Shukri. Curious what he could want, she sat up.
“Come in.”
He entered holding two weapons wrapped in a sturdy belt. The sheathes were wider than for a sword and slightly curved.
“Got yourself some new blades?” Ada asked.
“They’re for you. Those butchers knives will draw too much attention. These are kopides. Uncommon in Asorea, but in Rin you’ll often see a kopis carried by those with physiques more like yours.”
“You mean scrawny men?”
“And women. They’re allowed to be soldiers here, and they don’t fight in dresses either.”
Ada longed to know such acceptance. If only the empire wasn’t Clara’s enemy. She took the bundle and unwound the belt. Each kopis was as long as her arm, if she included the hilts, which curved at the end like a hook that would wrap around her hand. Standing, she drew one to test the grip but marvelled at the blade instead.
It was a simple thing, with no fancy engraving like those the elite pointlessly added to weapons. Yet Ada had never seen a blade shaped like this. The spine of the single-edged blade had a slight curve down towards the tip, while the sharp edge curved up towards the spine then flared out like a leaf before narrowing to the tip. Ada had never had the accuracy for thrusting, but this was a weapon designed to slash. Bile rose in her throat at the thought of having to use it in Rin, or worse, meeting someone trained with one.
She sheathed the blade and strapped the belt about her waist, adjusting the straps until she was happy with the way the kopides hung. Shukri watched her with a raised brow as she squatted and lunged to test the feel of the new sheathes against her legs. She was a thief, and a thief needed to be able to move silently without fear of stumbling. There was every chance she’d need her old skills in Rin.
“Here,” Shukri said when she was done, handing her a small, sheathed knife. “I’ve given one to the others too.”
Ada slipped the knife into her boot. “When did you have time to go to the armoury?”
“I slipped out shortly after Volker decided to kick sand into someone else’s tent.”
Ada turned her back, fetching her pack as an excuse for her rudeness. “Are you going to shout at me for ruining the plan too?”
“No. Life is short. Love her has hard as you can, for as long as you can.” He walked away, leaving Ada alone with stinging eyes.

    
  It was hard to say exactly when they crossed the border into Rin. They’d been told it was half a mile from Dire Hold, yet there was no marker, no change in the air. The only clue was the trees receding on either side of the road, so gradual it took Ada some time to notice. To their left, the Fangs of Ashra shortened into foothills, while the mountains of the Dragon Spine appeared in the distance ahead, jagged and vicious. As for the people on the King’s Road, they seemed much the same as on the Asorean stretch. Merchants, travellers. Not a soldier in sight. It was as if news of imminent war had been exaggerated.
Ada scouted ahead, keeping her essen close to herself. Rin likely had all their mages positioned at the Yrian border ready to invade, but if Rin did have mages hidden amongst the travellers, she had to assume they might be able to sense an essen beyond their own like she and Clara could. Abandoning the use of her essen entirely, however, would be foolish. She encircled herself with it, far enough from her body that she could dodge an arrow. On the chance she might sense an essen or magic rush at her, she kept her signet ring turned, thumb on her ethelid.
The sun was high when Ada came to a spiked barricade, which spanned the gap in the forest. Beyond it, the trees fell sharply away, marking the end of the King’s Wood. It was hard not to be impressed by the choice of location. The Rinnite checkpoint took advantage of the forest while being far enough from Dire Hold to avoid antagonising Asorean soldiers. 
Behind the barricade was a small stone keep flanked by a neat row of evenly spaced wooden towers, and at the midpoint was a break wide enough for a large cart to pass through. Four guards waited to deal with travellers. Ada was still a fair distance away when they moved to block her way. Rather than wait for the others, she rode back.
“Are you certain it’ll be safe to pass?” she asked Shukri as Mallow fell into step beside Shadow.
“It’s a checkpoint, not a defence. To Asorea, this road is a weakness. To Rin, it’s merely a passing point. If your king wanted to invade, he would send ships across the northern sea. Anyway, our writ of travel will be enough to get us through.”
Ada settled a glare on Quinn. “Take off your earrings.”
“What? No.” Quinn shuffled closer to the edge of the wagon Sam rode beside.
“You’re meant to be traders seeking their fortune in Rin. Why would they believe it when you’re wearing expensive jewellery? The rest of you hide your ethelids too.”
Laith, Sam, and Shukri turned their signet rings. Clara and Tabitha always kept their ethelids hidden – Clara because it was an heirloom, proof of her identity, and Tabitha because of the cruelty of men. Quinn, on the other hand, liked to keep her ethelid on show. Or perhaps it was the matching emerald she liked to display, to remind her of her former status. She made no move to hide them.
“If you want to survive this,” Ada told Quinn, “take those earrings off before we’re close enough for the guards to see.”
Quinn lifted a hand to the emerald earring but still didn’t remove it. Ada was a heartbeat away from jumping into the wagon and ripping the earrings out when Clara set a hand on Quinn’s shoulder.
“You can put them back on once we’re away from the checkpoint.”
Quinn, of course, obeyed Clara. She cared too much about status and rank not to. Ada gritted her teeth until they reached the barricade. Shukri showed their papers and handed over an import fee, then the guards inspected the wagon’s contents, which were mostly fabrics, along with a few low-end trinkets and their supply of food. One guard, whose leather armour seemed better quality than that of the others, plucked a delicate comb engraved with butterflies from a bag. He soon tossed it back and went to inspect wares he’d already been over twice. Ada glanced at Shukri, her pulse quickening. But it was Quinn who spoke.
“You have a good eye,” she said, pulling out the comb. “I’m sure there’s someone you had in mind for this. Take it with our gratitude for your hard work.”
The guard pocketed the comb and jumped down from the wagon. “Everything looks in order. Let them through.”
Ada struggled to keep the surprise off her face as they crossed the checkpoint. A mere comb had been enough to bribe the guard. When the keep and towers were far behind them, she couldn’t contain her curiosity.
“A comb was all it took?”
“Don’t be absurd,” Quinn said. “Shukri included the usual bribe in his payment. But that guard kept frowning at all the pretty things. Whichever woman he upset, now he has something to appease her with.”
Ada blinked at her. Quinn smirked back, looking very pleased with herself, then lounged against the side of the wagon and fell into conversation with Sam. Ada raised a brow at Clara, who shrugged. Trying not to let Quinn’s keen eye impress her, Ada returned to her position ahead to scout.
From the checkpoint, they followed the treeline southwest, eating as they travelled so they could reach the foothills of the Fangs of Ashra by nightfall. Their orders were to avoid settlements, which meant no taverns. They did have tents, but though the autumn weather was currently mild, it would grow harsher the further into Rin they went.
Fortunately, they found a sheltered area at the edge of the King’s Wood. There, where the forest was little more than a scattering of trees, they had no fear of the twisted creatures from the stories that kept people out of the true King’s Wood. They managed to squeeze the wagon through, leaving no sign of them from the road.
While the others set up camp, Ada rode up into the foothills, eager to get a glimpse of the landscape ahead before the light faded entirely. Far to the west and a little south were rolling hills, and according to their map, an enormous lake hid beyond them. All Clara had said of their destination was that they would find a wood beside Lake Tolzye, which was where they were to meet her prince. Prince Barukh. But they couldn’t travel directly there. The hills were too exposed, too far from a route merchants would take. Even if they left the wagon behind, they would be spotted and hard pressed to find an excuse for travelling that way. Instead, they would take the main roads towards a small town in the south, then break from the road once they were close to the lake.
Ada took in the view for as long as she could, not particularly wanting to return to the camp. After the previous night, she wanted to spend time with Clara, to talk more than anything. But with the women all sharing one tent, there would be no privacy. Whatever she spoke to Clara about, the others would either overhear or assume it was something sordid. While Tabitha wouldn’t say anything, Quinn would. Her catty remarks were why Ada had chosen to scout rather than stay beside Clara.
Darkness and the chill it brought forced Ada to return. Spending the night shivering on the hill would be worse than facing the others, and Mallow was growing restless. He managed the way for a time, until clouds blocked the moon. In the end, Ada had to dismount and lead him on foot, her essen guiding them.
When Ada’s essen reached the edge of the camp, she stopped. Mallow snorted, but she shushed him. Those were definitely the trees they’d left the wagon beside, so where was the wagon? She tied Mallow loosely to a tree and crept on. There were no tents where Laith and Sam had laid them out, no smell of smoke from a campfire. Another step forwards, and she sensed an essen beyond her own. It rushed away.
Ada turned her ring and pushed on. If that essen belonged to a Rinnite mage, they already knew she was there. She lifted a stone, ready to attack first, when she finally found the person’s astia. The stone thudded to the ground.
“Clara, I thought–” She cut her words short as another astia came into range. After that morning, she couldn’t forget it. While Clara’s astia was like a fire burning strong, Volker’s was like embers, ready to ignite at the slightest breeze. The pair stepped from the shadows of the trees into the small clearing that was meant to be their camp. Clara reached for Ada’s hand, only to stop when Volker cleared his throat.
“Where are the others?” Ada asked.
“We didn’t mean to worry you,” Clara said. “Shukri kept looking at the sky, then went scouting the other way to you. When he came back, he said he’d found a better place to camp.”
“Better?”
“He’s studied weather watching, it seems. The skies are about to turn.”
The sky had been clear for days, but Ada was too weary to argue. She fetched Mallow and followed Clara and Volker to the new camp, which was under the outcrop of a cliff. Sam was busy stoking a large fire, while Tabitha sat by a smaller one, stirring the contents of a pot. As soon as she noticed them arrive, she served up three bowls of food. Ada took one and smiled despite the ache in her heart. It looked just like the root vegetable soup her mother used to cook.
“Thank you,” Ada said. She moved to the edge of the camp to eat, not trusting her eyes to stay dry. Her throat tightened as she ate, but fortunately, Tabitha used a different herb mix to the one in Ada’s memories. It still took her back to sitting around the table with her family, Elizabeth close beside her as they sat with their backs to the kitchen hearth. Elizabeth always traded her yellow beets for Ada’s leeks. Both were in Tabitha’s soup, and Ada forced herself to eat the leeks. She’d never thought much of their flavour, yet she hadn’t hated them. Elizabeth had loved them.
“What’s on your mind?”
Ada almost dropped her bowl at the sound of Clara’s words. Strong emotions still made her lax with watching her back. “Elizabeth.”
Clara sat beside her on the cold ground. “What made you think of her?”
“The soup. Tamir’s cooks don’t tend to make hearty Asorean soups. Not like this.”
“Which vegetables did you trade?”
Ada raised a brow at Clara and tilted her head slightly. Clara smiled.
“I didn’t get to eat formal meals with Volker, but we’d always sneak into the lower palace kitchen so I could try the food he ate. He loved nut loaf but would pick out all the walnut pieces. I took them in exchange for my capers from the pine nut sauce.”
“You were close, growing up?”
“Even before we knew we were siblings. My mother doted on him because she cared deeply for his mothers. They were her attendants since the three of them were children.”
“Then why did…? Never mind.”
Clara shuffled closer and put her head on Ada’s shoulder. “Why did Volker’s birth mother sleep with my father? She was drunk, and he wanted the second heir my mother couldn’t give him.”
“And yet he never declared Volker was his?”
There was a pause before Clara answered. “I think in the end, he realised it would devastate my mother. She wouldn’t have blamed him, you see. She’d have blamed herself for being unable to conceive another child after me. It was hardly her fault I almost killed her.”
Ada took Clara’s hand. “It seems you take after her. How can you blame yourself for a difficult birth?”
“How I wish you and I could have ruled Belmennia together. You are the balance I need.”
Ignoring the temptation to try to grant that wish, Ada put an arm around Clara and held her close. She wouldn’t give into her impulsive nature. Not in Rin, and not when Clara’s dream was at stake. Grounding herself by wrapping her essen around Clara’s astia, she finished her soup and tried not to wonder what Elizabeth would have thought of her sister falling for a princess.






  
  Chapter twenty-nine
Traitorous Skies


Shukri had been right to move their camp. Soon after everyone retreated to their tents for the night, the clouds burst. Ada, for one, was glad of the outcrop’s shelter. As much as she liked the sound of rain, she wouldn’t have slept through a direct onslaught, especially with the temperature dropping. 
Despite the chill morning air, Ada woke too warm. At some point in the night, Clara had snuck across the tent and was now snoring softly against Ada’s shoulder. Ada had thought princesses were incapable of such things. But then, Clara would never truly be royalty in her mind. She would always be the bold woman who’d thrown a fireball at her on their first meeting.
The rain must have stopped long before dawn, because no water dripped from the outcrop. For a time, Clara’s quiet snores were the only sound, save for the dawn chorus. Then, someone stepped out of the men’s tent and lit a fire. Ada planned to stay holding Clara, at least until Quinn woke. But the campfire’s scent turned bitter. Something other than wood was burning. Ada shuffled out of her bedroll, careful not to wake Clara, and went to find out who was burning breakfast.
Peering out of the tent, Ada realised they were lucky only the porridge was burning. She was about to scold Sam for stoking the fire far too high, when Quinn barged past.
“What in the shadows are you doing?” Quinn screeched at Sam, who finally pulled the pot from the fire.
“I wanted to cook.”
“You great brute of a blacksmith. You almost ruined the pot.”
Sam tipped the pot and scooped blackened porridge aside, revealing a charred layer stuck to the bottom. “I’ll clean it up.”
“And meanwhile, we have to wait.” She snatched the pot from him and stalked off into the nearby trees. Sam glanced at Ada and sighed before following Quinn.
“What was that about?” Clara said, yawning as she stepped up beside Ada.
“Sam decided to cook.”
“Why?”
“I’m not sure. Love? Madness?”
Volker came out of the men’s tent. “Is there any difference?”
Clara lifted her hands towards him and struck the tip of one index finger against the second knuckle of the other, then went to the wagon. Ada didn’t recognise the gesture. Whatever it meant, Volker fled to the safety of the tent before Clara returned with a fresh pot.
By the time Quinn and Sam returned, Clara had cooked a fresh batch of porridge and was serving it with hazelnuts and dried blueberries. Sam rubbed his neck under his collar, briefly revealing a small, fresh bruise. Whatever the pair had been up to, Quinn watched Sam with a scowl that could have cut him in two quicker than any stone blade Laith sharpened. At least the pot was clean.
Once the camp was cleared, the group returned to the road. Now heading south, they passed a few travellers, who fortunately seemed inclined to keep to themselves. But around noon, Ada spotted a Rinnite patrol. She was a little ahead of the others, and the patrol had spotted her. Turning back would draw more attention. Instead, she slowed Mallow, and the wagon caught up just out of earshot of the Rinnites.
“No essens,” Ada reminded the others.
“We’re not idiots,” Quinn snapped. Ada glared at her earrings. Quinn quickly took them off and stuffed them down her bodice.
As they approached the patrol, Ada struggled to keep her breathing even. From Tamir’s lessons, she knew Rinnite soldiers wore equipment they’d purchased themselves, meaning there was no uniform to distinguish them from blades for hire. Her eyes widened as she spotted armour-clad women, but her envy quickly fled, chased away by fear’s sharp bite. A few members of the patrol moved with the confident swagger of experienced mercenaries. Hoping to avoid a prolonged interaction with them, Ada gave a gruff nod of greeting as they came level and set her eyes back on the road.
“Adam?” one of the mercenaries said.
Ada’s heart almost stopped. Thank fuck she’d entered Rin dressed in men’s clothes. She forced her hands to still, then jumped down and clasped the mercenary’s forearm. “Dirk. You finally came home?”
“Emperor’s got mercenaries filling gaps in the patrols, and the pay is staggering. If only you weren’t Asorean, I’d sign you up. But, weren’t you arrested for murder?”
Ada barked out a laugh. “Big misunderstanding. It turned out right in the end, and I found good work.” She leaned in close. “These idiots are paying me enough for five men to escort them.”
Dirk chuckled. “Merchants are they? Where are they headed?”
“Holzinsi.”
“They ought to continue past to Berchen. Better trade routes up there, and it’s further from the Yrian border. Tension’s high on the front. Word is Prince Barukh plans to wed some princess who’s back from the grave.”
Ada almost choked. “I’ll see if I can change their minds. Can’t say I want to get caught up in a war. Stay safe, Dirk.” And she truly meant it. He was one of the mercenaries who’d helped train her.
They clasped arms again. “You too, my friend.”
The patrol continued north, but Ada’s heart pounded against her ribs as she remounted and led their group on. Once the patrol was out of sight, she dropped back to talk to Clara.
“You heard him?” Ada said.
Clara nodded. “I can’t think there’s anyone alive who knows what I look like. We’ll be fine so long as no one sees my necklace, and even then, they’d have to know what they’re looking for.”
“Any trouble, and we’re going back to Asorea.” Ada lifted a hand, cutting Clara off before she could argue. “I know what you need to do, but you’re no good to Yriah if you fall into Rinnite hands.” Or if they killed her.
Sam scoffed, sounding too much like Quinn. “Let them try to take you from us.”
Quinn scowled at him. “Keep your voice down.”
“Why? They looked weak.”
“They might be,” Shukri said, “but what if they brought two hundred soldiers? There’s only so much our magic can do.”
“Yours, maybe,” Quinn said, yet her expression lacked the confidence to back up her words.
“He’s right,” Tabitha said. “I’ve reached the limit of how hard I can make fabrics. Stone too. Even the area I can harden has a limit. I can feel its approach.”
“It’s the same with sharpening,” Laith said. “My ethelid has limits I can’t surpass, no matter how hard I train. What about yours, Ada?”
She glanced at her turned ring. “I thought the lack of progress was my fault, until I had to rebuild my strength. This ethelid has a limit on how much weight it can lift.”
“I can only shape stone so fast,” Sam said. He looked at Quinn, but her glare chased his gaze away. She would probably make him regret not siding with her.
“Well then,” Tabitha said. “We’ll have to ask Tamir to let us check his collection for better ones, once we return.” Her optimism surprised Ada, who couldn’t bear to break it. While Tamir had limited how many ethelids they had, Ada was certain he’d given them the best he could. To surpass the limits, they needed to find new ethelids.
They stayed together as they continued, deciding it would draw more attention if Ada kept dropping back as if to guard her employers from the patrols. It wasn’t long before they passed another mix of soldiers and mercenaries, but this group ignored them. However, the next found them stopped for a quick lunch and demanded to see papers. Ada was close to demanding proof they were really with the army, but Shukri beat her to it, quietly asking to check the soldier’s identification as he handed the papers over. The solider flashed a wooden token, and all Ada managed to see was a seal burnt into the surface like a brand. It was enough. The leader shoved the papers back to Shukri and reminded them to follow the local laws.
The afternoon was much the same, but no matter how many patrols they passed without trouble, Ada couldn’t feel at ease. With Shukri’s agreement, she paced the group so they were far from settlements when darkness fell when, allowing them to camp without anyone questioning their choice not to seek a tavern. Dense woodland forced them to camp on a wide scruffy area at the side of the road, where they were exposed to view and the elements. A bitter wind blew that night. When Ada took the last watch, she was glad of the large fire Sam had built up – Quinn hadn’t let him near it until Laith and Tabitha had finished preparing the night’s meal.
A little before dawn, the traitorous skies opened. Despite wearing an oilskin cloak, Ada was soon soaked to the bone. Giving up on keeping herself dry, she held the edge of her cloak over the fire, but it was no good. By the time the others woke, she sat before a steaming pile of half-burnt logs.
“Can’t you get it going again?” Quinn asked Clara as they peered out from the dry of the women’s tent.
“You want to explain that to the patrols?” Ada snapped. “Magic leaves a trace.”
“You’re shivering,” Clara said. “Volker, swap with Ada.”
He appeared at the flap of the men’s tent, scowling as if he meant to object, but Clara’s glare held enough fire it could have set the sodden logs blazing. Ada was soon inside the women’s tent, trying not to drip on everything.
“Stand still,” Clara said. She reached to her ethelid, but Ada caught her hand.
“I’d rather be wet than risk you getting caught.”
Clara batted Ada’s hand away and reached again for her ethelid. Ada wasn’t about to let her win that battle of wills. She stepped outside, hood down, and shook her head. Slowly, Clara’s hand fell to her side. The pain in her eyes was too much. Ada went to tend the horses, whose moods weren’t much better than hers.
After a cold breakfast of dried meats, fruits, and nuts, they continued south. The rain was so heavy, Tabitha abandoned her seat beside Laith and joined Quinn and Clara in the back of the wagon, slouched beneath the oilskin pulled taut across the wares. Everyone else sat hunched forwards, trying to keep their clothes dry as best they could.
At midday, they spotted smoke in the sky ahead.
“Are we near a settlement?” Ada called to Shukri.
“A traveller’s inn.” His words were almost lost beneath the rain drumming on her hood. She dropped back beside him.
“Passing a tavern in this weather will seem suspicious. I’ve heard Rinnites will sell out their neighbours for a meal in poorer areas.”
“Not only in poor areas.” He frowned at the smoke, tapping a finger on his reins. “I’m inclined to agree. We can’t risk drawing eyes to our passing. And I must admit, it will be nice to get out of this damn rain, Torrent forgive me for my lack of gratitude.”
“Rain isn’t rare here. You don’t need to be grateful for this.”
There was the faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth. “Going in is almost as risky as passing.”
“It’s still less of a risk. We go in, keep our heads down, and perhaps you could ask Torrent to ease off on his gifts.”

    
  The tavern was heaving. Ada and the others wove between patrons to an area past the stairs that backed the central bar. Even there, people filled the tables, but there was one left big enough for them to squeeze around. No one looked at them. They were just more soaked travellers escaping the downpour.
Tamir hadn’t budgeted for taverns, and Shukri refused to use their limited bribe funds to buy anything. After sitting there near half an hour without ordering, they began to draw the barkeep’s eye whenever he passed with drinks for other tables.
“The rain’s still coming down hard,” Ada said. “If we’re thrown out or leave, it’ll bring attention we don’t need.”
“She’s right,” Clara said.
Laith leaned back in his chair. “Can’t we sell some of what’s in the wagon?”
Ada shook her head. “I doubt the barkeep would take kindly to us doing business on his premises, and we have nothing he’d want. Shukri, go buy the cheapest drinks he has.”
He didn’t move. Quinn sighed and went to the bar. The corner of it was visible from where they sat, giving them a view of Quinn as she spoke to the barkeep. Ada wasn’t the only one with fingers hovering near an ethelid. But Quinn flashed the barkeep a smile, and he gave a hearty laugh before ambling over.
“My friends,” he said. His accent was Asorean with a hint of Rinnite sharpness. “This lovely lady has told me all about your journey. Who’s the lucky one who took her to wife?”
“That would be me,” Sam said, looking truly the happy husband.
The barkeep slapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll be wise to let her help run your new venture. It’s normal here for women to be equals. Now, I hear you have charcoal from Veskh?”
Ada had thought the charcoal was a stupid addition to their fake wares, given Rin was hardly short of trees, yet Sam and the barkeep dove into a discussion about the superior quality of charcoal from Veskh. Apparently, it was hard to get in Rin thanks to the earthquake that had struck before the ash plague, shattering the cliffs Veskh relied on for trade.
As Ada listened, finding herself genuinely curious, she couldn’t help noticing the sparkle in Quinn’s eyes, which brightened as Sam began to haggle. Ada hoped for Sam’s sake that Quinn might finally see him as worthy of a proper relationship with her. The pair worked together to settle the deal, which included a hot meal and several rounds of whatever they wanted to drink, the latter being the barkeep’s suggestion rather than Quinn’s. Not wanting to drink would be suspicious. Ada didn’t want to partake, but what kind of mercenary passed up a free drink?
Her first was a local mead, its sweetness suiting the roast boar they ate. The second – a recommendation from the barkeep – was completely clear and served in a tiny cup. Vodka from a northern town, so he told her. She took a sip and almost choked. The barkeep patted her on the back and told her to down the rest. Refusing would undo Sam and Quinn’s work, and she hardly wanted an earful from Quinn. She swallowed the rest, which she immediately regretted as her throat and stomach burned. Satisfied, the barkeep returned to his work.
It wasn’t long before Ada’s head began to spin. Vodka, it seemed, was a different beast to wine and ale. Her stomach turned, and she lay her head on her arm to shut the world out. She wasn’t sure how long she was like that before something brushed her shoulder. She slid her eyes open, looking for the arse who’d knocked into her. No one was nearby.
A few minutes later, the sensation came again, so gentle she almost missed it. She forced herself to relax against her arm. The slightest twitch would tell the mage in the crowd she’d sensed their essen.
With her eyes open the tiniest amount, Ada scanned the room. All seemed normal. Everyone in the tavern was chatting, the atmosphere merry now people had dried off. Perhaps someone actually had brushed past and the vodka had slowed her reaction. She closed her eyes again.
An essen rushed at Ada, so fast she couldn’t stop herself flinching the tiniest amount. Shit. Eyes as slivers, she peered in the direction the essen had come from. Several tables away, almost hidden behind the crowd, a group of men sat lost in conversation. Except one of them. He nodded and smiled here and there as if listening, but he sipped his drink too long, and his eyes were unfocused. Something was off about his clothes too. His companions wore battle-scarred leathers, yet his were clean. New. And about his neck, almost hidden, was a golden chain.
Ada tried to think through the vodka-wrought fog that had settled around her mind. The mage was trying to bait her into reacting, and, fortunately, he’d missed that she’d flinched. She could hide her reactions, but could the others? Of everyone, she worried most about Tabitha.
“Mage,” Ada hissed, but the tavern’s din swallowed her warning. As she lifted her head, the essen rushed towards them again. It passed Ada, passed Laith…
Ada yawned and stretched, knocking over a near-empty pitcher of beer as Tabitha let out a little squeak of fear.
“Sorry,” Ada said. “Vodka’s gone to my head. Can’t make sense of where anything is around me. I’ll try to make less of a scene next time.”
Ada stared Tabitha down, waiting until a flicker of understanding passed across her eyes. Her breathing had quickened, and it wasn’t slowing. Ada considered making herself vomit to bring attention back to her. It wouldn’t have been hard. But Laith slipped his hand into Tabitha’s, lacing their fingers. Tabitha stared at him, and a blush touched her cheeks. Ada silently thanked Laith for being quick-witted.
Forcing herself not to sway as she sat up straight, Ada let her voice carry. “If you lot want to reach your destination before my fee runs out, you’ll have to put up with the rain. It’s not going to let up any time soon.” She met Shukri’s frown and hoped he would understand.
“Adam’s right,” he said. “Let’s get moving.”
“I’m not going back out in that,” Quinn said.
“Then you can face being attacked by bandits without a guard,” Ada said. She got to her feet, head screaming as the room spun.
Clarity filled Quinn’s eyes, and she leaned into Sam. “Dearest, I don’t want to spend more of our coin hiring a new guard. I have things to buy when we arrive.”
Sam only blinked at her, until she prodded him in a rib. “Of course, my sweet.” Ada almost vomited on her boots, which wasn’t entirely Sam’s fault.
They tried to keep their exit casual, but Quinn got caught up in a conversation with the barkeep, and Ada struggled to keep the tension from her posture. Only the time she’d spent schooling herself to move like a man gave her enough control over her body to hide her fear. Tabitha’s racing pulse was a visible flutter on the side of her neck, but Laith had his arm around her waist, pulling her close. They looked like newlyweds. Everything would be fine.
Quinn was still yapping with the barkeep when the mage got to his feet. His companions scowled at him. That was all Ada allowed herself to watch before checking for potential exits. The crowd between her and the door was too dense to sprint through, but there was a chance she could smash the back windows with a running jump to save precious seconds. The others didn’t know who the mage was, so none of them reacted as he wove through the crowd. Ada tried not to hold her breath, determined to keep up the act until she was sure they’d been discovered. Surely he’d have used magic by now if he knew they were mages. Yet every second she let him approach was one less they had to escape. She cursed herself as sweat broke out on the back of her neck.
Halfway to the bar, the mage edged around a large group blocking his way to the door, putting them between him and Ada. He left the tavern, and Ada let out a slow breath as his companions downed their drinks and followed him out.
“That was the mage,” Ada whispered to the others.
“We can stay now, can’t we?” Sam said.
Shukri and Ada exchanged glances, then he shook his head at Sam. Good. She didn’t want to have to argue with the others about how staying would tell the mage they had reason to avoid him. Shukri had been a prince, and Quinn was far more willing to follow his lead than Ada’s.
The mage and his men were still in the stable yard when Ada and the others went to sort the horses. Ada gave them an Asorean nod of greeting, acknowledging they were foreigners but that they had nothing to hide. The mage sneered, and his essen swept over her. She ignored it and went to get Mallow. By the time she led him to the yard, the mage and his men were gone.
“Did anyone see which way they went?” Ada said.
“North, thank Torrent,” Shukri said.
“Seems like our acting paid off,” Quinn said, smiling at Sam before ducking under the wagon’s cover.
As they continued south, Ada couldn’t help looking back through the rain. The others were convinced they’d lost the mage. Ada wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t stop questioning why a mage with such control over their essen was in a tavern instead of waiting to attack Yriah at the front line.






  
  Chapter thirty
Saboteur


Mist hung over the road the next morning, but the rain had finally stopped, freeing Ada from the incessant patter of drizzle on her hood. The remnants of her headache lingered, made worse by the stiff neck she’d given herself after leaving the tavern by checking the road behind them every five minutes until they’d stopped to make camp. The night had been quiet. No one had seen or heard anything while on watch, and the touch of an essen would have woken her from her fitful sleep. There was no reason to believe they were being followed. 
Everyone except Shukri and Ada seemed at ease as they made their way further south. With the wagon now uncovered, Clara sat on a box towards the front, telling Tabitha what she knew of the area. Tabitha twisted on the bench to look at Clara, her hand in Laith’s stopping her turning all the way. Ada’s happiness for them couldn’t distract her from her worry about the mage.
A little before midday, they came to a junction, where they turned onto the westward road. Shukri let out a long breath, and the tension in his shoulders vanished. Ada didn’t understand why. The wagon was leaving tracks on the muddy road, a clear trail for anyone following them. She itched to get Sam and Quinn to remove them, yet only a fool would leave a trace of magic with a mage about. There was no telling what his skills were.
The road towards Holzinsi had more people travelling along it, almost all of them heading east. Many had scruffy horses or donkeys pulling small carts heaped with clothes, pots, and other homely possessions. Some pulled the carts themselves, and a few even hauled huge bags on their shoulders. They didn’t look at Ada or the others, their heads hanging low. Their eyes were empty. Lifeless.
Ada fell back beside Shukri. “Who do you think they are?”
“Refugees from the contested lands most likely.”
“Oh.” The contested lands spanned a wide, hilly area between Yriah’s original border and where Rin had pushed it back to over the past few generations. Both nations lay claim to the land, and those who lived there were often caught in skirmishes, with the Rinnite army telling them they belong to Rin while the Yrians said they were free to choose. It seemed nothing less than full war was enough to drive them from the homes of their ancestors.
“You’re frowning,” Shukri said.
“I don’t understand why the refugees don’t stay in Holzinsi or other villages this side of the border.”
“If you were fleeing war, would you stop in the nearest place, or would you go far away, somewhere you can truly start fresh?” He kicked his horse’s sides and rode ahead of the wagon.
Clara raised an eyebrow, but Volker came beside Ada before she could talk to her.
“Anyone like you amongst them?” he said, eyeing a group of refugees they were passing.
“A thief?”
He scowled. “Don’t act the fool. You know what I meant.”
“Would it matter if any were like us? Look at them.”
“I won’t let anyone hurt Clara. Anyone.”
“Shouldn’t you of all people have sympathy for them?”
He sat straight in his saddle and looked from the refugees to Clara. “People like them are why I can’t let anything happen to her. If she gets her wish and unites with Yriah, perhaps the empire can be stopped. Then no one will have to leave their home for war.”
“I like your optimism, but there will always be war. People with power will never stop lusting for more.”
“At least Clara’s trying. With her, there can be hope for Belmennos–”
Ada kicked Mallow’s sides hard and pulled back on the reins, making him squeal at the conflicting demands. But she was too late to cover Volker’s mistake. Several eyes were on him, something shining in them where there had been nothing before. Something Ada was certain meant trouble for Clara.
Hope.

    
  By that evening, Ada couldn’t take the worry of it all anymore. She was certain the mage had realised she was one too, and those refugees would do anything to secure themselves a good life in Rin. She didn’t blame them for that. Before she met Tamir, she might have done the same.
“We need to ditch the wagon,” Ada said over dinner. They were tucked away in a clearing she’d insisted they drag the wagon to. “We should avoid the road, too.”
“There aren’t enough horses to leave the wagon,” Shukri said.
“Those whose clothes would catch on the undergrowth should ride. The rest of us can walk.”
“You can’t expect me to sit astride in this dress,” Quinn said.
“Shukri gave you a knife. Make a slit.”
“But why?” Quinn’s words were close to a whine.
“Because even if that mage didn’t work out we’re mages, Volker gave us away. Those refugees will sell the information.”
“What information?” Volker said. “I didn’t say Clara was a princess. I only mentioned Belmennos.”
“Given the rumours flying through Rin about a Belmennian princess marrying the Yrian prince, do you really think soldiers will hear that someone’s spoken of hope for Belmennos and not investigate?”
“You’re overreacting.”
“You’re the one who wants to protect Clara at all costs. Why won’t you take the safe option? Swallow your pride, you cur.”
He shot to his feet, but Clara pulled him back onto the log they shared.
“She’s right,” Clara said. “Why risk it? We’re half a day from the lake by road. The woods will slow us, yes, but Prince Barukh will wait until the new moon.”
“These woods aren’t dense,” Ada said. “We’ll probably make it by nightfall tomorrow.”
“I think it’s sensible,” Laith said.
“Oh please,” Quinn said with a sneer. “You just want some privacy behind a tree with Tabitha.”
“That’s enough,” Clara snapped. “We leave the wagon.”
“Good,” Ada said. “Laith, I need you and your knife.” She strode towards where they’d left the wagon. Quinn jumped up and stood in the way, but Sam pulled her aside, whispering something that made the anger fade from her face.
“What do you plan to do?” Laith said when he and Ada reached the wagon.
“Make it look like leaving it behind was our only choice.”
Laith rubbed the short beard he’d let grow. “What if we need it on the way back?”
“Didn’t you ever realise?”
“What?”
“Our cover story would never have got us home. The papers are to enter Rin as merchants, to travel to Holzinsi. Why would we be going the other way?”
Something cracked in Laith’s eyes. “But why?”
“The king means to test our mettle. What use is a mage if they can’t evade capture and escape enemy territory? If we can’t figure out a way to return, he will know we’d never have had the sense to navigate the battlefield.”
“Surely not.”
“The king’s an idiot who let himself be swayed by Goldaxe, who I’m fairly sure hopes for us to die here. But whatever reason we were sent, this wagon is only going to get us caught faster.”
“Couldn’t we give it to the refugees?”
“Do you really want to give them something the mage knows belongs to us? Somehow, I think Rinnites have a kill first ask questions later kind of attitude.”
Laith was quiet a minute, then he passed Ada his stone knife. The blade’s edge thinned until it was sharper than any sword. Ada worked fast, damaging the wagon in ways that could have happened from a runaway horse. A snapped strap on the harness, broken bolts on the wheels. Laith even pried up the driver’s bench so it looked like it had hit a tree.
“We should add saboteur to your list of titles,” Laith said.
“Perhaps we ought to suggest it to Tamir as a role for mages, if we survive this.”

    
  After breakfast the next morning, Shukri gave everyone half an hour to gather what they needed from the wagon and load up the horses. Quinn was still fussing over wares when it came time to leave. To his credit, Sam hauled her away, ignoring her protests as he lifted her onto his horse. Volker gave Clara his horse, and Laith helped Tabitha onto Mallow. That left only the draught horse free, and she needed to carry supplies. Ada made for the mare with a length of rope.
Shukri led his stallion up beside Ada. “Shadow will help her carry supplies, and we shall walk.”
The midnight beast snorted and tossed his head when Shukri loaded him up with their packs and the group’s food supply, clearly unhappy with the change in routine, but Shukri had a good handle on him. They slung oat-filled saddlebags over the draught horse, who didn’t react at all. Soon enough, Ada and the scruffy mare were leading the others west through the trees.
“I should have asked the stablehand what your name was,” Ada told the mare. “You’ve been through a lot and survived, so how about Thistle?”
Shukri laughed close behind. “You can’t give her a name like that. People will think she has a bad personality.”
“What do you suggest, Your Highness?”
“Aloe. They’re soothing and calming, like her nature.”
“I’ve seen those in books. They’re spiky too.”
“Damn your education. Fine then. What about Myrtle? They’re evergreen, and she seems to keep going, whatever environment she’s in.”
Ada patted the mare’s neck. “Myrtle it is.”
A little past noon, the wood gave way to hills. The others waited at the treeline while Shukri and Ada walked up the closest hill. There was a good view from its crest, even crouching as they were. To the west and a touch north, Lake Tolzye sparkled in the crisp autumn light, and south of that was another wood. Somewhere amongst those trees, Prince Barukh waited for Clara.
“Do you think we’ll make it there today?” Ada asked.
“We may have to push through the dark. I don’t want to climb any of these hills or we’ll be spotted from miles away.”
“Then you think I’m right about the mage?”
Shukri shrugged, despite the worry in his eyes. “It’s not worth risking it. And you must have good instincts, to have been a thief for so long.”
To the west, only visible in a few places, a small river wound between the hills, flowing towards the lake from the wood at Ada’s back. “We’ll follow that.”
Shukri tracked the river with his eyes, assessing. “A good plan.” He nodded with approval and strode back down the hill.
Once the group were out of the wood, their pace was better – walking amongst fallen leaves had made Ada stumble over roots despite her essen. They were fortunate the river had wide banks in most places, though sometimes they fell sharply away, forcing everyone onto the sides of hills. Ada’s eyes turned often to the east, trying to get a view of the road they’d avoided. The few glimpses she got told her nothing.
They made it to the lake at sunset. The sun had long ago fallen behind a mountain to the west, casting a long shadow over the lake. Despite the extra darkness, Ada felt exposed. They followed the shore to the wood, making it to the treeline as the last of the day’s light faded.
“Where now?” Ada asked Clara.
“Volker?”
He stepped beside Clara, and the air shifted, as if Volker were now in charge. “We need to follow the edge of the lake until we see a statue of the Winged Goddess.”
Ada didn’t know whether to relax or clench her fists. “You were Clara’s envoy.”
“Did you think she’d trust this to anyone else?” He folded his arms, defiant. Ada ignored his bristling.
“This statue, can it be seen from the treeline?”
“In daylight, yes, but we’ve arrived late.”
“I don’t want to wait another night,” Clara said.
Ada looked out into the night. The moon was a sliver, but its light was bright in the cloudless sky. If they all moved along the shore, they’d be seen if the mage was behind them. She’d seen no sign to suggest he was, yet she didn’t want to risk it. “I’ll go down to the shore and find the statue. You all follow within the treeline as best you can. Hide the horses here for now.”
“Have you got your thieving attire?” Shukri asked.
“I do.”
A few minutes later, Ada was in her black trousers, black shirt, and hooded black jacket. She shivered beneath them, cursing herself for not thinking to ask Tamir for a warm version. An essen moved over her, sensing the small movements of her muscles, then Shukri handed her his cloak. It was midnight blue.
“A better colour for darkness,” he said.
“Thank you.” She pulled it on and headed back to the lake, keeping low as she moved.
It was strange, moving like a thief again. Yes, she’d done it when she broke out to rescue Maisie, but the urge to be silent and stealthy had come from knowing that if she’d failed, Laith’s sister would have had to wait to be rescued. Now, a mistake could well cost Ada her life and those of her friends. Her heart twisted in her chest. Caring for people was too painful.
Lake Tolzye was large enough for the wind to create small waves, so Ada stayed a little way from the shore to avoid splashing if the water swept beneath her feet. She knew roughly what the statue might look like and would doubtless spot it in the dark even from a distance. Most Rinnites worshipped dragons instead of the Six like in Asorea or nature like in Loka. The Winged Goddess was the most popular dragon, a hero from an age past according to legends. The statue would either be of a dragon or a winged woman lifting a sword high.
A shadow loomed ahead. Ada thought she was close to its source, but the shadow grew and grew until a statue loomed over her. She stood at the base, staring up at a massive, fearsome dragon rendered in stone. The Winged Goddess was a sight to behold. She faced out towards the lake, her slender body lifted as if she pounced at an invisible foe. Her mouth was open in a snarl, flanked by two long fangs that jutted down past her jaw. It was nothing like the drawings Ada had seen. This dragon was longer in the body and had a mane instead of spines down its back.
Part of Ada longed to stay and study the artist’s strange take on a dragon’s form, yet now wasn’t the time. She crept towards the safety of the treeline, unable to shake the feeling of being followed. When she reached a muddy area, she walked west, letting her footprints show in the dirt before doubling back on some rocks. When she finally reached the trees, the others didn’t take long to find her.
“Where now?” Ada asked Volker.
“If we head away from the statue, we’ll find a tree split in two.”
“Follow me.” Praying she got the direction right, Ada led them deeper into the trees.






  
  Chapter thirty-one
Royalty


Starlight shone between leaves that refused to yield to the season’s demands, yet their addition to the scant moonlight failed to chase away the wood’s stubborn shadows. It was so dark, Ada had to rely entirely on her essen to guide her feet, and someone behind kept stumbling. Quinn’s angry mutters drifted through the night. Curious if Quinn bothered to use her essen at all, Ada threw hers back. It wasn’t Quinn who was tripping. It was Sam, and Quinn had her arm around him to support him. 
“When we get back,” Quinn said, “you’re going to start practising with your essen. And you, stop being nosy.”
Ada withdrew her essen and carried on. Guilt pressed in with the darkness. She’d helped Tabitha with her essen, and Laith a little too, but she’d never thought to help Sam, Quinn, and Shukri. She could have taught them what she knew. Should have. But Tamir was as much to blame. He should have made them work as a full team, not let them split into smaller ones.
Ada was so caught up in her thoughts, she almost walked straight into an enormous tree. When she looked up, she saw stars between the oak’s two halves. Something had split it almost down to the ground, yet brown leaves clung to its branches. It wasn’t dead.
Shukri let out a low whistle. “Storm above, that must have been an impressive strike.”
“There’s a legend behind it,” Clara said. “No one settles close to the lake because they believe someone once worshipped the Leviathan at its shore. According to the story, the Winged Goddess rose from the lake and struck the man down with such force, this tree split too. That’s why the statue was built. To remind people not to offend her.”
Shukri laughed. “They should fear Storm, not some creature of ages past. Lightning did this.”
Ada’s patience was fraying. They needed to get somewhere safe. “Are we really going to argue about the fate of a tree right now? Where next?”
Volker went to the right of the tree and brushed leaves aside here and there. “Rot take me. I can’t find it in the dark.”
“What are you looking for?” Clara asked.
“A rock with a hole eroded through it, sunk into the ground.”
With Tabitha’s innate ability to sense everything around her, it didn’t take her long to find Volker’s rock.
“Sunlight bless you,” Volker said. “If we head this way, it will lead us to the camp.”
“And if we can’t manage a straight line?” Ada said.
Shukri pointed to the Southern Star. “We keep that to our left, and those ahead.” He pointed to a cluster of three stars. “Torrent’s tears. I won’t lose the way.”
“After you then,” Ada said.
Shukri led them on, but the night dragged. Ada was tempted to go back to the tree and start again, especially when Shukri stopped in front of a thicket. She was about to suggest they go around it when Volker pushed between the bushes. Ada followed with her essen. The thicket was open inside, and the ground sloped down between banks of stone. A hidden dell.
“Sam, Quinn,” Ada said. “Stay here and keep watch. If you hear anything, come and get us.”
“Come where?” Quinn said. “It’s a bush.”
Too on edge to bother arguing, Ada went after Volker, and everyone except Sam and Quinn followed. The space between the cliffs grew, and after a few minutes, voices rose ahead. Volker didn’t stop.
Ada caught Clara’s arm. “You trust him with your life?”
“I do.”
“And Prince Barukh?”
“Has nothing to gain by betraying me. Rin doesn’t negotiate.”
Ada released Clara and trailed behind as they approached a circle of firelight, where two men sat by the fire. They were dark-skinned, though lighter than Shukri and most of Tamir’s Lokan workers, who’d lived surrounded by deserts. Both men wore swords, and while one sat stirring the contents of a pot over the fire, the other paced with a frown creasing his brow. There was no way out beyond the men. Flickering light danced on cliffs surrounding the small camp.
As Volker stepped out of the darkness, the world seemed to press in. The moment the men noticed Volker, they reached for their swords. They soon released them. The standing man clasped Volker’s forearm, and the other gazed expectantly into the darkness. Ada wanted to grab Clara before she could step into view, but she held herself back. This meeting was everything to Clara. And yet, she hesitated, waiting in the darkness.
“Thank the River you’re here,” the standing man said to Volker. “I was getting close to offering this pampered prince to the lake.”
“Erez, I could have your head for speaking about me that way.” Prince Barukh didn’t move his gaze. Could he see Clara beyond the light?
Erez bowed. “Forgive me, most noble one.” He chuckled, drawing a rare smile from Volker. But Erez’s smile fell, and he put a hand on the prince’s shoulder, the touch lingering. “You’re determined to go through with this?”
“I’m sorry.”
Erez’s hand fell away. “I understand. Come forth, Your Highness. We know Volker wouldn’t have come alone.”
Clara stepped into the light. “May the River guide you, Prince Barukh, Erez.”
Prince Barukh came to his feet. “And may the Forest watch over you, Princess Clara.” His words were tinged with awe. Jealousy reared in Ada’s chest, and she clenched her fists hard to keep it from her face as she stepped beside Clara.
“Where are the rest of your men?” Ada asked.
“The rest?” Barukh said.
“You expect me to believe a prince would travel into enemy territory with one man for protection?”
“I’m more than enough,” Erez said. He opened his mouth to say more, but Barukh lifted a hand. Such a princely gesture.
“More than the two of us would gain too much attention,” Barukh said. “Don’t tell me you brought more.”
Ada glanced at Clara, then beckoned to the others. Shukri soon appeared, followed by Laith and Tabitha. “There’s two more keeping watch by the entrance.”
“You utter fools,” Erez said. “Why would you bring so many?”
“Our king ordered us to.”
Barukh’s shoulders sagged. “I knew King Wallace was dim-witted the moment he refused to ally with us. But this? Why would he do it?”
It was Clara who answered. “He’s so bent on avoiding war with Rin, he wanted to make sure I reached you safely.” No mention that they were mages or that the king was testing them. Good. It was better to keep that to themselves, for now.
“You don’t think he was hoping she’d be caught, do you?” Erez asked his prince.
Ada stiffened. Would the king stoop to making a secret deal with Rin? It would allow him to deny siding with a warmonger while protecting his nation. Dread crept up Ada’s spine.
“I doubt King Wallace would do that,” Barukh said. “Even he couldn’t be foolish enough to believe Rin would honour such a deal. Honestly, I’m surprised he kept you there so long, Your Highness. It would have been the perfect excuse for Rin to invade.”
“When has the emperor ever needed an excuse? And please, call me Clara.”
“Barukh, then.” He smiled at her so naturally, Ada wanted to punch his chiselled jaw. “With the lost Belmennian princess beside me, our people will find hope.”
Erez scoffed. “Would have been better if she had an army of her own. We’re completely outnumbered.”
“I have no troops,” Clara said, “and raising rebels is taking time, but I don’t come empty-handed.” She pulled out her necklace. Ada wanted to shout at her to stop, to make her keep her secret, but Clara was the one born into the world of politics. She would know when the time was right. What did a thief know of such things?
“Is that the lost Blood Seed?” Barukh said.
“It’s more than that. Watch.” Clara held out her other hand, and as her ethelid glowed red, a ball of flame appeared in her palm. Erez jolted back, while Barukh leaned forwards, watching the flames with curiosity bright in his eyes.
“You’re a mage,” Barukh said. “A fire one at that. River guide me, imagine if you rode out to war beside me. Would you do it?”
“I would.”
“She needs to give you an heir first,” Erez said.
It was too much. Ada strode up to Erez and grabbed the front of his shirt. “Clara gets to decide that, not you.”
“Easy there,” Erez said. He ran his gaze down and up Ada. “I guess you’re more man than woman after all.”
Ada lifted a fist. She hated it when people were sharp enough to realise she wasn’t a man. She might have thrown the punch, but Clara got there first, her flame shooting over Erez and scattering against the cliff behind him.
“Ada is Ada,” Clara said. “She’s who she wants to be, and I’ll not stand for you to judge her.”
Barukh set his hand gently on Clara’s upper arm. “Erez, stop being an idiot.”
“My apologies,” Erez said.
Ada released him and stalked over to Clara. “Are you sure you want to go with them?”
“I made up my mind a long time ago.” Clara took Ada’s hand in hers. “This is what I must do.”
Crashing footfalls from behind made Ada spin, two stones lifting as her essen searched for a target. Quinn’s astia came into range, followed by Sam’s. They charged into the clearing. Barukh and Erez drew their swords, but Clara held her hand up, an order for them to hold. She truly was a princess.
“What is it?” Ada asked Sam and Quinn.
“I went to keep watch at the edge of the wood,” Sam said. “There’s a group of Rinnite soldiers further up the shore, heading this way. A lot of them. And I heard a dog.”
“Shit. Shit.” Ada grasped her hair. “The mage let us go. They let us lead them here.”
“What mage?” Erez asked.
“We were almost caught by one at a tavern a few days ago.”
Erez sneered. “And you still came here? If anything happens to the prince because of you–”
“You’ll what? Kill me? I’ll already be dead, because I’ll die before I let Clara’s dream fail. Where are your horses?”
“Stabled at a tavern,” Barukh said. “Yours?”
“Back through the wood past the Rinnites. That leaves us one option. We all go together on foot. Now.”
Ada grabbed Clara’s hand and ran.

    
  Beyond the dell’s entrance, Barukh led them west, where the wood soon gave way to a barren, rocky area. Ada cursed the lack of cover. They sprinted across and were almost at a small cluster of trees when a hound began baying in the wood behind. The Rinnites didn’t need a mage to find them. They were as good as caught.
Two large oaks stood at the fore of the group of trees. Ada pulled Clara behind them, and everyone else stopped, the trees just big enough to hide them all.
“This is where we make our stand,” Ada said. 
“Are you mad?” Erez said.
“I don’t want to be caught in the open and felled by arrows. We can only dodge so many.”
“What?”
Fuck keeping secrets. Lives were on the line. “Clara’s not the only mage. We all are.”
Barukh braced himself against a tree. “Your king risked so many mages to get Clara to me?”
“Or are they an offering to the emperor alongside the princess?” Erez said.
Quinn barged past him to stand before Ada. “Why are you wasting time arguing? Just have Clara burn them to ashes.”
“I can’t,” Clara said, hanging her head. “My magic has limits too. I can only take them out one or two at a time.”
“I don’t want you using your magic at all,” Ada said as the drumming hoofbeats grew louder. The Rinnites were out of the wood. “If one of them escapes and takes word of a fire mage to the emperor, you’ll never be safe. We need to–”
A thud made Ada turn towards Barukh. Erez collapsed beside him, blood oozing from his temple. A stone was embedded in a tree behind where he’d stood.
“Erez?” Barukh shook his man’s shoulder. “Erez, get up.”
There was no time to explain that Erez no longer had an astia, that he died the moment the stone struck. Ada was too busy forming a plan. “Sam, raise stone columns for cover. Tabitha, harden them. We need to keep the columns between us and the mage at all times.” Ada opened the pouch at her hip and tipped out most of the pebbles. “Laith, sharpen these. Quinn, once they’re in range, take the ground out from beneath as many as you can. Shukri, can you hide the pit from the ones at the back?”
“I’ll do my best.”
One column was already up, wide enough for three to hide behind. The moment Tabitha hardened it, Ada darted behind the barricade. A stone shattered against the other side. Their defence would hold, for now. Quinn joined her, followed by Sam as he began raising the second column.
Pressed low against the barricade, Ada closed her eyes and spread her essen across the plain, where the horses now charged unimpeded. There were twenty-one people, all on horseback, and one hound. Despite their fast approach, they were still beyond Quinn’s range. Ada’s heart pinched. If the Rinnites reached them, they stood no chance. She had to stop their charge.
It was impossible to tell which soldier the mage was, for all wore jewellery and the mage had withdrawn their essen. Ada would simply have to kill them all. For Clara, she would shatter her oath to never kill again.
Magicking up a stone Laith had sharpened, Ada focused on the nearest soldier and let the stone fly. It was further than she’d ever shot a stone, but it flew swiftly and tore through his eye. She’d aimed for his heart. His astia flickered out regardless, and he slipped from the saddle, his foot catching in the stirrup. Ada winced as she sensed the horse rear in fright and lose its footing. Its head struck a rock, and its astia disappeared too.
The other soldiers kept coming. Ada shot three more stones, one after the other. Only two hit their targets. Striking moving targets was hard enough, but fear was making her sloppy. Yet the fear wasn’t for herself. She would gladly go to her death if it kept Clara safe. And Tabitha and Laith. Shadows, the rest too. She would see them all to safety, no matter the cost.
Ada was splitting her essen to make another shot when a pebble curved around the barricade. She dropped her stone and caught the pebble with her magic, but she couldn’t slow it enough, her focus torn by the mage’s ability to curve his weapon’s path. The pebble ripped through the top of her right arm and kept going. Straight into Sam’s throat.
Everything seemed to fall silent as foaming blood poured out of Sam’s neck and mouth. He lifted his hand to Quinn in a half-formed sign, then it fell, his astia vanishing. Quinn’s eyes went wide, and her wail cut deep into Ada’s chest. It was the same sound Ada had let loose when Elizabeth died. She would never forget that despair and how all reason had left her. She threw herself at Quinn and caught hold of her, but her injured arm made it easy for Quinn to slip from her grasp. Before Ada could grab Quinn’s skirts, the heartbroken fool stepped out from the protection of Sam’s barricade.
“Tabitha,” Ada called over the thunder of hooves. “Toughen her bodice, quickly. Shukri, set a sandstorm in front of her in case they have archers.” Ada drew on her magic and threw it in front of Quinn, weaving her essen into a net, hoping to the shadows she could catch the pebbles this time. One slipped through and bounced off Quinn’s bodice. Ada caught the next an inch from Quinn’s throat. But blood flowed from Ada’s arm. Her strength was waning. “Clara.”
She was beside Ada in a heartbeat, a strip already torn from her tunic. As Clara bound her arm, Ada caught another pebble. Two slipped past and struck Quinn’s legs. She fell to her knees, but her magic rose. The soldiers were almost within her range.
“Laith,” Ada said. “Sharpen the base of the pit.” If Quinn sensed his magic, she’d give him something to work with.
The soldiers entered Quinn’s range, and with a wordless shout, she unleashed her magic, stronger than Ada had ever felt as it passed her web of essen. Horses and men screamed in terror, but Ada didn’t dare send a thread of essen to find out how many Quinn killed. The mage was relentless in their attacks, and sweat dripped down Ada’s brow as she caught three more pebbles. Another flew through the net, and Ada could only slow it. It sliced deep across Quinn’s cheek.
“Find the mage,” Ada whispered to Clara, unable to save her from having to kill after all.
The next time a pebble entered Ada’s net, Clara’s essen raced back the way it had come. Someone screamed, but it cut short, probably as fire seared their throat.
“The mage is dead,” Clara called to the others.
Volker joined them behind the first column, crouching over Sam’s legs, and Prince Barukh ducked behind Sam’s half-finished second column. Volker peered around the barricade, only to pull back as an arrow whizzed past.
“Three archers at the back,” he said. “Clara?”
She closed her eyes, and moments later, several screams went up, including those of horses. Clara vomited. Ada squeezed her hand and chanced a look at the battlefield. One archer remained, his quivering bow aimed at Quinn. He and eight other soldiers had retreated beyond the range of their essens. How could they know unless–
A soldier with long hair and skirts whistled, and a dog darted out from behind their horse. Ada readied a stone, but there was a flash of green at the soldier’s neck. The dog’s speed tripled. Though it was soon within range, Ada was too drained to shoot anything that far. Pits opened beneath the dog, yet the beast was gone before the ground fell more than a foot.
“Clara?” Ada said, her throat tightening as the dog closed in on Quinn.
“It’s moving too fast.”
A sandstorm swirled around the dog, and Ada struggled to quash the hope Shukri had set rising in her chest. Then light flared at the mage’s neck. The dog moved faster still, and Shukri couldn’t keep up. Even the multitude of pits Quinn made couldn’t stop the beast. Ada drew as much magic from her ethelid as she could and shot a small pebble at the dog’s eye. It passed through the thin flesh of its ear. For a heartbeat, the dog slowed, yet before anyone could strike, the mage whistled and the dog charged on.
Volker ran from behind the barricade, drawing an anguished cry from Clara. He wouldn’t make it. The dog leapt at Quinn as Ada shot two more pebbles. They struck true, but Quinn’s throat was already in the dog’s mouth. It bit down, tearing her throat out as they collapsed together. Volker reached them a heartbeat later and fell beside them. An arrow rose over his heart.
Clara wailed and ran from behind the barricade, Prince Barukh on her heels. There was no time to think. Ada stumbled after them, all hope of forming a plan abandoned.
“For Maisie’s sake, stay behind the tree,” she called to Tabitha and Laith. They stayed where they were, but their essens followed, and Ada’s shirt hardened around her chest.
The last archer was burning, Clara taking revenge instead of doing the logical thing. She should have killed the mage. The ethelid at their neck glowed green, and the seven soldiers charged, the horses moving so fast they leapt over Quinn’s pits as if only a log blocked their path. Clarity filled Clara’s eyes, even as she knelt beside Volker. The mage burst into flame, and the horses slowed. It was too late.
Ada threw herself sideways to avoid a horse’s charge, rolling over her injured arm. She bit back a scream and scooped up a handful of pebbles before standing to face the soldier, who wheeled his horse around. He kicked it into a gallop, drawing his sword, but she was faster. Her stone pierced his skull. As he slid lifeless out of the saddle, the horse reared, clipping Ada’s hip. She went down, and her head struck the ground.
Two astias faded near Clara and Barukh, but three charged towards Ada as she tried to get up, her vision swimming. Two men and a woman stood before her, their swords pulled back ready to thrust at her heart. In half a heartbeat, she had a hand on one of her sword hilts and a thumb on her ethelid. If this was to be her end, she would die trying to protect those she loved. She drew her blade and magicked up a stone, only for it to clatter to the ground. Even her sword sagged downwards. The soldiers moved as one.
Magic swirled around Ada. One soldier froze, her leather armour stone around her. Another dropped his sword as he threw his hands to his face, clawing at dirt pouring into his mouth. A blade burst from the third soldier’s chest, curving up towards the sky. A khopesh. Ada’s eyes stung at the realisation Shukri had charged across the battlefield to save her. She drew strength from it and ran her blade through the woman Tabitha had stopped. As Ada’s target fell, Shukri cut down the soldier who was choking on dirt. Was he the last? Ada had lost count.
“Clara,” Prince Barukh cried out.
Ada turned in time to see him dash in front of Clara and take a blade for her. It sliced through his gut. As his innards slid free, he fell back against Clara, knocking her hand away from her ethelid. He must have thought himself taking a hero’s death, but he’d left Clara defenceless as the last soldier slashed at her neck.
“Clara!” Ada screamed.
The soldier’s arm stopped short, thanks to Tabitha’s magic, yet no fabric covered his wrist. Ada shot a pebble. It pierced the soldier’s arm as he flicked his hand, slicing the blade towards Clara’s neck. The soldier dropped his sword, and Clara crumpled to the ground.






  
  Chapter thirty-two
Farewells


Rage and sorrow bubbled up through Ada’s chest as she stared across the gore-strewn battlefield to where Clara lay unmoving at the feet of the last Rinnite soldier. This fight couldn’t have been for nothing. Clara couldn’t be dead. Yet Ada was too weak to send her essen to check for Clara’s astia or strike the soldier. It was Shukri who raced forwards like a storm. What method Shukri chose to kill the cur, Ada didn’t know. She kept her eyes on Clara as she dragged herself towards her. Ada had barely gone two feet when Shukri hauled her up and helped her hobble onwards. 
Ada slumped to the ground beside Clara and blinked away tears. Clara’s chest was moving. She lived. Relieved to see that the shallow cut on Clara’s neck was already crusting, Ada grasped her hand. Clara stirred, and her gaze crept to Barukh beside her. Whether by miracle or curse, he was still alive. Half of his guts lay in the dirt by his side. He gasped for breath, his dying words on his lips. Clara took his hand.
“Find my… brother,” Barukh said, his voice quiet and rasping. “Contested lands. Old Yrian mine. Where the…” He sucked in a breath. “Where the river falls into darkness. Amran knows… his duty.” Barukh’s eyes slid closed, and his chest stilled. With an injury like that, death was a mercy.
Clara kissed Barukh’s forehead. “I’m sorry.” She came to her feet and staggered past Ada to Volker, where she sank to her knees. The choked wail she let out shook Ada to her core. She wanted to go to Clara, to comfort her, but as Clara collapsed across Volker’s chest and wept, Ada knew all she could do was give Clara time.
Ada turned away in the same moment Shukri hauled the dog off Quinn. The sight of her neck turned Ada’s stomach. It wasn’t just the gore. Quinn had valued her beauty, and now…
While Ada stood by like a useless statue, Tabitha knelt beside Quinn and laid a handkerchief over the cruel wound. Ada ignored her seizing hip and knelt too, grief giving way to rage as she brushed hair from Quinn’s blood-splattered face. Love had killed her.
“You should have told him, you idiot,” Ada whispered. She’d never considered Quinn a friend, so why did her throat tighten around the rest of her scathing words? Why did tears run down her face? She put an arm around Tabitha, who buried her head against Ada’s shoulder. Her sobs hid Ada’s own.
“How did this happen?” Laith said. He knelt beside Tabitha and put a hand on her back. “This… It was never meant to go like this.”
Ada eased Tabitha over to him and forced herself to stand, allowing herself no more than a frown at the pain in her hip. “I underestimated them. We needed a proper plan, and I failed you. All of you.”
Shukri set a hand on her shoulder. “Tamir should never have made you feel responsible for the others. When we return, it will be my failings he hears of, not yours.”
“Return?” Ada choked on a laugh. “The Rinnite army knows we’re here. King Wallace sold us to them.”
“What? No. He… He wouldn’t.”
“Clara, did anyone except you, Volker, and the king know what you were coming to Rin for?”
She sat up, Volker’s blood staining her tunic. The last blood of her family. “Goldaxe, probably.”
“Goldaxe sold us out?” Shukri said. The muscles in his jaw bulged, and Ada could almost hear his teeth grinding.
Clara shook her head. “He’s not the sort to act directly. He prefers to make everyone dance to the tune he plays.”
“Tamir should never have trusted the king,” Ada said. “But I don’t think we have to worry about that.”
“Like frost we don’t,” Shukri said.
Clara stood, determination blazing in her eyes. “I won’t be returning. Barukh told me to go on, so I shall.”
“To marry Prince Amran? He’s betrothed to a man. Will you force him to give up his love? Give up who he is?”
“I’ll never stop him being true to himself. But Barukh said Amran knows his duty. He must produce an heir. With me.”
“That’s asking too much.”
Clara sneered at him. “Being born with royal blood is asking too much. But we have a duty to our people, and unlike Loka, Yriah doesn’t recognise adopted heirs for royalty. I will–”
“Shut up,” Tabitha screamed. “How can you speak of leaving when our friends lie dead on the ground? We need to bury them.”
“We don’t have time,” Shukri said. “The ground is too hard, and when not one but two mages fail to return, the empire will send an entire company to find us.”
Tabitha balled her fists. “Leave if you want, but I’m staying to bury them. Laith?”
For a moment, he glanced eastwards, as if remembering Maisie waited for him in Asorea. Then he nodded, his face hard-set.
“I’ll bury the dead,” Ada said, even as she wondered how long it would take her to move that many stones. “Shukri, recover the mages’ ethelids. They won’t have burned. Laith, bring…” She swallowed, realising what she was about to ask of him. “Bring Sam to Quinn.”
Ada went to Volker first. She hugged Clara, who stiffened beneath her touch. Was she remembering how Volker had always hated her relationship with Ada? Regardless of the animosity between them, Ada was certain it was right for her to bury Volker on Clara’s behalf. He was Clara’s brother, and Ada was her… something.
Taking the arrow shaft in her hand, Ada snapped it close to Volker’s chest. Clara let out a pained sound, but she didn’t make Ada stop. Setting the broken shaft down, Ada took a deep breath. She could do this. She had to. With her essen spread wide, she dragged whatever stones and pebbles she could to Volker, piling them in a border around him. Sweat dripped from her brow by the time she finished the first loop, yet she couldn’t stop. She reached for more stones.
“You can’t bury them like this,” Clara said. “The others aren’t injured. They can carry stones.”
“This is my responsibility.”
Shukri, who had finished his task a while ago, pressed a ring into Ada’s hand. “Perhaps this will help.”
The ring belonged to the mage who’d shot stones the way Ada did, only he’d been able to curve the magic. That was how he’d killed Sam. Sick to her stomach, Ada reminded herself the ethelid was only a tool and reached her essen into it. A great well of power waited inside, far easier to reach for than in her own ethelid. The stifling limitations she’d grown used to weren’t there. She slipped the ring onto her right middle finger and sent the magic to a stone. It was like lifting a feather. A flat chunk of rock lay nearby, ten times larger than anything she’d lifted before. It was a struggle, but it rose at the will of her magic.
Soon, Volker was entombed beneath stones. Ada left Clara to mourn and returned to Quinn, where Sam now lay beside her. Someone had set Quinn’s hand in his, and Ada’s eyes stung. Kneeling beside them, she reached for Quinn’s earring.
“What are you doing?” Tabitha said.
“We can’t leave their ethelids. I’m sorry.” Taking care not to disturb Quinn, Ada eased the ethelid earring free, leaving her with the emerald one. Laith went to Sam and lifted his hand. His signet ring wouldn’t come off. Before Ada could think what horror she might have to inflict on Sam, Laith ran his stone knife along each side of the ring and pulled away the half with the ethelid.
“Shukri, you should take these,” Ada said, passing him Quinn’s earring. He took Sam’s ethelid from Laith and tucked both into a pouch on his belt.
With a heavy heart, Ada set about burying Quinn and Sam. Despite how she’d hated Quinn, Ada had thought there was enough good in her to eventually overcome her distaste for Sam’s lower class and marry him. Perhaps they’d even have adopted Maisie. If only they’d had time for Quinn to get over her noble arse.
Stone after stone, Ada made a cairn large enough to cover both Sam and Quinn. In death, at least, they could be together. “Hold onto her tight, Sam.”
Tabitha pressed her face against Laith’s chest, and he wrapped his arms around her, kissing the top of her head. When her tears didn’t slow, he led her away, beyond the small copse of trees. Ada stayed beside Sam and Quinn, trying to regain her strength. Despite having used the new ethelid, she was exhausted, and the world blurred at the edges.
“Let me bury Barukh and Erez,” Clara said. Ada hadn’t noticed her approach.
“It will be faster by magic.”
Ada went over to Barukh. Someone had laid a blanket over his chest, and Erez lay beside him, his locs covering the hole in his temple. They could have been sleeping. Ada had nothing left in her to grieve for two men she barely knew, so she set about burying them with dry eyes. She made Erez his cairn first, before making a fitting grave for a prince who’d given his life to save his betrothed. All Ada could really do was make it taller than the others. Then, with a sharpened stone, she carved the names of the fallen onto rocks and placed each over their heads. Clara took the stone and engraved the names again into the taller of Sam’s columns.
Sitting before she fell, Ada looked around the battlefield for the first time. In the early morning light, carrion birds gathered nearby, creeping forwards to judge if they were welcome. Ada shot stones towards them, striking the ground so they scattered. Once they were gone, she got to her feet. Her work was far from done.
It wasn’t out of any sense of respect that she went to the first Rinnite soldier. She simply couldn’t leave the corpses exposed, otherwise the hungry animals they attracted would tear the cairns apart. Drawing on her magic, she lifted the first stone. The world spun, and she fell to one knee.
“Ada, you need to rest,” Clara said. “You’ve bled through your bandage.” She tore another strip from her tunic and added it over the first.
“I have to do this, or the others won’t be able to rest peacefully.”
Clara touched her ethelid, and one of the other bodies nearby went up in flames. She kept it burning long and hot, until nothing except ash remained, not even bones. “They were doing their duty to their country, but they don’t deserve for you to near kill yourself giving them cairns. I shall take care of my enemies.”
One by one, the Rinnites and their dead animals burned. Clara shook more with each, and by the time they were all ash, she sagged against Ada. While Clara rested, Ada watched Laith round up the surviving Rinnite horses. He tethered one to a tree and unburdened the rest of their tack, sending them running with a slap to one’s rear. Shortly afterwards, Shukri appeared with their own horses. It all felt normal, which seemed entirely wrong. Ada eased Clara away and went to Quinn and Sam.
“God of Darkness, guide these two to your Domain. Watch over them, and by the shadows, let them be reborn together. This I beg of you, guardian of the dead, prince of sorrow, king of mercy.” It wasn’t quite the prayer to the dead, but if the gods existed, Ada was sure they could figure it out.
Clara went to Volker and laid her hand on the ground beside his cairn. “Oh Mother Tree, take this one down deep amongst your roots, and let his body nourish the seed of his next life.”
Together, Ada and Clara went to Prince Barukh’s cairn. “Do you know the Yrian words?” Ada asked.
Clara shook her head and laid a hand on his name stone. “I’m sorry we can’t send your body down the river. When I meet your brother, I will send him here.”
Reunited with Tabitha and Laith in the copse, well away from where Sam’s blood stained the ground, everyone ate what they could stomach, which was little. Ada had a handful of nuts, until Clara forced her to eat more. Whether it was from exhaustion or grief, Ada’s hands wouldn’t stop shaking, and time seemed to jump between blinks. One moment Clara was beside her, the next, she was tying her pack to the saddle of Volker’s horse.
“What are you doing?” Ada asked.
“Going to find Prince Amran.”
Ada stood, though she had to lean heavily against a tree. “Not without me you’re not.”
“You’re injured.”
“My arm is fine. I’ve used too much magic, that’s all.”
Clara gave her a look that said she didn’t believe a word, but she took Ada’s pack and readied Mallow. Ada was grateful Clara saved her the effort of arguing. Clara wouldn’t have won.
Shukri stepped around the tree Ada leaned against and held out a sheathed sword. “You need to look at this.”
“A Rinnite sword?”
He thrust the hilt towards her. “Look.”
Finally, Ada noticed the green gem set into the hilt. Only it wasn’t a gem. She took the sword with a shaking hand and slid down the tree as she touched the ethelid, reaching into it. Her essen jolted back. The river of magic was wrong somehow. It wasn’t free-flowing like in every other ethelid she’d touched. The currents were twisted, looping over each other and frozen in places. One thread reached out of the ethelid to the sword’s blade, tethering them together. Ada couldn’t grasp the magic, and yet, something amongst the tangle of magic called to her essen. Although she couldn’t touch or direct the ethelid’s true magic, tied up as it was, she was certain it would respond to her. Or perhaps to someone used to its kind of magic.
“Laith.” Ada offered him the sword. “What do you make of this ethelid?”
Taking it by the hilt, Laith frowned and closed his eyes. A few minutes passed before he opened them again. “What in the shadows have they done to it?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. Am I right in thinking it’s like your magic?”
Laith nodded. “It’s certainly sharpening magic, though it feels different to mine. Less rough at the edges.”
“It’s shiny, like metal.” Ada leaned her head back on the tree. Shadows, let her be wrong. “There’s a loose thread amongst the mess of magic. Pull on it.”
Laith’s brows pressed together a moment, then the ethelid glowed and the sheath fell to the ground.
“What in Torrent’s name?” Shukri said. He picked up the sheath and pulled it open where it was sliced cleanly down one edge.
“What is this, Ada?” Laith asked.
“A weapon that will make Rin unstoppable. Run the blade across a tree and you’ll see why.”
Perhaps nothing would happen and this new nightmare would end. But as Laith drew the blade across the tree, it cut through with no fight, like the tree was no more than smoke. Laith let go and jumped back, yet the ethelid continued to glow. The sword slid through the tree until its hilt pressed against the bark. It was worse than Ada had thought.
“You need to release the magic,” she said. Tired though she was, she could sense a thread connecting Laith to the sword’s ethelid.
When the ethelid’s light faded, Shukri gripped the hilt and pulled. The sword didn’t move. Light rose again from the ethelid, and the sword came free as Shukri tugged, taking a chunk of the poor tree with it. But the thread of magic didn’t reach to Laith. It was tethered to Shukri.
“You can use it?” Ada asked, forcing herself to her feet.
“In truth, with ease. All I had to do was snag the loose piece of magic. It took barely a thought.”
“May I?”
Shukri released his hold on the magic and handed her the sword. To her shame, the tip thudded against the ground. She didn’t need to lift it. Making sure she was clear of the blade, Ada reached for the magic. The stray thread slipped from her grasp several times, but once she caught it, her connection was strong. The end of the sword sank into the ground.
“This uses little stamina or skill,” Ada said. “And I shouldn’t be able to use this kind of magic. Gods. Even a poorly trained mage could use this.”
Silence fell across the group. How many untrained mages did a nation as large as Rin have? How many ethelids could they find with the ability to sharpen steel? As Tabitha caught Laith’s arm, her eyes wide, Ada released the magic and tossed the sword aside.
“Can I assume you planned on returning to Asorea?” Ada asked Shukri.
“Yes. Tamir needs to know what happened here. And about this sword.”
Ada nodded. “Take the sword with you. Tabitha and Laith too.”
“We’re not baggage,” Laith said. “What if you cross paths with more soldiers?”
“We’ll be less noticeable if Clara and I travel alone.”
“You can’t make this decision for us,” Tabitha said. “Laith and I have already decided. We want to see this through, for Quinn and Sam.”
Laith put his arm around Tabitha. “We won’t leave you to do this alone. And don’t forget Tab’s magic saved you today.”
“What about Maisie?” Ada pinned Laith with a sharp gaze, but he only raised his chin.
“My sister is a mage. The king won’t harm her. We want to come because you…” He glanced at Tabitha, and she nodded. “What you and Clara have is special, and we hate that it has to end. We want to make sure you survive what little time you have left together.”
“I won’t let you die for us.”
“You don’t get to make that choice.”
Shukri held up a hand. “In truth, I’m more likely to make it across the border alone. I’ll lead anyone who wants to go, but I’ll have to sneak across if I carry that sword.”
Ada looked at them each in turn. Their gazes were full of determination. “Clara?”
“I have a better chance of reaching the mine alive with Tabitha’s magic beside me, but I won’t force anyone either way.”
“Fine, but if anyone else makes me bury them, I’ll hunt you through every future life and make you wish you’d lived.”
Once the horses were ready, Shukri said his farewells. Before he mounted, he took Ada to one side. “I can tell the king you died here. You can be with Clara without any threat to Maisie.”
Ada looked over at Laith, who was helping Tabitha onto a horse. “No matter what happens, I have to see them safely back to Asorea. Maybe one day I’ll be able to go to Yriah, but this isn’t the right time. Thank you though, for offering.”
“Then at least take the sword. It’s a powerful weapon.”
“Too powerful. You and Tamir need to study it. If we can’t replicate it, Asorea stands no chance against Rin.”
“And that’s more important to you than protecting Clara?”
Tutting, Ada patted her pouch of stones, freshly refilled. “I can protect her fine with my magic and the blades you found me.”
Shukri clasped Ada’s arm in the Lokan way. “May the winds carry us together once more.” He gave her an Asorean nod of farewell and turned away to mount. As Ada watched Shukri ride towards the east, she hoped it wasn’t their last goodbye.






  
  Chapter thirty-three
Scars


Blood was in the sky at sunset, the horror of the day washing over the world as Ada led Clara, Tabitha, and Laith into a forest. She’d pushed their horses, sacrificing stealth for speed when they crossed an open plain and keeping to hard ground as much as she could for fear of leaving tracks. Now, in the growing darkness, they let the horses walk until they were far enough into the trees that no one would smell smoke from a campfire. Ada wasn’t sure about the others, but she needed a hot meal. 
With the loss of the sun’s warmth, the chill of winter’s approach sank into Ada. Or perhaps she shivered because of the deaths flashing through her mind. Laith and Clara tended the fire, and Tabitha prepared the meal, leaving Ada far too alone with her thoughts. To distract herself, she went to the edge of the circle of firelight and took off her jacket and shirt. Rather than fix the hole in the shirt, she cut the sleeve into strips to rebind her arm. The blood-encrusted pieces of Clara’s tunic tugged at the wound as Ada removed them, and she swore as it started bleeding again. All she could do was clean and rebind it, and hope it was enough to stave off infection.
After putting on a fresh black shirt, Ada held up her thieving jacket and sighed at the holes. She didn’t have the energy to fix it. Cold nipping at her, she put it back on and went to help Laith gather more firewood. He hadn’t gone far, judging by all the noise he was making tripping over the undergrowth.
“We’ll have to work on your ability to sense fine details,” Ada said, picking up some sticks her essen told her were almost dry. “We’ll practise. When we get back.” She couldn’t make herself say home. Her home would always be wherever Clara was, even if she couldn’t be with her.
“Do you really think we can make it?”
“I have to believe we can, because I refuse to lose anyone else. Clara will press on because she has to, and I have to see her to Yriah because… because the world will be a better place with her in a position of power.”
“You’re not in this alone.”
“The moment things get dangerous, I want you to take Tabitha and run. However you have to do it, you make her leave. If I die, my soul won’t rest unless I know you two are together, raising Maisie or having babies of your own. Whatever makes you happy. But you have to be together.”
Laith’s reaction was invisible in the darkness save for a quiet sigh. “I want that more than anything, yet we’re the king’s property. We have no idea if he’ll let mages… breed.”
Ada almost dropped the sticks. “If he dares suggest he gets to control who mages spend their lives with, I’ll kill him.”
“Those are treasonous words.” It didn’t sound as if he disapproved.
“If we live through this, things are going to change. We hold more power than the king, and as soon as he hears Shukri’s report, he’ll know exactly how much he needs us.” Ada returned to the camp, her rage driving off the cold.
In an effort to calm herself, Ada studied the map Shukri had given her, stopping only to eat the simple meat and vegetable broth Tabitha made. She traced her fingers lightly across the parchment, following the route they’d taken. If they’d avoided the roads, if they hadn’t stopped at that tavern, would everyone still be alive?
Clara sat beside her. “Which route will we take?”
“Once we reach the contested lands, we should be able to avoid patrols if we travel by night through the hills. The problem is, there are no scars marked on the map. I’m not sure where the chasms lie.”
“There’s only one, and it doesn’t cut as far as the ones in Asorea.” She pointed to the middle of the contested lands. “I was always taught it was here. The Rinnite army had to divert around it to invade.” Her finger moved to a nearby river. “I suspect this is where the river falls into darkness, as Barukh put it. I hear it’s quite a beautiful waterfall.”
“How do we know which side of the chasm the mine is on?”
Clara folded the map and returned it to its oilskin pouch. “You need to rest. We can decide which side once we’re closer.”
Ada sighed but followed Clara to the packs and fetched her bedroll. With their tents left behind, Laith had strung an oilskin sheet between some branches. They were packed so tightly beneath it, Tabitha had put her bedroll close to Laith’s. He stiffened as she lay beside him, and the sound of his breathing vanished altogether when Tabitha rolled over and put an arm across him. He’d have to get used to it. Tabitha had finally found her courage.
There was a small gap between Tabitha and Clara but none between Clara and Ada. They only had a few weeks left together, assuming they found Prince Amran and made it to Yriah. It was more time than they’d expected to have, yet it was nothing. By the time Ada fell asleep, she had one hand in Clara’s, and her other arm cradled Clara’s head, the part of her she loved the most.
Ada wished she hadn’t slept. Her nightmares were a mix of the battle that had cost them too much and what she’d lost years ago to the ash plague. She relived it all. The pebble shooting through Sam’s neck, the dog tearing Quinn’s throat out. Then Sam was Ada’s mother, no wound on her neck as she coughed up so much blood it suffocated her. Volker, the arrow rising from his heart, became Ada’s father, his chest rattling with his last breaths. Then there was Elizabeth. Full of fever herself, Ada tried to bring Elizabeth’s down, but no amount of cold cloths worked. Elizabeth fought the fever. By the gods, that brave little girl fought it with everything she had. It wasn’t enough. Again and again, she died in Ada’s arms, who held her long after her body finally turned cold.
Ada woke with a start, Clara shaking her shoulder. It was growing light.
“What is it?” Ada asked.
“You were crying out in your sleep.” She pressed the back of her hand against Ada’s brow and glanced at her arm, sinking her essen into it. For once, the touch of an essen didn’t annoy Ada.
“I’m fairly sure it’s not infected,” Ada said.
“I want to check anyway.”
Sitting up, Ada nodded, and Clara removed the bandage. Her brow furrowed, despite Ada’s wound healing well.
“I don’t care about the scar,” Ada said. “It’s not as if anyone else is going to see it.”
“Sometimes people don’t know how much they care about their looks until they’re gone.”
Ada laughed. “It’s my arm, not my face. And if I were vain, I’d wear pretty dresses like–” Her words cut short. In those waking moments, she’d blissfully forgotten what her lack of strategy had caused. There would be no more dresses for Quinn or jewellery or fussing over Maisie. Ada had hated Quinn so much, she wasn’t sure why she cared. But she did. 
Tabitha saved Ada from grief by choosing that moment to wake and squeal with embarrassment. She lay facing Laith, and her sleepy gaze moved to where her hips pressed against his. The way his eyes were unfocused when he opened them, his hips probably weren’t all she felt. They stared at each other with wide eyes, yet what was in Tabitha’s eyes wasn’t the same as in Laith’s.
With a groan, Ada got to her feet and dragged Tabitha out of her bedroll. “Come help me wash.”
“You need to rest,” Clara said. Ada only waved at her as she pulled Tabitha away.
They’d passed a stream the night before, but weary as Ada had been, she couldn’t remember the way. Fortunately, Tabitha did, and she led them in silence. When they reached the stream, Ada sat beside the water and acted like she was in too much pain to wash herself. Tabitha helped Ada remove her shirt and washed her back, and soon she seemed much more herself. As much as Ada hated to ruin that, she might not get another chance to say what needed to be said.
“Laith loves you.” Behind her, Tabitha’s breath hitched. “If yesterday haunts you as it does me, let it be a reminder of how little time we may have in this life. Laith is not those men. You don’t need to fear his body’s natural reaction to being close to you.”
When they returned for breakfast, Ada was ravenous. After two bowls of porridge and nuts with a side of dried meat and hard cheese, she helped Laith fold the oilskin sheet before he and Tabitha went to wash the breakfast things. By the time Ada and Clara had packed up the camp, the pair still hadn’t returned.
“What’s keeping them so long?” Clara asked.
“Perhaps it’s taking a while to scrub off the burnt porridge.”
Clara, who’d cooked, huffed at Ada and marched off towards the stream. Not a minute later, Laith’s cry of alarm carried through the forest. The three of them returned soon after, and Laith’s boots looked distinctly scorched.
“All I’m saying,” Laith said to Clara, “is use your words next time.”
“You had your tongue so far down her throat you didn’t sense me or hear me clear my throat several times.”
Tabitha looked mortified, so Ada helped her mount Sam’s gelding. Beside them, Laith mounted the Rinnite horse they’d taken.
“She have a name yet?” Ada asked as she walked past to Mallow.
“She kept stealing the brush when I was grooming her as if she thought I wasn’t doing a good job, so I was thinking of calling her Quince.”
Ada laughed at the thought of a stubborn mare being named after Quinn. A heartbeat was all it took for her laughter to turn to tears, dragging her to her knees. She raked her fingers through her hair, which only served to remind her how Quinn had given her the short style she’d come to love. Who would she exchange quips with now? She threw her face to the treetops and let out a guttural wail.
Clara pulled Ada into her arms, her own tears soaking into Ada’s hair. Laith and Tabitha rode a short way through the trees, and Ada put her arms around Clara, kissing her deeply.
“Thank you for not dying,” she whispered against Clara’s lips. “I’m a fool.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
“I should have sensed the mage set their essen on Sam.”
“Sam didn’t notice it either. Perhaps the mage could hide their essen the way you can hide your astia.”
“By the gods, I hope such an ability doesn’t exist. There would be no defence against their magic.”
Clara kissed Ada’s brow. “You’re one of a kind. Perhaps they were too.”
“We can’t say anything for sure when we know so little about magic. We need to learn more. How can we protect ourselves if we don’t know more?”
“Tamir did his best.”
Mention of him made Ada edge out of Clara’s embrace. “Tamir did nothing to protect us. When I return, I’ll make certain he never forgets who’s to blame for their deaths.”
“Then, you plan to return?”
Ada looked into Clara’s eyes and saw hope die there. “I… Damn it. I want to stay with you Clara, but even if Prince Amran could accept me in your life, I’m not sure I’ll ever stop worrying about the fate of Asorean mages. Will others be cast about like mere pieces in a game as we were?”
A small smile touched Clara’s lips. “Our goals aren’t so different now. We both want to protect our people.”
Ada wanted to tell Clara it wasn’t her responsibility to protect the scattered Belmennians from a ruthless empire, but Ada knew what Clara would say. It was her duty. And somehow, a duty had filled Ada’s heart too. Perhaps it started the day she rescued Maisie, or perhaps it was when the dog tore out Quinn’s throat. Either way, that duty was already tearing her in two. She wanted to stay with Clara. She could have let Shukri say she’d died. Yet, she wasn’t considering any future except in Asorea. Not for a moment. She cursed the clarity she’d woken with.
“When did I start caring about people again?” she said.
“I’d guess it was soon after you met those two,” Clara said, looking the way Laith and Tabitha had gone. “I think losing Elizabeth hurt you terribly, but no matter how determined you were to be alone, people are naturally drawn to each other.”
“I should have tried harder not to care.”
“It’s good you have people you love, Ada. Yes, it hurts. My heart is screaming out for Volker. Yet I wouldn’t trade a single day I had with him to rid myself of this pain. But if I lost you… Even if we’re to be apart, you must outlive me, do you understand? I can’t bear losing someone else I love. Volker, he–” A sob cut her words short.
“He would have been with you in Yriah, and I want to throw everything else aside to stay with you so you’re not alone.”
Clara brushed Ada’s tears away. “If nothing else, you need to make sure Tabitha and Laith get back to Asorea. Maisie needs them.”
“Once they’re home, I’ll come back. I swear to you, you won’t be alone.”
“It’s only fair I have company if Amran will.”
“This is assuming he agrees to marry you.”
“If not, he has a sister.” Clara chuckled as Ada scowled. “I’ve never been interested in men or women, Ada. Only you. There will only be you.”
Ada kissed her long and soft, savouring the taste of her lips. But the day was fast passing, and they would soon have more Rinnites at their backs. “Let’s get moving. We’ve got a long way to go.”
Mounted, they caught up with Laith and Tabitha and continued through the forest. Yet every step towards the west twisted a knife in Ada’s gut, filling her with terrible certainty. No matter what she and Clara said, these would be their last days together.






  
  Chapter thirty-four
Contempt


A few nights later, beneath a moonless sky, Ada led everyone along a path up the side of a hill. The horses were gone, left at the edge of the contested lands after some near misses with patrols. If Ada could have explained to them the need for silence, she might have kept them. Instead, with a heavy heart, she’d set them loose and hidden their tack. Most of the horses took to grazing nearby, but not Mallow. No, Mallow, who’d never shown a hint of trying to make a break for freedom, had trotted away without looking back, leading the others away. After spending two weeks together, Ada was a little offended he hadn’t bid her farewell in whatever way a horse might. 
On foot, they’d travelled through woods across the sides of hills, staying well away from the paths patrols might take. At least they had, until the hill they walked up now in the dark. Brambles grew thick amongst the undergrowth, climbing up the crumbling walls of abandoned homes. Taking the path was the only option.
Their entire journey in the contested lands, Ada had taken great care not to leave any trace of their passage. But after an hour back on the path, she couldn’t ignore what she sensed off to one side. She hacked a narrow path through a particularly overgrown area near an old cottage and plucked an apple from a tree. They were lucky to find an orchard. Leaving the wagon behind had cut their supplies, and without the horses they were running low of everything except oats and nuts, the latter kept in good stock thanks to Clara’s knowledge. They filled their packs with as many apples as they could carry before leaving the woods behind once more.
The number of patrols had increased the closer to the scar they came, which was why they’d taken to travelling by night. Ada walked with her eyes closed, using her essen to guide her feet while she focused on a thread of essen, moving it back and forth ahead. It told her the lay of the land and without such a risk of exposing them to an enemy mage.
A crunch came from behind, and Ada tripped on a jutting stone. Another crunch, and she spun, glaring at Laith as he almost walked into her. “Are you eating another apple already?”
“I’m hungry.” He took another bite.
The sound of chewing tore through Ada. She snatched the apple from him and tossed it into the wood. Clara set a gentle hand on her arm.
“Ada–”
“What was that?” a woman said ahead. “You, freak. Check over there.”
An essen rushed down the path, almost touching Ada’s scouting thread. There was no time to retreat. Ada curved her essen up and over the mage’s, stretching it as far as she could to magic some scree past them. It fell with the sound of a scuffing boot. The mage’s essen rushed to the sound, but not fast enough to catch Ada’s as she withdrew it.
“Did you find them?” the woman said.
“I can’t sense anyone,” a man said, his voice tight with fear.
“Don’t mean they weren’t there. Get tracking them. If any more Yrians sneak past, I’ll feed you to the chasm.”
There was a thud, and the man let out a grunt of pain. Some people laughed, then footsteps moved away, towards the diversion.
Ada ushered the others as far into the wood as they could go without making any sound, where they huddled pressed against brambles, waiting to see if the Rinnites would return. It gave her too much time to think on what she’d heard. The mages who’d attacked them the day Sam and Quinn… Those mages had sat proud and well-dressed on horses, leading Ada to assume mages were treated well in Rin. But that man had been treated as something less. Not even a weapon in the armoury. Soldiers respected their weapons.
“The Yrians they mentioned,” Clara said. “Do you think Prince Amran could have been one of them?”
“Why else would Yrians be this far from the border?” Ada said. Shadows curse her for being snappy. Not sleeping well wasn’t an excuse. “I want to climb this hill and get a view of the area. Hopefully, we’ll be able to see the scar come dawn.”
Backtracking, they found a branching path that led uphill, and around an hour after dawn, they stood just shy of the peak on a small outcrop. Wind whipped up Ada’s longcoat and the dark green cloak Clara had taken to wearing. In the distance, a long, gaping chasm cut across the land like a rip in a map. Asorea’s Scarred Plains were said to have been caused by some ancient calamity, leaving the land with a bottomless wound. Ada had tried to imagine their scale, but she’d never expected something so expansive. Hills hid the scar’s ends, and it would take every scrap of late autumn daylight to walk what was visible. Only luck had brought them to the right side for the mine.
“That must be the waterfall Barukh told you about,” Ada said to Clara, nodding towards a silver ribbon cascading into the chasm on the far side. The enormity of the chasm made the waterfall appear narrow, but it must have been wide enough to span Tamir’s compound on Relgis.
“If only we could explore the chasm’s depth,” Clara said. “What life so much water must feed.”
“There can’t be light that far down, can there?” Tabitha said.
“Life thrives in the darkest of caves. All it takes is water.”
Ada sat down and took an apple out of her pack. “What in the shadows could make such a huge crack in the ground?”
“Two dragons fighting,” Laith said, raking the air with clawed fingers. “They ripped the land apart with their raw might.”
“I was a child once too,” Ada said, “and I found that story ridiculous even then. How big would a dragon have to be to make something that size?”
Laith shrugged. “If it was some great monstrous beast, thank the gods there are none in Thellian now.”
“How are we going to find the mine?” Tabitha asked.
Ada swallowed a mouthful of sweet apple flesh. “We get closer to the scar, find a safe place to camp, then I search for the mine.”
“Not alone you’re not.” There was an edge to Clara’s voice, which Ada chose to ignore. Or rather, to hone. Perhaps she liked Clara’s fire a little too much, but she would savour it while she had the chance.
“If Amran came to investigate the mine, it’s valuable to the Rinnites. That means it will be heavily guarded. I’m not taking you there. Any of you.”
“And what if something happens? How will we know? How would we find you? I refuse to be separated.”
That stung. “Did you forget being separated is the entire point of this journey? If I’m not back in two days, you make for Yriah and wed the princess. Make them change the damned law about blood heirs.”
“Ada.”
Tabitha cleared her throat. “I think this time, Ada’s right. Everything will have been for nothing if you get caught, Clara. Their deaths will have been for nothing.”
Silence pressed down on everyone like a cairn of stones. They shared a simple meal, and still no one spoke as they moved away from the outcrop to lay out their bedrolls. Clara put hers so close to Ada’s it almost overlapped, and when they settled down to sleep, Clara held Ada tight as a vice. They may as well have shared a bedroll. At least it meant Clara had accepted Ada’s plan. Fighting about it would have been a waste of energy. Though Ada was determined to be less reckless, she would have vanished while Clara slept if she’d had to.
There was little conversation the next day – mostly Tabitha and Laith talking about their surroundings as if on a pleasant stroll. After making their way down the hill via a treacherous animal trail, they pressed through bramble-free woodland towards the waterfall. Clara walked close beside Ada, and their arms brushed together often. A curious thing happened. Without sending out her essen, Ada could sense Clara’s flaming astia through that touch, a comfort Ada hadn’t known she needed. Could she really call her plan reckless when she feared to go to the mine alone? She could only hope her thief skills and new ethelid would let her return to Clara again.
At dusk, they found a sheltered area not far from the chasm, where they stopped to make camp. After a cold meal, Ada slept, asking that someone wake her when darkness fell. Her essen woke her a moment before Clara shook her arm.
“I sensed you coming,” Ada said with a sleepy smile.
Clara cupped Ada’s face, yet she didn’t mirror Ada’s smile. “I’m glad your essen is improving, because you’re going to need it. We heard several patrols pass, all heading north along the scar. I think they’ve been searching for us the entire day.”
“We must have killed the empire’s only good trackers.”
Not a scrap of amusement appeared in Clara’s eyes. “If you’re in any danger, I want you to leave.”
Ada nodded, despite knowing Clara’s heart wasn’t fully in what she said. Clara was torn between love and duty, and Ada hated being responsible for that. All she could do now was return safely with Amran. Anything else would tear Clara apart. She got up, checked her weapons, and filled her belt pouch with stones, though she doubted she’d have trouble finding more near the mine.
“Don’t take risks,” Clara said. “If it looks like Amran is a lost cause, you come back to me.” She held Ada, but they didn’t kiss. Somehow, that would feel too much like saying goodbye. Or perhaps Clara found it too strange to kiss Ada before sending her to search for the man she planned to wed. Without another word, Ada made for the scar.
When Ada reached the last of the trees, she wrapped her essen around herself and sent out a thread the way she’d been practising with Clara. Her astia wouldn’t be hidden entirely, but she’d seem like nothing more than an insect. Crouching low, she crept towards where the scar waited, a hungry maw invisible in the darkness.
If it weren’t for Ada’s essen, she probably would have walked straight into the chasm. She couldn’t see it even once she sensed its boundary. Keeping it on her left, she made her way north. The night was deep when she found a wide ledge that sloped down the side of the chasm. No soldiers guarded it. If Ada hadn’t known the mine was in that area, she would have walked past and thought nothing of it.
Passing the slope, Ada followed the chasm a way further before dropping to her belly and shuffling to the edge. When she looked down, her heart sank. Some way below, torchlight lit the ledge, where soldiers kicked bodies into the depths of the void. Amran must have attacked the night before. He’d had a sizeable force, which the chasm now swallowed. There was no way to tell if Amran was amongst them or if he’d been captured alive.
If Ada turned back now, what would happen to Clara? Even if Ada could convince her to leave without knowing Amran’s fate, would Princess Zemira wed for a political alliance with one brother dead and the other missing? Mind made up, she pulled back from the edge and returned to the entrance.
Ada sensed a few guards a little way down the ledge. Two were sitting, and four leaned against the chasm’s wall, all with bottles in their hands. Higher up the chasm as they were, their words reached Ada. They jeered every time a body was kicked into the depths further along the ledge, and they called slurred praises to the Winged Goddess.
Anger swept through Ada at how the Rinnite soldiers celebrated their victory, the way they disrespected the dead. She should have turned back. She could still take Clara to wed the princess. And yet, Ada couldn’t bear what she witnessed.
She stepped onto the ledge, her astia revealed for all to sense, and her first stone flew.






  
  Chapter thirty-five
Chasm


Rage coursed through Ada, and everything seemed to slow. The stone she’d loosed struck a soldier’s temple with such force, it flew through his skull and pierced the neck of the man behind him. Both slumped to the ground before the others could scream. But they did scream. Ada gave a female soldier a quick death, a thin line of blood trickling down her temple as she slid down the wall. The other three joined her in quick succession. 
Ada didn’t celebrate their deaths as they would hers. If they knew what it was to sense astias snuffing out like candles in a storm, perhaps they’d be less inclined to revel in the loss of something as precious as life. Ada took a moment to swallow, holding back the vomit, then drew a sword and strode down the ledge-road towards the mine.
The moment Ada stepped into the circle of torchlight beside the soldiers she’d killed, arrows flew. She dodged most and knocked others aside with her blade, tracking the projectiles with ease thanks to her essen. Once she disappeared into the darkness ahead, fire arrows came and soldiers swarmed up the road. Fear found no grip in her heart. These soldiers weren’t mages. She reached deeper into her new ethelid and immersed herself in the river of magic as she loosed a dozen pebbles. A dozen soldiers fell.
In that moment, when the remaining soldiers stopped their charge and backed away, fear’s icy claws did rake across Ada’s heart. Taking a life with magic was too easy. What she was doing… It was akin to murder. Ada stopped her advance.
One man stood frozen, staring at the body of a woman. He barely looked of age, his face covered with the marks of adolescence. Did he have parents waiting for his letters, or had the ash plague made him an orphan too? But he was a Rinnite, and Ada was Asorean. Her pebble flew.
Ada grasped her pebble and changed its path, striking the boy in the shoulder instead. He went down, his sword clattering into the chasm, but he was alive. Ada choked down a mad laugh. She’d sentenced him to death and spared him in the same instant, yet who was she to make such decisions? The mage who’d almost caught them back on the hill had been called a freak because the Rinnites feared him. Ada didn’t want to make people fear magic. It was only another tool of war, and she a soldier who’d broken her oath to take no more lives.
Her feet moved again, carrying her to torchlight and the soldiers within it. Some fought to squeeze into a wide doorway in the chasm wall, while others rallied and rushed at Ada with blades bared. Her stones struck shoulders, arms, and legs, piercing them. Yet what need had she of such grim injuries? She tugged back on her magic, weakening her strikes until they left no more than a nasty bruise. The soldiers were alive but incapacitated, unable to bother her beyond assaulting her ears with their screams of pain.
Shouting turned to pleas as the mine’s heavy wooden doors closed. The soldiers trapped outside fell in groups as Ada continued her barrage, and soon she stood amongst them before the entrance. Some soldiers gripped their swords tighter, inching the tips up. A few stones hovering in warning put a stop to that.
Keeping an eye on the threats outside, Ada pressed half of her essen through the wooden doors. The space beyond was full of astias. Did the soldiers think they were safe, or did the reinforcements rushing up the tunnel give them hope of victory? Her essen was dulled thanks to the thick door, and sweat beaded on her brow as she lifted a dozen stones inside the tunnel. Still, she was far from her limit. Group after group, the soldiers fell.
When no more reinforcements arrived, Ada found a large stone inside the tunnel and smashed it through the thick bar holding the doors closed. The entrance opened before her boot, and a woman let out a groan as one door collided with her head. All the soldiers not lying down pressed their backs against the tunnel walls, and a few lifted their hands in surrender. One even pissed himself in fear. It was less than they deserved.
Ada strode along the tunnel, stretching her essen as far ahead as she could. If there were mages in the mine, they’d be rushing to guard whatever the Rinnites had found there, but Ada wasn’t taking any risks. She held stones in her fist, her essen wrapped around them ready to act the moment she sensed movement.
It wasn’t long before the tunnel branched. Ada pushed her essen along both and sensed no life, only more turns she could get lost down. The mine must have been a maze, yet the orange glow of the wall torches revealed dried blood here and there down one tunnel.
Following the splatters of blood, Ada came across some dead bodies. Half were covered in shrouds. The others, who must have been Yrians, had great gashes across their bodies. Ada set her essen on one wound and found something there. A ghost of what it was like to sense someone else cast magic. And this magic was like none she’d felt before. Unnerved, she moved on.
After taking so many turns that she wondered how anyone found their way around, Ada came to a wide hall stained heavily with blood. It was so long, her essen couldn’t reach the far side, where a swathe of soldiers waited. They all wielded spears instead of swords, and some of their eyes were unfocused, haunted. It wasn’t because of her. They kept looking over their shoulders.
“What is this place?” Ada asked without meaning to.
A man in a metal helmet stepped forwards. “This is a place you’ll wish was your grave. For people like you, it’s a living nightmare.” He lifted his hand and twitched a finger. “She’ll show you to your doom.”
The soldiers parted, and a scrawny young girl stepped forwards, dressed in nothing but rags, if they could be called that. Her blonde hair was filthy and matted, yet what shocked Ada most were her grey eyes. No emotions lay there. Not fear. Not sorrow. They were utterly devoid of life.
“Don’t damage her too much,” the soldier in the helmet said.
The girl’s hand drifted to her neck, where she wore a thick leather band. No, not a band. A collar. Set into it was a red gem. Ada recoiled as she realised it was a fire ethelid, but the girl didn’t touch it. Instead, she lifted a leather cord from beneath her tatty dress and clutched something at the end of it. Ada touched her new ethelid in response and lifted a stone as she charged forwards, praying her strike wouldn’t kill someone as frail as the girl looked.
The air hummed with magic, but it wasn’t Ada’s. She wasn’t in range. The girl’s essen rushed across the hall and swiped at Ada’s face. Ada flinched at the sting on her cheek and ran on, trying to ignore the line of warmth that ran down her face. The moment the girl was within range, Ada stopped and shot her stone.
It clattered to the ground and fell into two pieces. Without pause, Ada wrapped her magic around them and hurled them again, only for tiny shards to fall uselessly around the girl.
“The air,” Ada breathed. “You cut with it.”
The girl’s only reaction was to draw on her ethelid, warm yellow light flaring between her fingers. Ada cried out as cuts appeared across her body. It was as if thorned vines swirled around her. Again and again, the very air cut Ada, sending scraps of her jacket and trousers drifting to the bloodstained floor. Ada knew then. The girl was the last Rinnite Amran and his soldiers had faced. They hadn’t stood a chance.
Ada lifted the fragments of her stone and sent them at the girl. Air cut them, and Ada shot them at the girl again, a dance they repeated until there was only dust. But the dust had been stone once. Ada spread it out and sent it at the girl’s eyes. Air cut at it, useless against so much. The girl screamed and clawed at her eyes with one hand. In her other, the light dimmed. Then it flared brighter than before.
Pain sliced across Ada’s left arm, and her fingers fell away from her ethelid. Blood gushed from a gaping wound on her forearm. It was open to the bone. She should have done something to stop the blood, but all she could do was stare at it and think of Clara as she sank to her knees. She should never have entered that place alone.
The soldier with the helmet grabbed the girl and threw her behind him, soldiers scattering rather than catching her. “I told you not to damage her, you stupid freak.” He strode up to Ada and pressed his hands over her wound hard enough to make her scream. “You’ll live, but you’ll wish you hadn’t.”
The world faded as Ada tipped sideways. All she knew was how her heart screamed, desperate for her plea to reach Clara.
Don’t come here.






  
  Chapter thirty-six
Beyond Despair


Ada lived, as the soldier had promised. When she woke, her entire left arm throbbed, the sensation pulsing up her arm to reach her jaw. Her head felt thick too. Opening her eyes, she found bars an inch from her nose. She might have cared more about being in a cell if it weren’t for the metallic tang filling her nose. Her left hand lay limp on the stone floor, and blood seeped through the poorly applied bandage, leaving a sticky patch of red beneath her arm. 
All Ada wanted to do was sleep. Fortunately, she was all too aware that was the blood loss talking. She pushed off the floor with as much strength as her right arm could find and slouched against the bars. Vaguely aware she wasn’t alone, she ripped a strip off her magic-battered jacket and wrapped it tightly around her arm, using her teeth to fasten a knot. Only then did she turn her eyes to the rest of the cell.
Huddled at the back were close to twenty people. The shadowy area they occupied seemed to be an excavation into the side of a large cave, and their cell wasn’t the only one. Several of Ada’s cellmates had bandages on their arms, and the rips in their clothes revealed the sort of muscles you only got from weapons training. They could have easily worked together to push the floor-to-ceiling bars away from their fixings. Yet their eyes were almost as dead as those of the girl who wielded air magic. It was clear why. Everyone in the cell wore a matching collar.
Ada flexed her left hand. Or tried to. She couldn’t feel her fingers, let alone move them. It didn’t really matter right then. Her swords and ethelids were gone, a new adornment gifted in their place. She lifted her right hand to where her own collar was fastened at the front by a buckle covered by a metal plate. At its centre was an ethelid. Curious if hers was also a fire ethelid, Ada set her finger to it and reached for the magic.
“Stop!”
A young man scurried across the cell and yanked her hand back, but he was too late. Ada screamed as heat spread through the collar, searing her flesh beneath. Snatching her hand free from the prisoner’s grip, she fell to the floor and clawed at the leather band, her fingers burning as she tried to pull the collar off. He tugged her hand away.
“By the undercurrent,” he said. “Touching that thing will lead to a gruesome death, and you’ll burn the rest of us along with you. What you feel now would seem like nothing more than a gentle kiss from the summer sun. Control yourself.”
Ada screamed, her skin blistering beneath the collar, but she heard his warning. She opened her hand, and he took it, letting her squeeze hard to focus on the contact. The magic had stopped, yet it was as though flames still licked her neck.
“What sick magic is this?” she said.
The man shook his head. “Talking and touching is forbidden. I only risked my neck to save the others.” He returned to the shadows, where he stared at a patch of wall, as every other prisoner did.
Ada chose to stare at the rest of the cave, studying it to distract herself from the pain. In the centre was a huge bowl with flames rising above it, as if to remind the prisoners what the collars could do. There could only be one reason to use so many fire ethelids to tame people. Everyone there was a mage. Shadows curse Rin. They’d found a way to control mages and their power rather than give them a chance to prove themselves still human. Hadn’t Ada chosen not to kill on the way into the mine? Hadn’t Clara chosen to remain in hiding despite the fire she could wield? A soldier with a sword could have killed as many in battle as they had.
Slowly, Ada’s strength returned enough for her essen to explore the cave where her eyes couldn’t. There were eleven other cells, and the cave had no door. Their only source of fresh air was an old ventilation shaft high above, which was far too small for anyone to fit through. Either the Rinnites were using an enslaved mage to create a doorway or they had more free ones like those who killed Quinn and the others. Ada’s head was too foggy to work out why some mages were slaves and others remained free.
Eventually, when the pain in her neck eased, Ada sat up and leaned back against the bars again. She hadn’t got a good look at the man who’d helped her, but his astia had felt bright, like sunlight reflected in water. Despite the rudeness of it, she swept her essen slowly over the people sharing her cell. No one flinched, until she found that rippling astia.
“Are you Yrian?” Ada said. Her quiet words echoed terribly. The man narrowed his eyes but kept his gaze on the wall. “You are, aren’t you. Is Prince Amran alive?”
Recognition sparked in his eyes, yet the little light that brought to them quickly died. “What would it matter? No one’s getting out of here with their freedom.”
“Not with that attitude.” But Ada didn’t have any kind of plan to back up her words. Aside from the collar, which seemed like it could kill her if it got damaged in a fight, there was the problem of the girl who wielded the air like knives. Ada had no ethelid. Yet she had her essen, and for now, she would gather information.
Given the collared mages were locked away in a cave with no door, whoever designed the prison must have known mages couldn’t push their essen through stone – no amount of training had allowed Ada to overcome that. They might also have been used to dealing with mages whose essens were untrained and their ranges short, unaware it was like a muscle that could be exercised. After all, the air-wielding girl wasn’t amongst the prisoners in the cave. Certain her captors didn’t want anyone being nosy about the ventilation pipe, Ada pushed her essen up to it.
She sensed magic on it immediately, which was akin to Sam’s. A mage must have made the shaft narrower, though how they thought anyone could climb up to it was beyond her. She pushed her essen onwards, keeping it a slim line in the hope she might reach further. She’d tried before with no luck, but this time, thanks to the stone creating a barrier, her essen stretched further than ever before.
The shaft went up the height of the cave again, and when Ada reached the top, she could barely understand what she sensed. Everything was blurred together. It seemed like a room, and there were several bright astias of humans. No wonder the prisoners held their tongues despite the lack of a door. The room above was full of guards able to hear if there was commotion below. Any punishment would be a collective one. It seemed, however, that screams of pain weren’t something they cared about.
Ada sighed. There was too little information to form a plan, and stretching her essen had made her lightheaded again. For now, she would do her best to recover, waiting and watching until she learnt something of use. She wouldn’t let herself become an empty shell like the other prisoners. Unlike them, she had hope to cling to. As long as Clara, Tabitha, and Laith wore no collar at their throats, Ada could bear hers.

    
  Time’s passage was a mystery to Ada in that cell. There was no way to know how long she’d been there without wasting her thoughts counting heartbeats. All she could go by was her hunger.
When her first meal came, she paid more attention to the new doorway that appeared than how the food was served. A man lingered by the entrance, dressed in fine silks lined with fur. Jewelled rings weighed down his fingers. They were unlikely to all be ethelids, and he kept his finger on a green one. He was a free mage, and clearly his instructions were to seal everyone in if someone tried to escape. Given the way the workers rushed around serving bowls of porridge, they probably knew his orders.
The free mage sneered when he caught Ada watching him. Did he think he was better than the mages who bore collars? As Ada joined the crowd at the cell bars to reach for a bowl, she smothered the free mage with her essen. He flinched and backed away. She kept her essen with him. He stopped a short way down a tunnel, probably at his essen’s limit for reaching the doorway. Such a pathetic range, yet he was free and she wasn’t. She didn’t relent until the doorway disappeared, cutting off her essen.
After eating her meagre meal, which tasted like stale oats, Ada dozed for what she assumed was the morning, mostly to escape how the collar rubbed at the blisters on her neck. She woke when she sensed magic, having kept her essen where the doorway had been. It was open again, and someone stuck a half-filled ladle of water through the cell bars. The prisoners took turns to drink, and while Ada queued, she wrapped her essen around the door-maker. It was the same free mage. Ada almost dropped her essen away when it came her turn to drink. The water was cool but stagnant, as if they’d filled the bucket from a pool in the mines.
Done with the water, their keepers threw stale bread and nuts into the cells and left. Ada gritted her teeth as the other prisoners gathered up their shares. Prisoner though she was, she still had her pride. If she picked the food up, she would be as the Rinnites tried to make her – no more than an animal. She ignored her aching stomach and focused on the pain in her arm to lull herself to sleep, keeping her essen wrapped around her, alert for any sign of danger.
She must have slept through a meal, because the next food she had was porridge again. Or perhaps they only served two meals and she’d slept more than a morning the previous day. Ada’s stomach churned, and she only managed to eat half of her meal before she set her bowl down, pushing it towards the other prisoners. No one took it.
Ada didn’t want to know what state her arm was in, not when she still couldn’t move her fingers, but it felt hot and she couldn’t ignore the crusted yellow patches visible against the black bandage she’d made with her jacket. The wound must have been oozing pus. She should have taken the bandages off, but she didn’t have the strength to untie them.
Lying down, Ada tried not to think of what it must be like to die of an infection. There was no sign Clara and the others had been captured, so they must have continued on to Yriah. Ada didn’t much mind dying if Clara got to make her alliance.
What was she thinking? Of course she minded dying. She would get out of there. All she needed to do was rest until her head cleared enough to think of a plan. There had to be a way out. Yet the more she tried to think of one, the drowsier she became.
Ada fell into fitful sleep. People came to the bars, gathering food around her, but she didn’t have the strength or will to get up. At one point, she vomited, and the next thing she knew, half a ladle of water fell on her face. The cold shook her awake long enough to move away from her mess. The last thing she needed was vomit on her bandage.
Sitting against the bars, Ada stared at a point on the cell’s back wall, her vision fading in and out. The man who’d saved her from her collar glanced her way now and then. He tipped sideways at some point, or perhaps she did. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. All she knew was she’d failed.
“Clara.” Her name was a breath on Ada’s lips.
The man was staring at her now. Then she blinked and he was beside her, unwrapping her arm.
Ada screamed as he ripped the lower bandage away. Blood and pus sloughed out, and the vile stench made her gag. She tried to press the bandage back on, but the man held her arm firm.
“Paz, come hold her arm up.”
“Why?” a woman said.
“Because I need her alive.”
The woman grumbled but was soon holding Ada’s left arm. The movement roused the pain, and Ada was sure she would pass out. Instead, a fresh wave of agony pinned her in wakefulness. Her arm was burning from something other than fever. She forced her eyes open.
The man’s jaw was locked against pain of his own as flames licked up his neck from his collar. He pulled at it near the fire ethelid, and Paz held Ada’s arm over the flames. They were burning the infection from the wound, which was still open nearly to the bone.
Desperate to stop them destroying her arm, Ada pulled away. It didn’t take Paz much effort to stop her. Ada reached her right fingers for Paz’s eyes, ready to gouge them out. Before she could, pain lanced through her numb left fingers, then vanished.
Heavy footsteps thudded across Ada’s screams, and there was a screech as the cell gate opened. Someone kicked Paz and hauled Ada away by the back of her jacket. The collared man fell to his side.
“Could smell flesh burning from upstairs, you idiots,” the guard holding Ada said. He lifted her arm and glanced at the discarded bandages. “Which one of you fuckers let her get into this state?” he said to the keepers, who hid the other side of the central fire. “I told you the boss wants her alive, and that one.”
“Alive don’t mean unharmed,” one of the female keepers said.
The guard clicked his fingers, and there was a clipped scream as the cave floor opened beneath the keeper and swallowed her, leaving no trace of the pit.
“Get them to a room and make sure they don’t bloody die. It won’t be me who tells Prince Emmerik his prizes are dead.” He released Ada, then spun on his heel and strode away as her head struck the floor. Moments later, someone dragged her from the cave.






  
  Chapter thirty-seven
The Deepest Cuts


Ada couldn’t have said where her small, stone-walled room was in relation to the prison. Pain had been all she’d known when they hauled her through the mine to another area of it. Now that she was lucid, she noticed a bandage adorned her neck. They must have removed the collar at some point. Shadows curse her for not waking before they returned it. 
Her resting place was no longer the cold, stone floor. Instead, she lay in a proper bed with a feather mattress that was doing its best to swallow her. There was even a dresser with a stool to one side of the room. Ada might have been able to forget where she was, were it not for the two guards standing by the open door, one inside facing her, the other outside facing the rough stone wall opposite. Ada watched them as much as she could, hoping to learn if they rotated shifts, but sleep kept claiming her.
When the pain eventually faded enough for her to stay awake, the guards had changed. She focused on her arm instead. A pristine white bandage covered it from wrist to elbow. When her arm was first injured, her fingers had curled slightly towards her palm. Now they hung loosely. She pressed her essen into her hand and followed the threads that should have flexed her fingers. They were completely severed. If they’d had a chance to heal before, that idiot and his collar had seared them away to nothing. When she found him, he would pay.
The scar from the burn would cover Ada’s entire forearm. That she could hide. But her fingers? She lifted her arm and flicked her index finger. It flopped back and forth, and she couldn’t feel a thing. A laugh escaped her. What did it matter if she couldn’t hide it? She dressed as a man, and they weren’t judged for such flaws. Her main concern was she would have to wield ethelids and weapons both with her right hand. She laughed again. What ethelids? What weapons? She was a slave of the Rin Empire now.
She sat up and stared at the inner guard. He didn’t shuffle or drop his gaze, which remained fixed on the wall behind her bed. When she grew bored of trying to make him uncomfortable, she dropped her eyes to his sword. It had a green jewel embedded in the pommel. Her jaw clenched. She had to assume the jewel was an ethelid, its magic bound to the sword in the same way as the one Shukri had taken to Asorea. How many of those vile weapons did Rin have? If only King Wallace had embraced magic, Asorea’s magic might have been as advanced as Rin’s. He’d left them weak, like villagers with sticks going against soldiers wielding weapons of steel.
Footsteps echoed down the corridor, snapping Ada back to her present predicament. Two new armed men entered the room. One waited beside the door, while the other stopped at the foot of Ada’s bed. He would have towered over her, were she standing, and his long, leather coat was tight across his broad chest and arms, revealing bulging muscles. Was it to intimidate his enemies or stroke his ego? Something between a sneer and a smirk pulled at Ada’s lips, but she resisted, keeping her face still. Instinct told her this wasn’t a man to upset without reason. The arrogant way he lifted his chin and looked at her down his narrow nose was a habit of those who were wealthy or of noble stock, and his lack of adornments made her inclined to believe he was the latter. Even so, a longsword hung at his hip – no jewels upon it – and his golden hair was bound back in a low tail. He looked like any Rinnite soldier. Unsure of his identity, Ada waited for him to speak first.
“It’s not every day an Asorean mage comes sniffing about my work,” he said. “I’m honoured you would travel so far.”
Ada wanted to make a scathing reply about how she wasn’t there for him or whatever his work was, but talking would do nothing except risk revealing her true purpose.
The man moved around the bed and sat level with Ada’s knees, leaning on one hand. Despite his casual posture, his eyes were as cold as the ice they were coloured for. Ada edged her essen towards him, expecting him to react if he was the mage who’d made the collars. Not even a muscle twitched. She withdrew her essen, hating the feel of his astia. It was like the moment before waking when falling out of bed as a child – the expectation that something terrible was about to happen.
“I didn’t expect you to be a quiet one, what with how loud your entrance was. No matter. What’s important is that you listen. In the near three days you’ve been imprisoned here, I’ve managed to track down your little group of friends.” He smiled. It was a perfectly friendly smile, but it chilled Ada to the bone.
“I came here alone.”
“To the mine, yes. But you left your friends nearby. You should have all come at once and saved me the trouble.” He wasn’t bluffing about finding the camp – he was all too relaxed for that. Yet he hadn’t said he’d caught them.
“What a shame for you they’ve evaded capture.”
His smile widened into something sinister. “I knew you’d be a smart one. No fool could have mastered magic well enough to storm this place alone.” He leaned forwards and cupped Ada’s cheek. She didn’t let herself flinch. “I look forward to seeing more of your skills.”
His hand slid down to the collar, then he made to leave. He stopped in the doorway and glanced over his shoulder. “I should have known better than to send soldiers after mages. Tonight, I’m sending slaves.” He strode down the corridor, humming as he went, and his guard followed.
Ada sat frozen on the bed. Why hadn’t she made Clara swear to flee if she didn’t return? But she knew why. She’d been so sure of her magic, it had made her arrogant. How could she have thought she could enter the mine alone when a company of Yrian soldiers had failed? Clara would have turned back long before meeting the girl who wielded air magic. Unlike Ada, Clara wasn’t foolish enough to face such poor odds.
But if Clara and the others weren’t at the camp, where were they? Ada didn’t believe in the gods, yet in that moment, she begged them to ensure Clara was safely on her way to Yriah, and Tabitha and Laith to Asorea. They had their magic. They would be fine.
Magic. Yet again, Ada cursed herself for how much she’d come to rely on it. She’d done well enough for herself before she’d broken into Tamir’s study and found his ethelids. Those skills were still a part of her, and it was time to make use of them. She looked around the room and smiled. Her captors were as overconfident as she was. They’d given her a mirror.
She slumped on the bed and started screaming, clutching her arm as she writhed.
“What’s wrong with her?” the outer guard said.
“Dragon’s breath, I think it’s her arm. Get the healer.”
One set of footsteps hurried away, and the other rushed to the bed. The guard tried to pull Ada’s arm away from her, and she struggled to keep it clutched to her chest. Fighting against him, she barely had to act to make her cries of pain convincing. But over the top of them she listened, waiting for the fading footfalls to vanish.
Gone.
Ada kicked the guard clean in the chin. It would have worked if her boots hadn’t been removed. All she managed was to make him stagger back and draw his sword. Shit. His thumb was on the ethelid. She leapt from the bed and grabbed the stool, smashing it into the mirror before hurling it at the guard. It fell into two pieces before him, one clean slice down its centre.
“Don’t even think about it, you little bitch,” he said.
“Oh, I’m done thinking.”
He lunged as she picked up a shard of the mirror. Despite the orders to keep her alive, she had to jump onto the bed to avoid losing her good arm. She shoved her fear down and backed away. The guard stalked towards the bed, but Ada reached the far edge and grinned.
“You really should have called for help.”
Sweeping her foot, Ada launched her blanket into the air. The guard slashed at it, and the sharpened sword parted it like a hand through water, cutting into the mattress too. As feathers filled the air, Ada dashed forwards and sank the piece of mirror into his eye. He screamed and dropped the sword, which sank to its hilt in the bed. The ethelid’s light flickered and went out.
The guard fell back and collided with the wall, sinking down it as his hands quivered near the mirror shard, not quite touching it. He didn’t have the nerve to pull it out. While he was busy being traumatised, Ada retrieved the sword and swung it at the bed frame. It sank an inch into the wood and stopped. Like stone previously touched by Laith’s magic, the sword was still sharper than a normal blade but not as sharp as it had been. Good. They hadn’t improved the magic since making the sword Shukri took.
It was hard to think over the guard’s sobbing screams, which would soon draw more soldiers. Ada needed to get moving, but she was too curious about the sword’s ethelid. After she pulled on her boots, struggling to do it one-handed, she pressed her thumb to the ethelid and imagined the sword being sharp. The loose thread in the ethelid leapt towards her thought. Magic engulfed the blade and sharpened its edge as if the ethelid knew what was expected of it. Even when she removed her thumb from the ethelid, the light and magic remained steady. Little by little, she withdrew her essen from the ethelid. It wasn’t until the last tiny thread broke contact that the ethelid’s light blinked out.
The way the Rinnites had twisted the magic, enchanting it to do the same each time, amazed and terrified Ada. There was no skill involved in activating it, and the magic barely cost her any stamina. Any mage, trained or not, could use that ethelid with ease. And now Rin had a cave full of enslaved mages they could arm with such weapons. Swallowing, Ada stepped from the room, leaving the guard whimpering behind her.
Sound echoed terribly in the stone corridors, making it hard to move with any speed without her feet giving her away. Moving slowly, she wrapped her essen around herself like a cocoon to mask her astia, but she kept two threads free. One scouted ahead, and the other linked her to the sword’s ethelid, keeping the blade sharp. From there on, she had to assume all her foes were mages wielding swords with the same power.
She hadn’t gone far when she sensed astias down a branching corridor. Stopping at the corner, she investigated further. There were only two people, and neither reacted to the touch of her essen, though one shivered as if caught in a draught. Both wore swords, yet they would have been easy to incapacitate if Ada had her own ethelids. A pang of loss rippled through her chest, yet dwelling on it would do no good. She shook her head and forced herself to focus on what she did have.
The guards stood outside a door too far down the corridor for Ada to take them by surprise. Even if they didn’t have sharpened blades, she’d never win by confronting them together. After yet another injury, her strength was far from what it was. She would rely on her thief skills, with the addition of a little magic.
Trusting her stolen blade’s sharpness, Ada pushed it into the stone wall. It slid in like a hot knife through butter. There was no way she could disable people with a weapon like that without leaving them gored. She might have to break her oath again, but reaching Clara was more important. Twisting the sword, she cut a chunk out of the wall and let it fall.
“What was that?” one of the guards said – a man.
“How should I know?” a woman said.
“Go check.”
“What if it’s her?” It seemed Ada’s reputation preceded her.
“She’s locked up. Go check it’s not a slave wandering around.”
“Great wings, I hate their blank faces.” Sighing, the woman drew her sword and walked towards where Ada hid around the corner.
No essen moved ahead of the woman, but when Ada touched her own on the woman’s sword, she sensed magic. What would happen if two sharpened blades clashed? Ada was determined not to find out. When the woman reached the corner, Ada darted forwards and swung down at the woman’s arms.
Before the woman could turn, Ada’s blade slashed through her wrists. There was no jolt as it passed through bone. It was like striking air. The woman screamed as her hands flopped to the floor, and her sword sank into the stone beside them.
Knowing what would happen didn’t stop Ada vomiting against the wall as the woman sank to her knees. She lifted the stumps of her arms and let out moans of terror between shallow breaths. Ada vomited again, and a retch down the corridor suggested the other guard did likewise. But Ada sensed him wipe his mouth and come for her.
Pulling herself together, Ada stepped into view and swung her sword again, taking the woman’s head off at the shoulders. She would have died anyway. At least now she wouldn’t suffer. The other guard backed away and dropped his sword. It bore no ethelid.
“Don’t make me chase you down,” Ada said. “Let me tie you up in that room and you’ll live.”
His eyes dropped to the head at Ada’s feet, then he turned and ran. Ada couldn’t let him raise the alarm. Hating what she was about to do, she gave chase, but weak as she was, she only caught up because his stomach betrayed him. She ran her blade through his back, her essen guiding it up to his heart. It was as clean a death as she could give him.
Ada wiped the blood off her sword onto his coat and retreated to spray bile down the wall. Only when she was sure her stomach wasn’t going to heave again did she go to the door the pair had guarded. As she’d expected, the man who’d mutilated her arm was inside, standing beside his bed. A bandage covered his neck, his collar back atop it.
Ada leaned against the door frame. “Not that you deserve being rescued after what you did, but you’re welcome.”
“You mean when I saved your life?”
“If you wanted to save my life, you could have called the guards instead of ruining my arm.”
“How was I meant to know you had any value to them? They’d killed prisoners less injured than you.”
“Why did you help after leaving me to suffer before?”
He sat on the edge of the mattress. “You whispered a name. Clara. My brother was meant to be meeting a woman by that name.”
Ada slumped into a chair beside a small table, keeping her sharpened blade away from everything. She should have noticed earlier. He looked like Barukh, and it was more than his dark skin and blue eyes. He had the same cleft chin and thick, hard-angled brows.
“Of course you’d be Amran.” She rubbed her temple with the back of her left hand. A headache was brewing.
Amran’s eyes widened at the sight of Ada’s limp fingers, but he soon hid his shock. “Who are you? One of Clara’s guards?”
“Something like that.” Ada sighed. She’d have to be the one to give Amran the bad news, and she didn’t have the time or energy to be soft about it. “Prince Barukh died saving Clara’s life.”
Amran’s face remained a mask. “You expect me to believe that?”
“Why in the shadows would I lie? His last words were to find you – that you’d know your duty.”
Amran ran his fingers through the short coils of his dark hair. “What does it matter? We’re not getting out of here.”
“They broke you easily, didn’t they?”
He glared at her. “You don’t know the horror we faced here, what killed my soldiers.”
“Oh, I faced her. She’s the one who sliced my arm open.”
“And you want to face her again?”
“I’d rather not, given I’ve only got a sword now. Besides, this place is a maze. I doubt there’s only one way out. Stay if you want, but I’m getting out. I won’t let that bastard put a collar on Clara.”
Amran watched her a moment, as if reevaluating her. “What is she to you?”
“Everything.”
“And you brought her to meet her new betrothed?”
“It’s because she’s everything to me that I’m doing this. She has a duty in her heart, and I’ll help her do what she needs to do. But she’s not the only person I care about out there.”
“Pray they all have magic in their blood. Then you won’t have to watch anyone you love die.” He lay on his side with his back to her and wrapped his arms around himself.
Ada wanted to leave him there, she really did. He was clearly resigned to his fate and had no idea how magic worked. But Clara wouldn’t leave him. Ada would have hauled him up by his shirt if it didn’t mean relinquishing the sword. Instead, she strode over to the bed and loomed over him as best she could.
“Clara lost her brother, but she didn’t give up. Two of my friends died, but I’m here, doing what needs to be done. Was your brother a liar when he said you knew your duty, or was he only a fool?”
Amran sat up and swung a punch, but Ada had already darted back.
“You shouldn’t have brought the person you love here if you couldn’t handle the possibility of them dying.”
A tear slid from Amran’s eye, which he wiped away with his knuckles. “I tried to stop him coming, but he was too stubborn. What do I do without him? How can I go on living?”
With a sigh, Ada walked to the door. “You go on because you have to. And in your case, if you don’t your country will be swallowed by the empire. Your people will know the pain you feel now when those they love die, and every Yrian mage will become a slave.”
She strode from the room, leaving Amran to decide his own fate.






  
  Chapter thirty-eight
Change of Plans


To Ada’s great surprise, Prince Amran followed her out of his small room. She hadn’t expected her words to sway him, but if he was joining her, he’d need a weapon. She stepped past the dead female guard to recover her sword. Half the blade was stuck in the floor, so Ada set her borrowed sword down and activated the other’s sharpness ethelid to pull it free. When she offered it to Amran, he was too busy staring at the woman’s head to take it. 
“We’re at war,” Ada said, severing her link to the sword’s ethelid as she put the hilt in Amran’s hand. “I did what I had to.”
“I was more surprised you managed to take her head.”
“These swords have magic on them, and if this is the kind of weapon Rin is bringing into the world, we can’t shy away from using them too.” Ada fetched her sword and used the wall to demonstrate the blade’s magic. “Focus your essen on the ethelid.”
“I don’t know what either of those are. I didn’t even know I was a mage until they tested the survivors.”
“Tested? How?”
“They’ve got a green stone that glows near mages. They killed anyone it didn’t react to, including…” The sword shook in his hand.
“It’s fine. I’ll do it.” She brushed her left hand over the hilt, activating the magic for him. Weariness washed over her. Using two enchanted ethelids cost more than double the stamina of one, but she would cope. She needed both swords sharp. “As long as that ethelid is glowing, your sword is sharper than anything you’ve known. If the light goes out, tell me.” Though given the drain, she’d likely know immediately.
“What’s your plan?”
“It was to break you out of here, but that stone… Imagine if these Rinnites could walk past anyone and know they’re a mage. They’d have an army of slaves within weeks, and no mage would be safe from the empire.”
“We can’t possibly get it. I heard them say to return it to the prince’s chambers.”
“Prince?”
Amran raised a brow. “Didn’t he visit you too?”
“That sadistic bastard was a prince?”
“Prince Emmerik, first in line to the Rinnite throne. This whole operation is his project.”
Ada’s hand tightened about her sword. Duke Goldaxe had mentioned Prince Emmerik months ago. “Is he a mage?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Then he’ll die easily enough.”
She strode past the door to Amran’s room, not really caring which direction she took. It didn’t take her long to find a map, of sorts. Four soldiers stood beyond a turn ahead. Only one had an ethelid on their sword.
Ada pushed her weapon into the wall and released its magic. “Can you sign?” she signed as best she could with one hand.
“Of course I can,” he signed back. “Everyone in Yriah is taught to.”
She quickly explained the situation, ignoring Amran’s questions about how she was so sure what lay ahead. “One has a leather jerkin. His sword has magic, so leave him to me. I want the others alive.”
Amran frowned but didn’t complain about her giving him orders. “After you.”
Wondering if Amran was afraid or sexist, Ada retrieved her sword and crept along the tunnel, cringing at how Amran’s feet scuffed behind her. Fortunately, the soldiers didn’t hear over their conversation. Ada took a breath and darted around the corner, Amran close at her heels.
The mage soldier must have recognised who Ada was, because he ignored Amran and went straight for her. She lifted her sword in a defensive posture, letting him believe she was afraid. He couldn’t have had enough control of his essen to sense the magic on her blade, because he slashed straight at it, his reach long enough he would take her head too. Ada dodged and thrust her sword into his chest. A wave of nausea rocked her as she sensed her blade pierce a lung then his heart, but she swallowed it down and withdrew her weapon.
“You three,” Ada said, pointing her bloodied sword at the other soldiers as they backed away. “If you want to live, lead us to Prince Emmerik’s quarters. Otherwise, meet the same fate as this man.”
One man ran and promptly lost his head to Amran’s blade. Amran didn’t retch at having killed a man. Despite how hopeless he’d been, he stood tall now that he held a weapon. He was clearly an experienced soldier as well as a prince.
The third soldier cowered against the wall as if it were his first time seeing the sharpened swords in combat. But the fourth soldier, a woman, stood tall with her chin lifted in defiance.
“Good choice,” Ada said. 
“Why give us the choice and not him?” the defiant soldier said, nodding towards the dead mage soldier.
“Because he’s a mage who stood by and watched as others were forced into slavery.”
“Slavery?”
“What else should I call it when you’re forced to obey or face death?” Ada tapped her collar. “We even have these to keep us in line.”
The defiant soldier’s chin fell. She knew what the collars could do. “I doubt you’ll get far.”
Ada ignored the comment and cocked her head at the cowering man. “Well?”
He turned to run. Ada stabbed him through the heart and was walking away before he fell. The idiot should have chosen to live.
As the defiant soldier led them through the warren of tunnels, Ada kept her essen stretched ahead to check for people and sharpened blades. But when they came to another group of soldiers, there wasn’t one enchanted sword amongst them. Amran dragged the tip of his blade through the wall to demonstrate its power, and the soldiers fell to their knees. While Ada stood guarding their map, Amran bound the new group of soldiers and locked them in a room using their own keys. Ada breathed a little easier without the weight of their lives on her shoulders.
They trudged along the corridors, running into soldiers every few minutes. On the rare occasion there was a mage soldier amongst them, Ada took their head, but for the most part, they left a trail of bound guards, not dead ones.
Keeping both swords sharp was more draining than Ada had expected. She was about to suggest a break, when she sensed something on the floor ahead. A body with no head. Ada kicked the defiant soldier’s legs out from beneath her and held the sharpened blade a good few inches from her throat. Rage threatened to make Ada’s hand shake.
“You’re taking us in circles.”
The soldier spat at Ada, who let it run down her cheek rather than use her left hand for anything.
“You really thought I’d take you there?” the soldier said.
“Amran, cut off her left thumb.”
“What?” the soldier said, but it was too late to plead. Amran grabbed her wrist and obeyed without hesitation. The woman fell to the ground, screaming as she gripped the bleeding stump of her thumb.
“I suggest you take us to Prince Emmerik’s quarters by the least defended route,” Ada said. “Otherwise, you’ll lose your other thumb, then your fingers, then… Well, you see where I’m going with this, don’t you?”
Even Amran shied away. Ada had to admit, she was scaring herself, but she had her own duty now, and this time it overruled Clara’s. She wouldn’t leave without the ethelid that revealed mages.
When the soldier nodded her agreement, Ada had Amran bandage her hand before they got moving again. She might have been killing people, but she wasn’t a monster. Not quite yet.
As Ada had ordered, the soldier led them along corridors that must have seen little footfall. Dust lay undisturbed on the floor, and in places, Ada had to cut away thick cobwebs. Amran, as it turned out, wasn’t enthusiastic about spiders. Any foolish enough to come down from the ceiling were quickly sliced in two.
Maintaining the spells for both swords as Ada was, her weariness only grew. She pushed on, not letting herself show any sign of it. Soon, the dust cleared, and Amran no longer had to slay innocent spiders. Instead, they faced a few more groups of soldiers. None of them were mages, and all chose imprisonment over death. Ada had expected more of a challenge. She shoved their guide against a wall.
“You expect me to believe you’re taking us the right way? Emmerik would have mages guarding him.”
“I swear to you, by the Leviathan’s whiskers, I’m taking you to his chambers. Most soldiers are out capturing your allies.”
Ada’s stomach roiled at the thought of what Clara and the others had hunting them. Hopefully, they’d left long before Emmerik found their camp. But why was Emmerik so desperate to find them? He already had a collar on her, so why find more leverage? She had to get the mage-finding ethelid and hurry to find them herself.
They hadn’t gone much further when Ada sensed near a dozen astias ahead. The tunnel opened into a wide corridor, where a band of soldiers guarded double doors, each carved with a dragon that roared at the other. These soldiers were armed with swords bearing ethelids.
“Go,” Ada told the defiant soldier, who scurried back the way they’d come.
Ada and Amran were outnumbered, but they couldn’t back down now. Ada stood straight, drew her shoulders back, and let her voice carry.
“Give me the stone that reveals mages and I’ll let you live.”
The soldiers laughed and drew their swords, each setting their ethelid glowing as they activated the sharpness magic. One stepped ahead of the others.
“Boss says we can do what we like with you, so long as we leave you alive with one hand working. Guess I know which that will be.” He chuckled, joined by the soldiers behind him. Ada vowed to show him just how deadly she could be with only one hand.
Leaving her sword wedged in the tunnel wall, Ada hurled a nearby lantern at the lead soldier. He sliced it in two, cleaving the wick and extinguishing the flame before the freed oil could ignite. But he failed to do anything about the lantern Amran threw. It struck the soldier’s brow, and the oil well shattered against him. He screamed as flames licked from his head down to his shoulders. Soldiers rushed to bat at him, only serving to set their own hands aflame.
Amran let out a bellow and rushed forwards, taking two heads before Ada retrieved her sword and joined him. Some soldiers were still busy trying to put out the fire that engulfed their leader. One pulled off his jacket to smother the flames, and as Ada sliced through his neck, she wondered why he’d bothered. Hadn’t any of them sensed the leader’s astia flicker out when he died?
Between them, Ada and Amran had taken four already, but seven remained. Three with flaming hands had fallen back behind the others, yet Ada wasn’t sure the improved odds would be enough. She was struggling to hold onto the magic of both swords.
A soldier darted towards Ada, too quick for Ada to dodge as she swung her blade at Ada’s sword arm. The soldier pulled the move short, as if she remembered the prince’s orders. As grateful as Ada was for that, the soldier was still a mage aiding the enslavement of others. Ada stabbed her in the heart.
A man screamed and struck Ada’s blade across the flat. Ada stared in horror as half of her blade fell to the floor, only an inch disappearing into the stone before the magic on it faded. She backed away, trying to give herself space to gather her thoughts. Amran took her place, but the man claimed a third of his blade before sagging beside the dead woman, his hand shaking an inch from her cheek. The other soldiers stared at her lifeless face, their eyes full of rage, then they charged.
“Enough of this,” a voice behind Ada commanded. Like kicked dogs, the soldiers backed away. Ada trusted their fear of their master and turned to face him.
The sword fell from her hand, its magic dropping away before the blade clattered to the floor, and she fell to her knees in surrender. Stood beside Prince Emmerik, her hands bound behind her back, was Clara. Her hair was singed at the ends, but she stood proud without a hint of defeat in her blazing eyes. She was every bit the Belmennian princess.
“What a mess you’ve caused,” Emmerik said. “These soldiers cost near enough a dragon’s hoard to keep loyal. Still, I have what I wanted.”
“I was bait?” Ada said, her words little more than a whisper.
Emmerik wagged a finger towards Ada and grinned at Clara. “I see why you couldn’t bring yourself to leave her behind. I’m thinking about keeping her for myself, to see if I can put that mind to use. She’s wasted in Asorea.”
“You knew from the start Clara was coming to Rin,” Ada said. “You made a deal with King Wallace.”
“He sent me a rather interesting letter some months back, though his request for peace was laughable. I was, of course, disappointed when my soldiers never returned, but they completed one of my goals before you killed them. If only you’d gone straight to Yriah, your plan might have succeeded. Now then, if you want to see your other friends, follow me.”
“If you’ve put collars on them, I’ll rip out your throat.”
His mouth quirked into a half-smile. “You’re welcome to try. Bring her,” he said to mage soldiers behind her. “Toss the other one into a cell. I don’t need his sister now I have this fine prize.” He trailed his fingers down Clara’s arm.
Ada’s hand twitched towards her sword, but Clara stopped her with a glare full of fire. Rough hands hauled Ada to her feet, and she didn’t fight. She followed Clara like a lamb as Emmerik led her away. Not only did Ada need to stay with Clara, but she needed to find out what had become of Laith and Tabitha. If they bore collars, Ada would never forgive herself.






  
  Chapter thirty-nine
True Control


By the time Emmerik led Clara and Ada to their destination, Ada was completely turned around. She couldn’t focus. All she could think about as they stepped into a large cavern was how her foolhardy nature had made Clara fall into Rinnite hands. Yet Emmerik wasn’t Clara’s enemy alone. Sat on tiers of rock carved up the sides of a pit were people wearing collars and tattered clothes. Mages. Emmerik had enslaved them, making him the enemy of every mage who lived. 
In the centre of the pit was a flat area with a dais, and most of the cavern’s light came from four huge fire pits at the corners of the platform. Between them, surrounded by soldiers, were Tabitha and Laith. Dried blood coated Laith’s chin from a split lip, and several of Tabitha’s braids had fallen from her bun. She clutched her dress, her eyes wide with fear despite Laith’s protective arm around her. Neither of them knew what they faced. Their necks were bare. But they wouldn’t be for long.
Two collars lay on a table outside the ring of soldiers, and it was there that Emmerik led Clara. Balling her shaking hands, Ada followed. Laith and Tabitha spotted them as they approached. Tabitha, sweet Tab, smiled at Ada. Laith’s gaze fell to Ada’s collar, then the ones on the table. He pulled Tabitha tighter against his side.
Stood beside the table, Emmerik lifted his hand for silence, as if the cave hadn’t already been silent as death. “You may be wondering why I’ve dragged you out of your cells.” He addressed the mage slaves, his voice carrying well as if he spoke to crowds often. “I assume you all received my gifts earlier today. Now, as I’m sure your handlers have already–”
“Get on with it,” Ada said. “You didn’t need a big show when you put my collar on.”
Emmerik spun and grinned at her. “Ah, but I do this time. These collars are different, you see, and I feel a demonstration is in order. Everyone needs to understand how this new batch works.” He flicked a hand, and two guards moved to pick up the collars.
Ada snapped.
Screaming with rage, she lunged at the nearest mage soldier and grabbed the woman’s sword, activating the ethelid the moment her hand was on the hilt. She sliced through the scabbard and straight through the woman’s torso, cutting her in two. It wasn’t enough. Even as she slashed through the head of another soldier, hoping the gore of his spilt brain might prove a distraction, the collars closed about Laith and Tabitha’s necks. Ada charged at Emmerik, cutting down a soldier who leapt in the way. Emmerik only smiled and set a finger on a large red stone hanging from a golden chain at his neck.
Laith screamed. Ada spun and stared at him as a soldier tackled her to the ground. Her hold on the sword’s magic died as flames licked up Laith’s throat. He wasn’t touching the collar, so why had it activated? Tabitha swatted at the flames, burning her hands before Laith shoved her away. As he fell to his knees, Ada threw her essen out. A thread of magic ran from Emmerik to Laith. Though the prince no longer touched his ethelid, it remained glowing red. He was a mage after all, and he could control the new collars without touching them. Fire spread up Laith’s neck to his jaw, blistering and charring his skin. When the flames caressed his eyes, he threw back his head and howled.
“Stop this,” Ada shouted. “We’ve seen what you can do.”
“I want you all to witness the collar’s full power,” Emmerik said. “The demonstration shall continue.”
Ada kicked at the soldier pinning her down, catching him hard enough in the balls that he fell back. She grabbed the sword she’d dropped and reactivated the magic as she leapt up. Two soldiers charged at her, but she ducked and spun, severing a leg. That soldier fell, and the other hesitated. By the time he regained his composure, Ada was beside Emmerik, the sword at his throat.
“Make it stop or lose your head.”
Emmerik laughed. “Every slave but you is now wearing this new type of collar. If I die or you remove my ethelid, they all go up in flames. Examine my ethelid closely, and perhaps you’ll understand why.”
Ada touched her essen to the fire ethelid he wore. One strong thread of magic led to Laith, and a smaller one to Emmerik’s heart. But there were other threads, ghosts of magic, leading to every mage slave sat in that cave. Ada shrank back, bile in her throat. Emmerik was telling the truth.
And yet. What were the lives of a hundred mages when there were thousands still free from Emmerik’s control? Ada drew back the sword and swung at Emmerik’s neck, turning her gaze to Clara and hoping she would understand.
Ada’s blade stopped dead an inch from Emmerik’s exposed neck. A guard held a sharpened blade to Clara’s throat, and a bead of red trickled down her neck. Ada dropped her sword and staggered back, falling to her knees beneath Emmerik’s twisted smile. May every mage forgive her selfishness.
She didn’t fight as soldiers grabbed her and bound her wrists. All she could do was stare at Laith, his entire head now engulfed in flames. He wasn’t screaming anymore. She wrapped him in her essen, finding Tabitha’s and Clara’s there too. She wished they would withdraw. They didn’t need to sense this.
Laith’s astia still burned with life. He’d stopped screaming because his throat had swollen shut. Even as he tried to pull the undamaged collar from his neck, he was suffocating. His hair was gone, and his blackened skin was falling away. Clara shoved her guard away and rushed to Tabitha, covering her eyes. It was too late. Tabitha had already seen Laith’s skin tighten and split, and… Oh gods. Her essen’s innate ability would sense everything even if she tried not to. Ada prayed Tabitha couldn’t understand what her essen felt.
The exposed, charred muscles in Laith’s neck tightened, pulling his head to an angle that made Ada retch. Then, far too late, his astia flickered out. Tabitha wailed and fought Clara’s grip. Blood trickled down Clara’s arm where Tabitha’s nails sank in, but Ada silently begged Clara not to let go. Laith’s collar wasn’t done.
The flames turned Laith’s skin to ash and burnt away his muscles. Even his bones burned, making his skull collapse inwards, the flesh within already ash. The collar’s flames were as hot as Clara’s had been the day she burned the Rinnite patrol’s remains. The magic didn’t relent until nothing remained of Laith’s head.
Emmerik strode up to Laith and plucked the collar from the stump of his neck, then nudged his body with a boot. The sound of Laith’s body hitting the floor echoed around the silent cave. Emmerik lifted the collar high, showing everyone it bore no damage.
“Some collared mages fled during the hunt. They burned along with him. Any mage slave who disobeys orders or tries to escape will meet the same fate, no matter how far they go.”
Some of Emmerik’s slaves sat in stunned silence, while others quietly wept. Mage soldiers lowered their heads as if in the hope Emmerik wouldn’t notice them and add a collar to their necks. Ada shed no tears. Sorrow could find no place when rage burned so hot in her chest. More than anything, she wanted to put one of those collars about Emmerik’s neck and make him suffer as Laith had. But she’d given up that chance for the selfishness of love. Ada glared at Emmerik, who smirked back.
“There’s nothing you can do. Their lives and their magic belong to me.” He strode towards Ada, undoing the buckle on Laith’s collar.
Clara screamed and lunged at Emmerik, but he caught her across the face with the back of his hand, sending her to the floor. Ada held those icy eyes of his in her gaze as he buckled Laith’s collar about her neck and removed her existing one. He was a predator, and she was entirely outmatched.
“Take the Asoreans to a room,” Emmerik said to some soldiers. “I need to have a conversation with Princess Clara.”
As soldiers came for them, Tabitha fell to the ground limp, her eyes unfocused. A soldier slung her over his shoulder and strode away. Ada looked from Clara to Tabitha and back. Clara stood and nodded, her face stern even as tears streamed over the reddening mark Emmerik had left her with. She’d seen those she loved killed before and had kept moving. She would survive now. Ada didn’t fight the guards as they led her away, but she kept her essen wrapped around Clara for as long as she could.
The soldier carrying Tabitha went to a room not far away and dumped her unceremoniously onto the bed, while another unbound Ada’s wrists before barging past on his way out. Two soldiers remained to guard the door. Ada could easily have grabbed one of their swords, but she stayed well away from them to avoid the temptation. If she tried to escape, Tabitha would burn along with her. Admittedly, death had a certain appeal compared to a life of slavery, yet Ada couldn’t make that choice for Tabitha. More than that, Clara would never forgive her if she gave up now. If they lived, there was a chance of freedom, no matter how small. Ada had to cling to hope or she’d end up staring blankly at the ceiling like Tabitha was. If she couldn’t kill Emmerik, Asorea’s mages needed to be warned. Protected. But right now, it was Tabitha who needed her.
Ada lay on the bed and pulled Tabitha close with her good arm. Tabitha was entirely lifeless save for her breathing. Holding her, thinking of what had been stolen from her, Ada finally succumbed to the haunting memory of Laith’s death. Her tears rolled into the coils of dark hair that had come loose from Tabitha’s braids. Ada was too tired to hold back the horror, and she sobbed against Tabitha, wishing Tabitha could let her own tears flow or do anything that showed she was still in there. But she was a shell, as if her soul had departed with Laith’s.
Images of Laith’s charred flesh filled Ada’s mind, the way his skull had been burning from the inside. Why had she let him endure it? She should have put her blade to Laith’s neck, not Emmerik’s. She should have spared Laith the pain. Yet, if she’d stolen Emmerik’s chance to demonstrate the collar, he would have used Tabitha instead. Laith would have told Ada to let him die instead of Tabitha, she knew that, and still guilt suffocated her.
She held Tabitha closer and buried her face in Tabitha’s hair, biting back the scream that fought to break free. She didn’t want to do anything that would remind Tabitha of Laith’s screams. But Ada realised then, Tabitha was already reliving it over and over in her mind. She was trapped watching his death, and Ada didn’t know how to pull her back to the present.
Sitting up, Ada wiped away her tears and looked at Tabitha’s hands. They were shiny and red, blistered in places. Her reward for trying to save her beloved. If Ada didn’t do something about them, Tabitha might lose her hands to infection. She set her teeth to the edge of the bed sheet and ripped two strips free, which she bound about Tabitha’s hands. It must have added to the agony, but Tabitha didn’t flinch or make a sound. All she did was stare.
Lying beside her again, Ada stroked her hair. “Tab, I’m here for you. I’ll…” What could she do for her? She couldn’t promise to keep her safe, not with those collars about their necks. “I’ll keep holding you until you come back.” Despite the words and the horrific death repeating behind her eyes, Ada couldn’t fight exhaustion’s grip.
The stench of burning flesh woke her.






  
  Chapter forty
The Darkness of Love


Sleep abandoned Ada the moment she realised the stench of burning flesh came from Tabitha. Huddled in the corner of the room, Tabitha tugged at her collar’s buckle, her neck and hands licked by flames. Ada rushed to her and pulled one of Tabitha’s hands away with her right, cursing her useless left. She tried catching Tabitha’s arm in the crook of hers, but Tabitha’s determination to die was too strong. The buckle was halfway undone. 
“Laith wouldn’t want this,” Ada said. Her words made Tabitha pull at the buckle harder.
The door flew open, and the two guards ran in. They grabbed Ada by the back of her shirt and pulled without much real effort, failing to move her. They were afraid of the fire.
“Help her,” Ada begged as she fought to tug Tabitha’s hand from the collar.
“Orders are to leave them once the fire starts,” one guard said.
“She’s a friend of Princess Clara.”
The guards glanced at each other, and one jutted his chin to the door. The other left, and the remaining guard did nothing. Curs, both of them.
“You can’t do this,” Ada said to Tabitha. “Maisie needs you.”
A small spark of life returned to Tabitha’s eyes, and her hand stilled on the buckle. The flames calmed but didn’t go out. Ada tugged Tabitha’s hand away with little resistance and plunged her good hand into the flames to set the buckle right. The moment it was back as it should be, the flames went out.
Ada’s fingers were pink but would heal. Tabitha’s hands and neck were red, even blackened in places, and would take weeks to heal, perhaps more. Ada hadn’t seen the burns on her own neck and arm, but she didn’t think they could be as bad as Tabitha’s. Yet despite Tabitha’s injuries, no pain registered on her face.
“Get her a physician,” Ada said to the guard.
“She did it to herself. Let her suffer the consequences.”
Ada’s gut boiled with rage. She tried to calm herself, tried not to think about the fact Tabitha and Laith were meant to go home and get married, have children and grow old together. She’d wanted them to find as much happiness as anyone cursed to become a mage could find in that world. But Tabitha was still alive, and Maisie needed her.
Ada lunged and headbutted the guard in the face. While he cupped his bleeding nose, she stole his sword and set the blade to her own neck. It had no ethelid, but it was sharp enough.
“You bitch,” the guard said.
“Take me to Emmerik.”
“Not a chance. Kill yourself for all I care.”
“If I do, Princess Clara will never agree to whatever Emmerik demands of her.”
The guard laughed. “You’re just a filthy mage. Did you think you’re the only one who can throw stones around? No one cares about you or your magic.”
Footsteps drummed outside the door, and the other guard ran in, followed by a woman carrying a small wooden box. Her hair was speckled with grey, and she wore a sour expression as if she sucked on a slice of lemon. She eyed the blade at Ada’s throat.
“If you give me more work, girl, I’ll be sure to haunt your dreams. I’ll see to this one’s wounds, as I did yours.”
Ada lowered the blade an inch. “I have your word she’ll live?”
“My life’s on the line if she doesn’t.”
“Your determination to live won’t stop an infection.”
The woman scoffed. “Your wounds aren’t infected. I can tell by the look of you. I’ve dealt with enough burns the prince has caused, since long before magic fouled this world. I know my work. Now be gone. He’s summoned you.”
Ada lowered the blade and stepped aside so the woman could work. The guard snatched his sword back and ushered Ada out of the room before she could see how the woman was able to remove the collar to treat the burn beneath.

    
  Prince Emmerik lounged in a velvet-lined chair, swirling a glass of wine in one hand. The rest of the large, wood-panelled room was equally lavish, with a dining table set with gold-rimmed plates, a large painting of a dragon on one wall, and a four-poster bed hidden by thick embroidered drapes. Inside that room, the mines seemed a thousand miles away. Except, there was the large red ethelid hanging from Emmerik’s neck, which he caressed with a finger. Ada had never longed to kill someone so badly.
Clara sat in a chair near Emmerik, though she perched on the edge, her discomfort a contrast to Emmerik’s ease. Ada wanted to go to her. Instead, she remained by the closed double doors, not trusting herself to move.
“You’re considering trying to kill me again,” Emmerik said, his tone light as if he were talking about the weather.
“These collars can’t be allowed to exist,” Ada said. “The lives of a hundred aren’t worth more than the thousands I’d save by killing you.”
“We’re too late,” Clara said. “He’s sent instructions for the collars to the capital, along with the rest of his ethelid.”
“The rest?” Ada said.
Emmerik smiled. “We made a fascinating discovery here. A fire ethelid as large as a boulder. My necklace is a sliver of it, as are the ethelids in the collars.”
“But ethelids can’t be damaged.”
“It’s hardly damage when it wants to split. That’s what allows me to control the collars. They are all the same ethelid, bound to one another no matter the distance. And should I die, it can all be replicated. But I don’t think you will kill me, because if I die, she dies, even if her neck is bare.”
Ada swept her essen across Clara and found none of Emmerik’s sick magic on her. He must have given an order to his soldiers. But that wasn’t what stopped Ada wrapping her hands about his throat. Killing him wouldn’t stop Rin putting collars on mages. She needed to live and do her best to stand against him. And Clara’s freedom was the first step.
“Let Clara go, and I’ll be your most loyal mage,” Ada said.
“That will never happen. Princess Clara is mine.”
“I’ve trained with magic for over a year. I doubt any of your mage slaves have as much experience, even that bitch with the wind.”
“Hanna? Clara killed her first during my little hunt.” He tossed something to Ada, which clattered to the floor at her feet. A fire ethelid. “Draw fire from this, and Princess Clara is free to go.”
Ada picked the ethelid up and threw her essen into it. A swirl of magic assaulted her, like a river of flames beset by whirlpools. She reached for it, but it slid between the imagined fingers of her essen. Desperate, she turned her essen into a cupped hand, scooping up the magic. The current rushed against her, almost drowning her as it tore the magic away.
Again and again, Ada tried to grasp the magic in different ways. No matter what she tried, it wouldn’t bend to her will. She hurled the ethelid at the floor, hoping to shatter it. It skittered towards Emmerik, undamaged. Nothing could destroy an ethelid. Not in the way she wanted.
“Forgive me, Clara.”
Emmerik picked up the ethelid. “And this is why I can’t let Clara go. Fire flows through her veins, stronger than it does mine, as if the dragon gods themselves have blessed her. Only she can be my empress.”
“Empress? You’re only a prince. And besides, she’ll never marry you.” Ada looked at Clara for confirmation. Clara’s gaze slid away.
“It turns out you were the key to securing her agreement.”
Ada strode up to Clara and grabbed her shoulder. “You can’t do this. He’s your enemy. His father slaughtered your parents.”
Clara still wouldn’t meet Ada’s eyes. “You need to go back. You need to…” She knocked Ada’s hand away. “It’s already decided.”
“What were his terms?”
“If I agree to be empress, I can free you and Tabitha.”
Ada balled her fist and slammed it on the arm of Clara’s chair. “Tabitha tried to kill herself because of what he did to Laith.”
“What?”
“She tried to take her collar off.”
Clara spun towards Emmerik. “You said you would let her live.”
“I’m not so powerful that I can stop her tampering with the device.”
“You should have removed their collars the moment I agreed to your demands.”
“And leave this one to run amok again? I think not. The collars come off when they leave.”
“That’s not good enough.”
“It’s the best you’ll get. Be grateful I sent my healer.”
Clara finally looked at Ada, her eyes questioning.
“He did that much,” Ada said. “But quite honestly, fuck his deal. You’re the one who needs to be free. You need to take Amran out of here and marry him. If you wed into Rin, you’re dooming your country to extinction.”
“Belmennos is already gone. It can’t be rebuilt.”
Ada shook her head, finally realising why Emmerik needed Clara. “Don’t you see? He’s stretched his forces too thin. He needs you to be empress to quell unrest amongst your people. We’re not powerless here. Marry Amran and promise Emmerik you’ll calm your people if you have peace.”
Clara’s eyes shimmered, but she blinked and the tears were gone. “It’s not enough. Yriah is doomed. But you… Ada, you are brilliant. You’ve studied magic for little more than a year and look what you can do. You need to go back and protect Asorean mages. You need to go back for Tabitha and–” She glanced at Emmerik. “And the others.”
The others. Clara meant Maisie but didn’t want to give Emmerik her name. Mention of Laith’s sister broke Ada’s resolve to set Clara’s duty above her own. Clara was right. Tamir didn’t have the gall or the magic to stand against Duke Goldaxe’s manipulation of King Wallace, to keep Asorean mages safe. Ada didn’t want anyone else to die the way Quinn and Sam had, let alone how Laith had. If she returned, she could at least fight to ensure Asorean mages remained free.
“I don’t want to lose you,” Ada whispered. “We could have learnt so much about magic together.”
Clara brushed away a tear that rolled down Ada’s cheek. “You’ll figure it all out without me.”
Emmerik sighed. “Oh, how dramatic the pair of you are. I’ll permit you to write to each other if it will move this along. I’ve done all I set out to in this dreary place. I want to return with my prize.”
The word made Ada bristle. “She’s your captive, not your prize.”
He shrugged. “Mere semantics. Either way, she’ll bear my children, willing or not.”
Ada leapt at him, fist swinging, but he set a boot to her chest and shoved her back. She fell against Clara, who held her firm.
“I was going to have to bear someone’s children,” Clara said. Hearing the words near broke Ada’s already cracked heart.
“It was never meant to be with a monster. He killed Laith. How can you stand it?”
“Because it means keeping you safe.”
Ada turned in Clara’s arms to face her. “Promise me this isn’t because of love.”
“I promise you, this decision is entirely based on your aptitude as a mage. This is because I love you.”
The kiss she gave Ada was soft at first. Then, despite their enemy sitting mere feet away, it became something harder, full of sorrow and desperation. Ada wanted to stay with Clara forever, and her heart shattered as she realised this was Clara’s goodbye. But Ada wasn’t done yet. If she was to accept this exchange of lives, she would make it a fair trade. She pulled away, telling herself she would kiss Clara one last time.
“I have demands too,” Ada said to Emmerik.
“What are you doing?” Clara said, but Ada ignored her.
Emmerik smiled, as if they were toys amusing him. “Go on.”
“For as long as Clara and I live, there will be peace between Rin and Asorea.”
“Why would I negotiate that with you? It’s a matter between rulers.”
“Mages will hold the power soon, and it seems you hold all the power in Rin, Prince. But while you’re a mage, King Wallace isn’t. I intend to become the most powerful mage in Asorea, so you will treat with me.”
Emmerik barked out a laugh. “I think I’ll like this dance of power with you. I’d prefer to kill you, of course, but having an arch-rival could be quite the entertainment.”
“Then name me archmage, because if you ever harm Clara, I’ll entertain you to the verge of death.”
“Very well. You shall have peace. Besides, it gives me time to deal with Yriah and Loka.”
“That wasn’t my only demand.”
“I won’t kill my own empress, if that’s what worries you.”
“I’d assumed that. Return my belongings, along with Tabitha’s and Laith’s. Including our ethelids.”
Emmerik crossed his ankles and slid down in his chair an inch. “Done. Anything else?”
“Give me the stone you use to tell if people are mages.”
For the first time, Emmerik frowned. “No.”
“Then Clara will bear you no children.” Ada hated speaking for her, to imply what she might do to an unborn child, but Emmerik couldn’t be allowed to keep the telling ethelid.
“She’ll have no choice.”
“Will you tie up your own empress and watch as her fiery spirit dwindles to nothing? Because that’s what it would take to stop her, and I’m certain the Belmennians would have something to say about treating their last royal that way.”
Emmerik’s eyes slid to Clara. “You would do such a thing?”
Clara lifted her chin, and relief spread through Ada as Emmerik took that as an answer. Ada didn’t want Clara to have to say it.
“The ethelid is yours. I’m sure I’ll find another like it in time, so I fear I win this little exchange. But mark my words, Archmage Ada. I doubt I’m your only enemy, and once you are dead and Princess Clara is too lost to grief to rebel, I will crush your little nation and enslave your mages.”
“By all means, try.”
Ada made a silent vow to protect every one of Asorea’s mages. She would spend her life building a place to keep them safe from Rin, and from Asorea’s leadership. She would train them to be more powerful than her. No mage in Asorea would have to fear becoming a slave to the Rin Empire, even if it meant she had to stand against Clara.

    
  A few days later, when the healer was sure Tabitha could survive the journey, soldiers ordered Ada and Tabitha to leave their room. Tabitha had remained free of her collar since she’d tried to remove it, a merciful act by Emmerik that had probably been a demand from Clara. Ada didn’t know for sure. She hadn’t been permitted to see Clara since they’d made their deal with Emmerik. Following a soldier, Ada led Tabitha through the mine’s warren of tunnels, all the while begging whatever gods existed to let her see Clara one last time. One of them must have been listening.
Clara waited by the doors that led out to the chasm. Ada resisted the urge to run to her. Emmerik stood at her side as if she were already his empress. Mage soldiers flanked them, hands ready on the hilts of their swords. They must have thought Ada a bloodthirsty fool. In truth, she was just a fool in love. She stood before them, her arms crossed to hide the way her fingers hung like puppets with their strings cut.
“Finally, I can be rid of you,” Emmerik said.
Ignoring him, Ada met Clara’s eyes. They were as dry as her own. Good. Neither of them could afford to show what men considered a weakness. “Princess Clara, never forget the terms of our deal with that monster.”
“You wound me,” Emmerik said.
Clara stepped forwards, and Ada met her halfway. “Forgive me. If I’d only stayed in the castle and never dragged you into this, you wouldn’t–”
Ada set a finger on Clara’s lips before trailing it over her cheek to brush away a stray strand of hair. “Don’t torture yourself thinking about choices you can’t change. But know this. Not for one moment have I regretted loving you. You helped me become a better mage. You helped me open my heart after I sealed it shut.” She set her hand over the tree brooch hidden beneath Clara’s coat. “If I’d never met you, I would have become something twisted, another monster sinking its claws into an already wounded world. So thank you for sneaking out of the castle the day we met, and don’t you dare regret it.”
Clara threw her arms around Ada and kissed her with all the fire of a dragon. Ada sank into the moment, forgetting the enemies around them. They wrapped each other in their essens, tangled fingers in each other’s hair, and lost themselves in one last kiss. Not even Emmerik dared to interrupt.
Taking a step back from Clara was the hardest thing Ada had ever done. Her heart and body screamed, telling her the space between her and Clara was wrong. The second step was worse. Their hands parted, leaving Ada feeling cold. All that saved her from throwing away their deal with Emmerik and trying to escape with the only person she would ever love was that Clara went to Tabitha and gently embraced her.
“I burned Laith’s body,” Clara said. “I couldn’t let them bury him here.” When she stepped back, a small pouch hung about Tabitha’s neck. “Carry him with you for as long as you need, then let him go.”
Tabitha blinked and looked down at the pouch, lifting it in one hand. A single tear rolled down her cheek, then she resumed her lifeless stare at the wall. But her hand remained on the pouch. Hope sparked in Ada’s chest. One day, perhaps Tabitha would come back.
“Can we get on with this?” Emmerik said. “I have an empire to expand.”
Ada hated his light-hearted tone, as if she and Clara were parting for merely a day. She strode up to him, and though he towered over her, she lifted her chin. In that moment, she felt powerful.
“If you ever harm her, if she dies in childbirth, if someone hurts her to get to you, I will come for you. But I won’t kill you. For the sake of your slaves, you will live. But you’ll beg for death in the end.”
“How I shall mourn not having a mage with your fervour in my army.”
Eyes locked with Ada’s, Emmerik flicked a hand, and Ada sensed someone approach with all she’d asked for. She didn’t break away immediately. She wanted to read everything in those cold blue eyes. There was a promise there. Emmerik had no intention of keeping his word not to kill her. Ada had expected as much, but at least she had time until he acted. He’d want an heir first.
When Ada eventually turned away, Clara slipped Ada’s rings onto her right hand, Laith’s ring on her thumb, then strapped on her sword belt and lifted Tabitha’s necklace over her head along with one that held a green ethelid in a wire cage. The telling ethelid. Ada touched it and sank into its magic. The magic bent to her will but the ethelid let out no light. With it lifted before her, she walked to the nearest mage soldier. The ethelid glowed a foot away from him. She then went to a soldier whose sword bore no enchantment. The ethelid remained dark. She repeated the same with a dozen people before she was satisfied it wasn’t some useless ethelid given to trick her.
After Ada tucked her necklaces beneath her shirt, Clara pressed a paper packet into her good hand. “I found my home, Ada.”
Ada knew what she held, even before her essen confirmed it. “Clara…”
“Plant them when you’re certain of where you’ll remain. At least then I can be with you, should I die first.”
Blinking away tears, Ada tucked the packet of seeds into a pouch on her belt. “I’ll grow you a fine grove, I promise you that.”
Ada didn’t wish to dwell on the responsibility of planting a grove for Clara’s soul to rest in after death. She swapped her coat for a fur-lined one and strode towards the door, arm in arm with Tabitha. In that moment, she had to show Emmerik strength. She didn’t look back at Clara, but she wrapped her essen around her one last time, burning into her mind the fire of Clara’s astia. That dragon’s heart belonged to her always, and Ada gave her own heart in return as Clara’s essen enveloped her.
Six mage soldiers took up formation around Ada, an escort all the way to Asorea, she suspected. She walked amongst them as an archmage, armed once more with her magic. Only twice did Ada’s steps falter as she left the mine. First, when Clara’s essen fell away from her, then moments later when hers fell away from Clara. She blinked away her tears and set out for home. Despite Tabitha’s presence beside her, Ada felt utterly alone.






  
  Chapter forty-one
Vow


Returning to Asorea might have felt tedious if Ada’s heart hadn’t been entirely numb. She’d grown used to caring for Tabitha in their room at the mine, but it was much harder on the road, and getting her on and off their stocky horse was a challenge with one functional hand. The mage soldiers refused to help, snickering amongst themselves whenever Ada slipped on the frosty ground and almost fell beneath Tabitha. Each night, she drifted off to sleep wondering how many fingers she could cut from the soldiers’ hands without angering Emmerik. 
Eventually, they came to the Rinnite checkpoint near the Asorean border. Despite it being dusk, the soldiers offered Ada and Tabitha no food or accommodation. Instead, they marched them past the barricade and ordered them off their horse. The gelding had done well to carry them both across Rin in the growing cold, but Ada wasn’t given a chance to bid him farewell. The mage soldiers dragged him back to the barricade, leaving them alone in the dark.
Ada had no need of a torch to guide her feet. Tabitha, meanwhile, stared into the darkness with no care for where her steps fell, her essen nowhere to be sensed as she stumbled along. Ada took Tabitha by the arm and led her through the night as fast as she dared, trying not to think of the stories about twisted creatures lurking in the King’s Wood.
Cold seeped into Ada’s bones. By the time flickering orange light appeared in the distance, her feet were almost numb. Tabitha tripped every few steps, and Ada struggled to hold her up with one arm, yet she refused to let her friend fall. Managing to escape injury, they arrived at Dire Hold’s gate.
“Halt,” one of the many gate guards said. Others around him lowered their pikes.
“Let us pass,” Ada said.
Laughter was the only answer. Ada had expected this fight, but she hadn’t thought she’d be so bone-tired by the time they reached the fortress. The lack of women amongst the guards soured her already bitter mood. If Rin had better leaders, it could have been a haven for women. Yet there she was, fleeing back to her sexist nation so she could stand against Rin’s monstrous prince.
“I said, let us pass.”
“Come back in the morning,” the same guard said.
“If you don’t recognise us, then bring General Ironhorn.” They wouldn’t make it through the fortress alive without Ironhorn’s approval. He was Duke Goldaxe’s uncle, after all.
The guard sneered. “Who in the shadows do you think you are?”
Drawing her shoulders back, Ada lifted a nearby rock with her magic. “I am Archmage Ada, servant of Asorea. Bring. Me. Ironhorn.”
The guards without pikes drew their blades, yet none dared approach. The guard who’d spoken called through the gate, and a small eye-level hatch opened. He exchanged words with those inside, and the hatch closed again.
“Lower your weapon and wait,” he said.
Ada let the rock thud to the ground.
To her great surprise, General Ironhorn didn’t keep her waiting long, though he looked downright pissed off to have been woken in the early hours. He took one look at Ada and jutted his chin towards the gate before storming back inside. His stride was longer than Ada’s, and guiding Tabitha slowed her. The version of Ada who’d left Asorea would have dragged Tabitha along while grumbling about it. But Tabitha needed a gentle touch, and Ada wouldn’t trust her care to anyone else. She would go at whatever speed Tabitha could manage.
As they made their way towards the inner keep, tension lay over Ada like a smothering blanket. Each night patrol they passed stopped to stare. Was it seeing Ironhorn awake in the middle of the night that caught their attention or the apparent man leading a woman behind him? Ada threw her essen out to a group they passed within range. Their pulses were racing.
When they made it to the inner keep, Ironhorn led them along so many corridors and up so many stairs, most people would be too confused to find their way back. Ada kept track of every turn. Whatever Ironhorn was up to, Ada wouldn’t let him fool her. She was done playing the obedient mage.
When Ironhorn finally took them into a room, it was without a doubt the war room. An oak table stretched across the centre of the room, and upon it was a map of Askar. The room also had thick walls and a reinforced door – a fortress within a fortress. Ada settled Tabitha into a chair in the corner furthest from the door but remained standing herself as she studied the figurines spread across the map over Yriah and Rin. Ironhorn’s information was as up to date as Ada’s own.
“Your spies are efficient,” she said.
Ironhorn sat at the head of the table. “Did you expect anything less?”
“I expected that if you knew this much about the military movements in Rin, you might have warned us of them before we left. How long ago did Goldaxe convince the king to betray Princess Clara?”
“My nephew had no involvement with that scheme.”
“But he did send us mages to fall into the same trap.”
Ironhorn’s silence said enough.
“You’ll need mages to help you protect this border.”
Ironhorn’s lip lifted in a sneer. “You really do think you’re the gods’ gift to Asorea, don’t you. My soldiers are more than enough to keep this road safe.”
Why hadn’t she seen it when they’d been there before? Ironhorn had gone along with his nephew’s plan because he wanted to secure his position. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”
“I don’t care about your friends. Asorea’s better off without such filth.”
Ada slammed her fist on the table, knocking over some of the Yrian figurines. “I know you don’t give a shit about them, but you should at least care about this country. You’ve left Asorea defenceless against Rin’s mages. Their magic is more advanced than ours.”
Ironhorn threw back his head and laughed. “Such trickery can’t defeat generations of military engineering.”
“Trickery? Is it trickery to slice through flesh with the air itself? Is it trickery to make a blade so sharp it can cleave a person in two? I’ve beheaded people with such a sword, disembowelled them, severed legs. How many of your soldiers are strong enough to do that despite their years of training? Prince Emmerik’s mage soldiers can do it with no strength and minimal training.”
“Poppycock.” Clearly, if Shukri had gone through Dire Hold, he’d kept the sword a secret. If he made it that far.
“You can’t afford to cling to religious prejudice, and you certainly can’t afford to be arrogant. Emmerik has complete control over his mages because he can kill them with a thought. Soon enough, he’ll have an army of them, and they’ll come with more than sharpened blades. Fortunately for you and the rest of Asorea, Emmerik wanted something more than our land.”
“And what was that?”
“To wed Princess Clara. We made a deal with him. As long as she and I live, there will be peace between Rin and Asorea. So I suggest you refrain from ordering your soldiers to kill me.” She’d sensed people entering the corridor the moment the door closed. A pouch of pebbles weighed heavy on her belt, but she would struggle against two dozen soldiers while also protecting Tabitha.
“Why would I believe anything that comes out of your mouth?” Ironhorn said. “You’re a mage and a murderer, and a thief before that.”
Ada tapped an impatient finger on the table. “Do you really want to risk it? Let me pass, and the king can decide what to do with my information.”
“My orders come from the king.”
Ada stared at him, reading the lie in his eyes as she opened her pouch beneath the table. “No, I don’t believe they do.”
She shot two stones, which ripped through the heavy door and struck the legs of the closest soldiers. The blows were hard enough to make them fall but not enough to draw blood. Cries of pain drifted back through the splintered wood, along with a few fearful prayers.
Ironhorn shot to his feet. “You dare attack my men?”
“Oh sit down. I’ve only bruised them.” She lifted a narrow stone above the table and let it hover there. “This one, however, will pierce your skull if you try to hurt Tabitha. I don’t like killing, but I’m the shield that protects those who can’t defend themselves. I have a few requests. Do as I ask, and we’ll leave peacefully.”
Ironhorn eased himself into his chair. “What do you want?”
“You’re to write a letter to the king declaring the army requires the assistance of mages, which I shall deliver. You will also refrain from attacking us on our way to the capital.”
“Is that all?”
“No. We require horses and supplies for what’s left of our journey.”
Ironhorn called for a servant, and after a few minutes, a willowy man stepped in, eyeing the holes in the door.
“Yes, General?”
“Give these women whatever they ask for.”
Ada chose to ignore Ironhorn’s final insult of outing her as a woman. Helping Tabitha once more, she followed the servant out. The corridor was empty, save for Ada’s two stones, which she returned to her pouch. She wouldn’t feel safe until she was back at Tamir’s compound.
The servant led them up a wide staircase to a room two floors above. Its fine decoration meant it was surely reserved for nobility or wealthy guests, despite being smaller than Ada’s rooms in Tamir’s manor. After settling Tabitha onto a sofa, Ada listed off her requirements to the servant, who nodded politely before he left.
Sometime later, a pot of tepid stew arrived. There was no meat in it, and the vegetables were mostly swede and onions. It must have been dregs from the barracks. As Ada fed Tabitha, she regretted not appreciating all Tamir had done for her and the other mages. Given the king’s attitude towards them, Tamir must have used his own wealth to pay for everything. She might have thanked him for it when she returned, but the closer they’d come to Asorea, the angrier she’d become with him. He should have done more to protect them. If he hadn’t the means, he should never have put himself in such a position.
Once Tabitha was asleep in the overly large bed, Ada settled as close to the far side as she could so she wouldn’t disturb Tabitha. Perhaps it was the softness of the mattress after their time on the road, or perhaps it was because they were finally out of Rin, but for the first time since Laith’s death, Ada didn’t dream of him burning. Instead, she dreamt of lying in a summer meadow with Clara, who wore a daisy-chain crown.

    
  The next day, true to General Ironhorn’s order, the servant provided Ada with whatever she wanted. As tempting as it was to abuse that, she only asked for a meal, a bath, food for their journey, and two horses to borrow, though if they turned out to be good horses, she had no intention of returning them.
After feeding and bathing Tabitha, Ada ate slowly, trying to put off her own needs. On the way to the border, under the constant watch of Rinnite mage soldiers, she’d avoided changing her clothes for the shame of how much she struggled with it now. But she couldn’t ignore her own stench another day. Stripping was easy enough, as was washing in the high-sided tub. Dressing herself was frustrating. She pulled on a clean shirt but couldn’t tie the collar. The trousers she managed to get all the way up, but fastening the buttons took far too long. And the hooks on the long winter coat servants had left for her? She swallowed her pride and asked for help.
The female servant made no remark about Ada’s hand, nor did she stare at Tabitha. She tied Ada’s collar, fastened her jacket, then helped her into her boots and tied the laces. After that, she fixed the mess Ada had made of the laces on Tabitha’s dress and helped her into her boots and coat too. Ada wished she had some way to thank the servant, but she had no coin – Ironhorn had given them a promissory note stating he would repay taverns for any costs they incurred along the King’s Road.
Finally clean and dressed, Ada led Tabitha out of their room and followed the servant down to the keep’s stable, where Ada walked slowly down the long row of stalls, searching for a strong horse that could carry two people and another that could be a pack horse. Tabitha had other plans, it seemed. She wandered away to a gloomy stall at the back and let herself in. Ada hurried after her.
The stench of muck and stale urine assaulted Ada, almost sending her running. Tabitha made no sign she’d noticed the smell. She stepped around piles of filth and went to the two horses cowering at the back of the stall. One was a grey mare who was far too thin. The other was a dun gelding covered in scars from being whipped. Tabitha held her hand out to him. Shocked to see any sign of life from Tabitha, Ada ordered a stablehand to ready the two horses in the best tack available.
When all was ready, Tabitha led the gelding to the mounting block and climbed into the saddle without help. Relief rushed through Ada. Whatever kinship Tabitha had found with her new horse, it had allowed her to reclaim some independence. Ada tried to cling to that relief and ignore the thread of jealousy worming through it. If only she could mount with such ease. Despite her arm healing well, though slowly, no feeling had returned to her fingers. She’d learnt to mount one handed, which was far from graceful. One of the stablehands snickered behind a hand as she hauled herself into the saddle, but a stone flying past his ear soon brought him to silence. The fear in his eyes made Ada regret venting her frustration. That wasn’t how she wanted magic to be perceived. She needed to try harder.
Ada rode out of the stables and wasn’t exactly surprised when a dozen heavily armed guards surrounded her and Tabitha. She reached for her magic, unsure of their intentions.
“Archmage,” one guard said, saluting her before handing her a sealed letter. “The general has asked us to escort you to the gate.”
Ironhorn was playing it safe. If Ada rose to power as she planned, he’d be remembered as the first to show her respect. Really, he was ensuring she left so he didn’t have to deal with her. Shrewd, like his nephew. Ada wouldn’t let the two of them lead her around like a stubborn ox by a nose ring.
Beyond the fort’s east gate, the guards fell away, leaving Ada and Tabitha to continue along the King’s Road alone. Travellers parted like snowy grass before them, stopping on the roadside to stare. When the gate was almost out of range, Ada eased her mare to a stop and gently turned her about, facing Dire Hold’s towering wall. She took a deep breath and braced ready for the strain of her magic.
Dozens of stones flew at once. Ada turned her mare back east, masking how she swayed in the saddle as the stones thudded against the fortress wall. The sound was almost lost beneath cries of alarm. Ada didn’t want the common folk to fear magic, but they did need to fear what Rin could do with it.
“The war of magic comes.” Her words would be visible to all travellers until Ironhorn could arrange for a stonemason to remove them. She led Tabitha on, but a woman with a child strapped to her back stepped into the road to block their way. Ada and Tabitha stopped their horses.
“What do your words mean?” the woman asked.
Ada sighed. She’d hoped the phrase would be all she needed to say. It seemed the gathering crowd wanted more. If she was going to be archmage, she’d have to get used to wasting time giving speeches. For a moment, she wasn’t sure what to say. Then, she thought of Clara and the way her bearing had changed whenever she needed to be commanding. 
“Magic is the greatest power in this world,” Ada called. “Greater than swords. Greater than kings. Greater even than queens. The lost princess of Belmennos has bought us peace in exchange for her freedom, but one day, that peace will shatter. I want you all to understand that magic isn’t evil. It is a weapon like any sword or arrow. Yet there are those who wield it for evil ends. I have seen mages enslaved by Rin’s first prince. He keeps them bound with collars that will turn their heads to ash if they disobey. They are victims who will be sent to fight us against their will.
“Asorean mages have already died by those collars, and so now I, Ada Renwick, make a vow before you all. As archmage, I will make a haven for Asorean mages to keep them safe. I will train them to keep you safe. And with my life, I will defend our nation from the Rin Empire.”
The silence that followed hung heavy, and Ada was certain she’d made a fool of herself. Then, someone threw a fist into the air and shouted, “Archmage Ada.” Others echoed them, but most people in the crowd watched her with scepticism. Something more was needed to convince them to trust her. No one knew who she was, of her origins as the daughter of a jeweller. They didn’t know she’d once been one of them. So she did something no noble would do.
Saluting, Ada bowed in her saddle to the woman who’d stopped her. Hush fell over the crowd. The woman bowed back, and others joined her. Then, calls of Ada’s name rose like a roar. With a small smile, Ada left the fortress behind, riding down the King’s Road to the sound of hope.






  
  Chapter forty-two
To Honour the Fallen


Their pace along the King’s Road was slow. In part, it was because Ada’s mare, now named Willow, hadn’t been trained for one-handed reining. Mostly, it was because Ada wanted word of what she’d done at Dire Hold to run ahead of them. Many who passed stared at her and her old ethelid, which she wore for everyone to see. Her newer one was pressed between her fingers, a thread of her essen always there. She hadn’t forgotten the Order of the Six called magic evil, nor that Emmerik and Goldaxe wanted her dead. 
With Tabitha still unable to speak, Ada spent much of the ride lost to thought. She tried to focus on magic theory, working through all she remembered of the twisted threads of power within the enchanted sharpness ethelids, yet her mind drifted west. What was Clara’s life like now? When would she wed? Would Emmerik wait until then to… Ada shook that thought away. It was too painful.
Each night, Ironhorn’s promissory note bought them a room at an outpost tavern and care for their horses. After settling Tabitha into bed, Ada took to throwing her hood up and eavesdropping in the common room. To her surprise, few people called her evil. So close to the border, everyone was painfully aware of Rin’s greed for land. She heard one person tell a full table that if Rin had magic, Asorea needed it too.
On the sixth night after leaving the fort, Ada stayed in their room. It was Ossain. Travellers and the those who worked at the outpost were celebrating, paying respect to the dead. Ada couldn’t be out there amongst them when there was no room for joy in her heart. Instead, she sat by a window and watched the sprinkling of snow falling outside, lit by light from the tavern’s windows.
A year ago, she’d learnt Clara was Belmennian and that she’d destroyed her family’s sacred grove when her magic emerged. This year, Clara would have no one to comfort her. Ada laid her hand over the packet of seeds in her belt pouch. She could only hope Emmerik would be too busy burning offerings to the dragon-gods to set his attention on Clara.
When too much cold crept in, Ada closed the inner shutters and tried to settle down to sleep. Her hollow belly kept her awake. She’d been too caught up thinking of Clara to eat, and what was left had sat out too long. Hunger forcing her hand, Ada made her way down to the common room, leaving Tabitha safely asleep in bed.
The tavern was packed, and most people were drunk. It wasn’t only the revellers Ada had to weave around. Various offerings had been strung from the ceiling. Bunches of dried flowers, string knotted into complex patterns, bones hanging below sticks like wind chimes. By the smell of it, a few people had burnt offerings in the large hearth too. Ossain was a collision of cultures. Yet these were simple offerings for a public place. In Asorean homes, people would hang up items of far more value, be they measured by sentiment or coin.
As Ada worked her way between the gifts for the dead, she sensed people she passed turn towards her. By the time she reached the bar, the room was silent except for tiny footsteps and a woman calling a girl’s name. The footsteps stopped behind Ada, and something tugged on her coat.
“What will you offer them?”
Ada turned and looked down at the little girl. She only came up to Ada’s hip, and her eyes shone with both curiosity and sorrow. As much as Ada wanted to pass unnoticed for the night, she couldn’t ignore the child, who reminded her too much of Maisie. “Offer who?”
“The mages the Rinnites killed.” The girl scowled, as if her tiny heart knew the anger Ada had shoved to the bottom of hers. The boldness shocked Ada enough that her rage didn’t rise, and she lowered herself to one knee.
“I’m not sure what I’ll offer them. I haven’t been home since my journey, so I have no coin to buy them anything. One of my friends would never be happy with anything I could afford anyway.” Ada almost smiled at the thought of Quinn’s soul demanding an offering of jewellery, or at least something that sparkled.
“We spent all our coin to come back to Asorea now my Pa’s gone. So we made that.” The girl pointed to a small offering hanging from the ceiling. It was two braids of hair, one matching the girl’s brown, the other blonde like the woman who now pushed through the crowd. Ivy bound the braids together, still wet from the snow. Ada’s hair had grown long enough she might manage to braid a length of it.
“Thank you. That’s a lovely idea.”
“You’re welcome,” the girl said with a grin before her mother dragged her away.
“What’ll it be, Archmage?” the barkeep said as Ada stood.
“Whatever hot meal you’re serving tonight, sent to my room, please. And a bottle of wine.”
“As you will.” Despite the fact he’d be out of pocket until he could reclaim coin from Ironhorn, the barkeep bowed with a military salute. As he walked to the kitchen, Ada noticed a long scar running down the side of his neck. Had he got revenge on the Rinnite who’d done it? Ada was glad for him that he was no longer in the army. She walked away, her steps weighed down by all the lives of Asorean soldiers who would die if she couldn’t get mages to the border in time to stop a Rinnite advance. The peace Clara had bought wouldn’t last forever.
The common room remained silent as she made her way back across it. This time, people stepped aside to let her pass. Some nodded in greeting, while others looked sad, as if they believed they understood what she’d lost. Ada kept her eyes on the stairs to stop herself snapping at them that they knew nothing of her pain. She was only halfway up when the celebrating resumed.
Not long after Ada returned to her room, a loud knock came at the door. Fortunately, it didn’t wake Tabitha. Ada forced herself not to glare when she opened the door to take her food, reminding herself she needed the support of the common folk. The meal was roast boar and vegetables, and the wine was dated before the ash plague, making it valuable enough that Ironhorn might refuse to pay for it. But the gesture didn’t touch her quite like the sight of what else was on the tray. Beside the food and wine was a small pair of scissors, some ribbon, a length of freshly cut ivy, and a round, flat stone that was too clean to have come from outside. It looked like someone had fished it out of a river long ago. Ada had to blink a lot to keep her eyes dry as she ate.
When her belly was full, Ada downed a glass of wine, letting the warmth spread through her veins to prepare her for what came next. She braided a length of hair, tied it with a ribbon at both ends, and cut it off at the scalp. It looked a mess. Braiding hair had never held much interest for her, even before Quinn had cut it short. She laid it across the stone and bound it in place with the ivy. Bracing herself against the cold, she opened a shutter and lifted the window to place the offering on the outer sill in view of the sky.
“Live well in your next lives, my friends,” she whispered, then closed the window, blew out the lanterns, and went to bed, leaving the rest of the wine for those she’d lost in Rin.
That night, Ada dreamt of the day she met everyone. Laith had been a bit of an arse, but it had been clear from the start how he felt about Tabitha, who’d been too timid to show him she harboured those same feelings. Sam had kept Quinn in check, and Quinn, well, she’d been Quinn. For one night, Ada let herself believe she and Tabitha would return to the manor and find the others sitting around the dinner table waiting for them, and all would be right in the world.

    
  The next day, as the city rose in the distance beyond the King’s Road, Ada spotted two familiar faces riding towards her and Tabitha. Shukri was a welcome sight, but she tried to ignore Tamir so she wouldn’t risk her good hand punching him. To Ada’s relief, when she stopped Willow, Tamir pulled his horse up a way back. When Shukri reached her, they both dismounted and stood facing each other. Everything Ada had kept hidden in her heart slammed against a dam built by the determination to return and protect other mages. Seeing Shukri and his studious eyes set that dam crumbling.
“I failed, Shukri. I failed them all.” Falling to her knees, she screamed her grief and anger to the sky. Shukri knelt before her, and she didn’t pull away when he swept her into an embrace. Another set of arms joined his, and Ada stiffened. Yet it wasn’t Tamir’s astia at her back. It was Tabitha’s. When Ada twisted to look, Tabitha’s face was blank. Shukri watched her too, but rather than ask about her state, he removed his cloak and laid it out for the three of them to sit on.
“Tell me everything,” he said.
Ada took a steadying breath and unleashed her terrible memories of the mine, not daring to stop when Tamir came to eavesdrop. If she paused, she wouldn’t manage to finish, and Shukri deserved to know how badly she’d failed. Horror filled the men’s eyes when she spoke of the collars, and to her relief, Tabitha wandered back to her horse before the recounting of Laith’s death. But it was Clara’s fate that made Tamir turn away, his fists clenched.
“I didn’t want to believe King Wallace was behind this,” Tamir said. “He doted on Clara like a daughter.”
“False kindness keeps people pliant,” Shukri said.
“What’s done is done,” Ada said. “What I need to know now is, will I make it home without Goldaxe killing me?”
Tamir took a step forward, as if he thought about joining them on Shukri’s cloak. He stepped back again. “Word of your display at Dire Hold has reached Varran. You’re safe while you’re in public, which I assume was your plan.”
“If I’m honest, I hadn’t thought this far ahead. I’m tired, Tamir. So damn tired.”
Before she could fend him off, he rushed forwards and knelt beside her, sweeping her into a hug. “I’m so sorry.”
Ada’s anger shattered. There, on the side of the road in view of everyone, Ada buried her face against Tamir’s chest and let her tears flow like a child in a parent’s embrace. He could have done more to protect everyone, but she could have too. Placing blame didn’t change the fact three of her friends were dead. It didn’t change the fact Clara was alone in Rin, grieving for her brother while facing being wed to her enemy. Ada needed Tamir’s help now more than ever.
When her tears ran dry, Ada pulled back and wiped her face on the sleeve of her jacket. “If we’re to stand any chance against Rin, against our own king, we need the common folk on our side. Will you teach me how a leader should act?”
Tamir smiled and set a hand on her shoulder. “It would be my honour, Archmage.”

    
  When they entered the city outskirts, Ada took a deep breath and tried to remember everything Tamir had taught her over the past hour. Her name spread as whispers along the streets, growing louder until people were cheering it. Their joy set Ada’s fist clenching around the reins. But as Tamir had instructed, she kept a smile on her face and nodded to the crowd. Then, as they entered the temple district, her smile slipped. The calls of her name had turned to jeering.
Watchers of the Order lined the streets, baskets in their hands. As Ada wondered what they were carrying, they were kind enough to show her. The first pieces of rotten vegetables missed. The next lot she avoided well enough thanks to her essen. But then the watchers targeted Tabitha, who hadn’t the presence of mind to dodge. Ada wouldn’t stand for it.
Halting their procession, Ada used stones to knock vegetables from the air. The watchers hesitated and glanced at each other, some stepping back. Ada used the break in their onslaught to magic stones at their baskets, scattering rotting vegetables across the road.
“The people starve,” Ada called, “yet somehow you’ve got enough spare food to throw at us?”
“It’s rotten,” one watcher shouted back.
“Not so rotten it couldn’t fatten pigs. And I’ve seen people eat food in a worse state than this. I’ve eaten food worse than this, when I was left alone after the ash plague. You think what I wield is evil? Take a look in a mirror and you’ll find the true evil in this world.” She flicked the reins to get Willow moving, and they left the watchers behind.
Before they were out of range, she sensed someone pick up a wilted cabbage and hurl it at a watcher. A smile tugged at the corner of Ada’s mouth, but it found no purchase. The bridge to Relgis loomed ahead.
Ada kept her essen spread wide as they rode across the bridge, and she sensed Shukri doing likewise. His dirt storms would be a true asset if the king or Goldaxe launched an attack. Yet as they passed through the gate and onto Relgis, the soldiers moved out of their way. Some even saluted. It seemed her enemies would rather come for her in a dark, quiet place.
Safe for now, Ada turned her gaze to the towers of Castle Hakaan, easily visible past winter-bare trees. Soon, she would storm that place and confront the king. But before she could, she had something much harder to face. They rode on, and the closer they got to Tamir’s compound, the more Ada’s shoulders sagged, until she was hunched in the saddle. Shukri moved his horse ahead of Willow, guiding the mare to the manor when Ada had no mind to.
It took Ada a minute to realise when they stopped outside the manor’s main entrance, and she wasn’t present enough to refuse when Tamir helped her down from the saddle, nor when he lightly gripped her right arm and guided her to the doors. She should have timed her arrival later. If she had, she could have got a full night’s rest before facing this. But as the doors opened, her legs began to shake with each step. In the entry hall, her knees buckled, and she fell hard onto them.
Maisie stood frozen halfway down the stairs, staring at Ada. Her gaze flicked to the door, and tears welled in her eyes. “Laith?” she signed.
Ada should have got up, should have gone to her and held her, explained everything. But the longer Ada knelt there like a coward, signing nothing in reply, the more tears slid down Maisie’s face. The girl slumped onto the steps, and her wail cut through Ada like a magic-sharpened blade.
Someone shoved past Ada, knocking her forwards. When she righted herself, she could hardly believe what she saw. Tabitha sat on the stairs, one arm wrapped gently around Maisie as she stroked the girl’s hair. She made comforting shushing sounds and swayed back and forth. What truly shocked Ada was the light in Tabitha’s eyes, near hidden behind a stream of tears.
Eventually, Maisie went quiet, having fallen asleep in Tabitha’s arms. With her stillness came Tabitha’s, whose eyes lost their focus once more. It was Tamir who finally broke the silence, ordering staff to take Maisie and Tabitha to their rooms. Before the staff could act, Ada came to her feet.
“They’ll be going to my room,” she said.
Tabitha’s head swung towards her, and she stood, Maisie in her arms. Guilt washed over Ada for not being able to carry the girl herself, but Tabitha didn’t struggle to lift her – it was only two months since Maisie’s rescue, and she was still so thin. Ignoring offers of help from Tamir’s staff, Ada led Tabitha to her room. Fawziyya trailed behind them, and Ada let her be.
Once Maisie was tucked into Ada’s oversized bed, Ada tried to help Tabitha out of her boots, but she struggled with only one usable hand.
“Proud as you are,” Fawziyya said, “you still need to know when to accept help.”
“Why do you think I let you follow us?”
“What happened to your arm, my stupid, brave camel?”
“Magic.”
Fawziyya nodded as if it were explanation enough and set about helping Tabitha and Ada get ready for bed. Although it was still early, Ada was exhausted from the road. More than that, she was drained from spilling her emotions earlier that day. As she lay in bed, she was relieved to sense Fawziyya settle on a sofa in the sitting room, a blowpipe resting on her chest. Ada could sleep knowing they had a first line of defence.
Until Ada was sure the manor was safe, Maisie and Tabitha would remain in her room. She’d vowed to protect every Asorean mage, and that tiny, six-year-old girl was certainly one – Ada couldn’t forget the shock of sensing Maisie’s essen the day she’d rescued her. And at the moment, Tabitha couldn’t defend herself despite the nature of her magic. Ada had failed Laith, but she refused to fail his cherished sister and the woman he’d loved. Tomorrow, she would begin solidifying her position as archmage.






  
  Chapter forty-three
Justify the Means


Ada glared at Tamir across the table in his study. Shukri sat beside her, utterly silent. She was sure he agreed with her decision, but he didn’t seem willing to stand against Tamir. Despite Tamir’s support of Ada claiming the title of archmage, he was being a stubborn mule about her first plan. 
“You can’t rip them from their families,” Tamir said.
“I’ll do whatever it takes to protect our mages,” Ada said.
“Have you forgotten you need the common folk to support you?”
“Of course I haven’t. But it’s your job to make sure they stay on our side.”
Tamir pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is me doing my job. I’m telling you this will turn your supporters against you.”
“And I’m telling you it’s necessary. Even if a mage’s family treats them well, even if they don’t accidentally touch an ethelid and end up killing someone, Prince Emmerik will find them. I won’t let another Asorean mage suffer one of his collars. We’ll bring every mage under our care.”
Tamir sighed. “You’re being dramatic. Should any of Emmerik’s people sneak across the border, they’ll never manage to smuggle a child out.”
“You think a terrified child won’t do whatever they’re told?”
“I think they’d scream and run. And we can put checks for collars in place along the King’s Road and at the river forts.”
“What do you think will happen if soldiers find a child wearing a collar?”
Tamir sighed and made a flippant sweep of his hand. “Enlighten me.”
“They’d have two choices. Keep the child in Asorea and wait for Emmerik to set the collar off or let them be taken into slavery. How many choices like that before soldiers simply stop looking for collars?”
“Parents will never allow us to take their children.”
“We won’t give them a choice.”
“The king won’t agree to something that could lead to a revolt.”
Ada sighed and turned towards Shukri. “You know him better than me. Say something to make him listen.”
Shukri stared out of the window, and for a moment, Ada thought he would remain silent. Then, he tapped the arm of his chair a few times and set a fiery glare on Tamir.
“Asorea desperately needs to train mages if it’s to stand a chance of defending the border. Rin will attack eventually. Yes, it might be generations from now, but mages need training today. We know so little about magic. Meanwhile, Emmerik was able to bend magic to his will and enchant it. The more mages we have, the greater our understanding of magic will become.”
His words made Ada realise she’d taken the wrong approach. Tamir was a scholar before he was a mage. His drive was to understand magic. If it would allow Ada to protect mages, she would absolutely use his nature to her advantage.
“Let me deal with the king,” she said. “Your focus should be on understanding magic and pairing new mages with the right ethelids. While we do that, Shukri can take the Telling Stone and begin finding mages.”
Curiosity flashed in Tamir’s eyes. “Telling Stone?”
“The ethelid that can show if someone’s a mage.”
“What a terribly basic name. Fine, face the king yourself. But he’ll never listen to you.”
“I have General Ironhorn’s support.”
“Do you truly believe you have his support simply because he decided not to kill you?”
“I think he supports me because he finally realises magic isn’t going away and our nation is currently defenceless against it. Regardless, the king will give me what I want, one way or another.”
Tamir leaned forwards. “Careful. You’re getting close to treasonous words.”
“If the king wants to execute me for that, he’ll have to face war with Rin.”
“The king won’t believe that without proof.”
Ada got to her feet. “I expect Emmerik will send word himself once he reaches that golden palace of his. Perhaps then King Wallace will believe me when I say if I die, Asorea will fall the moment Emmerik marches down the King’s Road.” She strode out of the study, unsurprised when Shukri followed.
“You really mean for me to find the new mages?” he said. His tone gave no hint of if the task pleased or annoyed him.
“I do.”
They walked through the manor towards Ada’s rooms, and it wasn’t until they reached the door that Shukri spoke again.
“Why me?”
“Because you were a prince, and such an influential person will have no trouble getting himself invited into the homes of nobles. We need to start with the people most likely to come into contact with an ethelid.”
“But I don’t hold any influence in Loka. I never did.”
“Nobles raised in a patriarchy are incapable of believing a nation could differ from theirs.” She entered her sitting room and shut the door behind her. Once Shukri’s footsteps along the corridor died, Ada went to Maisie, who was sat by the window scribbling on some paper with a stick of charcoal.
“Are you sure you want this?” Ada signed, adapting as best she could using one hand.
Maisie nodded.
“Very well.” Ada handed Laith’s ring to Maisie and got to work teaching her how to reach for his ethelid’s magic.

    
  A week later, Ada sat in Maisie’s room, holding her as she wept. Again. Despite Maisie’s efforts, she simply couldn’t grasp the magic in Laith’s ring. There was nothing wrong with her technique. Ada had followed Maisie’s essen when she reached for the magic, and the girl was doing exactly as instructed. It simply wasn’t an ethelid she could use.
“We’ll try another,” Ada signed, the movements slow and gentle. She’d never wanted to mother a child, and yet, gentleness was what Maisie needed, and Ada needed her. Tabitha was still too lost in the horror of her memories to help raise Maisie. If anything, Tabitha’s haunted expression pushed Maisie towards a downwards spiral, so Ada had taken to training Maisie away from her.
When Maisie refused to give up Laith’s ring, Ada prised it from her fingers and replaced it with one of Tabitha’s ethelids. “I asked Tabitha if you could try hers next. This one hardens cloth. Defence is important in battle, and she saved my life several times with this magic.”
Without pause, Maisie pressed her essen into Tabitha’s ethelid, and Ada followed with a thread of her own essen. It was strange, following someone into an ethelid. Instead of sensing the magic as she normally would, it took the shape of Maisie’s interpretation. Laith’s ethelid had been like stars for her, always out of reach. But the magic in Tabitha’s ethelid was like falling stars, so many of them it was easy for Maisie to catch one and tug it towards her chest. It wasn’t only the bodice of Maisie’s dress that hardened. Her leggings, her chemise, even the ribbons in her hair, all turned as hard as diamonds. Tabitha had once said the ethelid limited her, but perhaps she wasn’t as good a fit for it as Maisie was.
Ada grinned and tapped one of Maisie’s frozen ribbons. “Now you need to learn to release it. Let the star go, then slowly withdraw your essen.”
As Maisie worked, Ada kept a close watch over her connection to the magic. She needed to be sure Maisie could release the magic if it started draining her. At first, the star clung to Maisie, and her essen flailed around as if she were shaking something sticky off her hand. Her breath hitched in panic. Ada stroked Maisie’s hair and was so focused on calming her, she barely heard a knock at the door. Ada didn’t answer, but whoever it was took the silence as an invitation to step into the room.
“Archmage Ada?” a woman said.
“I’m busy.”
Maisie had almost freed herself from the star, but her breaths were coming fast now. Ada waited. She wanted to let Maisie figure it out for herself. Still, she couldn’t risk Maisie breaking her ability to use magic. Ada reached to take the ethelid but stopped. There was an astia behind her. The woman at the door had come closer instead of leaving.
“I said I’m busy.”
“Prince Emmerik sends his regards.”
Ada spun in time to see the dagger plunge towards her stomach. But there was no pain. The assassin stared wide-eyed at her weapon. Its tip had blunted against Ada’s shirt. Ada made a mental note to thank Maisie later, then punched the woman in the face.
There was satisfaction to be had in the woman’s surprised squeal as she fell back, but Ada couldn’t let herself forget this was an assassin. Before the woman could recover, Ada had a boot on her chest and a thumb on her ethelid. She ripped a brick from the fireplace and pressed it against the assassin’s wrist, letting it weigh heavy until the dagger clattered to the floor.
“Be a good girl and take that,” Ada said to Maisie. The girl showed no fear as she took the dagger, nor the other five Ada directed her to, revealed by Ada’s essen. “You’d best take those to Fawziyya. And have her send Shukri.”
Once Maisie hurried through the door, Ada knelt with her knee digging into the assassin’s throat. The woman swung a punch with her free hand. Ada dodged it and pressed that arm down with another brick.
“Firstly,” Ada said, “Prince Emmerik would never instruct an assassin to announce who sent them, given an oath he swore publicly. Secondly, I haven’t been back nearly long enough for him to bother making a move against me. How much did Goldaxe pay you?”
“Goldaxe? I work for Rin.”
“Did he threaten to kill you if you speak of him? I promise you, I’m capable of far worse.” She tore a slab from the hearth and let it hover a few feet above the assassin’s head. “Tell me the truth, and I won’t hurt you.”
Footsteps pounded along the corridor, and Shukri charged in. He skidded to a stop halfway across the room and gawped a moment before recovering his composure. “I see you have this in hand.”
“It would be easier if someone else held her.” She grinned at him, but he shook his head.
“You mustn’t be the one to do this.”
“Because I’m a woman?”
“Because you’re the archmage, and you must set an example for how magic is to be used. The king employs people for such things. Let us make use of them.”
Ada stood and stretched, doing her best to hide the way her hands shook from rage and fear. “And how do I know the king didn’t give permission for this?”
“I was on my way here to tell you the king demands your presence. The messenger looked terrified. I doubt the king would shout at a messenger to make haste if he expected you to be dead.”
As much as Ada was tempted to make the assassin talk, dozens of astias rushed along the corridor and guards swarmed into the room, Fawziyya behind them. Ada let the slab crash to the floor beside the assassin’s head and stalked out of the room. Though she hated to admit it, Shukri was right on both fronts. If she was going to make life better for Asorean mages, there had to be rules about what magic could be used for, and torture would most certainly not be permitted. Using it for threats, however, might still be necessary, depending on what the king wanted. Chin held high, Ada made her way to the castle.

    
  When Clara had lived in the castle, Ada often wondered what it was like inside, where Clara went and she couldn’t follow. Ada had been unconscious when guards had dragged her before the king for judgement over Karim’s death, and the route out from the cells was hardly dripping with riches. Had Clara lived in a place full of rich tapestries, golden gilt, and oversized portraits? Or were the main areas of the castle drab and grey with little light, a true prison for someone like Clara who belonged amongst trees? As Ada followed a servant through the castle towards the throne room, she realised it was neither.
Bold blue carpets lined the centre of the hallways, which the servant carefully avoided, staying to one side. Ada walked down the middle, determined to show she was worthy of treading on such finery, yet she kept her steps light to stop any mud falling from her boots. Overlooked people like cleaners were who she needed on her side, not nobles.
Every now and then, they passed between pairs of pedestals, which bore vases of flowers or statuettes. Far fewer paintings hung on the walls than Ada had expected, though there were fading tapestries, most depicting stags. Unsurprising, given the king was of the Fairhart line.
Eventually, the servant stopped before grand double doors, closed to bar their way. It didn’t stop Ada’s essen. Beyond, the throne room was devoid of astias, save for two by the door and one by the far wall. Ada smiled to herself. She’d expected the throne room to be full like the day she’d received the king’s judgement, a crowd of nobles watching for some misstep that could discredit her. Meeting the king alone worked to her advantage, for now.
The servants within the throne room hauled the doors open, and Ada’s escort announced her by name, leaving off her title. That was a fight for another day. Ada locked eyes with King Wallace, who sat straight-backed on his throne, a letter clutched in one hand. The fire in his eyes was surprising, given this was a man who let others control him.
Ada forced herself into an easy gait as she walked towards the king, not allowing herself to so much as blink when the doors thudded shut behind her. The fury on the king’s face told Ada exactly who’d written to him. She stopped ten paces from the throne and bowed low with the salute of respect.
“Your Majesty. To what do I owe this honour?”
“You come into my presence dressed as a man and bowing like one too? I ought to have you flogged for such insolence.”
“You had no issue with me travelling to Rin as a man. Then again, you never expected me to return.”
The king’s face turned robin red, and he tossed the letter towards Ada. “A woman dares to make dealings with Rin on this nation’s behalf? A woman who proclaims herself archmage with no authority from her king.”
Ignoring him, Ada picked up the letter and quickly read it, unable to hold back a smile. In a matter of paragraphs, Emmerik had managed to thoroughly insult the king without outrightly doing so. The key part was that Emmerik, a royal of another nation, recognised Ada as archmage. King Wallace could no longer deny Ada the title without looking like a fool, although she wasn’t convinced that would stop him.
“I don’t see the problem,” Ada said. “There is peace, and Clara marrying into Rin was your preference, wasn’t it?”
The red on King Wallace’s cheeks faded, and he sat straighter still. “I had hoped if she were captured, her life would be spared.”
“Your Majesty, I mean this in the most polite way possible, but we both know that’s utter bullshit. You planned for her to be captured. Your spies told you Yriah was already done for, and you decided Asorea’s best hope was for Clara to fall into Rin’s hands without publicly supporting the empire. That’s why you sent a secret letter to Rin.”
The king slammed his fist on the arm of the throne. “How dare you make such baseless accusations.”
“Baseless? Emmerik told me about it himself.”
Sinking a little, the king swallowed. “What does it matter? There is peace, which is what I wanted.”
Ada clenched her fist, letting her nails dig in to give her anger an outlet. “Clara and I arranged for that peace. Your letter did nothing except make Emmerik laugh. If Goldaxe’s plan had worked, Asorea would have been Rin’s next target.”
“Duke Goldaxe had nothing to do with this.”
“I’m not a fool, Your Majesty. I know he convinced you to send us away as an offering to the empire. And now I’m the only Asorean mage left who can use magic. Yet Prince Emmerik has dozens of mages at his command. They are unquestioningly loyal because he literally holds their lives in his hands thanks to his despicable magic. Imagine an army who will never retreat, even if they know charging onwards means death. Imagine soldiers who will do unspeakable things, turning their own stomachs, because if they don’t, they will die. But these aren’t normal soldiers. They’re mages. Mages with abilities like the one that cost me the use of my hand. She could have flayed you from outside the door using the very air you breathe.”
“But there is peace.” The king’s words were little more than a whisper.
“Only so long as I live, and Emmerik will reach into this land to snuff out my life, regardless of any public oath to spare me.”
“Then I shall simply lock you away where he can’t find you.”
Ada wouldn’t allow the king to remain so blindingly ignorant. Drawing on her newer ethelid’s vast strength, she pulled on the stones around the doors behind her, crumbling pieces away until the entire frame was loose. Then, she used stone on the far side to push the doors inwards. Wood groaned as the doors tipped, and they slammed onto the throne room floor. Soldiers rushed up the hallway, only to stop before the doors and rubble. Ada sensed their heads turn, as if looking to see who would face her first.
“I will never allow myself to be a prisoner again,” Ada said, letting her voice carry. “I will find Asorean mages. I will protect them and train them. Then I will do whatever I can to stop Emmerik adding to his army of slaves.”
She spun on her heel and stormed across the throne room. Despite the king ordering the guards to stop her, they parted before her like wisps of fog. They, at least, understood no ordinary soldier could stop her.






  
  Chapter forty-four
Gift from the Ash


Ada had half expected the king to throw her and the others off his royal isle after her outburst, but no soldiers or letters came in the days that followed. What was more surprising, no assassins came either. Ada didn’t let her guard down. Goldaxe was likely waiting for her to leave the compound, so she remained in the manor, training Maisie, caring for Tabitha, and examining the rest of Tamir’s ethelids. 
As they’d already decided, it was Shukri who went in search of mages – even Goldaxe wouldn’t risk the political turmoil of killing a former Lokan prince. Shukri began with discreetly testing the residents of Relgis, yet not one of them caused a reaction from the Telling Stone. It seemed strange to find no mages amongst so many people.
For days, Ada tried to puzzle it out. She was in the middle of sorting Tabitha’s hair when she remembered something and dropped the brush on her foot. Tabitha had once told her less ash fell in the north. She’d also said she and Laith had survived the ash plague. So had Quinn. So had Sam. And what Tamir had written in the journal she’d found all that time ago…
Ada sprinted out of the room and left Tabitha to Fawziyya’s care. She headed straight for the ballroom, knowing Shukri trained there each morning before setting out to find mages. She crashed through the doors and locked eyes with him. “Were you touched by the ash?”
He raised a brow. “Yes. I was ill for quite some time afterwards.”
“Shit.” Ada closed the doors behind her and sank down them.
Shukri sheathed his blade and strode over. “What is it?”
“You need to be looking for people who survived the ash plague.”
“Because…?”
Ada ran a hand through her hair. “Because every one of us survived the ash plague. Magic didn’t just come back around the same time as the ash plague. The ash plague is why we can use ethelids.”
“Storm above. Are you sure?”
“It would explain why no one else who lives on Relgis is a mage. Most people here are the sort to stay indoors in anything like snow, and anyone who did fall ill would have been removed from the island to prevent the spread of illness.”
Silent as the wake of a thunderstorm, Shukri sat beside her. It was some time before he spoke again. “Finding out who endured the ash plague will be difficult. You must know people are secretive about it for fear of being attacked by those still grieving. I didn’t know Tabitha and Laith had survived it, or I might have come to this conclusion myself.”
“Fawziyya’s network might be able to find a few people, but we’ll have to stay quiet about this so Emmerik doesn’t find out, if he doesn’t know already. Gods damn it, why didn’t I realise this sooner?”
“You’ve been busy planning whatever it is you’re creating here.”
“A guild. I intend for magic to be seen as any other trade, which means we’ll call it a guild.”
“A mage guild?”
“The Mage Guild. I won’t allow rivals. Not in this nation.” Ada leaned her head back against the door. Finding mages was only part of what she needed to do, and they had a more pressing issue. “Have you written to your mother yet?”
“The queen, yes, but…” He sighed. “I’m not a son to her anymore.”
“So there’s no hope of an advance on your inheritance?”
“I doubt it. At least she’ll see sense when it comes to magic. As much as it’s taboo in Loka, she won’t let that get in the way of defending her nation.”
“Good. I’m certain Emmerik will find another Telling Stone, and once he’s scoured Rin for mages, he won’t let borders stop him.” Ada set her hands down to push herself up and winced as she sensed her left fingers bend the wrong way. She’d forgotten again. If they were injured, she couldn’t feel the pain.
“What about the glove we spoke of?” Shukri said.
More than once, he’d suggested she wear a glove with wooden inserts sewn in to support her fingers. She didn’t want to hide her injury. It reminded her, and others, what happened in Rin. Her useless fingers were a battle scar, in a way. But they did keep getting bent the wrong way, which risked an injury.
“I’ll think about it. Right now, I’m more concerned with securing funds. Tamir’s wealth is just barely covering our current expenses, and I need coin for land. We can send adult mages to work once they’re trained, but children cost a lot to raise, so Tamir tells me.”
“You plan to send our mages back to their jobs?”
Ada struggled not to sigh. Shukri’s mind didn’t keep up with hers the way Clara’s had. “No. I’m going to create jobs. We’ll repair roads, till fields, build. Whatever we can charge for.”
“And what about the people whose jobs you’ll be taking? You need them on your side, or the Order will turn everyone against us. What if we hire ourselves out to the army to defend the border?”
“Part of the point of the Guild is to defend the border.”
Shukri shrugged. “No harm in being paid for it. Soldiers earn coin for risking their lives. Why shouldn’t we?”
“Only if your inheritance doesn’t come through. If it does, I’m buying land outside the city and building the Mage Guild there. I’m fed up of feeling like a prisoner on this island.”

    
  The snow fell heavy that winter, killing all hope of receiving a swift reply from Shukri’s mother. Shukri stopped looking for mages and instead turned to using his swirling dirt to keep paths clear for the servants, who didn’t have the option to stay indoors when there was work to be done.
By the time Embastern arrived to mark the changing of the year, Ada had made good progress producing a sharpness enchantment for one of her kopides. She was using Laith’s ethelid out of stubbornness, having sworn to herself his magic would be the first to sharpen her blade. Despite not being able to wield the magic directly, she managed to will the currents of magic to stay twisted in the knots she made. The enchantment worked, but it didn’t make the blade near as sharp as the Rinnite sword.
Laith’s ethelid was the cause. It should only have been capable of sharpening stone, except Ada had convinced the magic that if the blade’s metal had once been ore, it wasn’t so different to rock. The enchantment could slice through flesh fine. Bone and stone, on the other hand, were beyond it.
After setting Laith’s ethelid into her sword’s grip, Ada worked on finding an ethelid for her other blade so she could pick which weapon to wield, as well as finding something to toughen her clothes. It could be years before Tabitha recovered enough to use magic again, if at all, and Maisie was too young to put in harm’s way.
Despite the heavy snows, assassins resumed their work. The first tried to poison Ada’s water, but she’d developed a habit of checking her drinks with her essen. She found the assassin later, hiding in a storage cupboard. She took her sword, activated the enchantment, and sliced it through the door, cutting across the front of the would-be assassin’s legs. He wasn’t sent by Emmerik, or he’d have known she could sense him. She left him screaming in there for the guards to find.
The next came when the snows began to ease. Ada was taking a stroll with Maisie, when a man with a wagon came towards them. With a sigh, Ada told Maisie to toughen her clothes, while Ada used her latest experiment to toughen her own. Sure enough, the man threw back the wagon’s cover, revealing an arrangement of weapons like small bows. Shukri had mentioned them before – a new invention called crossbows. The man pulled a rope, triggering them all at once. Nine bolts flew towards her and Maisie, and nine bolts fell as her stones struck them. A tenth stone stunned the assassin.
Maisie being put in danger was unacceptable. Ada chased away the king’s soldiers who guarded the outside of the Mage Guild’s gate and replaced them with Tamir’s guards, who she knew and was beginning to trust. They would ensure no more strangers entered the compound. Via the gate, anyway.
When the snow finally melted, Shukri found Ada in her sitting room, a letter in his hand and a sour look on his face. Ada was sitting in an armchair by the hearth, trying to warm herself beside the roaring fire, but he didn’t sit in the other. He passed her the letter. The flowing Lokan handwriting told Ada all she needed.
“She refuses to acknowledge you?”
He nodded. “I expected as much. She did send a reward for warning her about Rin’s mage slaves, which unfortunately isn’t enough to buy land. I’ve been in contact with brokers. They say someone’s buying up all the suitable land and won’t sell it on but for a small fortune.”
“How much did she send?”
“Three chests of gold.”
Ada shot Shukri a half-smile. “You don’t consider that a fortune?”
“I suppose I grew up with a different sense of wealth to you.”
“It’s enough for my second plan, and it will give Tamir something to do. He’s been eyeing up wine too much lately. Fetch him for me, please.”
Shukri nodded and left. Without noticing, he was picking up Asorean customs. If his mother, the Lokan queen, refused to take him back, Ada would be glad to have him as her second in the Mage Guild. After all, he was the only one left she’d fought alongside in battle. Except for Clara…
Tamir entered, saving Ada from thinking about the letter she’d received that morning.
“Sit,” Ada said, gesturing to the other armchair by the fire. Tamir did so without frowning at the order. Perhaps he was beginning to forgive her for her plans. “I have a job for you in Felgen.”
“Which is?”
“I plan to make use of those mining rights you stole from me.”
Tamir sat straighter at the old accusation. “I had to shut the operation down. The mine wasn’t producing gems, and with all my profits from ore funding this place, I can’t afford to pay workers to dig for nothing.”
“Take one of the chests your queen sent to Shukri. Use it to hire as many workers as you need for making exploratory tunnels.”
“I can do that from here.”
“For a scholar, you can be quite slow sometimes. I need you to touch every jewel found, and when you have enough new ethelids, you’ll bring them to me yourself.”
Tamir’s shoulders sagged. “Am I so hard to work with that you’re sending me away?”
“You’re the only person I trust with this. We can’t risk Emmerik’s people intercepting new ethelids, and you already know the miners. But I also think bringing new mages here might be too hard on you. I’ve seen how you look at Maisie. You miss your children. Take some time to grieve properly, for them and Karim. What you started here is safe in my hands, I promise.”
Tamir came to his feet and set a hand gently on her shoulder. “I shall do as you bid, Archmage.” He stood tall as he left, and Ada decided to do away with her plan to hire one of her old contacts in Felgen to keep an eye on him. As she’d outgrown her old habits, so had he.

    
  Time kept passing, and Ada began to mark its passage with the letters she received from Rin. True to his word, Emmerik had allowed Clara to write to her. The letters arrived on the first of each month, despite Ada’s lack of response. What did she have to tell Clara? She’d made no real progress on the goal that had dragged her back to Asorea. But she read Clara’s letters over and over, drawing strength from the bold way she wrote, not caring what Emmerik read. All she said of him was that they would wed on the summer solstice – Hafestine in Asorea, Dragon’s Day in Rin. The day would arrive all too soon.
Shortly after Grenaforn, the spring equinox, a guard hammered on Ada’s open door, panting.
“What is it?” Ada said.
“The king demands your presence.”
“Surely that’s not enough to get you so worked up.”
“There’s four score soldiers at the gate threatening to break it down if you don’t go with them.”
“Ah.” Although Ada could probably deal with eighty soldiers, she didn’t want any of her own injured, nor did she want to have to pay to repair the gate. “Run back and tell them I’m on my way.”
As he left, Ada went to her bedroom and dug out the outfit she’d prepared for this occasion, calling for Fawziyya to help her change. Ada doubted the king was behind this summons. Their relationship had grown to one of tolerance in the past few months, and he’d mentioned nothing of a meeting last time she’d snuck out in the night to discuss plans with him. Goldaxe was behind this, and having not seen him since the day she departed for Rin, Ada wanted to look the part.
Her trousers were black. Her shirt was black. Her longcoat was black. But she had Fawziyya leave the longcoat undone, revealing a sleeveless surcoat of emerald silk beneath. All across it, embroidered in gold, were rising suns. People would interpret the Mage Guild’s symbol as they liked, but to Ada, it was a reminder she would no longer hide in the shadows.
Not only was the surcoat coloured for earth ethelids, but to either side of the clasps were emeralds surrounded by more golden embroidery. It would appear to most as a show of wealth. But two of the emeralds were ethelids. From that point on, Ada would always wear the surcoat in public. It was a symbol of her position, perhaps her strongest defence once she established it officially.
Happy with her appearance, Ada pulled on her new boots, which had buckles she could manage with only her right hand. Ada refused Fawziyya’s help with her gloves. She used her teeth to pull on the right first, over which she slid her signet ring, now set with the ethelid she took from her first battle. Should she need to use it, she could turn it so the ethelid touched her skin through mesh on the gloves between the fingers.
As for the left glove, Ada had practised putting it on hundreds of times until she was able to get her fingers in first time. She slid it on without trouble. If she were going before the king’s council, she couldn’t look weak. Not in front of the men who currently ruled the nation. Refusing to be a mere woman, Ada strode out of the manor, ready to face the person who’d sent her friends to their deaths.






  
  Chapter forty-five
Duty


The Mage Guild’s gates stood before Ada, but their heavy wood couldn’t mask the muttering and fidgeting of the eighty soldiers waiting beyond. Ada nodded to her guards to lift the bar – now on their side of the wall. As the gates swung open, eighty gazes fell upon Ada. She acknowledged only one. A guard wearing a white tabard trimmed in gold stepped forwards and bowed. Ada noted the lack of salute. 
“If you’d come with us, Lady Ada.”
“Archmage Ada,” she said, not moving.
“Of course, Archmage.” The soldier gestured towards the castle, his hand shaking slightly. Ada put the poor fool out of his misery and followed, forty soldiers ahead and forty behind.
When they reached the castle, only twenty men escorted Ada inside, one being the man wearing the gold-trimmed tabard. She had no idea what rank it signified, but she would need to learn the army’s ranks if she planned to work with them.
The soldier led Ada to the throne room, which was empty, then to a room off to one side. The door opened as they approached, revealing a large, windowless meeting room with a dark-stained table running the length of it. A throne-like chair swallowed the king at the far end, while the ones along the sides were occupied by finely dressed men Ada recognised from the portraits Shukri had shown her. She remembered the names of the important ones. Only one of them really mattered, and he sat on the left side of the table, closest to the king. No one sat opposite Goldaxe, marking him as above all the men there save the king.
The chair opposite the king remained empty too. Ada wasn’t sure if the council expected her to stand or if the king would eventually tell her to sit there. She wasn’t going to stand around waiting. She pulled the chair out, letting the legs scrape along the expensive-looking pattern of wooden strips lining the floor. The council muttered as she sat in the place of honour. She thought it rather suited her.
“Your Majesty,” Ada said, inclining her head towards him across the length of the table. The king returned her nod, barely, but didn’t speak. His posture was tight. This was not his meeting. Not yet.
“Lady Ada,” Goldaxe said, greeting her with his wolfish smile.
“It’s Archmage Ada, Your Grace.”
“That remains to be seen. The council has gathered today to–”
“Why are you speaking and His Majesty is not? This is his council, so surely he is best placed to tell me why he has called this meeting.”
The king drummed his fingers on one arm of his chair. “Duke Goldaxe speaks on my behalf.”
“I see.” Ada forced herself to ignore the glint in the king’s eyes. This meeting was as much for his benefit as it was hers.
“The council has gathered,” Goldaxe continued, “to discuss the future of Asorea’s mages.”
“Are any of you mages?” She knew the answer, thanks to Shukri.
“I don’t see the relevance.”
“Why should a non-mage have any say in our future? I’m sure His Majesty must have informed you how mages are treated in Rin.”
“Again, I fail to see the relevance.”
Ada resisted the temptation to clench her fist around the arm of her chair. Everyone there would have heard she was prone to outbursts, and Goldaxe would do all he could to bait her. “I won’t stand by and let Asorean mages suffer the abuse Rinnite mages face. And when it comes to magic, I can’t allow you to make decisions about something you know nothing about.”
“Outrageous,” one of the men on her right said, halfway down the table. His name escaped her.
“Send her to the front if she’s so worried about Rin,” someone close on her left said.
The council fell into bickering about what to do with Ada. She sighed and left them to it. Their opinions changed nothing. These were men who only cared about three things: power, wealth, and the continuation of their line. Even if Rin didn’t attack in her lifetime, the threat of Emmerik wiping out their legacy in the future would be enough. Still, she needed this meeting to go smoothly, once the men grew bored of their bickering.
Ada, however, grew bored long before they did. She lifted her hand and clicked her fingers, bringing silence to the room as a servant stepped inside. He carried a stack of papers Shukri would have delivered moments after Ada arrived. Soon, each of the noblemen had a copy before them. The king received one too, and he stared at it as if he weren’t already familiar with it. If he hadn’t sent Clara to Rin, Ada might have thought he was a capable king.
As the council read through the carefully crafted document, their mouths turned down at the corners, their fists clenched, and a few with pale skin reddened.
One man banged his fist on the table. “You expect us to agree to these terms?”
“They’re not terms,” Ada said. “It’s a charter, like any guild has. The rules that govern its members.”
“This doesn’t only govern your members,” Duke Swiftstar of Elbamir said. “‘The crown shall pay mages a fair wage for services rendered.’ Utter nonsense.”
Ada narrowed her eyes at him, pleased when he leaned away. “Asorean mages shall never be owned by the crown. All we expect is a fair wage, as other skilled workers receive. Nothing in this charter is up for negotiation, and if I hear any talk of making Asorean mages slaves, I will take every mage I find and disappear, leaving you defenceless against Rin.”
“Treasonous words, Lady Ada,” Goldaxe said. “If you tried it, you would never leave these lands.”
“I’m surprised you want me here, when you tried so hard to get rid of me.”
Several men slapped the table in outrage, but Goldaxe smiled. “If you have evidence of that, by all means, present it.”
All Ada could do was glare. None of the assassins had given up his name.
“You would let your nation fall to Rin?” the man to Ada’s right said. His words seemed more of concern than accusation.
“I don’t want to, no. But protecting Asorea’s citizens is the duty of this council. My duty is to protect Asorea’s mages. If you won’t hire us to defend the border, we will have to take our skills to someone willing to offer us a wage, such as the citizens themselves. We have expenses, after all.”
Muttering threatened to become a full debate again, but the king raised his hand for silence. “We pay our soldiers a wage to defend our kingdom, even in times of conscription so they do not feel as slaves. Given the first article of this charter, a wage will be needed.”
Ada smiled despite his accusation. It was true that she was conscripting mages, tearing them away from their families. They would have as much freedom as she could give, and she hoped most would come willingly once she established the Mage Guild as a haven. “Since most of you seem to have skipped over Article One, I shall read it for you. ‘All mages of Asorean birth shall live and work within the safety of the Mage Guild.’”
“The people will rebel,” Felgen’s duke said. Ada wondered what he thought of her.
“It might have escaped your notice,” she said, “but the common folk still suffer after the ash plague. Many families will be willing to give one child up to save their others if offered fair compensation.”
“You mean to buy their children?” the man to her right said. Several men gasped.
“If it keeps them out of Rinnite hands, yes.”
“And what of noble children?” Duke Swiftstar said.
“There will be no exceptions.”
“Outrageous,” said the same man who’d used the word earlier. Ada wondered if he knew any others.
“You fear the people rebelling, yet you’re blind to what displeases the common folk most. We starved after the ash plague because we couldn’t afford the inflated prices of food. Prices that rose because while we starved, you, the elite, bid against each other for the basics of life. If you want a stable nation, there can be no exceptions.
“But that’s not the only reason. The mages who came to train under Syd Tamir Alzahar’s watch were found by chance because we touched ethelids thinking they were gems. Do you really want untrained noble mages suddenly casting magic when they touch something in their precious collection? One mage made the ground fall away beneath dozens of nobles when she touched one of her gems, and when I touched an ethelid, I killed a Lokan prince.”
“We can’t let a murderer run the Mage Guild.”
“Lock her away.”
Many such demands for Ada’s demise rose, but she smiled to herself. The Mage Guild was established, given they were arguing over who would run it. She waited, watching the king, and the king watched her. His mouth quirked up at one corner. He saw what she did. Her charter would be accepted. It was only a matter of time.
Eventually, the king lifted his hand for silence. Nobody noticed. He slammed his palm onto the table instead. Silence fell, and nobody seemed to dare breathe. “Mage Ada is right. Syd Tamir explained to me years ago ethelids are impossible to distinguish from jewels unless you’re a trained mage. What happened to Mage Ada cannot happen again. We only avoided war with Loka because Prince Karim was already cast out. Imagine if we had a visiting royal and an unknown noble mage touched an ethelid. Such risk is unacceptable. There will be no exceptions. All mages shall join the Mage Guild.”
In truth, the king had only agreed to this part because Shukri had confirmed no one of royal blood was a mage. She set her eyes on Duke Goldaxe but held back her smile. It wasn’t only him she needed to convince. Her confrontation with him would come later.
“Let’s vote on article one at least,” Ada said to get matters moving.
“All in favour,” the king said.
One by one, the council called out their assent, even the dukes. Their support was only thanks to the king’s words, and Goldaxe glowered at her with a promise this wasn’t over. Bold though he was, he was hardly going to make a move in front of the council. He was a puppeteer who operated from the shadows.
One by one, the remaining articles were discussed. Disobedience will be tried justly; no mage shall inflict harm without just cause; mages shall not use magic for torture. Those the king spoke favourably of, commenting that they seemed based on wording from the army’s rules, leaving little room for debate. But when it came to the matter of governance, the king fell silent.
“We cannot allow mages to govern themselves,” Duke Goldaxe said. He was going to be near impossible to sway, but Ada pushed on with her arguments.
“Why do you have generals, if not to allow the army to make its own decisions?”
“Who do you think gives the generals their orders?”
“Do you tell them to defend the border or do you tell them how many soldiers they need and where to station them? If the latter, why are you here and not at the border? If it took a week to relay orders to the border, we’d never survive a war.”
A vein popped out on Goldaxe’s forehead, but he remained silent, so Ada continued.
“When you pay a jeweller for custom work, you discuss the design with them, but you don’t peer over their shoulder while they work and tell them how to cut the jewels or polish them, nor how to heat gold and shape it. You trust that they will produce quality work based on your design. When the Mage Guild accepts work from the crown, we’ll do everything we can to fulfil our contract.”
“And your structure for this council of mages you propose?” the king said. The answer was written in the charter. He was giving her a chance to point it out.
“Five members will make up the council. The archmage, three mages chosen based on merit, and the ruling monarch or their representative. I propose a regular meeting of the council of mages, as you would meet with this council, Your Majesty.”
Nobody argued with that.
“We still cannot have her as archmage, Your Majesty,” Goldaxe said. “She is a murderer and a thief. Imagine her bloodline ruling the mages.”
“Read the charter again, Your Grace,” Ada said. “I have no intention to bear children, so my successor, and every successor to the archmage, will be appointed by the Mage Guild’s council.”
“How many Asorean mages reside in the Mage Guild at present?” the king asked.
“Two. Myself, and a six-year-old girl.” For now, Tabitha was retired.
“Let someone else be archmage,” Swiftstar said.
Ada gave him a bored look. “Do you mean a non-mage?”
“This council can oversee the Mage Guild until a suitable mage is found,” Goldaxe said.
“What a shame you’d have no mages to govern. Only a mage can use the Telling Stone, which is the only reliable way of discovering mages before they come into contact with an ethelid. And unfortunately for you, its current bearer is somewhat loyal to me.”
“So you plan to threaten us if we don’t name you archmage?”
Ada leaned back in her chair, hoping she looked more relaxed than she felt. The king supported her, but if the council refused to acknowledge her as archmage, she really would have to run. “I was merely pointing out that the Mage Guild’s current members aren’t likely to follow orders from one of you, especially given our past treatment. If I wanted to force your hand, Your Grace, there are many things I could do, yet I’ve sat here wasting my day while you bicker amongst yourselves. If I planned to threaten you, truly threaten you, I would do something like this.”
Ada turned her ring and magicked pebbles out of the many hidden pockets on her surcoat. She let them hover for a moment, making sure everyone saw them, then sent them flying past the ears of every man except the king.
“Do you have a soldier who can kill a dozen men with little more than a thought?” she asked.
The council shrank in their seats. Most wouldn’t have seen magic before, allowing them to convince themselves it was little more than a conjurer’s tricks.
“I don’t want this charter passed based on fear,” Ada said. “But I need you to understand this is nothing compared to the magic I saw in Rin. We’re already behind, and I need to focus on increasing the strength of this nation’s magic. I can’t do that if I’m sitting here arguing with you. This nation’s border is my best hope of protecting Asorean mages, and so I will do all I can to defend it.”
When the council remained silent, the king curled his finger at an attendant, who disappeared, returning a minute later with another copy of the Mage Guild charter, which Ada had given to the king during their last secret meeting. This one was larger and made of vellum, written by Shukri in his flowing script. It was a document to be preserved through the ages. Another attendant followed, carrying a peacock quill and a pot of ink. Both attendants set their charges before the king.
Without a word, the king signed the charter and nodded to the council. One by one they signed it. Soon, the charter lay before Ada. Not one member of the council complained as she took the quill and dipped it in the ink, though she felt the furious gaze of a wolf on her. He would be hunting her soon enough.
Ada took a moment to remember she was only able to sit in that room because Clara had given up her freedom. Finally, she was hammering her design into shape and fulfilling her duty. With her heart full of love and sorrow, she took a steadying breath and signed the charter.
Archmage Ada, first of her rank, protector of Asorean mages.






  
  Chapter forty-six
To Tame a Wolf


The moment Ada’s quill left the vellum, Goldaxe strode out of the room, and the rest of the council followed. They meant to snub her, yet it was the king’s eyes that filled with fury. 
“You’re quite the actor, Your Majesty,” she said.
His frown deepened. “You’re certain you can bring him to heel?”
“If I can’t, I’ll be dead. I suppose that makes it win-win for you.”
King Wallace said nothing.
“If you’ll excuse me then.” Ada rose and saluted to the king, bowing low. Without his support, she couldn’t have won this battle. Yet as she left, her nails dug into her palm. Grateful though she was for his help, she would never forgive him for what happened to Clara.
The lack of windows in the council chamber had muddled all sense of time’s passing, but Ada was hardly surprised when she stepped out of the castle into moonlight. The soldiers who’d escorted her were still gathered outside, shivering in the chill of the early-spring night. They watched Ada as she walked towards the Mage Guild, but none followed. There were too many witnesses so close to the castle.
Rather than taking the path, Ada went through the wood where she and Clara had first met. There, where the trees had grown from fallen seeds not neatly planted saplings, no archer could get a clear shot from beyond the range of her magic. If Goldaxe thought he controlled this situation, he was a fool. Many of his men where already within her range, but she refused to strike first. She wouldn’t give him that excuse. Approaching a clearing, Ada adjusted her longcoat and surcoat beneath, then she stepped out from the trees. The first arrow flew.
Ada dodged it with ease, along with the next few. But there were dozens of astias in the wood, and soon, so many arrows whizzed towards her that stepping out of the path of one would put her in the path of another. Crouching with her head ducked, she pulled her longcoat’s hood up and activated an ethelid on her surcoat. Arrow after arrow struck. There seemed no end, until a familiar voice called for them to stop.
“Bring the lanterns,” Goldaxe said, his footsteps approaching. He stopped and took a step back. “What in the shadows?”
Ada stood and brushed fragments of broken arrows from her longcoat, glad she’d used a slightly weaker hardening ethelid. With this one, her clothing was flexible enough to move but tough enough to stop arrows, though she’d have plenty of bruises come morning.
“Is this how you usually celebrate promotions?” Ada asked. She lowered her voice so only Goldaxe would hear. “Do you think killing me will keep your son out of the Mage Guild?”
“You dare lie about a noble?”
Ada laughed. “Do you remember a month ago when your son went riding with the youngest prince? King Wallace does. As does Shukri.”
“I won’t let you use him to threaten me.” He called to his men to advance, but he didn’t stiffen in fear or scrunch his face in anger. He seemed entirely unaffected.
Ada set her hand on the hilt of her sword. “If I planned to use him for threats, don’t you think I’d have mentioned him to the council rather than argue with you all day?”
“Then why mention him at all?”
“Were you riding together when the ash fell? Or was it hunting perhaps? It doesn’t matter. You were both out together that day, in the ash. And you both survived.”
Goldaxe gestured for his men to halt their advance. His brows pressed together in thought, clearly going over everything he’d learnt about her and the other mages. As it all clicked into place, fear flashed through his eyes.
“Kill her,” he called, stepping back.
In one swift motion, Ada drew on her ethelid’s magic to lift pebbles as she drew her sword and activated the sharpness ethelid. Using two enchantments and a spell would drain her fast, but this wouldn’t take long. She hoped.
Three swordsmen came at her at once. She sliced through two blades and shot a pebble through the shoulder of the third soldier, turning his strike into a glancing blow that scraped across her coat, leaving it undamaged. More arrows flew, which Ada turned her back to, letting her coat take the hits.
Goldaxe whistled, and more soldiers entered the range of Ada’s essen. Outnumbered by far, she began to regret ordering Shukri to stay out of this. Even so, she fought on. Pebbles flew, and her sword arced in moves drilled into her by Shukri’s lessons.
Goldaxe’s men fell back staring at the stumps of their swords or screaming in pain from tiny holes in their limbs. The arrows stopped, which Ada could only assume was because they all lay broken at her feet. The uninjured soldiers hesitated, yet they continued their advance.
Despite holding her own, Ada was tiring. Her grip on the enchantments weakened, forcing her to touch more of her essen on the ethelids. It made her miss another volley of arrows until it was almost too late. One scraped across her chin.
“She bleeds,” Goldaxe called out, revealing exactly which tree he hid behind. “If she bleeds, she can die.”
As the soldiers rallied, Ada was more than a little tempted to kill Goldaxe. But killing a duke wasn’t something the king could overlook. And that wasn’t all he couldn’t ignore.
“If I die,” Ada called to Goldaxe, slicing through a sword, “a letter will be delivered to the king.” She blocked a blade with her arm and sent a pebble through the legs of three men standing in a row. “It contains the names of every mage we’ve found so far.” Her sword clashed against the blade of a soldier. She’d lost her grip on the sharpness enchantment. “Every name.” Her toughness enchantment wavered as she sensed a sword swing at her back.
“Stop,” Goldaxe shouted.
The toughness enchantment died, but the blade never struck. Ada silently thanked the soldier for his obedience. She stood straight and lowered her hood so the moon could light her grin.
“Your son will report to me in the morning,” she said to Goldaxe’s tree.
“As you wish, Archmage.”
Confusion crept onto the soldiers’ faces, but no one stopped Ada as she continued towards the Mage Guild. They weren’t far beyond her range when her strength gave out. She slumped against a tree, belatedly realising it was the one she and Clara used to meet beneath. Ada sheathed her sword and sat on a thick root, one hand on the scent sachet tied to her belt.
Gazing up at the stars, she wondered how different the sky looked to Clara from her window in Rin’s Golden Citadel. Ada knew from all the letters she’d received that Clara had a wide balcony, and that her large room had all too much sheer silk draped around for her liking. Clara had cried every night for weeks when she’d arrived, feeling out of place and hated by the noblewomen Emmerik had forced to serve her. Clara had told Ada everything, even when no letters came in reply.
“I did it, Clara,” Ada whispered to the stars, begging them to carry her news across the world.
The words were like a key in the lock, releasing Ada’s grief from the cage she’d trapped it in for half a year. As she sat alone in the woods, the stars and trees were the only witnesses to her tears. Finally, finally, she could let herself mourn. For Quinn and Sam and the love they’d denied. For Volker, who’d stood with Clara, hiding with her through their childhoods and supporting her when she decided to make her move. And for Laith, whose love for Tabitha had been like fresh blossom cut too soon from the tree. For them, Ada howled into the night.
She was so caught up in her grief, she barely felt the hand on her shoulder, let alone the three astias beside her. She knew them without looking up, and she smiled. She’d lost so many people, including the woman she loved, but she wasn’t alone.
“Come home, Ada,” Maisie signed.
Tabitha stood behind Maisie, her eyes clear and alert. She nodded, and the acknowledgement nearly broke Ada all over again.
“Well?” Shukri said.
Ada held out her hand, letting Shukri help her to her feet. “Let’s go home.”






  
  Chapter forty-seven
One Last Letter


Dearest Clara,

I shall start, as always, with my worst news. I believe I am not long for this world. My hand shakes terribly as I write, and my failing eyes can barely see my words. You must forgive the chicken scratch that my handwriting has become. I am determined to write to you for so long as I am able.

News reached me of the birth of your first great-grandchild. A son, so I hear. I pray he takes after you more than his grandfather did. Even after decades, I still find it a pity Emmerik died and passed the throne to your son, for I had so enjoyed those long years of peace. It shames me that I am no longer able to ride to the front line and support the young mages who defend our border, but they have been well trained. Nima has her grandfather’s way with teaching, and I miss Shukri deeply whenever I see her. I may not have had my own children, but Nima and the other mages here are more than enough of a legacy.

Ah, I do ramble so. Perhaps they are wasted words, for I don’t know if these letters reach you, given yours do not reach me. I am certain you still write regardless.

Did we do enough, do you think, to prepare the world for what magic can do? The Mage Guild thrives such that the Order of the Six gave up their fight against our existence. I think this war helped a great deal with that. Despite the strength of the mage slaves your son commands, we have held our border well. I can only hope my research and teachings will continue to be enough.

I grow weary, Clara. My mind is still sharp, but my body has betrayed me with aches and pains and diminishing function. I’m sure I told you more than once how I hated to use my cane in the beginning, until I tinkered with new enchantments for it. I still remember the look on that poor Rinnite soldier’s face when I hobbled onto the battlefield, Tabitha and Maisie silent as always behind me, and clubbed him around the head with it.

I miss those days. Not the fighting but the feeling of being useful. The pride of protecting Asorea’s mages. What am I now but a mouth to feed? There are cleverer mages than me in the Guild now. I wish I could tell you the new ways they apply old magic, but I’d rather die of old age than be beheaded for treason. I will not mar my legacy. Not even for you, my love.

Curse these eyes of mine. My vision narrows, and it won’t be long before I can’t see to write. I must take to my bed and rest. Perhaps I will be blessed with a dream of you.

Forever your jeweller,
Ada

– A letter penned by Archmage Ada, 20 th Day of Yrifid, Warrior of Earth, 56th year of the Magic Age, the day she died. In accordance with her wishes, she was buried in the grove of non-native trees she planted in her first year as archmage. The Empress Dowager followed her into death a month later.
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