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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Long fingers of sunlight slipped between the branches of the trees, lighting the track through the woods, and catching lazy motes of dust in their beams. The wheels of passing wagons had worn the path into deep grooves. Briar picked her way carefully along the rutted road. They’d met several carts already today, stacked high with boxes and sacks, pulled by teams of sweating oxen, their muscles rippling under their glossy hides. The cart drivers tipped their hats or called out good-natured greetings as they passed, and Briar waved back. But now, in the warmth of the late afternoon, the road ahead was empty. 
 
    A small breeze whispered through the leaves with a gentle hush, hush, while, somewhere beyond the trees, the river burbled merrily to itself, a more than welcome reminder that Briar and her friends were close to their destination at last. Briar blew at a strand of hair that stuck to her damp forehead, which stubbornly refused to move. “Are you sure we’ll reach Gathi before nightfall?” 
 
    Kade, a couple of paces ahead of Briar on the road, nodded without looking back. “It’s not far now.” Despite the heat of the afternoon, Kade’s hood was pulled down over his face. It hid his face from anyone they might meet on the road, but he must be sweating under all those layers by now. 
 
    “So you’ve been saying all day. I’m beginning to think this might be the kind of ‘it’s not far’ that makes us walk all night for you to be right.” Lara arched an eyebrow at Kade, though a teasing smile lifted the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “I can follow a map,” Kade said dryly. “We’ll be there before sunset.” 
 
    “Well, I hope we reach Gathi in enough time to visit the dock before nightfall. The sooner we can find a boat to take us to Miza, the better. It’s what, a week’s journey by river?” Lara asked. 
 
    “With luck and a good wind,” Kade said. 
 
    It was hard to believe that they might be no more than a week away from reaching Mizra. How long had they been on the road for now, travelling from the far northern reaches of Kerr? More weeks than Briar cared to count at this point. And now, to have the end so close, well she hardly dared to believe it. “Do you think Master Sachio has reached Mizra by now?” 
 
    “Almost certainly.” Kade’s fingers curled at his side, though his voice remained neutral. “Unlike us, Sachio isn’t a fugitive. The journey from the Crystal Tree wouldn’t have taken him nearly so long.” 
 
    “All the more reason for us to hurry.” Lara hitched her pack up on her shoulders. “He could have been crowned by now for all we know.” 
 
    “Don’t even think that.” Kade’s voice held an edge as sharp as his dagger. 
 
    “It’s a possibility, Kade. We should be prepared, just in case.” 
 
    “It won’t happen.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Briar jumped in hastily. “If Master Sachio had been crowned, the towns would be full of talk. News like that travels fast. Besides, he’s nowhere near as powerful as he was. Not now the Crystal Tree has taken back its leaf. He’ll have to work much harder to get what he wants.” Of course, as a member of the song council, his magic was still stronger than most magicians, but Briar kept that thought to herself. “Look. Could that be Gathi, do you think?” 
 
    Between the trunks of the trees, a scattering of low huts, built from sturdy logs, came into view. As Briar and her friends approached, the trees thinned out more and more, making way for the houses, which gathered together into neat rows. The road widened out here, splitting off into streets and laneways, though it was no less rutted than before. 
 
    “It’s about time,” Lara said. “I was sure we wouldn’t make it tonight.” 
 
    “You have such faith in me.” Kade cast Lara an amused look from under the edge of his hood. “I don’t often steer us wrong.” 
 
    “I have a great deal of faith in you,” Lara retorted. “It’s that map of yours that I don’t trust. The man who sold it to you was a cheat. But you were right. We made it before sunset no less. So now that we are here, I suggest we head straight down to the docks while it’s still light, and see if we can find a boat.” 
 
    They drew together into a tight group as they made their way deeper into Gathi. Out in the woods, with no one watching them, Briar could relax and pretend they weren’t fugitives. But here, the very houses seemed to have eyes, and she couldn’t believe that they were all friendly. 
 
    On the outskirts of Gathi, the houses were all squat log cottages. Smoke drifted from their chimneys in lazy curls, while children played on the doorsteps, or chased each other over the road, laughing. Three chubby toddlers poked at a puddle with sticks, their entire attention focused on this task as if it were the most important thing in the world. A couple of women stood at the side of the road, talking animatedly, though their eyes followed the children as they played. No one so much as batted an eyelid at Briar and her friends as they passed. 
 
    Further on, the houses gave way to a few shops. Here was a dressmaker’s shop, the window displaying a dress with a green satin skirt covered in spiralling silver embroidery, as delicate as spiderwebs, evidence of the shopkeeper’s skill with a needle. On the other side of the street stood a general store, its door propped open to let the townspeople, and the breeze, enter. Further on, Briar and her friend passed an inn, the only building in the town so far to have more than one storey. A sign hung over the door, with the inn’s name, The Defiant Robin painted in bold black and red lettering. Briar cast the building a longing look as they passed. It would be so nice to step inside the open door and rest for a while. But first, they had to visit the dock. 
 
    The burble of the river formed an undercurrent to the usual sounds of a town, all the voices and footsteps. The road sloped away, winding past a couple of large wooden warehouses. The door to one stood open, and a team of oxen stood outside, still hitched to their oversized cart, waiting patiently as a team unloaded boxes and sacks, carrying them inside the warehouse. A large, bearded man with streaks of grey through his hair whistled a jaunty tune as he heaved a sack up to sling it over his shoulder, the muscles in his forearms standing out like knotted cord. 
 
    And then, at last, Briar caught her first glimpse of the river, glimmering in the heavy light of the late afternoon. The road let out on the edge of a stone dock, and the full vastness of the river spread out before her. Three jetties reached out like long fingers, and the water rippled as it swirled past. Two of the jetties were occupied with long, flat barges, made for hauling cargo up and down stream. 
 
    The nearest boat was fully laden. Boxes covered the deck, strapped down with ropes to keep them from shifting on their journey, while sheets covered piles of sacks, pinning them down. Painted on the side of the boat was its name, the Done Wishin’. A lone man stood on the deck, leaning his forearms on the railing and gazing out over the dock. He seemed relaxed enough, but his eyes followed every movement, latching onto Briar and her friends as they stepped out onto the dock. Briar’s skin crawled. He didn’t know them. But anyone could be a danger. And he took more interest in them than was comfortable. 
 
    If the Done Wishin’ was peaceful, the second barge couldn’t have been more of a contrast. Men and women marched up and down the plank, hauling sack and cates of goods from the barge to the dock. The bareness of the deck and the stacks of goods covering the dockside, indicated their task was almost finished. 
 
    An older man wearing a long, mossy green coat, stood nearby, overseeing the whole affair. He had set a large leather-bound book on top of a convenient crate and made marks in it with a charcoal pencil as the crew continued unloading their barge. 
 
    “That looks like the dockmaster,” Lara said, nodding at the man. “We should talk to him. He’d probably know where these boats are going, and whether the captains might take us on board.” 
 
    “I can-” Briar began. 
 
    “I’ll speak to him.” Lara strode towards the man, without giving Briar a chance to finish her sentence. 
 
    Briar pressed her lips together and fidgeted with the battered iron medallion that hung around her neck. Usually, she was the one who spoke to people in the towns. With her magic, she was usually able to tell if someone became suspicious of them, and turn their attention away, keeping them all safe. Not this time, apparently. 
 
    “Lara means well,” Kade said quietly. 
 
    “It’s alright.” Briar managed a tight smile. It didn’t matter who did what, as long as they ended up in Mizra, right? 
 
    Lara approached the dockmaster with a charming smile. “Excuse me. I’m looking for the dockmaster.” 
 
    “That’s me,” the man in the green coat said, without looking up. 
 
    “I was wondering if you had a moment to talk?” 
 
    The dockmaster glanced at Lara, his charcoal pencil falling still. “Of course.” The man raised his voice. “Take a break, ladies and gents.” 
 
    Someone let out a tired whoop, and the crew placed their boxes and bundles down where they stood, gathering on the dock, their voices immediately blurring into indistinct noise as they perched themselves around on the piles of crates and took a load off their feet. 
 
    “My name is Jacobi,” the man in the green coat said, taking a step away from his ledger. “I’m the dockmaster here in Gathi. What can I do to help you?” 
 
    Lara’s smile widened a fraction. “I’m looking for a boat heading south, which might be willing to take on some passengers.” 
 
    Jacobi scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Well now, the Sun Bird here’s just come up from the south coast, and they’re heading well up into the north, so they’re not going to be any good. Nice boat. Good crew. Wrong direction for you.” 
 
    “How about this one?” Lara gestured to the second boat. 
 
    “The Done Wishin’?” Jacobi hesitated. “Well, she is going south. But you’re not likely to get passage on her.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lara’s face fell almost as far as Briar’s heart did. “Why not?” 
 
    “The captain’s a cargo man. Doesn’t take passengers on. Ever.” 
 
    “Not for any reason?” 
 
    Jacobi shook his head. “Never, to my knowledge.” 
 
    “So, we’re stranded here?” Lara scuffed the toe of her book across the damp stones, and Briar was fairly certain the dejection on her face wasn’t all feigned. “I was hoping someone would be able to take us downriver. We’ve come so far…” 
 
    The dockmaster scratched the back of his neck with the stub of his pencil. “Well, I’m not saying for sure that you wouldn’t be able to work something out with Finbar. I’m just saying that I’ve never known him take passengers before. But you could get lucky. Who knows? If you want my advice though, your best bet is to wait a couple of days. There’ll be a southbound barge here by the end of the week for sure.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Real gratitude warmed Lara’s voice. “Where would I find Captain Finbar? In case I did want to speak with him.” 
 
    Jacobi shrugged, and when he spoke, he sounded resigned to the fact that Lara likely wasn’t going to take his probably very sensible advice. “He’ll be at the inn with the rest of his crew. I really wouldn’t get your hopes too high though.” 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything.” Lara smiled again. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “My pleasure. I wish you luck.” Jacobi turned back to the crew and raised his voice. “Alright, ladies and gents. Let’s get this done, or we’ll be here til moonrise.” 
 
    The sailors hauled themselves to their feet with good-natured groans, picking up their burdens again, Jacobi returned to his ledger, and Lara rejoined Kade and Briar with a triumphant smile. “We’ll find the captain of the Done Wishin’ at the inn. Which is perfect, as we had to go there anyway.” 
 
    “He did say Captain Finbar wasn’t likely to help us,” Briar pointed out. 
 
    Lara shrugged. “It’s worth a try. If he agrees to take us on board, then we get to Mizra quickly. If not, we wait for another boat. It’s worth a try.” 
 
    “I agree,” Kade said. “And with Briar help, we have a much better chance of convincing the man to take us.” 
 
    “I have confidence in us,” Lara said. “I can be very persuasive.” 
 
    “Are you planning on batting your eyes at him?” Briar teased. “Or using a knife?” 
 
    Lara raised an eyebrow at her good-naturedly. “Well, I don’t see you or Kade volunteering to seduce him.” 
 
    Briar had to laugh at the image of Kade flirting with anyone. Did he even know how to flirt? “I would love to see that.” 
 
    “Very funny.” Kade’s tone was dry, but Briar got the idea that, under the shadow of his hood, he was smiling. “I’d rather not count on my abilities in that area if it’s all the same to you.” He glanced around. “We should hurry. It’s getting dark, and I would like to be safely settled before nightfall.” 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The edge of the sky was stained a delicate pink, and the breeze held a chill as Briar and her friends retraced their steps to the inn. The general store they had passed earlier, had closed its doors, and the shutters of the dressmaker’s shutters were bolted against the oncoming night. Townspeople passed them by, heading homewards at the end of the day. The red and black sign hanging over the entrance to The Defiant Robin was a welcome sight. 
 
    Kade held the door open for Briar and Lara. Smokey lamps burned on the walls, casting a dim orange glow over the large front room, which was filled with tables, surrounded by benches and clusters of three-legged stools. The lights danced in the draft from the open door, casting strange shadows over the walls. Kade followed the girls inside, closing the door behind him. With both the door and the shutters fastened, the inn had a friendly, cosy feel. 
 
    The Defiant Robin was by no means crowded yet. A scattering of townspeople had gathered around a couple of the tables nearest the bar, calling out good-naturedly to the innkeeper, who leaned his elbows on the countertop, listening to their talk. There were travellers here too, keeping to their own little clusters around the edges of the room, their packs sitting by their feet. They had the ragged, muddy appearance of people who had been on the road too long. 
 
    At the back of the room, a large fireplace glowed, not with the roaring fires of winter that fought back the bitter, bone-freezing cold, but just a little blaze to keep away the slight chill of the evening. A motley group of men and women had gathered near this fire, covering three tables. They tilted back on the legs of their stools, sprawled across the benches, or perched on top of the tables themselves. Their bursts of raucous laughter filled the room. 
 
    Briar nodded towards the group. “They must be the crew of the Done Wishin’.” At least they weren’t hard to find. 
 
    “I can talk to Captain Finbar if you like.” Lara edged towards the sailors. 
 
    Kade shook his head. “Not this time. Briar and I will approach the captain, see if we can persuade him to speak to us away from his crew. Find us a table somewhere a little more private. I’d rather not discuss our business in front of the whole room.” 
 
    “I’m more than capable of speaking to the man myself.” Lara folded her arms. 
 
    “I know,” Kade said. “But we need to be cautious, now more than ever. Out of all of us, Briar is the best at that. You know this.” 
 
    Lara pursed her lips, a deep frown creasing her face. But, after a long moment, she let out a heavy sigh. “Fine. I’ll be waiting for you over there.” She turned on her heel and stalked off, heading for an empty table at the very back of the room. 
 
    “If you sense anything wrong,” Kade said, his eyes on the crew lounging before the hearth, “don’t hesitate. Tell me. We can’t afford to take unnecessary risks. Not now. Not this close to Mizra.” 
 
    “I will, I promise.” Briar took a deep breath and straightened her spine, feeling the weight of the responsibility descending on her shoulders. 
 
    Kade made his way through the empty tables, weaving a path over to the sailors. Briar followed in his wake, stepping close on his heels. She wasn’t afraid, of course. They were just going to talk to the man. But it was comforting to be close to Kade all the same. 
 
    As they approached the group, a woman with a sun-browned, weather-beaten face gave them a glance out of the corner of her eye as they approached, one hand moving to adjust the faded red bandanna tied around the top of her left arm. Briar swallowed hard as the woman’s eyes narrowed. Despite the fact that they had stepped closer to the fire, the air seemed to grow colder as, one by one, the crewmembers quieted, turning to face Briar and Kade. 
 
    Kade cleared his throat. “I’m looking for Captain Finbar.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The speaker was a man sitting in the very centre of the group. He leaned back, tilting his stool onto two legs. One booted foot rested on the tabletop, anchoring him precariously in place, while the other was crossed over his knee. He raised a heavy eyebrow at Kade, his eyes sharper and more suspicious than his relaxed posture would suggest. 
 
    “We’d like to discuss some business,” Briar said. “Privately, if possible.” 
 
    “What, you can’t say it in front of the rest of us, girlie?” the woman with the red bandanna jeered. “Whatcha got to hide, huh?” 
 
    Briar’s cheeks heated at the woman’s words, but she held her gaze. “As far as I’m aware, the captain is the person to do business with on the ship. We prefer to speak with him if that’s possible.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve found the captain. So, what do you want?” The man heaved his boot off the table, and the legs of his stool thumped back onto the floor. 
 
    “Captain Finbar. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Briar took a deep breath, trying to calm the fluttering in her stomach. She’d done this plenty of times before. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Kade’s encouraging look. “Would you mind if we took our conversation somewhere more private?” She gave the rest of the crew a pointed look. 
 
    Finbar raised his eyebrows, but hauled himself slowly to his feet, pointedly taking his time. “Lead the way.” The look he gave her was sceptical, and almost a little mocking, like he didn’t believe someone like her could have anything of any importance to discuss. 
 
    Briar and Kade exchanged a glance. Well, at least he’d speak with them. That was the first hurdle. Briar led the way over to the table in the corner where Lara sat, waiting for them. Finbar followed her, and Kade brought up the rear. They moved in silence. Briar’s skin crawled with the knowledge that the crew of the Done Wishin’ watched their every move. It was a relief to reach the table in the relative privacy of the shadowy back corner. Briar slid into the seat next to Lara, and Kade took the one at the end of the table, leaving an entire bench for the captain. 
 
    Finbar didn’t waste any time, cutting straight to the point even before he’d properly sat down. “You need something shipped?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Briar said. “We’re looking for passage downstream.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Finbar regarded them all as if he was trying to figure out whether they were serious or not. Finally, he gave a sharp bark of laughter. “I thought you said you had business to discuss. I don’t take passengers. Nobody goes aboard my ship but me, my crew, and the cargo I get paid to deliver.” 
 
    “There’s always time to make an exception,” Lara said. 
 
    “Why should I? I’m not looking to turn my barge into a passenger ferry. I take cargo, and that’s it. No people.” Finbar folded his arms. 
 
    Jacobi, the dockmaster, was right. Finbar really didn’t like taking passengers. Already, Briar could feel their hope draining away. It could be days before another ship arrived in Gathi, and even then, they weren’t guaranteed that it would take them either. And who knew what Master Sachio could be doing in the meantime? No, there had to be a way to convince him. Briar studied the captain’s face, the way his mouth twisted as he argued with Lara, the way his eyes glittered when he talked about what he did ship aboard his barge. He didn’t like passengers. He did like cargo. Cargo, he stressed, that he was paid to deliver. 
 
    “We’re little more than a week away from Mizra,” Briar said. “We wouldn’t inconvenience you for long. And of course, we expect to pay. We don’t take up as much room as a load of cargo does. If you take us, you could earn something more on top of your usual fee. It would be well worth your while.” 
 
    “Girl, you couldn’t pay my price, even if I was interested in taking you.” His words were harsh enough, but he wasn’t saying no, exactly. 
 
    “And what is your price?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Ten royals. Each.” 
 
    Briar’s eyes widened. That was a small fortune. “That’s a high price.” 
 
    “You want to travel on a cargo ship, you have to pay cargo prices.” Finbar shrugged. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Briar exchanged a look with Kade, one hand rising to fiddle with her iron medallion. They needed to reach Mizra as quickly as possible. Every delay was a risk. But thirty royals was a lot. Did they even have that much money? After so long on the road, surely Lara’s purse was empty by now. Briar could see the same worries reflected in Kade’s eyes. Even if they could afford the price, was it worth risking all that money to travel with this captain and his crew? He very well might take all their money and leave them stranded. 
 
    “I think we’re going to need to talk this over-” Kade began. 
 
    “Done.” Lara cut right across him. “But for that price, we expect food and beds. And to be delivered to Mizra with no questions asked.” 
 
    Finbar blinked in surprise, and for a moment he actually seemed to be lost for words. As was Briar. How could Lara speak for their money so easily? Shouldn’t they at least discuss this? But, as quickly as the surprise appeared on Finbar’s face, it disappeared, replaced with a snarl that bared his teeth. “Fine. But you pay half before you board. And you’d better not be expecting luxury. The Wishin’s a working vessel.” He stood, pushing back the bench with a long screech that set Briar’s teeth on edge. “We sail at dawn. Be there, or we leave without you.” With that parting shot, he strode away. 
 
    Briar watched him go, her brows drawing together in a frown. They had passage downstream, which should have been a good thing. But now, she wasn’t even sure of that any more. She couldn’t find the words to express her concerns, but she had her doubts about travelling anywhere with Captain Finbar. 
 
    Kade, however, seemed to have no such problems “What were you thinking, Lara? He wants thirty royals. Thirty. Don’t you think we should have discussed this before agreeing to so steep a price? It’s practically robbery. Briar might have been able to talk him down a little at the very least.” 
 
    “We have enough to cover the fee.” Lara tossed her braid over her shoulder, her jaw tightening. “And we need to get to Mizra quickly. It’s worth every coin if we get there sooner.” 
 
    “Paying Finbar will take everything we have,” Kade said. “If we spend all our money now and need more later, what are we supposed to do then? We could have just rejected his price and waited for another ship that wasn’t going to cost us every coin we have.” 
 
    “What is there to talk about? We’d have come to the same conclusion anyway. This way, we have a better chance of reaching Mizra in time to actually do something. And once we get to Mizra, we can access my funds. We’ll have all the money we need. This is our best option, Kade.” Lara folded her arms on top of the table, her voice rising. “You’re just bitter because you don’t want to admit I’m right.” 
 
    “Shh.” Briar glanced around, ducking her head as if somehow that would make her less noticeable. “Someone’s going to hear you both.” Behind them, the crew broke into a tuneless song, and the captain gestured to the serving boy to bring him more ale. They didn’t seem to be paying any attention to Briar and her friends now, but still, they should be more cautious. 
 
    “If you prefer,” Lara added, her voice lower but her tone no less cutting, “we can let the boat leave without us, waste the whole evening’s work, wait a week or more for another, and most likely reach Mizra too late to do anything but watch as Sachio is crowned king. Is that what you would like?” 
 
    Kade pushed his chair back with a screech, his hands gripping the edge of the table so tightly that his knuckles glowed white. Briar could practically see the anger rolling off his shoulders in waves. When he spoke, his words were clipped. “I’m going to talk to the innkeeper about getting us a couple of rooms for the night. If we can still afford that?” 
 
    “Of course not. How stupid do you think I am?” Lara met Kade’s eyes with an accusing glare. 
 
    “I’d rather not answer that.” Kade held out his hand and waited until Lara flung a couple of coins into his outstretched palm with a disgusted huff, before marching away in search of the innkeeper. 
 
    “I thought he would be happy,” Lara said into the silence left in his wake. “This is exactly what we hoped for. Would it really have made that much of a difference had we gone away and discussed it first?” 
 
    “It would to him,” Briar said softly. And to her too. “We’re a team. We’re supposed to work together.” 
 
    “We’re also supposed to trust each other,” Lara said. “It’s just money. I have more in Mizra. There is nothing more important right now than stopping Sachio. After everything he’s done, after all the people he’s hurt-” Lara sucked in a sharp breath. Briar guessed she was probably thinking of her brother, Rowen, who had been killed on Master Sachio’s orders. “There’s nothing more important than reaching Mizra. And if it costs us thirty royals to get there, then that is a price I am willing to pay.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Briar and her friends left the inn early the next morning. Despite the relative comfort of their rented rooms, Briar had struggled to sleep, caught between her worry over Kade and Lara’s argument, which hadn’t cooled any over the course of the evening, and her anxiety about the trip ahead. It was true, sailing with the Done Wishin’ would get them to Mizra quickly. But still, she wondered if they were trusting Finbar more than they should. 
 
    They walked in silence, partly because it was too early for conversation, and partly because Kade strode on ahead, his hood pulled down, closed off from everyone. Briar was relieved when they reached the dock. The Sun Bird bobbed silently in the gentle swell of the river, the deck empty, as peaceful and serene as the river in the pre-dawn glow. The Done Wishin’, however, was a complete contrast. The crew bustled about the deck, shifting crates, tightening the ropes that lashed the cargo to the deck, and adjusting the large, weatherproof sheets stretched over the piles of sacks. Finbar himself stood at the rail, overseeing the preparations, his sharp voice occasionally rising with a command that his crew was quick to carry out. 
 
    “I’ll pay the captain.” Lara stepped onto the gangplank ahead of Briar and Kade, her hand already on the purse that hung at her waist. A polite smile spread over her face as she approached Finbar. “Good morning, captain.” 
 
    Finbar turned, his mouth twisting. “You made it.” He held his hand out. “Money.” 
 
    “Can we at least bring our packs on deck first?” Lara asked. 
 
    Half before you come aboard. That was our agreement.” 
 
    Lara pressed her lips together into a thin line, but opened her purse anyway, counting the money into Finbar’s outstretched hand. Briar winced, her fingers curling as each coin rattled into stack growing in the captain’s palm. That money would have fed them for weeks. But it was worth it. That's what she had to keep telling herself. Completely worth the exorbitant price. 
 
    Finbar counted the coins a second time, before finally tucking them away in his pocket and stepping out of the way, allowing Lara, Briar, and Kade to board the barge. “Micah, show them where to stow themselves. Get them out from under my feet.” He strode away from the railing, his attention already taken by some more pressing matter. 
 
    A man broke away from the group restacking crates and approached Briar and her friends, brushing his hands off on his pants. “Welcome to the Done Wishin’.” There was no tone of welcome in Micah’s voice, only a mocking glitter in his eyes. “Step this way.” 
 
    So much for civility. Money could buy them a bed, but not a warm welcome, it seemed. Briar and her friends followed Micah as he led the way along the length of the boat. The barge was mostly wide, flat deck, with a railing running around the edge of it. This was piled high with all the cargo they’d be delivering up and down the river. Briar caught a couple of cold, sideways glances from the crew members and ducked her face away. At the back of the boat was a small deckhouse, just two rooms, with a tiny lean-to tacked onto the side. Judging by the potbellied stove belching smoke into the sky, this was what passed for a kitchen. There were also two doors set into the front of the deckhouse. Micah pushed open the door closest to the lean-to. 
 
    “Captain’s cabin’s been cleared for the ladies. There’s a bunk in the crew quarters for you.” He nodded at Kade. 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar offered him a tentative smile. “We appreciate the kindness.” 
 
    Micah shrugged. “It’s no kindness. You pay, you get your place on the ship. Just like the cargo. Stow your stuff before we cast off.” And with that, he turned and headed back out onto the main deck without a backwards glance. 
 
    Briar stepped into the cabin first. There were no windows, and it took her eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light inside. It was a narrow room, barely wide enough for the single bunk, which was fixed to the wall, leaving a small space to step between that and the shelves on the other side of the cabin. A map hung next to the door, its surface waxy to protect against water, while a few belongings, such as a ledger and an assortment of other, smaller items, covered the shelves. But, for the most part, the captain’s belongings had been cleared out to make way for Briar and Lara. 
 
    “Well,” Lara said after a moment, “it’s private and it’s clean. Better than I was expecting.” She dumped her travelling pack on the floor and pushed it under the bunk with the toe of her boot. 
 
    For the price they were paying, the captain could well afford to clear out of his cabin for the few days it would take for them to reach Mizra. Briar and Kade stowed their packs underneath the bunk next to Lara’s. Then, with their gear safely out of the way, they headed back out on deck. 
 
    Outside, the crew had finished their final cargo checks and now scattered over the ship, pulling in the gangplank, casting off the mooring rope, and unfurling the large white sails. The deck lurched underfoot as the sails caught the breeze, and the barge pulled slowly away from the dock, out into the open water of the river. 
 
    Briar curled her fingers lightly around the railing. Streaks of orange and pink coloured the early sky, reflected in wavering patterns on the surface of the water. The trees around them were still shadowy and soft, but morning was definitely on its way. And so were they, heading downriver at last, on their way to Mizra. Despite all her worries, Briar’s hopes rose. Maybe this would be alright after all. 
 
    Lara stifled a yawn. “Well, that’s that. There won’t be anything to do now until we reach Mizra. I’m going to sleep for a while.” She turned and headed back inside the captain’s cabin, closing the door firmly behind her. 
 
    That just left Briar and Kade. Briar turned to speak to Kade, but he was already gone, goodness knew where. Oh. It was just her then. She hesitated. Lara’s idea of using their time on the boat to rest sounded good, but now that they were underway, Briar was more excited than sleepy. The last stage of this journey, which would have taken them weeks on foot, would be over in only a few days at most. Mizra was almost within their grasp. 
 
    Briar made her way to the prow of the boat. None of the crew members gave her a second look as she passed, carrying on with their work as if she didn’t even exist. Briar made her way right up to the blunt prow of the barge. Out here, there was nothing but her and the fresh wind in her face, and the open river before them, winding slowly but surely south. Briar raised her face to the rising sun and drew in a deep breath. Mizra, here they came. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rising sun sparkled like shards of crystal over the surface of the river. The water foamed around the blunt nose of the barge as it forged its way downstream, while the sails snapped and bellied out, filled by the cheerful breeze. Out here, as far from the unfriendly crew as Briar could get, everything was peaceful. Apart from the Done Wishin’ and a few water birds paddling near the bank, the wide expanse of river was empty. There seemed to be nothing in the entire world at this moment other than them. Away from Gathi, with all those watchful eyes, and the danger of being recognised, Briar could finally breathe. 
 
    It was midday before Lara finally reappeared, weaving her way through the stacks of cargo to join Briar at the front railing. They stood side by side in silence, looking out over the empty water ahead until Lara let out a deep sigh. 
 
    “Sleep well?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Surprisingly so.” Lara stretched, arching her back. “The bunk is actually very comfortable.” She glanced around. “Where’s Kade?” 
 
    Briar shrugged. “I haven’t seen him in a while.” Who knew where he had stowed himself on this boat to ride out his silent anger? “What will it be like when we reach Mizra?” 
 
    “It will be completely different from any place you’ve ever been to before. It’s far bigger than any of the towns we’ve passed through so far. There are so many people there at all times, which will make it easy for us to lose ourselves in the crowds. Sometimes I think the city never sleeps. But there are also many, many soldiers. Mizra has its own personal guard. Still, if we can make it inside the city walls, we can head straight to my and Ro-” she caught herself, “-my house. I have money there, and we can get fresh clothes and anything else we need. 
 
    “It must be difficult going home without Rowen,” Briar said softly. 
 
    “I’ve been there plenty of times without him.” Lara gave a short laugh, which carried an edge. “It’s not going to be all that different.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” It would be more difficult than Lara wanted to believe, Briar knew that from bitter experience. She shivered just thinking of returning to her own, desolate village. There was such a difference between being there alone, knowing that your family were somewhere else, and being confronted by the memories of the people you’d lost. And Rowen’s death was so tied to everything they were doing. 
 
    “Rowen would have loved this part of the journey.” Lara’s voice grew wistful as if she were speaking to herself. “He always wanted to travel more, follow the rivers, go further south, maybe even as far as the coast.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “For now, though, we should concentrate on Sachio. You’re sure that the loss of the crystal leaf will have weakened his powers?” 
 
    Briar nodded. “He’ll be strong still, but nowhere near as powerful as before.” 
 
    “That gives us a chance to find some support among the people of the court,” Lara said. “If Sachio can’t keep his grip on everyone, I’ll have a much better chance of finding some allies.” 
 
    If they could find enough support, then maybe they would have a chance of restoring Kade to his rightful position as crown prince, weakening Master Sachio’s hold on the throne. Then, even with King Varik’s mind bent to his will, Master Sachio wouldn’t be able to persuade people that he was the best choice to rule in Varik’s place. Not when the crown prince had returned with his name cleared of all charges of treason. 
 
    “You’re sure you can persuade them?” Briar asked. 
 
    Lara nodded. “There was no real evidence against Kade at the time. Sachio didn’t need to create any. He just had to suggest Kade had been plotting with the Beldrans, and that was enough to convince Varik to send the guard after him. People had doubts about the truth of this accusation before now, but Sachio had such a hold over the court that no one said anything. Now, I think I might have a chance of getting people to look at the accusations and see just how false they are.” 
 
    It would be a start at least. Master Sachio would be relying on his hold over the king, and the fact that his enemies were fugitives. Briar could only hope that it would be enough. “You must be looking forward to being able to go home,” Briar said. “Kade too.” 
 
    “I should think so. It’s been such a long time.” Lara brushed a few loose wisps of hair back off her face, her mouth twisting in a wry smile. “I keep having to remind myself that it’s too early to be imagining life returning to normal. We haven’t even reached Mizra. And then we have to find allies, challenge Sachio, and break his grip on the councils and the king. That’s no simple matter.” 
 
    Briar heaved a sigh. “I was enjoying pretending that it would be. I suppose there is nothing much to be done until we leave the boat, though.” 
 
    “Not really.” Lara pushed away from the railing. “I’m going to go find Kade. Goodness knows where he’s managed to hide on a ship as small as this.” 
 
    Knowing Kade, he’d have found somewhere. Briar stayed where she was, turning Lara’s words over in her mind. No matter what she tried to pretend, nothing about this was going to be easy. The last time they faced Master Sachio, it took the might of the Crystal Tree itself to stop him, and even then, Rowen paid the ultimate price. She would be a fool to think that this would be any less difficult. 
 
    And then there was her sister, Ava. Kidnapped by Master Sachio’s personal guard, the Nameless Ones, she’d been persuaded to join his crusade, for reasons Briar still didn’t understand. Who knew where she would be now? Briar’s heart ached to think of her sister out there, blindly following Master Sachio, and believing the worst of Briar. She could only hope that, wherever Ava was stopping Master Sachio would somehow help to set her sister free and bring her home one day. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    For the rest of the day, the crew simply seemed to ignore the fact that they had passengers aboard the Done Wishin’. No one so much as looked at Briar and, for her part, Briar gave the sailors a wide berth, sticking to the edges of the barge. Lara simply shut herself in the captain’s cabin to avoid them. Briar found it much more pleasant standing on the deck, watching the world slip by, knowing that every moment brought them closer to their destination without her having to do a thing. So different to the long days of trekking across the wild country. A faint weight of dread dropped in her stomach whenever she thought about actually reaching Mizra, but for now, it was easy enough to push that aside and enjoy the journey for what it was. 
 
    As morning dawned the next day, Briar slipped out of the cramped space that was the captain’s cabin into the cool, fresh air of sunrise. The cabin would house a single man well enough, but there wasn’t quite enough space to even turn around without knocking into Lara with her elbows, not to mention the fact that there was only enough space in the bunk for one. Still, Briar was more than grateful for the privacy. They could have been sleeping on the deck like so much cargo, should Captain Finbar have deemed that preferable. 
 
    Overnight, the Done Wishin’ dropped anchor near the riverbank, rather than risking sailing blindly through the dark. As dawn stained the sky, the barge lay near the tree line, still, apart from the gentle rocking of the deck as the current slipped by. One of the crew patrolled the deck, though their slow, heavy march, suggested that they were more bored than watchful. Under the slanting roof of the lean-to, the cook huddled over his pot-bellied stove. Other than these two, the deck was empty, though, Briar suspected, with the sun about to peek over the horizon, it wouldn’t remain that way for long. 
 
    The watchman, who Briar quickly recognised as the jeering woman with the red bandanna, narrowed her eyes as Briar passed, pausing in her circuit of the deck to stare after Briar. Here was a person who didn’t mind letting them know just how unwelcome they were. Why did this woman seem to hate them so much? They paid their passage, and they made an effort not to be a nuisance. What could she have against them? 
 
    As Briar reached her usual spot at the prow of the ship, she found Kade already there before her. Kade. Even though there was no one close to them at this time of the morning, he still wore his hood pulled down so far that Briar couldn’t see his expression. She hesitated for a moment, before stepping up to join him. He shifted to make more space for her but didn’t greet her. Briar leaned her arms on the railing and lifted her face to the rising sun, letting the breeze kiss her cheeks. Behind her, she could hear voices already, talking, laughing. The crew was so much more relaxed when their passengers weren’t around. The smell of food made Briar’s stomach rumble, but she stayed where she was, not eager to face the sudden cold turn the crew would take the moment she appeared. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the sails unfurled, snapping out taut as the breeze caught them. The crew hauled in the anchor, grunting with the effort, their muscles standing out in their arms and backs. The boat juddered into motion, and the deck lurched underfoot. Briar gripped the railing hard to keep her balance as the barge nosed its way back into the centre of the current, forging its way downstream, leaving a foamy white wake behind them. 
 
    “We’re making good time.” Kade broke the silence finally, though his voice was distant as if his mind were on other things. “We’ve had a favourable wind so far.” 
 
    “How long before we arrive, do you think?” 
 
    “A week at most, if the wind continues like this.” 
 
    “It’s good to know that we’re getting close at last,” Briar said cautiously. Something was clearly on his mind. 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “You’re not excited by the fact that we’re almost to Mizra?” 
 
    “Oh, I am. It’s just…” 
 
    “Just…?” Briar prompted when it became clear that Kade wasn’t going to continue. 
 
    Kade sighed. “I’m not sure I’m ready to see Mizra again.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Briar asked. “It’s your home, isn’t it? 
 
    “I fled Mizra when Sachio first branded me a traitor. My own family disowned me. I know this is our chance to stop him, but at the same time, I’m not sure whether I’m ready to go back.” 
 
    Briar slipped her hand through his arm. “I know what you mean,” she said softly. Of all of them, Kade had the worst demons to face in Mizra. Little wonder he wasn’t eager to return there, not after everything that had happened. 
 
    Kade sighed, and his whole body slumped a little. “I was in the castle when Sachio convinced my father that I was a traitor. Mizra was the last place I saw my family. My memories aren’t exactly… pleasant. It’s harder than I thought, going back.” 
 
    “I know.” Briar looked up into his shadowed face, wishing she could see beneath the hood. “But this time will be different. We’ll be fighting for the truth. When people see what Master Sachio has done, things will change, for everyone, but especially for you.” She paused, but Kade stayed silent and, after a moment, she asked, “Will you be alright?” 
 
    “I will. It’s not like we’ve got a choice anyway.” 
 
    “You always have a choice.” Briar tightened her grip on his arm, willing him to look at her, though his eyes remained stubbornly on the river. “You’ve done so much already. No one has any right to ask you to do more.” Kade had travelled the length of the country trying to find a way to stop Sachio, risking his own life in the process. No one could have tried harder. 
 
    “I’ve done no more than either you or Lara have. Besides, Sachio is family. He’s my responsibility.” Kade shook his head. “Even if we succeed, I’m not expecting everything to go back to the way it was before. But if I can at least show people what he is, and prevent him from hurting more people, then maybe that can be enough.” 
 
    “You are not responsible for his actions.” 
 
    “Maybe so. But I should have done more. If I had stayed, if I had faced the accusation, fought the charges, maybe I could have been there to stop him long before this.” 
 
    “If you had stayed, they may well have just thrown you in prison and then there would have been no one to stand against him. Master Sachio was so powerful before. No one could have stopped him then.” Briar nudged him gently with her shoulder. “We’ll find a way to beat him, I promise.” 
 
    “I hope so. When we reach Mizra-” Kade broke off, cocking his head slightly to one side, staring past Briar. “What is that?” He pointed ahead of the boat. 
 
    At this point in its journey, the river curved sharply, and the route ahead had been obscured by the trees that lined the bank on either side, their trunks pressed together to form an impenetrable wall. But, as the barge nosed its way around the bend and the straight line of the river beyond was revealed, the forest just… vanished. One moment the only thing to be seen anywhere were the trees. And then, as abruptly as if someone had slashed at it with a knife, there was nothing but bare ground, and even that was black and scorched as if a fire had torn through, turning everything in its path into ash. 
 
    Briar’s eyes widened. There was no way a mere fire could have caused this level of destruction. If a fire had burned through the trees, there would be blackened logs lying on the ground and lumps of crumbling charcoal littering the earth. Stumps would have survived, maybe even the skeletons of dead trees, their twisted, blackened branches still reaching into the sky. Instead, there was nothing but bare dirt. As the wind blew across the open ground, it sent plumes of fine, grey ash spiralling into the sky. 
 
    It wasn’t just a small section of the forest that had been destroyed either. While the right bank of the river was still covered with thick trees, dense with underbrush and impassable, the left was barren and ashen for as Briar could see, stretching away into the distance, and almost certainly beyond. No plants, no animals, nothing. When Briar breathed, all she could taste was bitter ash. 
 
    “This can’t be natural,” Kade said, his voice hushed. 
 
    Briar shook her head. “There’s nothing natural about any of this,” she said. “It has to be magic.” Only magic could have taken such a vibrant, living forest and turned it to dust without leaving so much as a trace of what had been there before. “But who would do such a thing?” And why? 
 
    Kade just shook his head. There was no answer to that. 
 
    Master Sachio’s Nameless Ones had razed whole towns to the ground before. But then, they attacked with purpose, as horrific as their reasons had been. What reason could anyone have for this? This was senseless destruction, a gross misuse of magic. It took Briar’s breath away. All she could do was stare at the twisters of dust as they skated across the surface of the open plain and hope no one had been caught up in this terrifying destruction.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps the eeriest thing, as they sailed past mile after mile of barren land, was the utter silence that surrounded them. No birds called from the trees or padded in the shallows by the riverbank. No forest animals skittered shyly out of view as the boat slid by. Even the crew was quiet. Under Captain Finbar’s watchful eye, the sailors carried out their usual tasks, but every so often, they’d pause in their work to stare at the strange wasteland slipping past. Voices, when people had to speak, were muted whispers, as if it were wrong to raise a noise. Disrespectful, almost. 
 
    Lara joined Briar and Kade at the prow of the ship, and the three stood together in silence. Briar’s eyes searched the horizon for any sign of this emptiness ending. It had to end at some point, surely? They had to reach the forest again at some point. But instead, towards midday, what drew into sight on the horizon was not trees and grass, but the wall of a town. Briar’s blood chilled. Not again. She’d seen too many places destroyed by magic before. She swallowed hard, unable to stop the sudden images that flashed into her memory as she fixed her gaze on the distant buildings. 
 
    “Maybe they’re alright,” Lara said in a small voice. 
 
    “Maybe.” It would be a miracle if this town had survived unscathed. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Kade glancing her way. He’d seen things too. They’d both escaped the terrors of an attack by the Nameless Ones in the past. 
 
    As they drew closer, any hope that the town was unharmed, died. A high stone wall surrounded the cluster of buildings. Before the attack, it would have pushed back the encroaching forest. Briar could imagine the trees growing right up to the wall, their branches brushing against its stones. Now, it looked like some great animal had taken huge bites out of it, as well as the town behind. The closest houses had huge holes in them. One house, at the edge of the water, had been cut in half so neatly that Briar could see inside, a bedroom with half a bed, a table missing its corner as well as two of its chairs. It was as if the other half of the building had simply ceased to be. There wasn’t even rubble littering the ground. 
 
    Vines wrapped around some of the houses, squeezing them like the coils of giant snakes, causing long cracks to appear in the stonework. Here and there, the long fingers of green had pushed through the walls of some of the less sturdy buildings, built from wood, rather than blocks of stone, crumbling the boards like kindling. 
 
    There were signs of fire too. Scorch marks littered the boundary wall. Some houses still smouldered, spires of smoke rising into the sky. The flames had consumed some buildings so completely that nothing remained but blackened rafters and crumbling walls. Everywhere Briar looked, there was the hand of magic, crushing and destroying wherever it went. Her hand closed around her medallion, squeezing until pain scored across her palm. 
 
    Kade covered one of Briar’s white-knuckled hands with one of his own, his thumb stroking her wrist. He didn’t say anything. What was there to be said? But his presence was comforting at least. 
 
    As the barge approached the town, it became clear that this attack couldn’t have happened on the previous night. While smoke still rose over the rooftops, they were thin trails of dying fires. The masses of vines were wilted, drooping to the ground as they died. Whoever attacked the town had been and gone at least a day ago. Possibly more. Briar’s heart ached for the survivors. If there even were any. 
 
    Surprisingly, though the rest of the town was in pieces, the dock appeared almost untouched by the attack. The wooden jetties, reaching out into the river like long fingers, would have burned easily, but they weren’t so much as scorched. The far side of the stone quayside had crumbled somewhat, crushed by a gnarled root that had forced its way through, but other than that, the dock was unharmed. 
 
    The sailors busied themselves furling the huge white sails, and manoeuvring the long barge alongside the nearest jetty. Micah leapt from the boat to the dock, carrying the thick mooring rope with him, securing the barge. The Done Wishin’ bumped gently against the jetty, then fell still. They had arrived. 
 
    “I think they’re getting ready to go into the town.” Lara nodded at the sailors, who laid the boarding plank between the barge and the jetty. Captain Finbar stood to one side, talking quietly with the bandanna lady, who nodded vigorously. “I don’t know about you, but if they’re going ashore to find out what happened, then I for one would like to be there.” 
 
    Lara started down the deck with Kade a step behind her. Briar followed a little more slowly. It wasn’t like she was eager to step off the boat and surround herself with the ghosts of this town. But at the same time, they needed to know what had happened, and why. Was this the work of the Nameless Ones again? It reminded her painfully of Osman the night it burned. The night she lost Ava. But just because it reminded her of the Nameless Ones didn’t mean that it had to be them. 
 
    “What do you want?” Finbar snapped as Lara approached him. 
 
    “To find out what happened. Same as you, I should think.” Lara tipped her head to one side. “We’d like to go ashore as well if that isn’t too much of a trouble to you.” 
 
    “Do whatever you like. Just make sure you stay out of my way.” Finbar turned on his heel and stepped nimbly across the plank. Micah joined him, but the rest of the crew stayed where they were. One by one, Briar, Lara, and Kade followed the captain’s lead. 
 
    Their footsteps on the wooden boards echoed weirdly off the water and the silent stones of the town. This dock should have been bustling, with people coming and going, boats loading and unloading their goods. The dockmaster should have been hurrying to meet them, ledger in hand, ready to record their visit. Townspeople should be visible in the surrounding streets, calling cheery greetings to their neighbours. But there was no one. 
 
    “You there. Stay where you are.” 
 
    Briar looked around, her eyes sweeping the empty dock and silent buildings around them, but there was no sign of the speaker. 
 
    Finbar waited for a moment, an eyebrow raised, more as if he were waiting to see what else the person might have to say than because he was concerned about following their orders. But when nothing else happened, he shrugged and started forward again. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer. I mean it.” 
 
    Now Briar heard the voice again, she was struck by how young it sounded. This was no hard-bitten soldier with scores of winters etched into his face, or even a seasoned man from the town, guarding the docks against further attacks. This sounded like a young boy. 
 
    “Why?” Finbar asked. 
 
    “Who are you? Why are you here?” a second voice called. If the first speaker was young, this one was barely more than a child, their words trembling, as if they were trying their hardest to be brave, but couldn’t quite hide their fear. 
 
    “Captain Finbar of the trade vessel the Done Wishin’. We’re due in port on a cargo delivery. The dockmaster, Alax should be expecting us. 
 
    For a moment, there was silence. And then, the door to one of the nearby houses cracked open, and a young boy, who couldn’t have been more than ten, came creeping out. He was followed by a second, slightly older boy, probably fourteen or so. He wore a blue soldier’s coat that hung off his shoulders, and fell almost to his knees, making him seem much smaller than he actually was. The edges of the jacket were singed, and the once vibrant blue was now a dirty grey in patches. 
 
    “Captain Finbar?” the younger boy said, hesitantly. 
 
    The captain frowned. “Tirian? Where’s your father?” 
 
    “He’s… I don’t know.” The boy’s chin wobbled for a moment, and he clenched his fists. “I bet he’s still hiding until he’s sure it’s safe.” 
 
    “Tirian. Wait.” The older boy drew to a stop several paces away. 
 
    “But I know Captain Finbar,” Tirian said. 
 
    “Mistress Tempe said-” 
 
    “They’re not dangerous.” Tirian folded his arms and stuck out his chin. “My father-” 
 
    “Your father’s not here.” The older boy’s voice was harsh. “And Mistress Tempe trusted us to guard the docks.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take us to Mistress Tempe and we can talk to her. Tirian knows me. So does the mistress,” the captain suggested. 
 
    The two boys exchanged a look, and even Tirian looked a bit uncertain. But finally, the older boy nodded. “Alright. I’ll take you to the mistress. But your crew has to stay on the ship.” He deepened his voice on the last words as if trying to appear older and more menacing than he actually was. 
 
    Finbar nodded tersely. “If that’s what you want.” Briar wasn’t sure what the boys could have done if the captain had chosen not to do as they asked, but she was grateful he was being patient with them. 
 
    The two boys stepped apart, talking in quiet, rapid voices. When they stepped apart, Tirian settled himself cross-legged on the boards of the jetty, watching the Done Wishin’, while the older boy gestured for the group to follow him. 
 
    “This way. The mistress’ll be in the square.” 
 
    Inside the town, the destruction that met them was all too familiar to Briar. The group passed empty buildings, their walls scorched, and interiors savaged by fire. Piles of rubble, crushed into tiny fragments, lay heaped on the ground, and they had to pick their way over thick roots, which pushed up through the bare earth of the streets, crumbling the ground around them. Occasionally they had to duck under a huge loop of thick root that twisted above the street. Briar gazed up at one of these roots. At least one powerful plant singer had been here, she was certain of that. 
 
    Occasionally, Briar caught glimpses of townspeople digging through the rubble of homes, gathering their scattered belongings into their arms, and hauling stones and splintered wood out of the way. Here and there, teams shored up the walls of the less damaged houses, or hacked away at the thick roots and clinging vines with axes and saws. These people worked in silence, their faces dirty and set in a grim mask. Briar curled her fingers around her medallion. She’d seen this all before, and the memories cut deep. 
 
    Finally, the road opened into what Briar assumed was the main square. It was a welcome change from the oppressive silence and destruction in the streets. Several cooking fires burned in the centre of this open space, well away from the buildings. A few old women tended to these, stirring bubbling pots that hung over the flames, or kneading dough, talking amongst themselves quietly, grey heads bent over their tasks. Children darted here and there, not playing, but delivering items, a hammer, a jug of water, a message. 
 
    It was, of course, the healing tent that Briar’s eyes were drawn to. A large canvas shade had been erected against the wall of one of the buildings, forming a neat shelter. A second look suggested that it was actually made from a salvaged ship’s sail and some lengths of rope from the dock. Inside the tent, Briar counted at least a dozen people lying on makeshift cots. Two women stepped carefully between them, stopping to give this person a sip of water or tuck the blankets more securely around that one, grave, but tender. 
 
    “Where’s the mistress?” Finbar said. “I don’t have all day.” 
 
    “She’s over there.” The boy pointed to an older woman, talking with a weather-beaten man wearing a stone mason’s tools at his belt. 
 
    If it weren’t for the boy, Briar wouldn’t have immediately picked this woman out as the mistress. Instead of the long, grey habit magicians of the Order usually wore, Briar included, Mistress Tempe was dressed in a short, grey tunic, leggings and long boots. Her hair was pulled back into a thick rope of a braid that hung down her back. She moved briskly, not displaying any of the magicians’ usual slow tranquillity. Only the silver medallion wrought with the image of the Crystal Tree, which hung in the centre of her chest, marked her out as a magician. 
 
    “Mistress Tempe.” The boy jogged on ahead of them, his oversized blue jacket flapping around him like ragged wings. 
 
    “What is it Caleb?” the mistress asked, breaking off her conversation at his approach. 
 
    “A boat docked,” Caleb said, a little breathlessly. “I know you said that no one was to come into the town, but Tirian knew the captain. We weren’t sure what to do, so I brought them to you.” 
 
    “Thank you. That was the right thing to do. I’ll deal with it from here.” Mistress Tempe paused for a moment, her eyes taking in each person in turn as if she was memorising every detail of their faces before she spoke. “Captain Finbar. Well met. I didn’t realise you were due so soon.” 
 
    “Every second month, same as ever,” Finbar said. “Though by the looks of things, we might not have come at a good time.” He glanced around the square. 
 
    “Perhaps not. But you are here, so we shall do our best. What’s in your cargo?” 
 
     “Food supplies mostly.” Finbar reeled off a list of things he was carrying, including dried beans and cured meat. 
 
     Mistress Tempe nodded. “You and your crew can unload your goods. I’ll send some of our people to transport it to the warehouse.” 
 
    “And our payment?” Finbar tipped his head to one side. 
 
    “You’ll be paid in full, as always.” 
 
    “The warehouse is still standing?” Briar frowned. “I thought it would have been destroyed in the attack.” 
 
    “Luckily for us, it was untouched,” Mistress Tempe said. 
 
    Lucky indeed. But odd. If someone attacked the town intending to cripple it, they would have taken out every major building, including the town hall, the warehouses, and any other building they relied on. And yet, for everything that had been destroyed, the warehouse was still standing? It didn’t make sense. 
 
    As Finbar and Micah discussed the details of their payment and delivery with the mistress, Briar’s attention wandered around the square, watching the survivors as they came and went, hauling building supplies, fetching drinks, preparing food, or talking quietly with their family and friends. They were subdued, but there was a sense of purpose as if these people had accepted what happened, and were focusing on getting their lives back into order. 
 
    In the healing tent, one of the two women who tended to the injured knelt next to the bed of a young woman, whose face was the colour of ash. She held the girl’s hand, her head bowed and her shoulders drooping, the picture of grief. The other woman stood behind her companion, resting a hand on her shoulder. Briar frowned and stepped away from the rest of the group. Kade glanced after her but made no move to stop her as she headed for the tent. 
 
    Ducking under the low hanging edge of the sailcloth, it was immediately apparent that something was terribly wrong. The injured girl’s breath was shallow and ragged and made a weird gurgling sound in her throat as she struggled to draw in air. Briar peered around the two women, then stifled a gasp as she caught sight of a mass of blood-stained bandages wrapped around the girl’s throat, soaked through. 
 
    The younger woman whirled around, her eyes widening in surprise. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Briar couldn’t tear her eyes away from the injured girl. 
 
    The older of the two women, her face creased into deep lines of age, and her long, tousled braid completely white, pressed her bloodless lips together, shaking her head. She stroked the back of the girl’s hand with her thumb and lowered her eyes. 
 
    It was the younger woman who answered. “Mae got caught in a snare of roots and vines, with some of the others. She was the only one to make it out. It’s a miracle she’s still alive.” Her face saddened. “I don’t know for how long though. She’s fading.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” the older woman snapped. “She’s going to be alright.” 
 
    “Mae is her granddaughter,” the younger woman said in a low voice. “We’ve done everything we can for her, but I’m not sure it’s enough. Her wounds…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. My name is Kitaara. I’m in charge of this tent. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Well, actually I came hoping that I could help you.” Briar took a deep breath. “I’m a soul singer, and I am trained to heal.” 
 
    “You’re a magician?” The older woman lifted her eyes, suddenly bright with hope, and fixed them on Briar’s face. “Can you heal my granddaughter?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Briar said cautiously. “It depends on how badly she is injured.” 
 
    Kitaara pursed her lips. “Are you sure, Levine?” 
 
    “This girl is a healer and a magician. If there’s a chance she can help Mae-” Levine pressed her lips together and met Briar’s eyes. “Please. Heal her.” 
 
    “If there’s anything that can be done, then I’ll do it,” Briar said. “But I can’t promise it will work. If she’s too close to death, I might not be able to save her.” She needed Levine to understand this before she even tried to heal the injured girl. There was so much that her magic could do, but it still had its limitations. If Mae was on the edge of death, even soul song couldn’t save her now. 
 
    “I accept that. But isn’t it better to try?” Levine’s voice was fierce enough, but the fear in her eyes was deep enough to drown in. She shifted aside, letting Briar take her place at Mae’s side. “Please.” 
 
    Briar settled herself cross-legged on the ground and took Mae’s limp hand in hers, before closing her eyes. She braced herself against the agonising pain she knew would hit the moment she connected with the life song. Everyone had a life song, as personal to them as their fingerprints, the musical embodiment of a soul. Only soul singers like Briar could hear them, much less sing them, but when she did, she could, among other things, heal people. 
 
    Mae’s song should have been strong and regular, an unending melody spinning on forever. Instead, it was barely a whisper, thready and uneven, first slowing to a crawl, now speeding along with an enormous jolt to catch up. Notes were missing from the long chains of harmony, and the whole thing felt like it was ever so slowly spinning away into the dark distance. But, for all its ragged edges and uncertainties, there was one thing Briar was sure of as she listened to the life song. She could heal Mae. 
 
     Briar listened to the song for a while, making sure she had the thread of melody firmly fixed in her mind before she finally opened her lips and joined it, singing in a wordless hum. The moment she sang the first notes, Mae’s pain fell on her like an avalanche, ripping through her throat. Phantom blood oozed from her neck, and she struggled to keep singing in the face of the ghostly, suffocating blood and the intense pain that rippled through her with every breath she took. Clenching her free hand, Briar held on until every last ounce of agony was captured in her own body. 
 
    Only then did she tap into her magic, sending it flooding through the song, her voice quivering with pain. Her skin shivered with the tingle of magic as it flowed from her, through the music that bound them together, and into Mae. As it did so, the pain from Mae’s terrible injuries faded, little by little until the magic washed it away completely. 
 
    Finally, Briar stopped singing, letting the song, now lively and vibrant as it should have been, fade from her mind. Opening her eyes, she blinked hard, disoriented by the sudden brightness of the world around her. She released Mae’s hand and sat back with a bump, her head spinning with the effort. That should be enough to save her. 
 
    “Will she be alright?” Levine asked. “Could you heal her?” 
 
     “I think so.” Briar watched Mae’s face anxiously. She should be waking up. Any moment now- 
 
    Mae’s eyelids fluttered. She murmured indistinct words, and her head rolled gently to the side. Her laboured breathing had eased and the sick wet sound of sucking blood had vanished. Briar scooted back, letting Levine take her place at the girl’s side. 
 
    “Mae? Mae, can you hear me?” Levine clasped her granddaughter’s hand, breathless with anticipation. 
 
    The girl blinked and swallowed, then opened her eyes fully to stare up into her grandmother’s face. “Grandmama? Where am I? Wh-what happened?” She licked her lips. 
 
     “Hush. Lie still. You were injured, but you’re better now,” Levine said gently. She stroked her granddaughter’s hair back from the girl’s face with gentle fingers. “You’re alright.” 
 
    “Injured?” Mae lifted a hand to her throat and brushed her fingers over the blood-soaked bandages, still warm and sticky from her recent wounds. She pulled at them, her movements suddenly growing frantic, tearing at the wrappings. Levine gently pushed her hands out of the way and unwound the bandage. She and Kitaara both stared at the skin that was revealed. Where once there must have been a mass of open wounds and seeping blood, now there was nothing but pale skin and faded white scars that would forever show where Mae had been injured. 
 
     “You’re alright.” Levine’s voice shook a little, and tears glimmered at the corners of her eyes. It was as if, until she saw the healed scars, she hadn’t quite dared to believe that Mae was really well again. 
 
    “What happened?” Mae asked. “I was with Gail and Saraia, coming home. Someone was singing and then…” She turned wide, worried eyes up to her grandmother. “Where are they? Are they alright?” 
 
    Levine pressed her lips together and pulled her granddaughter close in a hug without answering. Kitaara said before that Mae was the only survivor of those caught by the plants. Gail and Saraia, whoever they were, weren’t quite so lucky. A lump formed in Briar’s throat at the thought, and she turned away to give them a moment of privacy. 
 
    Kitaara regarded Briar with her head cocked to one side. “I’ve never seen anything like that before. Thank you for your kindness.” She paused. “Would you-” she hesitated again, then carried on in a rush, “All these people here, they’re the ones who were hurt the worst in the attack. Most of the others we’ve managed to bandage, or sew back together, and get them on their feet again. But there’s so little we can do for these, other than make them comfortable and watch over them. I know it’s asking a lot, and you owe us nothing, but would you help them too?” 
 
    “Of course.” How could Briar not? She couldn’t just turn a blind eye to these people, who needed her help so desperately, not when she could do something to help them. Her magic was a gift to be shared. Briar climbed to her feet. “Show me where to begin.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Briar wasn’t sure how long it took her to heal all the people in the tent. What she did know was that, by the time she finished the final song, her head spun, and her stomach twisted itself into tight knots. She sat still, hands pressed to the ground, waiting for the world to settle around her, breathing deeply. It wasn’t that she’d never healed that many people in a row before. But the difference was that every one of these people had life-threatening injuries. The pain was enough to make her sick, let alone the amount of magic it took to heal them. But every single one of the twelve patients stepped out of the tent on their own, and she was quietly proud of that fact. 
 
    “You look like you could do with a drink.” Mistress Tempe stepped in under the edge of the tent and offered Briar a mug of water. 
 
    Scrambling to her feet, Briar bowed her head in respect. “Mistress.” 
 
    “Drink.” 
 
    Briar sipped greedily, the cool water soothing her dry, scratchy throat. Her voice might be hoarse after all those healings, but one look at the empty cots made it all worthwhile. 
 
    “Take a walk with me,” the mistress said, once Briar had finished her drink. 
 
    They stepped out of the tent together, leaving Kitaara to finish folding the blankets and tidying away the cots, now no one needed them. The sun slipped behind the buildings, and the grey haze of dusk filled the air. People congregated by the cooking fires as the gathering darkness put a stop to their work. Was it really evening already? 
 
    At first, the mistress simply walked in silence, and Briar was happy to follow at her side, letting the fresh air clear the fog from her head. But finally, Mistress Tempe said, “I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done for us. You’ve achieved more this afternoon than we’ve been able to do in two days.” 
 
    Briar shrugged a little awkwardly. “I didn’t do much. Kitaara was already taking such good care of them.” 
 
    “But she couldn’t have healed them. Not in the way you can.” 
 
    “It’s my duty,” Briar said simply. “To serve and heal, wherever I can.” 
 
    The mistress raised an eyebrow. “You’ve certainly had the tenets of the Order drilled into you well. But you deserve thanks nonetheless. Kindness is more important than ever right now, and yours saved lives today. Those people have been through the worst.” 
 
    “What happened?” Briar asked. 
 
    Mistress Tempe paused for a moment before answering. “It was the middle of the night,” she said finally. “The songs came out of nowhere. They tore through the forest north of here, decimating everything in their path. They did the same to the south. And here in Lorholt, well, you see what happened to us. I never saw the magicians who did this, but I could hear their voices, carried on the wind. There must have been dozens of them.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why they targeted us. We’re just a small river town. We have nothing of importance. And nothing was taken, no money, no goods. It makes no sense.” 
 
    “What did you do when they attacked?” 
 
    “We hid, as best we could. I gathered up anyone I could find, and we sought shelter in the town hall. All we could hear were those songs as they ravaged the town.” The mistress paused, pressing her lips together into a thin line, lines creasing her face and making her look suddenly old. “I sang all night until my voice was gone, just trying to keep the flames and the smoke away from our hiding place.” She shook her head. “That is not a night I ever want to relive.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Briar said quietly. 
 
    Mistress Tempe managed a small smile. “It’s not quite as bad as it looks. We lost too many townspeople that night, and we will mourn them for a long time. But we can rebuild the town. And with cargo ships like Captain Finbar’s, coming regularly, we’ll be alright.” Mistress Tempe’s voice hardened. “I may not have seen who did this, but if they ever come back, they will be sorry.” 
 
    “What about the Order house here?” Briar asked. “Was that attacked too?” 
 
    “There isn’t one here. I’m the only magician in Lorholt.” 
 
    Briar frowned. “But I thought that all magicians were connected to houses.” 
 
    “In larger towns, maybe. Here, along the river routes especially, the towns are important for shipping but aren’t always large enough to warrant an entire Order house. There simply aren’t enough people in Lorholt to need so many magicians. So instead, wind singers are often stationed by themselves, one to each town, to send messages, share news, and such like. I am the singer for this town.” 
 
    “I think I have heard of that before, actually,” Briar said slowly. “Up in the north, there were towns that had their own wind singers that sent messages up and down the roads, though I never saw an Order house there. But I always thought that magicians stayed there together.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me.” The mistress slowed her steps. “But enough about such dark things. What is a magician doing travelling alone on a cargo barge such as Finbar’s? Especially one as young as you? You can’t be more than a novice.” 
 
    Briar hesitated. She couldn’t tell Mistress Tempe the truth, of course. But she couldn’t lie to her either. It didn’t feel right. Finally, she settled on a version of the real story. “I’ve come from Osman. It was attacked several months ago when the song council was there?” She waited for Mistress Tempe’s nod of recognition before carrying on. “I’m going to Mizra. The Order house in Osman was pretty much destroyed.” They had been rebuilding it even before Briar left in the aftermath of the attack, but Mistress Tempe didn’t need to know that. 
 
    Mistress Tempe’s face softened then, just as Briar thought it might, and a touch of guilt twisted in her heart at having to manipulate the mistress by her omissions. “I am sorry. That is something you should never have had to witness.” 
 
    “Nor you,” Briar said. 
 
    “Thank you.” In that moment it felt less like they were mistress and novice and more like they were equals, connected by the same lived experiences, terrible as those had been. “The central Order house will be more than happy to have you, I’m sure.” Mistress Tempe’s voice gentled. “It sounds as if you have been through more than your fair share of hardships.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Briar gave a little shrug. “We’ve all seen things no one should have.” 
 
    “That is true.” Mistress Tempe sighed. “And we live to remember them. I should get back to work. There is still much to be done. Lorholt won’t rebuild itself after all. Thank you for all you have done for us. We won’t easily forget your kindness.” And with that, she was off, striding away to her next important task. Briar watched her go. With such a driving spirit behind them, this town would recover sooner than ever. Mistress Tempe was a force to be reckoned with, and Briar pitied anyone who got in her way.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn brought a flurry of activity onboard the Done Wishin’. With the help of the townspeople, the crew had unloaded their cargo, working until it was almost too dark to see. There was no way they could risk setting sail that late, so the barge stayed in Lorholt overnight. But now, with the first glimmer of sunlight turning the treetops gold, all hands bent to preparing the boat to set sail once more. 
 
    Briar kept out of the way of the sailors, standing at the side of the railing closest to the jetty. While the crew made their final preparations, Mistress Tempe appeared out of the town, striding onto the wooden pier. She stopped alongside the boat, her eyes following the preparations, her arms folded over her chest. It was hard to tell whether she was there to farewell them, or to make sure that they actually left. 
 
    “Good morning, mistress.” Briar smiled tentatively at the mistress, ducking her head in respect. Much to her surprise, Mistress Tempe gave her a respectful nod in return. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, novice,” the mistress said. 
 
    “It was nothing.” Briar’s cheeks heated at the mistress’s words. She fidgeted with her medallion. It was her duty to help where she could. 
 
    “Not to Levine and her granddaughter. And not to the people whose lives you saved.” Mistress Tempe’s face actually broke into a smile. “I wish you and your friends all the blessings of the Tree. May you reach Mizra in safety. Take care, little novice.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you. I know words don’t mean much, but I am so sorry that this happened to you.” 
 
    “The people of Lorholt are strong. Trade ships pass through regularly, and most of our important buildings survived. We can weather this.” The mistress shrugged. “The scars will fade with time.” 
 
    If Mistress Tempe were anything to go by, then the people of Lorholt would be just fine. If whoever attacked Lorholt had meant to cow them with fear, or break their spirits, then in that, they certainly failed. Briar admired these people for their determination. 
 
    “Cast off!” Captain Finbar’s voice boomed over the deck. 
 
    Micah unhitched the heavy mooring rope, and the crew hauled it onto the deck. Freed from its moorings, the boat drifted away from the dock, and Micah leapt from the jetty to the boat so as not to be left behind. The sails unfurled, and the barge made its way out into the open waters. As they ponderously turned downstream, a voice rose from behind them. On the jetty, Mistress Tempe had closed her eyes and began to weave a song. Magic filled the air, carrying with it a sudden rush of wind. The sails snapped tight and the deck lurched as the boat picked up speed. Briar clutched the railing with both hands, silently thanking Mistress Tempe for her parting gift. 
 
    The crew tightened ropes and adjusted the sails, settling in for a long day on the river. Kade and Lara came to join Briar. “Look at how fast we’re going.” Lara glanced up at the taut sails, straining with the wind, a smile creasing her lips. “At this rate, we’ll be in Mizra inside of three days.” 
 
    “I think it’s Mistress Tempe’s way of saying thank you,” Briar said. 
 
    “Magic has done some terrible things, but it is very useful as well.” Lara shook her head, her smile fading. “I can’t imagine why anyone would attack Lorholt like that. Was it the Nameless Ones, do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Briar said. “They used to attack the towns in the north, back when they were searching for the song catcher. It could be them, but I don’t know why they would attack now.” 
 
    “Could Lorholt be more important than we thought?” Lara suggested. 
 
    Kade shook his head. “It’s just a small river town. It’s not on a main trade route. Destroying it wouldn’t make any sort of impact on anyone.” 
 
    “They didn’t attack the warehouses either,” Briar said. “Or the town hall. That’s why so many of the townspeople stayed safe during the attack. Whoever did this, they weren’t trying to disable the town.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope we don’t come across anything like that again.” Lara’s eyes still looked sad and distant. “That was awful.” 
 
    It was. Briar’s thoughts took a dark turn towards other towns she had seen, things she’d rather not remember, like Osman, Astar, Ava… She swallowed hard and pushed those memories back. Those were ghosts that she would deal with when she was alone. “If there is anything good to come out of this attack at all,” she said with an effort, “it’s that this is recent. If Master Sachio did this, for whatever reason he has, then he’s still working towards something. Which means he can’t have taken the throne yet-” 
 
    Lara nudged Briar’s shoulder, cutting her off. “Does that look like trouble to you?” 
 
    The woman with the red bandanna stood near the deckhouse, talking to Finbar in a low voice. She had something cupped in her hand, which they both bent their heads over. Finbar’s face creased into a heavy frown. From this distance, Briar couldn’t make out what they were gazing at so intently, but it sent a shiver down her spine. 
 
    “Briar?” Kade asked. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Briar said quietly. Maybe it was paranoia, or maybe her magic was picking up on something, but the first strains of dread twisted in her stomach. 
 
    As if he felt their gaze, Finbar looked up suddenly. If he was surly and unfriendly towards them before, now there was something so sharp and hostile in his eyes that the force of it hit Briar like an arrow to the chest. He took the object the woman held out to him, closing it inside his fist. His eyes slid to Micah, who stood nearby, and his head jerked ever so slightly. Micah and a couple of the other crew members followed in their captain’s shadow as he headed towards Briar and her friends. 
 
    Briar narrowed her eyes, trying to read the oncoming danger. The captain’s face was expressionless now. Not a good sign. You knew where you were with a man when he was showing just how he felt, even when it was burning anger. Cold silence and tightly reined emotions usually meant trouble. 
 
    Lara and Briar exchanged a worried look. Then, as the captain reached them, any anxiety swept out of Lara’s face, to be replaced with the blandest of smiles. “It looks like we’re making good time today.” 
 
    “We are, with this wind,” Finbar said. “It’ll be a good run. I give it three, maybe four days, if the wind blows steady.” His face twisted in a tortured smile, a poor pretence at civility. 
 
    “That’s good news,” Briar ventured. “Isn’t it?” What was he playing towards? 
 
    “Tis. My crew and I are eager to get to Mizra, have some time onshore.” 
 
    “We are as eager as you.” Lara’s smile took on a strained edge. Briar couldn’t blame her. The sooner they got off this ship and into Mizra, the better for everyone. 
 
    “I’m sure you are.” Finbar fell silent for a moment. Something brewed behind those calculating eyes and that twisted smile. “We’ll be picking up some new contracts as well. Get most of our regular work in Mizra. Good customers in Mizra. Interesting people.” 
 
    “You must know a whole range of people, travelling up and downriver as you do.” Briar kept her voice even, with an effort. “Lots of people must need cargo shipped. 
 
    “Aye, that is true. Once we hauled goods for a prince in Beldra. Shipped a whole barge-load of crystals for him.” Finbar leaned one shoulder against a stack of crates, casual, apart from the way his fingers fidgeted with whatever it was he held in his hand. “Got a couple of noble families in Mizra who like to ship things every so often too. They’re so precise in their deals. Seals and crests on everything.” The captain regarded them from under hooded eyelids. “Guess they like to be sure everyone knows who they are.”  
 
    Lara’s voice held an edge to it when she spoke. “This is all fascinating, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I’ve not even reached the interesting part yet,” Finbar said. He straightened and as if smelling blood, the crew members behind him stepped a little closer. “See, Kyla here found a sweet little trinket lying around in the cabin.” Finbar held a ring up between two fingers. Sunlight glinted off a crest set into it. “It’s a fancy little thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Lara took a half step forward, her hands balling into fists. “You’ve been going through our stuff.” She snatched at the ring, but Finbar held it out of reach. “You were looking for more money, weren’t you? You’re nothing but common thieves.” 
 
    “Now, now. I haven’t even finished yet.” Finbar raised his eyebrows at her, the smile on his face growing a shade more genuine. “See, I know this crest. It belongs to the Brockhurst family. Done business with that family a few times in the past. Far as I know, there’s only two of them left now: the young Lord Rowen, and his sister Lady Lara.” He paused, making the most of this moment when he held them all captive with his words. “Both of them are wanted for treason.” 
 
    Briar’s heart plummeted into her boots. He knew. Her eyes darted to Kade, who had stiffened at the captain’s words. Lara should have known what danger carrying this ring put them all in. She must have. By the way the colour drained from Lara’s face as her mouth worked silently, she knew her mistake. 
 
    “That’s not even the half of it. See, by all reports, Lady Lara is travelling with a young, female magician.” Finbar’s finger pointed at Briar. “And at least one male companion. Which would make you either Lord Rowen or the traitorous prince himself.” 
 
    The captain’s words hit Briar like a punch to the gut. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not when they were so close to Mizra. Lara shot Briar a wide-eyed look that said ‘do something’. What was she supposed to do, work a miracle? Still, Briar reached for the captain’s life song. If she could find even the barest quaver of a doubt, she might have a chance of convincing him that he was mistaken. 
 
    “That’s a big assumption, don’t you think?” Briar let her magic seep into her voice, covering her desperation with warmth and confidence. “There isn’t even the right number of us to fit that description. Just because we have a ring doesn’t mean that we’re the fugitives.” 
 
    Finbar blinked a couple of times and tipped his head to one side. A spark of hope lit inside Briar’s chest. “In which case, where would you have got it?” 
 
    “Maybe it was given to us.” Lara jumped in before Briar could say anything. “Did you ever think of that?” 
 
    “I did. But no one gives away rings like this. You either stole it, which makes you thieves, or you are the fugitives. Simple as that.” 
 
    “What proof do you really have, though?” Briar shot Lara a look. If she would just stay quiet, maybe they’d have a chance. “A smart man waits for more proof than a single piece of jewellery can provide. And you’re smart, aren’t you, captain?” 
 
    Again, there was a moment of hesitation. The captain blinked several times, a slight frown creasing his forehead. Then he nodded. “I am a smart man. Smart enough to know that either way, you’ve broken the law. The rest we can figure out when we get to Mizra. You can’t sway me, magician.” He straightened. “Micah, Kyla, tie them up. Lock them in my cabin. They can stay there until we reach Mizra.” 
 
    Kyla strode towards them, her red bandanna fluttering in the wind, beckoning to her crewmates. The crew surged towards Briar and her friends, a multitude of hands grasping at them. Some grinned, baring their teeth, while others approached with grim, stolid faces. Briar took a half step backwards, her back pressing up against the railing until there was nowhere to go. No. Please, no. 
 
    Kade took a half step forward, shielding Briar with his body. “Don’t touch her,” he said, his voice low and menacing. But his words barely caused the crew to pause. They swarmed around him, jeering. 
 
    “Traitor.” 
 
    “Outlaw.” 
 
    “Thief.” 
 
    Someone struck Kade a stunning blow on the jaw. Kade reeled, but kept his footing somehow, moving to keep himself between the crew and Briar. She should be brave, stand beside him and fight back. But those faces, the animalistic glee in their eyes, their lack of mercy, she froze in the sight of that, cowering away. 
 
    Another blow hit Kade and another. They crowded around him, grabbing his arms and twisting them behind his back, forcing him down to his knees. Someone grabbed Kade’s hood wrenching it back off his face. A trickle of blood made its way down Kade’s cheek. He tried to rise, tried to pull his arms from their clutches, but there were too many of them. A rope bound his wrists together. 
 
    “No.” Briar grabbed the arm of one of the nearest men, trying to pull him off Kade. “Leave him alone.” 
 
    But the man shook her off easily, and Kade was bound. The crew dragged him to his feet and marched him away, Lara following in his footsteps, her hands also bound, defiance in her eyes, shouting every curse under the sun at them. 
 
    Kyla grabbed Briar’s arm, her red bandanna fluttering in the breeze. Panic flooded through Briar. She dug in her heels and clawed at the woman’s hand as Kyla pushed her forward, away from the railing. “Let go of me.” She lashed out with her heels, catching Kyla on her shins. 
 
    The sailor swore and wrenched Briar’s arms around until pain screamed through her shoulders. “Do you want me to break something for you? Stop struggling.” 
 
    Tears sprang to Briar’s eyes. She bit down on her lip, pulling against Kyla’s grasp, even though her hands were turning numb. “Let me go.” She couldn’t stop fighting, couldn’t give in. This wasn’t supposed to happen. 
 
    “Sairth. Enough already.” Kyla kicked Briar in the back of the knee. Briar’s leg crumbled beneath her and she pitched forward, Kyla’s grip on her arms the only thing keeping her from falling face-first onto the deck. Briar closed her eyes as the woman tied her hands behind her back. The ropes pulled too tight, biting into her skin. Then Kyla hauled Briar to her feet and spun her round to face the deckhouse. “March.” 
 
    There was no other option but to do as she was told, following Kade and Lara as they were hauled along, despite their struggles and protests. The door to the captain’s cabin yawned open, like a black mouth, ready to swallow their hope. Not again. 
 
    “You’ll never deliver us,” Lara bit out as they passed the captain. “We’re not cargo that you can simply drop off at the next port. You don’t care about doing the right thing. You only care about money.” 
 
    “Darling, who’s going to stop me?” Finbar said with a sneer. “I’m doing everyone a favour by handing you in. And if we get paid for our work too, well, I’m not about to complain.” He looked to the sailors now. “Lock them up. And take their gear. Let’s not give them any ideas.” 
 
    A girl with tight blonde braids running down her back ducked inside the cabin, emerging a moment later, dragging their packs with her. She dumped them in the middle of the deck, kicking them over. The top of one flapped open spilling travelling bread, a spare shirt, and other items. Briar swallowed hard, her eyes burning. Everything they owned was in those packs. 
 
    “Take their weapons too,” Micah said. “Don’t want anyone getting any foolish ideas about escaping.” 
 
    Someone gave a sharp bark of laughter as if the idea of escape was ridiculous. Micah took Kade’s sword and patted him down, checking for any other weapons. All he found was a small dagger on Kade’s belt, which quickly joined the pile of belongings on the deck. Another crewmember did the same for Lara, taking her knives and sword, throwing them down with a clatter. Kyla patted Briar down, searching for hidden blades. 
 
    Briar stood still, her eyes on her boots. “I don’t have anything. I’m just a healer.” Maybe she should have had a weapon. Then she might have been able to protect them. 
 
    The crew pushed Kade into the cabin first, then Lara. Finally, it was Briar’s turn. She shook off Kyla’s hands and stepped inside by herself. She might be a captive, but she still had her pride. The door slammed shut behind them. Briar closed her eyes, listening to the sound of the key snapping in the lock. They were so close to Mizra. So close. And now… She pressed her lips together, opening her eyes. There would be a way out of this. 
 
    The only light in the cabin came from the gap around the door. Apparently, no one had thought that anyone might ever want to be in the cabin during the daytime. Briar stepped carefully over to the wall and pressed her back against it, easing herself down to the ground. The sailors wouldn’t be able to keep them here for long. Kade would come up with a plan and they’d be out of here long before they ever saw Mizra. 
 
    It was Kade who broke the heavy silence first. “Your signet ring, Lara? Why did you even have that with you?” 
 
    “It’s not mine.” A flush crept into Lara’s cheeks and, despite her protests, she couldn’t quite meet Kade’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s your family crest, found in your bag.” 
 
    “It’s not mine.” Lara repeated. She sucked in a breath and added in a quieter voice, “It was Rowen’s.” 
 
    Small wonder Lara found it too hard to leave the ring behind. She would have left her own ring, but to throw Rowen’s away, well, Briar could understand her need to hold onto it. There was silence for a while after that, a heavy silence, filled with too many thoughts and worries. Briar’s throat tightened. Finally, unable to take the quiet any more, she asked, “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    “We find a way out of here,” Lara said. She lifted her head, her eyes burning. “I am not letting myself be handed over to Sachio in chains like a common criminal.” 
 
    “Let me have a look at your ropes,” Kade said. Lara shuffled around, turning her back so that Kade could inspect her bonds. He frowned. “They’re good knots.” 
 
    “They were tied by sailors. Can you free my hands?” 
 
    “I can try.” 
 
    Kade turned around too, reaching behind him and feeling Lara’s knots with cautious fingers. For a while, he picked at the bindings with a frown of pure concentration. The only sound in the cabin was the occasional muffled curse as the knot stubbornly refused to pull free. 
 
    “It’s no use,” Kade said finally. “I’ll never get these knots untied like this.” 
 
    “Maybe we can cut the ropes on something,” Briar suggested. 
 
    “They took all our weapons,” Lara said. “We can’t even use the sharp edge of a buckle from our packs.” 
 
    The sailors really were thorough. Briar bit her lip. “Is there a corner or a rough edge we could try and saw through the ropes on?” she asked, hope turning to desperation. They were tough ropes and thick. 
 
    “Maybe.” Lara shuffled around, eyes searching the room. “What about the corner of the bunk?” 
 
    Kade shook his head. “I don’t think it’s sharp enough.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not going to find anything better in here.” Lara moved to the side of the bunk, her fingers reaching for the bed frame. “I’m going to try it.” She got up on her knees and sawed at her bonds, the tip of her tongue sticking out between her teeth as she concentrated. 
 
    While Lara worked at her ropes, Kade stared off into the distance, a slight furrow between his brows. “Someone will come and check on us eventually, which is probably our best chance to escape. They will need to feed us at some point. Even if this wind continues the way it has been, it’s still three days minimum before we reach Mizra. They’ll unlock the door to bring food and water to us. We might have a chance then.” 
 
    “Briar could persuade them to let us go,” Lara said, a little breathless from her efforts. “Then we tie them up and sneak our way off the ship.” 
 
    “I could try,” Briar said cautiously. “But it might not work.” She’d already tried with the captain, and look where that got them. Who knew if she could do any better next time? 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Lara said. “You’re a magician.” 
 
    That was hardly a comfort. But Briar kept that to herself.  “Once we’re free, what then?” she asked when no one volunteered any more opinions. “We still have to get off the boat and then to the shore.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too difficult,” Lara said. “We wait for people to be distracted, and when they’re not watching the cabin, we can sneak to the rail and jump overboard. If we’re careful, they’ll never even see us leaving. By the time they realise we’ve gone, it’ll be too late.” 
 
    It sounded so simple when she said it that way. Briar wanted so much to believe that things could be that easy. But what if it wasn’t? What if someone spotted them before they got away? Her stomach clenched at the thought of getting all the way into the river, then being spotted and hauled back on board, dripping and humiliated. 
 
    Lara sawed away at her bonds in silence for a while longer, before finally heaving a sigh and slumping back down. “This is not going to work.” Her lip curled in disgust. “What are these ropes made out of? I don’t think they’ve even begun to fray.” 
 
    Kade shrugged. “We’ll just have to be patient.” 
 
    With another heavy sigh, Lara settled down again. “It’s not as if we have any other options, is it?” 
 
    Briar leaned her head back against the wall. They just had to wait. An opportunity would present itself at some point. There was still plenty of hope for them freeing themselves. She had to hold onto that and be patient. Everything would be fine, she had to believe it. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence filled the stuffy cabin, thick and stifling. It was hard to tell how long they had been sitting there, but it felt like a lifetime. Kade sat with his back straight, head erect, alert to every sound coming from outside the locked door. The blood on his face had dried and crumbled, but he seemed to have forgotten all about it. By contrast, Lara was slumped in the corner, her chin resting on her chest. Was she asleep? Her slow, rhythmic breathing and relaxed posture certainly suggested she wasn’t worrying about the possibility of escape just at this moment. 
 
    Was Briar the only one with a dry mouth and a shaky feeling inside as she turned over all the ways their escape plan could go wrong? She and Kade had been imprisoned once before, captured by the Nameless Ones and trapped in Master Sachio’s fort, and they had managed to escape. This should have been an encouragement, and yet, she struggled to trust that their luck would be that good a second time. 
 
    The dim light on the cabin wall faded almost to nothing before, finally, Briar caught the welcome sound of a key rattling in the lock. She straightened, her hands clenching behind her back. This was her chance to redeem herself and to get them out. Kade’s and Lara’s eyes flicked from the door to her. The weight of their hope had settled heavy on her shoulders, and the sailor hadn’t even stepped through the door yet. Briar took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She could do this. 
 
    The door swung open, and Micah stepped inside, clutching a worn wooden mug in one hand, and a pitcher of water in the other. He hooked the toe of his boot around the edge of the door and kicked it shut behind him. 
 
    “I’m going to untie your hands,” Micah said. “You’ll all get a drink, one at a time. But no funny ideas.” His hand dropped to his belt, caressing the hilt of his knife. “Otherwise you’ll be feeling the point of my dagger somewhere unpleasant. Got it?” 
 
    “We’ve been locked in this stuffy cabin all day,” Lara said. “All I want is a drink.” 
 
    Micah narrowed his eyes. “Great. I’ll just trust the word of traitors and criminals.” 
 
    “Are we though?” Briar let persuasion smooth out her voice, like liquid honey, pouring her magic into every word as she connected with the sailor’s life song. “Are you really holding us here because you think we deserve it, or because the captain says so?” 
 
    “I’ve never known the captain to be wrong.” Micah pulled the knot free on Lara’s bindings and pushed the pitcher and mug in her direction, one hand staying firmly on his dagger. “Drink.” 
 
    “No one can be right all the time.” Briar pushed on his song, searching for a single note of weakness. Something she could pour her magic into, feed the doubt until it took root in his mind. “Maybe the captain just wants to believe we’re the fugitives because the reward money is good. He never does anything without getting paid for it, does he?” 
 
    “Can’t run a ship off charity,” Micah gathered up the loose ropes and looped them around Lara’s wrists again, pulling them tight with a snap. “We work. We get paid.” 
 
    “Of course. But consider this. The captain sees that we might vaguely fit the description of someone on a wanted poster, and he thinks that he could get a little extra for handing us over to the guards. It doesn’t matter to him if we are actually innocent.” 
 
    “Do you know how much money is being offered for the three of you?” Micah’s lip curled. He freed Kade’s hands, letting him take the next drink. “More than you’re ever likely to see in your lifetime, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “That is probably very true.” Magic gave Briar’s voice an unnaturally sweet, empathetic tone. She hated it, hated how much she reminded herself of Master Sachio in this moment. But it was necessary. “But if we were fugitives, why would we be going to Mizra? Wouldn’t that be the worst place to go?” 
 
    “I suppose.” For the first time, a note of doubt crept into Micah’s voice. “Only a fool would go there. You’d be caught as soon as you set foot inside that gate.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Briar drew more deeply on her magic, pressing on the faint quiver of doubt that shook in his song. “Why would we risk that?” 
 
    “But the captain said-” Micah shook his head as if to clear it, his eyes shadowed and filled with doubt, even as he retied the knots around Kade’s wrists. “He told us-” 
 
    “He told you we are criminals because he wants us to be. Because if we are, then he gets paid more money than any load of cargo is worth. He knows you will believe him. Maybe he even believes it himself.” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “You’re clever, Micah. You know it makes no sense.” Briar threw every bit of magic she had left into her words. “You don’t have to listen to him. You could let us go.” 
 
    The struggle on Micah’s face was intense. Briar could see as well as feel, how torn he was between the inescapable lure of her magic and his own blind trust in his captain. 
 
    “The captain-” he stammered. “The cap-” He stopped and shook his head. A look of pain passed over his face. 
 
    Just a little more and he would untie them all. Just a few more words and they’d be free. Briar tried to stamp out the guilt that said she was no better than Master Sachio and kept that sickly-sweet smile firmly on her face. 
 
    Someone rapped on the door. “Micah, the captain wants you.” 
 
    Micah blinked, and the doubt drained from his face. No. She was so close. “You can believe us,” Briar pushed, a wave of desperation hitting her. “You can trust us.” 
 
    “Sure, I can. All the way to you jumping ship like the rats you are.” Anger hardened in Micah’s eyes, turning them into chips of flint. The faint strains of doubt faded from his life song, leaving nothing for her magic to play off now. “I know what you’re doing. You think you can just speak a few words and have me jumping to do whatever you want?” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I-” 
 
    Briar’s head snapped around as Micah’s hand made contact with her cheek. Stars burst across her vision, and her teeth sank into her tongue. The taste of blood filled her mouth. She reeled back, her eyes instinctively shutting as she struggled to hold in a cry of pain. 
 
    “Not another word out of you. Any of you.” 
 
    “Easy,” Kade said, and now he was the one trying to be soothing. “We’re not looking for trouble.” 
 
    “Not looking for trouble?” Micah grabbed Briar’s hair and turned her to face her friends. “This isn’t even trouble yet.” 
 
    Briar’s whole face throbbed with pain. She spat out a glob of blood and winced as the movement pulled her already swelling cheek. “Please. You don’t have to do this.” Her tongue was thick in her mouth. 
 
    “Be quiet” Micah lashed out again, catching Briar in the exact same place. Briar’s head spun with the force of the blow. Tears sprang to her eyes. Be strong. Don’t show him how much it hurt. Briar gritted her teeth and held in the moan that threatened to escape. 
 
    “She’s not going to do anything,” Lara jumped in. “There’s no need for this.”  
 
    “Oh, I’ll make sure she won’t.” 
 
    Briar forced her eyes open to see Micah dig a dirty scrap of cloth out of his back pocket. It was probably a handkerchief once, but now it was the most disgusting thing Briar had ever seen. Micah shook it out with a snap. 
 
    “Seeing as you can’t follow simple orders, let me help you.” 
 
    Words bubbled to Briar’s lips as she shrank away from him, already wincing in anticipation of the blow that would surely fall if she made another sound. Micah forced the rag between Briar’s teeth, knotting the ends of the handkerchief behind her head. Briar gagged at the taste, struggling not to be sick. Throwing up with this in her mouth would be so much worse than enduring the rag by itself. She took a couple of deep breaths through her nose. 
 
    “I warned you.” Micah scooped the pitcher of water and the mug up off the floor and left the cabin, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    “Are you alright, Briar?” Kade asked. His eyes were dark with worry. 
 
    Briar shrugged and turned her face away. Her cheek throbbed where Micah had struck her, and the skin was hot and tight, pulsing with pain every time she shifted. Besides that, the rag in her mouth tasted absolutely foul. Better not to imagine where it had been, what it had been used for, or the last time it had been washed. 
 
    “What now?” Lara asked. 
 
    What now, indeed? Micah had been moments away from untying them all. And still, no matter how hard Briar tried, she couldn’t quite persuade him. She couldn’t save them. She was a failure, and now they were all trapped here because of her. Briar closed her eyes and huddled in on herself, turning her back to her friends so they couldn’t see how the tears of pain and disappointment slipped from beneath her eyelids. She had failed them both. Again. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Night passed, slow, sleepless and heavy with dread, and the new day dawned, the grey light filtering gradually into the cabin. The gag chafed at the corners of Briar’s mouth, and her throat was oh, so dry. Even if someone untied the grubby rag, she would barely be able to croak, let alone sing. No one had come to give them so much as a sip of water, or a crust of bread since Micah left, the night before. Maybe the captain thought that the three prisoners would be more compliant when they were hungry and thirsty. He wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Kade sat upright against the wall across from Briar, his head erect, but his eyes closed. Even in the gloom, Briar could see the bruises that shadowed his face from the beating he’d taken the day before. Briar’s stomach twisted at the sight of those bruises and welts, wounds he’d gained protecting her. It was impossible to tell whether he was asleep, or just deep in thought. Had his thoughts taken a dark turn, the same way Briar’s had? She couldn’t quite banish the lingering ghosts of her memories, no matter how hard she tried. Meanwhile, Lara was curled on her side, snoring gently. 
 
    The thin strip of light around the door, their only source of light, glowed a little more strongly as the sun rose. Kade shifted for the first time, his eyes opening, fully alert. Briar felt his gaze land on her, and she turned her head away a little. By the stiffness in her cheek, and the pain that stabbed whenever she moved too quickly, she was sure that her face had swollen, and bruised into an ugly lump under her right eye. 
 
    Kade stayed silent, and Briar was almost glad of that fact. It really wasn’t worth his trying to strike up a conversation when she couldn’t talk back. Briar’s stomach rumbled, and she gritted her teeth. It was hard to pretend to be strong when she was so hungry that her stomach growled like a banewulf. 
 
    It was at least midday, by Briar’s estimation, by the time Lara finally woke. She stretched a little and sat up awkwardly, blinking as she pulled against her bonds. It seemed to take her a moment before she remembered they were still prisoners. “No one has come yet?” 
 
    Briar shook her head. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Lara heaved a sigh. “I wish something would happen. Anything would be better than just sitting here waiting to be delivered like so much cargo. There’s got to be something we can do.” 
 
    “The door is locked.” Kade’s voice was studiously emotionless. “And the sailors are wary. They won’t take any chances. The only time they’re going to want to move us is once we get to Mizra.” 
 
    “You two escaped from the middle of Sachio’s fort, which was guarded not only by soldiers but by the Nameless Ones as well. This should be easy compared with that. So our last attempt might have failed. There’s got to be something else we can try.” 
 
    Briar had to admire Lara’s optimism, even if she couldn’t share it. Somehow, this stuffy little cabin, with the light rapidly dimming outside, seemed more secure than the more fortified prison cell right now. 
 
    Lara and Kade settled in to discuss their options, whether they could cause a disturbance and lure a sailor in, then overpower them somehow, whether there was any chance of getting their hands free on their own, and other such suggestions. Briar let their conversation pass her by. If anyone could come up with a plan, it was them. She had been thinking all night, but all her thoughts kept coming back to the ways she had failed already, which wasn’t exactly helpful. 
 
    A low roll of thunder trembled through the cabin, shaking the thin walls. A storm must be brewing. Well, at least they were inside, though that was a small consolation. Briar shifted, trying to ease the pressure on her bound arms. Her shoulders ached from the way her hands were pulled so far behind her, and her wrists burned where the ropes rubbed against her skin, creating new welts over old scars. Another rumble of thunder shook the air, closer this time, loud enough almost to cover the scrape of a key being fitted into the lock. Briar’s head snapped up. Someone was coming. Neither Kade nor Lara seemed to have noticed the jangle of keys. Briar thumped the heel of her boot against the floor to get their attention. 
 
    “What is it?” Lara asked, breaking off the hot debate she was having with Kade. 
 
    Briar jerked her head towards the door. They turned, just as the door swung open, revealing not Micah this time but Kyla. Over the sailor’s shoulder, Briar caught a glimpse of the darkening sky outside. The clouds were foreboding, dark and purple, heavy with the promise of imminent rain. This was going to be one enormous storm. Then the door swung shut again, cutting off her view. 
 
    Kyla carried with her a pitcher of water and another wooden mug as Micah had. Water. Briar could have licked her lips if she wasn’t gagged. Kyla stood by the door, watching the three of them warily as they stared up at her. Briar could only imagine the pitiful hope that the sailor saw shining in their eyes. 
 
    “You get a drink,” Kyla said finally. “Captain’s orders. But I’m not untying you. Anyone tries anything, makes one move I don’t like, I leave, and you get nothing. Understand?” 
 
    “Not much chance of that,” Lara said. “Your friend already showed us what happens. He did a nice job of roughing Briar up, don’t you think?” Lara’s mouth twisted as her eyes flicked between Briar and Kyla. It was an effort for Briar not to turn her swollen cheek away from their gaze. 
 
    “She deserved it.” 
 
    That was probably true. Briar clenched her hands behind her back and sat very still as Kyla poured a mug of water, before setting the pitcher on the floor. This time they were getting that precious drink. 
 
    Kyla crouched warily next to Lara and held the mug to her lips. “Open.” The sailor tilted the cup, water spilling over the sides as Lara tried to gulp it down. More water seemed to be going down Lara’s front than down her throat. The moment the cup was empty, Kyla snatched it away and retreated to a safe distance. Lara licked her lips, catching the last traces of water on her tongue. Outside, thunder rumbled again, and the first drops of rain hit the roof of the cabin, pinging off like pebbles. 
 
    “So, you’re the prince.” Kyla refilled the mug for Kade, her eyes flicking to his face. “You’re not what I expected.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” Kade asked. 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “Dunno. Not you. Guess you never can tell.” 
 
    “Tell what?” 
 
    “Who’s a dirty traitor, willing to sell people out.” Kyla shrugged and held the cup to Kade’s lips. “Why’re you going to Mizra?” 
 
    “We’d like to help with our own executions.” Lara’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “We thought it would help Lord Sachio if we delivered ourselves. Wouldn’t want to cause too much trouble for him.” 
 
    “Very funny.” Kyla set the cup on the floor and cocked her head on one side, looking at Kade. “What made you do it? Betray us to the Beldrans?” 
 
    “I didn’t betray anyone.” Kade met her eyes without flinching. 
 
    “Everyone says you did.” 
 
    “They don’t know the truth.” 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “Fine. Don’t tell me. It’s not like it’s going to matter once we get to Mizra anyway.” 
 
    She moved over towards Briar. Now the gag would be removed. She’d be able to breathe again without feeling sick. Just a few moments more and she would be rid of it, even for a short space of time. She sat perfectly still as Kyla struggled with the knot at the back of Briar’s head, hardly daring to breathe in case that startled the sailor. Kyla let out a muffled swear, before finally, the knot pulled free, taking a few strands of hair with it. 
 
    “Bottoms up.” Kyla held the mug to Briar’s lips and tipped. Water spilt everywhere, down the front of Briar habit, down her throat, into her lungs. Briar choked, hacking up the water, unable to swallow any in her need to breathe. 
 
    “You’re going too fast.” Kade made a sudden move towards Briar, before catching himself as Kyla’s eyes snapped to him. “Please, you’re drowning her. Give her a chance to catch her breath.” 
 
    “If she really wants a drink, she’d actually try to swallow some,” Kyla said. But she drew the cup back, waiting as Briar coughed, then sucked in a couple of ragged breaths. Briar’s heart raced, as if she really had been drowning instead of stupidly breathing in the water she’d been so eagerly awaiting. 
 
    “I’m alright.” Her words were hoarse, and Briar barely recognised her own voice. 
 
    “Good. Because I don’t have all night.” Thunder crashed outside, and Kyla glanced around. 
 
    “Sounds like it’s going to be a huge storm,” Lara said, her voice casual, maybe to distract Kyla and give Briar another moment to recover. 
 
    “Pretty big.” Kyla lifted one shoulder. “We’ll weather it. Besides, with that wind from Lorholt, we’re pretty close to Mizra.” Kyla lifted the mug again but didn’t bring it to Briar’s lips yet. Another rumble of thunder, louder than the first crashed around them. “Definitely going to be a rough one.” 
 
    With the storm distracting Kyla, could this be a chance? Briar licked her lips, her fingers curling. Her throat was so dry, despite her attempt to drink. She might not be able to get so much as a single note out, but she had to try. What else could they do to her that was worse than being handed over to Master Sachio? Briar connected with the sailor’s life song. She had one chance. Taking a deep breath, she pushed every bit of magic she had into the notes that crackled out of her dry throat. 
 
    Sleep. 
 
    “Don’t you-” Kyla grabbed for her dagger, even as the magic seized hold of her. The blade slid halfway out of the sheath, before the command from the song became too much, and her eyelids slid shut. Kyla crumpled sideways, snoring softly. 
 
    “Well, that was terrifyingly effective,” Lara said. “Well done, Briar.” 
 
    “She’s got a dagger,” Briar rasped out. “We could cut the ropes.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Kade shuffled over to Kyla and turned his back to her, feeling behind him for the handle of the dagger with his bound hands. “Lara, guide me.” 
 
    “A little higher.” Lara craned her neck to see around him. “Left. Down. There. You’ve got it.” 
 
    Kade took the dagger from Kyla’s limp fingers and turned the blade around in his hands. Briar held her breath as he sawed through the bonds and, somehow, not into his skin. Careful. Careful. The ropes fell free. Kade stretched his arms, letting out a little grunt. “That feels so much better.” 
 
    “Now do me.” Lara turned around, presenting her bonds to him. 
 
    Kade sliced the ropes off her and Lara let out a long sigh of relief. “Oh, that feels good.” She rubbed the raised welts on her wrists. “How long is she going to stay asleep?” She nodded towards Kyla. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Briar had to admit. “I’ve never stayed long enough to find out.” 
 
    “We’d better not tempt fate then.” 
 
    “Let me see your ropes,” Kade said. “I’ll cut you loose.” 
 
    Briar twisted around and let Kade sliced through the tight cords. Oh, the relief. Her shoulders cried out as she stretched, and her wrists burned. New layers of welts covered the faint scars from the last time she’d worn shackles. “Thank you.” 
 
    “How do you feel?” Kade frowned as he looked into Briar’s face. 
 
    “How does it look?” Briar answered.  
 
    “It looks painful.” Kade brushed gentle fingers over the swelling. 
 
    Briar flinched away from his touch. “It’s alright,” she lied. 
 
    “We need to keep moving.” Lara sprang to her feet and stepped over to the door. “The storm should cover our escape. But we need to be quick.” 
 
    “Go straight to the side, the one closest to the shore,” Kade said. “The sailors should be distracted by the storm. We’ll be separated as soon as we jump. Don’t waste your energy trying to stay together. Head for the shore. Once you’re on land, make your way downstream. Whoever jumps last waits for the others to come to them. We’ll regroup and find somewhere to wait out the storm.” 
 
    Lara cracked open the door and peered through the gap. “They’re occupied out there alright. That’s one massive storm.” 
 
    Briar peered over Lara’s shoulder. Sheets of water poured from the sky. Thunder rumbled in one continuous wave, shaking the boat. A flash of lightning split the sky, lighting everything up as bright as midday, before winking out. Water washed over the deck until it almost looked like the boat was sinking, except that it all came from the sky. 
 
    “This is our chance,” Kade said. 
 
    Looking back, Briar gave Kyla’s sleeping form one final, apologetic look. The woman hadn’t been pleasant, and she didn’t feel remorse at putting her to sleep. But she did feel sorry for the trouble that would greet the sailor when she woke up. 
 
    “Come on, Briar.” Lara eased open the door and disappeared out into the storm. 
 
    Briar followed. The rain took her breath away the moment she stepped out onto the deck, soaking her through in a blink. She had no time to recover from the shock, however, for Lara grabbed Briar’s arm and hustled her across the deck. 
 
    “Hurry,” Lara said into her ear. “Don’t stop or they’ll see us.” 
 
    As they scurried through driving rain, Briar caught a glimpse of the crew, struggling to lash down a pile of crates that had come loose in the wild weather. Finbar worked side by side with his crew, hauling the slippery boxes up, shouting over the roar of the thunder and the driving rain. No one seemed to have noticed that Kyla hadn’t returned yet. 
 
    Briar and Lara reached the railing without anyone raising the alarm. Briar grabbed onto the rail with both hands, anchoring herself inside this enormous storm that threatened to swallow her whole. Everything was so big, so loud and fierce. From here, she couldn’t see the shore. It was hard even to make out the river below, until the lightning flashed, illuminating its heaving, grey, surface. 
 
    Lara clambered onto the railing. “We need to go now before they see us.” 
 
    “Wait. Where’s Kade?” Briar’s eyes searched the empty stretch of deck between them and the cabin. He should have been right behind them. 
 
    “He’ll catch us up. He can take care of himself. But if we don’t go now, we’ll lose our chance.” Lara grabbed Briar’s shoulder, practically hauling her onto the railing beside her. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Trust him. He’ll be fine.” Lara gripped Briar’s arm more tightly. “Ready?”  
 
    Briar bit her lip. She desperately did not want to jump over the edge of the ship into water she could barely even see. She didn’t want to leave the ship, knowing that Kade was somewhere back there still. But she also didn’t want to go back into that cabin, so she didn’t really have a choice. “I’m ready.” Closing her eyes, Briar let herself be pulled forward, tumbling down into the water below. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Briar clawed her way out of the river’s clutches, her fingernails clawing at the cracks in the rocks, dragging herself from the water, inch by inch, until finally, she sprawled face first in the mud, gasping, but free. From the moment she hit the water, the brutal current swept her along in its grasp, spinning her downstream for what must have been miles before she finally tore herself from its grip. But she made it. 
 
    The rain beat down, heavy and unrelenting, and for a moment, Briar let it wash over her, her eyes fluttering closed as she tried to catch her breath, her heart still hammering in her chest. She could fall asleep right here in the mud, storm or no storm. But Lara and Kade were out here somewhere. She had to get up, make her way downstream to where Kade would surely be waiting. If he’d actually made it off the boat. But of course, he had. He was the most capable of all of them. 
 
    But what if someone had seen him as he tried to jump? What if Kyla had woken from her song-induced slumber and raised the alarm before he’d even left the cabin? He hadn’t made it out on deck by the time Briar and Lara jumped overboard. Briar tried to push away her worries. He would be alright. But what if he wasn’t? 
 
    There was only one real way to be sure, and that was to start the trek downstream. Briar heaved herself to her feet and stood, swaying with exhaustion. Lightning flashed overhead, illuminating the unfamiliar landscape around her in stark silver and black. It glinted off wet rocks, shone on the trunks of the sodden trees and lit up the grey, heaving waters of the river. 
 
    “Briar? Kade?” 
 
    “Lara? I’m over here.” Briar turned towards the shouts. Her voice sounded so small against the rumbling thunder and the pounding rain. She cleared her throat. “It’s me, Briar.” 
 
    “Thank the Tree. Stay where you are. I’m coming to you.” Lightning flashed, thunder crashed, and there was Lara, scrambling over the rocky riverbank towards Briar. 
 
    “Over here.” Briar waved. 
 
    “I see you.” A few moments more and Lara was there, leaping over the last of the rocks, landing awkwardly, her weight shifting to favour one leg as she jumped down the final pile of slippery stones to reach Briar. “I was afraid I’d miss you in the storm. Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine. What happened to your leg?” 
 
    “I tripped over a rock in the dark.” Lara waved Briar’s concern away. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “I can heal you.” Briar reached for her magic. 
 
    “It’s just a bruise. Besides, Kade is waiting for us. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    If he’d made it off the boat. No, he’d be safe. “Alright. If you’re sure you’re alright. Lead the way.” 
 
    Lara moved quickly, even with the darkness and rain, and the bruise on her leg. Briar stumbled in her wake, feet heavy. She tripped over the rocky ground, catching her toes on the uneven edges, slipping and slithering on the slick mud. How did Lara make this look so easy? Briar’s breath was ragged in her throat from just trying to keep up. 
 
    “Kade,” Lara yelled. “Kade.” 
 
    Briar glanced around, her skin creeping with the dread of someone other than Kade hearing Lara’s shouts. What if the barge was nearby and the sailors heard them? But the river was empty, and the bank seemed deserted. No calls answered Lara’s. 
 
    “Kade.” 
 
    Lara continued to yell, forging on through the storm. Briar followed in silence, too out of breath to add her voice. The pouring rain muffled every other sound, even the pounding of Briar’s heart. She hunched her shoulders against the storm, water pouring down her neck, plastering her hair to her face. How was Kade ever going to hear them? They could march right past him in the dark and be none the wiser. What if- 
 
    “Lara? Briar?” 
 
    A smile spread across Briar’s face. She lifted her head, her eyes searching the darkened riverbank. “It’s us. We’re coming.” 
 
    The next flash of lightning lit up Kade, standing on a large, flat rock, looking out over the river. He waved, before climbing down. Briar picked her way over to Kade, cautious of her footing. The riverbank was even rockier and uneven here, with large slabs of rock piled in jumbled heaps. Making their way through this tangle of stones was no easy matter. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Kade asked. 
 
    “We’re fine. What about you? I couldn’t see you when we were leaving the boat,” Briar said. “What happened?” 
 
    “I wasn’t far behind.” Kade waited for a rumble of thunder to clear before going on. “I found somewhere we can shelter until the rain dies down.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we keep going?” Lara asked. “Finbar and his crew will search for us as soon as they realise we’ve escaped. We should try to put as much distance between us and the river as possible.” 
 
    Kade shook his head. “It’s too dark and wet. We’re more likely to hurt ourselves than anything. It’s safer to take shelter. Besides, they won’t be able to hunt for us in this weather.” 
 
    “All the more reason we should keep moving,” Lara argued. “We need to make the most of our advantage while we have it.” 
 
    The thought of struggling on through the rain and the mud and the dark was enough to drain the last of Briar’s energy. “They’ll be far enough downstream by now that they won’t have any idea of where we are,” she ventured, her voice small. “It will take them a while to backtrack far enough to find us, surely?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kade said. “We’re tired and cold and wet. We’re not going to get to Mizra any quicker if one of us injures ourselves in the dark.” 
 
    “We have Briar,” Lara countered. “She can heal us.” 
 
    “Yes, but what happens if she gets injured? No. We’ll stay here until the storm passes.” The tone of Kade’s voice suggested it would be wiser if Lara didn’t push this point. 
 
    Lara let out a heavy sigh. “Alright. If that’s what you want to do.” 
 
    A wave of relief washed through Briar. She didn’t have to force herself to go any further than the shelter. It was an effort just to follow Kade as he clambered back up the rain-soaked bank. The slope grew steeper and more treacherous as they climbed higher. Briar grabbed at the surrounding bushes to keep her balance on the slippery stones, hauling herself up with shaking arms. The rocks were stacked haphazardly around them, some hanging over their path, water pouring over their edges in slick waterfalls that would have drenched Briar completely if she hadn’t already been as wet as she could possibly be. As it was, she just ducked her head and carried on. 
 
    Kade stuck to the narrow track until they reached the top of the slope, where the ground widened out a little, before heading left, and finally ducking under the edge of a low rockface. The lip stuck out just far enough that he could climb underneath and be sheltered if he tucked his feet in. With the water flowing around the rock, and over the edge of the overhang, the ground inside their little hideaway was, if not dry, then merely damp, compared to the thick, clinging mud outside. Briar crawled in after Kade, pressing her back against the stone, drawing her knees in close and wrapping her arms around them. 
 
    They didn’t have any food or blankets. Those were all still on the Done Wishin’, and the cold from the rockface leached through Briar’s sodden clothes, but Kade’s shoulder pressing against hers was warm, and they were out of the rain at least. The thunder might still be rumbling, and bolts of lightning split the sky, but they had a little shelter. Enough that they could rest. And they were free, which, considering everything that had happened in the past two days, seemed almost impossible. As soon as the storm passed, and they had slept, they could get back on the road to Mizra. Briar stifled a yawn, her eyelids already growing heavy. They were free, and right now, nothing else mattered. 
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    Briar woke with her cheek pillowed on something soft and warm. She squeezed her eyes shut and cuddled down. No more thunder and lightning. No more pouring rain. Just the quiet sounds of her friends breathing as they slept. If they were still sleeping, maybe she could rest for a while longer too. But now Briar had woken this far, wakefulness flooded through her. Slowly, Briar opened her eyes. Oh. The warm, soft thing she’d been sleeping on was Kade’s shoulder. Briar’s cheeks heated as she eased away. Luckily, he was still sleeping. Maybe she should stretch her legs, leave them to their rest. 
 
    Crawling out from under the shelter of the rocky overhang, Briar stood, stretching the kinks from her spine. The purple storm clouds had given way to the palest of blue skies, and the warmth of the rising sun colouring the sky to the east. A bird, hidden somewhere in the branches of the surrounding trees, trilled it’s three-note song, over, and over, and over. The new day felt so fresh and clean.  
 
    “I’m glad the rain has stopped.” Kade stepped up next to Briar. His hood was drawn back, and his face was peaceful in the early morning light, lacking its usual lines of worry. Though it did hold a few more bruises than it should have from his beating the day before. Behind them, Lara slept on, her cheek nestled on her palm. 
 
    Briar and Kade took a few steps away from the little shelter, moving closer to the river instead. Their rocky overhang sat a little way back on a ledge overlooking the water, and they had a good view over the entire river. Sunlight glittered on the surface in a thousand sparkling fragments, dancing with the rippling of the current. It was hard to imagine that this was the same water Briar had struggled so hard to fight her way through the night before. 
 
    “How is your cheek?” Kade asked. 
 
    Briar touched her swollen face, holding back a wince. “I’m sure it looks better than yours.” She turned away so he couldn’t see the bruising or the flush that covered her cheeks at his concerned gaze. “Anyway, I would be fine if I’d actually managed to convince Micah to free us.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “It was.” The taste in Briar’s mouth turned sour. “I wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    “It was a slim chance, and you did your best.” Kade put a hand on Briar’s arm. “We wouldn’t have made it this far without you.” 
 
    Briar managed a lopsided smile. It was kind of him to try and comfort her, even if the weight of her failure still sat heavy in her stomach. “Do you think the sailors will come back and look for us?” 
 
    Kade nodded, his face turning grave. “Finbar is looking to get paid handsomely for turning us in. He won’t give up so quickly. They’ll return, likely sooner than we expect. Our greatest advantage is that they can’t possibly know where we came ashore. I wouldn’t like to take our chances, though. The sooner we move on, the better.” 
 
    Briar nodded. Much as she wanted to believe that they were safe, she knew better. The sailors would be back. “What is the plan?” 
 
    “We need to head east, away from the river.” Kade pulled a folded map from his pocket, shaking out its waxy creases, before laying it on a nearby rock. “There should be a road running south, all the way to Mizra.” 
 
    “Where did you get this from?” Briar’s eyes widened. “The sailors took all of our things, didn’t they?” 
 
    “It was hanging on the wall in the cabin. I couldn’t reach our packs, but I thought that we might find this useful at least.” 
 
    “That’s why you took so long escaping.” 
 
    Kade nodded. “It should help us reach Mizra without any more…mishaps. Especially as we have no supplies.” 
 
    Briar craned her neck to see the map over Kade’s shoulder. “Where are we?” 
 
    Kade shifted, so Briar could see better and tapped his finger on a spot along the meandering lines of the river. “This is where we are, at my best guess. With the wind, it’s hard to be sure, but I think we’re in that area at least. If we head east,” his finger slid over the waxed surface of the map, “then eventually we’ll come across this road here.” 
 
    “And if we follow the road, we should eventually reach this town.” Briar pointed to another spot on the map. “It doesn’t look like it’s too far to Mizra either.” 
 
     “It shouldn’t take us more than four or five days,” Kade said. “Of course, it would have been quicker by boat, but we’re close enough that we can reach it easily on foot.” 
 
    “We almost made it,” Briar said. “If the captain hadn’t figured out who we were, or if I’d been more convincing-” 
 
    “That’s not your fault. It was Lara’s signet ring that told Finbar who we are. He made up his mind well before he ever came to confront us. You couldn’t have changed that. What you did do was find us a way off the boat. If it weren’t for you, we’d still be locked in the captain’s cabin.” 
 
    “I guess.” Briar managed a smile. Kade’s words lessened the cold weight of guilt somewhat. “Anyway, I suppose the main thing is that we’re free, and we’re close to Mizra. Now, all we need are supplies and-” 
 
    “How long have you two been awake?” 
 
    Briar and Kade swung round. Lara stumbled out of the little shelter, blinking and squinting in the growing daylight. She braced a hand on a straggly tree growing nearby, raking her hair off her face. “You should have woken me.” 
 
    “You looked like you needed the sleep,” Briar said. 
 
    “Well, I’m awake now. We should probably get moving. The sailors will be back.” 
 
    “That is true.” Kade folded the map and tucked it back into his pocket. 
 
    They turned their backs on the whispering river and headed into the forest that bounded the river. Kade led the way, with Lara following behind him, and Briar bringing up the rear. She looked back as they left. The only trace of their presence now was their footprints in the mud. Then, the trees folded around them, and both the river and their little camp were lost to sight. 
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    Briar and her friends trekked through the forest, following the path of the rising sun. The trees pressed close together, forcing them to travel in single file. As the sun warmed the damp leaves, the air turned thick and sticky. Briar pushed damp strands of hair off her forehead. The distance from the river to the road looked so small on the map. Once they found the road, it wouldn’t be long before they reached Mizra itself. 
 
     It was a strange thought that the end of their journey might be so close to hand. They had been travelling for so long that the idea of actually reaching Mizra had never quite seemed real. What would it be like? Briar had never been to a city before. How big would it be? How dangerous? That was a sobering thought. The city would be full of soldiers, looking out for them, and who probably all knew exactly what Kade looked like. 
 
    But they would come up with a plan to keep themselves safe. They always did. And Lara knew lots of people who might be convinced to support them. Convince by telling the truth, not by using magic. They needed these people to believe because they truly thought that Kade was innocent. If she manipulated their allies, how would that make them any better than Master Sachio? They had to be better than him. She had to be better. 
 
    The forest thinned out as the morning progressed, and finally, there was the road. It was wide and appeared to be well-travelled, judging by the deep wheel tracks, and the fact that the thick, springy grass hardly dared to encroach on its bare brown surface. Right now, though, there were no other travellers or carts in sight. Just the three of them, standing in the middle of this broad road that ran from north to south. 
 
     “Now to find the town,” Briar said. 
 
    “Will we reach it today, do you think?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Hopefully.” Kade turned and led the way down the road, heading south. “If my guess at where we ended up is anywhere near correct.” 
 
    “Do you think the sailors will track us this far?” Briar asked. 
 
    Kade shook his head. “Unlikely. We’re far enough from the river that it would be too difficult for them to follow us.” 
 
    “What will they do if they can’t find us?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Lara said quickly. “They’re no danger to us anymore. We should focus on reaching Mizra.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be quite so sure,” Kade said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Briar frowned. 
 
    “Once they give up searching for us, they’ll most likely continue on to Mizra. Finbar has business there. And he’s smart. He’ll tell the soldiers everything. They’ll be expecting us before we ever reach Mizra.” 
 
    Briar bit her lip. If Finbar warned the soldiers, their one advantage would be gone. “If they’re expecting us,” Briar said, “then they’ll be looking out for us at the gates.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to come up with another plan,” Lara said. “There’ll be a way. Mizra is huge. They can’t possibly watch every entrance.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” It would be too cruel to come all this way, only to have their plans ruined by a cargo captain out to make a little money. 
 
    The road wound its way up the steep side of a hill. Sweat beaded on Briar’s forehead as she slogged her way up the slope. Just a little further. Then maybe she could take a moment to catch her breath. They slowed as they reached the top of the rise. Even Lara and Kade breathed heavily, their cheeks tinged with red from the effort. Briar pressed a hand to her side and sucked in a couple of deep breaths. The view from up here must be amazing. She turned her eyes over the valley. 
 
    And froze. 
 
    What Briar expected to see were rolling hills, fresh with green growth. Maybe some birds, soaring through the air. Lush crops waving gently in the fields. And of course, the path, winding gently through a countryside washed clean by the storm and still sparkling after the rain. With bright blue skies and a warm golden sun overhead, this should have been idyllic. 
 
    Instead, the land was barren and lifeless. Dust spiralled into the air, filling it with a grey haze. Just like at Lorholt. This must have been a farming area, if the charred remains of wooden fences and the crumbling stone walls were anything to go by. Irrigation channels criss-crossed the ground, empty of any water, surrounded by ashen earth where the crops should have been. 
 
    It was as if a devastating fire had ravaged the fields, followed by one hundred years of drought, and even that could not touch how little life was in this place. There was nothing left in this valley. The line between the dead land before them and the green, vibrant summer grasses behind was so stark it couldn’t have been more distinct had it been painted with a brush. 
 
    “Why would someone do this?” Lara asked softly. “Those were people’s crops, their food and livelihoods.” 
 
    Briar shook her head in silence, staring out over the barren earth, her eyes following the eddies of dust as they spiralled into the air. It would be a long time before a crop would take root here. She could only hope that the Order would send singers out to heal the earth. Without their help, this place would remain a wasteland, maybe forever. 
 
    “If they did this here,” Kade said, finally breaking the numb silence, “what will they have done to the town?” 
 
    Briar’s fingers tightened around her medallion. She had expected Master Sachio to be continuing his campaign towards the throne, of course, but not like this. What purpose did this serve in his cruel, twisted plans? 
 
    “We should keep moving.” Lara’s voice was soft, lacking its usual impatience. Her eyes lingered on the barren fields. “We’ll learn more by reaching the next town.” 
 
    Kade nodded and led the way down the road again. Briar fell into step behind him, a lump forming in her throat. It was hard to look at the barren, devastated fields. Harder still to look away. Cresting the next hill brought no relief either. Everywhere she looked, there was nothing but dead earth. Master Sachio’s long arm reached out, and more people paid the price. How many more must suffer before he was stopped? Or before he won? 
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    They travelled for mile after mile before the barren earth finally yielded any signs of life. Here and there, Briar made out the scattered shapes of people picking their way through the dead fields. She bit her lip. At least, if people were out seeing to their fields, there might be a chance that their homes were untouched. 
 
    Ahead, something on the horizon finally broke up the unchanging sameness of the hazy grey fields. “Look.” Briar pointed. “That might be the town.” 
 
    Kade shaded his eyes. “It looks like it.” 
 
    “Food,” Lara said simply. 
 
    Briar’s stomach growled. The very thought of food was enough to make her mouth water. She picked up the pace, the sight of the buildings in the distance enough to give her aching feet a burst of new energy. 
 
    As they drew near the town, it became clear that it had not been attacked. Not like Lorholt. None of the buildings showed any sign of damage, no crumbling walls, or clinging vines, or scorched stonework. This attack deliberately targeted the crops in the fields, leaving the town unharmed. All around Briar, the earth was bare and dead. But, at the outskirts of the buildings, the grey dust stopped abruptly, and a thin line of green grass ringed the town. Beyond the buildings, however, the fields to the south were as bare as those in the north. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon by the time they reached the town, and most people should have been out tending to the fields and looking after their farms. Instead, the streets were crowded, filled with all kinds of people, townsfolk and farmers, men and women. Instead of going about their business, they milled about, uncertainty written on every face, eyes wide with a touch of fear as they gathered together to talk. It was easy to pick out the farmers with their sunburned skin and hollow, desperate eyes. They must have come in from the fields because many of them were coated in the fine grey dust that had once been their crops. 
 
    “Guard.” Lara nodded towards a young man in the customary blue of the soldiers. 
 
    Kade tugged his hood down over his face, and Briar’s hand crept to her medallion. She turned her face away and watched the guard out of the corner of her eye as they approached. He didn’t even glance at them. Dark circles surrounded the young man’s eyes, and his shoulders were slumped as if he’d been standing watch too long. His blue jacket was still neatly buttoned though, even if it was coated in the grey ash that filled the air in a haze. Despite everything, he seemed to be trying to do his job the best he could. 
 
    A woman, wild-haired and desperate-eyed, clutching a small child in her arms, spoke to him earnestly. “-we have a little money put aside, but this crop was to see us through the winter. Without a harvest, what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    Despite his obvious exhaustion, the soldier was gentle in his reply. “We’ve sent word to Mizra. As soon as they get our message, they’ll send extra troops to help.” 
 
    “What good are they going to be when all the crops are gone?” The woman’s voice rose. “They’ll come, and they’ll pretend they’re helping. But come harvest time, they’ll be long gone. Even if we make it through the winter, we’ll have no money to plant new crops come spring. Look at this place. Everything’s dead.” 
 
    “I’ve also sent word asking the Order to help,” the soldier said. He kept his voice quiet, and genuine sympathy showed on his face. He touched her arm. “We’re doing everything we can. Have patience. We’re fighting for you.” 
 
    A lump formed in Briar’s throat. Master Sachio should be out here, having to see what his actions were doing to these people. 
 
    “We should find the market,” Lara said in a low voice as they slipped past the solider. “The sooner we get some supplies and leave, the better. I don’t think it’s wise for us to stay here for too long. Newcomers will draw too much attention.” 
 
    Briar couldn’t argue with that. Everyone would be on edge, watching for more danger. “I feel so sorry for them.” 
 
    “I know.” Lara’s eyes flicked around the street. “But there’s nothing we can do for them right now. The best thing we can do is carry on and stop Sachio before he does the same somewhere else.” 
 
    Briar bit her lip and nodded. Every town Master Sachio hurt was another reason to fight back. And these people, none of them had done anything to deserve this. He probably knew nothing about this town. Only that it was an easy target to attack. Briar doubted he even thought of how many lives he ruined on the way to the throne. 
 
    The market square, when they reached it, was even more packed than the streets. There was barely room to squeeze through the crush of bodies. Briar pressed close to Lara. It would be all too easy to lose sight of her friends here. There was something eerie about walking through this market. There were stalls set up with goods on display, and the square was filled with people, however, no one was buying or selling anything. Instead of hawking their wares at the top of their lungs, the stallholders talked quietly with the townspeople. The whole place had a funereal feel. 
 
    “We need a pack,” Kade said, his voice low. “And some food.” 
 
    “I think I see a stall over there that might have what we’re looking for,” Lara said. 
 
    The stall in question held a token offering of travelling equipment. Enough that the stallholder could serve people if anyone were particularly in need, but it appeared he wasn’t expecting to do much trade today. Instead, he leaned his elbows on his table, chatting eagerly with a thin-faced farmer, who gesticulated wildly as he spoke, his hair standing out around his head, and his eyes wide, as he described the state of the fields. Neither man noticed the three travellers approaching the stall. 
 
    Kade and Lara put their heads together as they examined the packs, talking in low voices. Briar turned away from the stall, letting them deal with the equipment. Her attention was drawn to a small gathering assembled next to the stall. An old man stood nearby, addressing a circle of townspeople, who hung eagerly onto his every word. Briar edged closer to the group. If he was telling them anything about what happened… 
 
    “-magic everywhere. Crops turned to dust right in front of me. One moment they was green and growing fine, and the next they just blew away.” 
 
    “What did you do?” a woman asked, her eyes huge. 
 
    “I hid me in a ditch.” A few of the men at the edge of the circle scoffed, but the old man fixed them with a hard look. “You’d ha’ done no less if you were out there. What would any of you ha’ done against a magic like that, with the air burning and the wind howling, and a hundred voices causing it all. No, I got me in the ditch and lay real still. And the whole time I was shaking and praying to the Tree that they wouldn’t find me.” 
 
    “Did you see them?” Briar asked. 
 
    The man glanced her way and nodded. “Not well, mind. But there was scores of them. An army.” He paused, more as if he was gauging how people would react to what he had to say next rather than for dramatic effect, before finally saying, “But the most frightening thing was, they was all children.” 
 
    Children? The magicians draining the life out of the countryside were children? A chill ran down her spine. Master Sachio had plenty of children, stolen from their homes by the Nameless Ones during their attacks. Like Ava. And at least some of them had magic. Briar swallowed hard. 
 
    ”Pfft. No child could have done this,” a man from the town scoffed. “You were dreaming, old man.” 
 
    “I swear it on the Tree.” The old man shuddered, and a shadow passed over his face. “There were dozens of them, and they was the ones who destroyed everything.” 
 
    No one would send children to do a task like this. The very idea of it made Briar’s stomach churn. But at the same time, it was horrifyingly possible. A man as ruthless and single-minded as Master Sachio wouldn’t think twice about getting children to do his dirty work. Not if he was willing to kill so many innocent people as it was. And if that were true, there was every chance that one of those children could be Ava. But her sister would never do such terrible things. Would she? 
 
    Around her, the rest of the circle broke into smaller groups, discussing the event in a babble of loud, indistinct voices. Briar stepped closer to the old man, raising her voice. “When did this happen?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” A frown creased the old farmer’s brow. 
 
    “I’m just passing through.” 
 
    The old man cocked his head to one side, pursing his lips before answering. “Last night. During the big storm. Not that the rain did anything to help.” He shook his head. “Never heard of anything like it.” 
 
    “Where did they go? Does anyone know?” 
 
    “Kept following the road, as far as I know. Someone said they heard singin’ in the south woods. No one’s game enough to check though.” 
 
    “How far away are these woods?” 
 
    “Nearly a day’s travel. I wish it were further. I wish they’d marched right off the end of the earth.” The man shook his fist. 
 
    “How far does this go?” The grey dust stretched on well past the town. How far had the children gone, weaving their songs of destruction? 
 
    “All the way through the south fields and then some. All the crops are gone. Too late in the season to start again. We can’t even keep the dirt down.” The man heaved a heavy sigh and passed a calloused hand over his face. “But I’ve worked these fields for forty years. I ain’t giving up on them yet.” 
 
    His face might hold the lined, beaten look of a man who had lost his entire livelihood, but at the same time, he squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, ready to fight. Briar could only hope that the magicians would come quickly and coax the life back into this barren place. No one deserved this. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Briar said. Her words seemed so little in the face of what had happened, but she couldn’t say nothing. 
 
    The farmer shrugged. “We’ll bring the land back yet.” He sighed and turned away. “Not that there’s much left,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    Briar’s heart ached for him. For all of them, really. No matter how tough these people were, it was going to be a long time before things could be put to rights. If only Master Sachio were here to see what his plans had done. Then again, if he was willing to sacrifice people in the first place, she doubted even this terrible sight would have any effect on him. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Lara asked when Briar rejoined her and Kade. “We need to stick together.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ll stay close.” There would be plenty of time to tell Lara and Kade what she’d found out when they were back on the road. Besides, there was still the fact that it could be Ava out there, working this magic. Briar wasn’t sure she was ready to share that. 
 
    They moved quickly, buying enough food to fill the pack and, hopefully, get them all the way to Mizra. Briar’s mouth watered. It had been too long since their last meal. Between their travel today, and the time spent imprisoned on the barge, how long had it been since they last ate? Far too long, if the gnawing in her stomach was to be believed. 
 
    The sun was heading for the horizon as the group finally made their way out of the town and continued southwards. Briar waited until they were back on the road and well outside the town before she told Kade and Lara the story she’d heard from the old farmer. They were quiet as she recounted what she’d learned, and when she finished, there was silence for a while. Kade still wore his hood pulled down low, so there was nothing to be learned from his face. Lara frowned, and the twist of her mouth seemed sceptical. 
 
    “This has to be the work of the Nameless Ones,” Lara said. “A group of children couldn’t work magic this powerful, surely?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Briar said slowly. “On their own, their magic would be far too weak. Master Sachio took a lot of children, but all the ones I know of were young and untrained.” Like Ava, who didn’t even know she had magic at first. “But if there were dozens of them working together, then who knows how powerful they could be?” 
 
    “Well, it’s hardly likely. What reason would children have to do this?” Lara tossed her head. “It’s more likely the man was drunk and mistook what he saw, or made the whole thing up for attention. Why would he be in the fields in the middle of the night anyway?” 
 
    “I think he’s telling the truth,” Briar said. “Nothing we’ve seen suggests that this is the Nameless Ones, apart from the fact that whoever is attacking places is using magic. The attack on Lorholt was messy. The Nameless Ones would have destroyed the town hall, the warehouses, and all the important buildings first, instead of leaving them untouched.” They were ruthless and precise. She’d seen it before. “Here, the fields are destroyed, but again, not cleanly. Walls and fences were left half burned. If it were children, that would make sense. Together they might have raw strength, but they wouldn’t have the same skill.” 
 
    Lara’s frown deepened. “You really believe that these attacks are by children?” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Briar admitted. The Tree knew she didn’t want to believe it. Not when one of those children could be Ava. “But I think I do.” 
 
    “We need to know more,” Kade said. “I think we should visit these woods that farmer mentioned.” 
 
    “Why?” Lara asked. “Even if it is children, wouldn’t it make more sense to go straight to Mizra? We should be trying to get ahead of them. Searching the woods would only waste more precious time. Not to mention, put us all in danger.” 
 
    “How far away are the woods?” Briar asked. “Are they on the map?” 
 
    Kade shrugged one shoulder out of the pack straps and dug out the map he’d stolen from the Done Wishin’. He shook it out, tracing their path with a finger. Briar watched over his shoulder as he tapped first the town they had just left, and then a little patch of trees “That must be the woods.” 
 
    “And?” Lara asked. 
 
    “It’s not far. The road even brushes the edge.” 
 
    “Conveniently placed for us to go marching through the woods looking for a group of children who probably don’t even exist, and potentially stumbling across the Nameless Ones who will capture us and march us straight to Sachio.” Lara folded her arms. “This sounds like an excellent plan.” 
 
    “We need information,” Kade said. “If they’re marching towards Mizra, then we need to know where they are and what they’re doing. How many there are. If it really is children, or someone else. The more of Sachio’s plans we know, the better chance we have of stopping him or at least warning someone of the coming danger.” 
 
    Lara was silent for a long, long time, her eyes fixed on the horizon, mouth pressed into a tight line. Briar and Kade exchanged a look. It might not be the safest idea, but surely it was better to go and see, and then enter Mizra with all the knowledge they could gather. Information was their most powerful weapon. But on the other hand, Lara had a point. They didn’t have that much time to waste. It seemed the closer they got to Mizra, the harder the decisions became. Before, it was a simple matter of deciding which town to stop at for supplies, whether to follow the well-travelled roads or to strike out into the safety of the trackless wilds. But with every decision they made, the next became harder. To take the road or the river? This boat or the next? Investigate the woods, or continue to Mizra? How were they supposed to know which was the best decision to make? There was no way of being sure, only trial and error. And there seemed to be a lot of error so far. 
 
    Finally, Lara sighed. “This is nowhere close to being cautious, you do realise that? Is this information worth trading our freedom over?” 
 
    “This information could lead to everyone’s freedom,” Kade said quietly. 
 
    Lara threw her hands in the air. “Neither of you is going to listen to me, are you? Fine. We’ll go and search the woods. We’re not going to find anything there, but if it makes you happy then certainly, by all means, we’ll go and hunt for people who don’t exist.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kade said. 
 
    Lara shrugged. “It’s not like either of you is giving me a choice, is it? We’re a team, and splitting up is never a good idea. I would just like both of you to remember when we don’t find anything in there, that I said we should go on.” 
 
    Briar didn’t know whether to hope that Lara was right or wrong. What they really needed were answers to who was doing this, and why. But she wasn’t sure that she was going to like the answers they found. What if it was Ava? What was Briar to do then? 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon the following day by the time Briar and her friends reached the woods. As Kade said, the road wound its way through the edge of the trees, and the map seemed to suggest that it was only a small patch anyway. Now that they were here, however, Briar questioned just how good an idea this really was. Her nerves buzzed, and her stomach clenched at the thought of potentially finding the kidnapped children. Or the Nameless Ones. She wasn’t sure which would be worse. 
 
    Under the shelter of the trees, dusk already pooled in the shadows, even though the sun still hung above the horizon and would for a while longer. A few birds sang lazily, lulled by the warmth in the air. They would head for their nests soon, and then it would be the turn of the little night creatures to roam the forest and rustle through the leaf litter, hunting for their dinner. 
 
    “We could just keep going,” Lara said, though her voice didn’t hold much hope for convincing Kade to change his mind. “It can’t be that much further to Mizra.” 
 
    “We need to know,” Kade said simply. He stepped off the road and into the woods. Briar followed at once, but Lara hesitated, pausing on the edge of the road, before finally stepping off, frowning to herself, and muttering under her breath. Probably still unhappy about abandoning the path that would lead them straight to Mizra. 
 
    Briar dropped back to walk at Lara’s side. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Lara’s words were clipped. “As fine as I can be on this wild goose chase. Kade certainly seems happy to be taking a detour.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, look at him.” Lara gestured at Kade. “Striding along like we’re not running out of time to reach Mizra and stop Sachio. We can’t afford to take detours like this.” 
 
    “You think he’s putting off reaching Mizra?” 
 
    “It didn’t take much to convince him to explore the woods instead.” Lara shook her head. “I don’t doubt his commitment to stopping Sachio. But I also don’t think he’s eager to return to Mizra. It makes me wonder if he’s eager to investigate the magicians just so that he can put off the moment when he has to go back.” 
 
    “And you?” Briar asked. “It must be hard for you too.” 
 
    “Not like it is for him. Mizra is my home. I might be coming back a fugitive, but I certainly didn’t leave as one. Besides, we’re here to fight against Sachio. What more reason do I need to be eager?” 
 
    Her words made sense. So why did Briar feel like Lara was trying too hard to sound as if she didn’t care in the slightest? “Still, going back without Rowen-” 
 
    “-is fine. He would want us to be here,” Lara said. “And I’m certain he wouldn’t have wanted us to waste time looking for this supposed group of children.” 
 
    “You really don’t believe that the farmer was telling the truth?” 
 
    “I don’t see why children would be doing this. Yes, Sachio had his Nameless Ones kidnap children. And I do understand that at least some of them had magic. But, what point would it serve to send children to do this, when he has the Nameless Ones at his command?” 
 
    Lara did bring up the question that gnawed on Briar. She didn’t doubt that it could be the missing children. But why would he choose to send young, untrained magicians when he could use the devastating power of the Nameless Ones? He had to have some reason. Master Sachio’s plans were horrifying, but they always made a certain amount of sense. Briar just couldn’t imagine any good reason for forcing children to commit such acts. 
 
    The shadows thickened as the evening drew in. The sun must be dipping below the horizon now, though the air still held the warmth of the day. Under the trees, the darkness dropped quickly, making it difficult to see where they were going. Taking an unwary step, Briar caught the toe of her boot on a tree root and almost went tumbling to the ground. She steadied herself, pushing several loose strands of hair off her face. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we make camp?” she ventured. 
 
    “Just a little longer,” Kade said, without looking back. “It’s still light enough.” 
 
    Light enough? The darkness gathered around them, like a cool, velvety curtain. It was hard even to see the trees that surrounded them now. Briar eased her way past the low bushes in their path, the leaves rustling wildly, twigs catching on her habit, though she tried to move silently. If there were anyone in these woods, they would be sure to hear Briar and her friends as they approached. 
 
    “Kade, we should stop,” Briar said. “It’s too dark. We can look again in the morning.” 
 
    “Just a little longer. Please.” 
 
    “Admit it, Kade. There’s nothing here,” Lara said. “We should make camp for the night, like Briar says, and then head back to the road in the morning.” 
 
    “We haven’t searched for long enough to be sure.” 
 
    “We could have walked past six camps and never known it,” Lara said. “What are we going to see in this darkness?” 
 
    “What are we going to see if we give up?” 
 
    Were they even going to like what they saw if they found anything at all? Briar bit her lip, her eyes searching the shadows. Lara and Kade’s voices were the only thing that broke the silence, too loud in the emptiness of the forest. No, wait. There was another sound, low, thin, almost covered by her friends’ voices. Not an animal. This was something more human. 
 
    Briar threw out a hand to quiet them. “Listen. Can you hear that?” She stepped past her friends, ears straining to catch that faint sound. As Lara and Kade fell silent, she could hear it clearly for the first time. 
 
    “Singing?” Lara said. 
 
     “There is someone here.” There was now a note of triumph in Kade’s voice. “Do you still think we should turn back?” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Lara said. “It could be anyone, singing around a campfire, like we could be doing.” 
 
    “Then we should check it out,” Kade said. 
 
    “You should lead the way, Briar,” Lara said. “We’ll follow you.” 
 
    Briar stepped towards the distant voices, half eager now that they’d finally found something, half afraid of what they might see. She eased her way around the bushes in a vain attempt to stay silent. The whisper of leaves rubbing together as she brushed past and the soft huff of her own breathing were too loud in the silence. Every fibre of Briar’s body was tense with the knowledge that magicians were in these woods tonight. Maybe even the Nameless Ones. 
 
    Step by careful step, they made their way through the darkened woods. The closer they got to the voices, the most distinct they became. And with these voices came the first prickle of magic. These weren’t the powerful voices of the Nameless Ones, nor was it their overwhelming magic. These singers sounded… young. Briar’s heart clenched. 
 
    “Look,” Kade whispered. “Firelight.” 
 
    A faint orange glow shone between the trees, growing stronger as they approached. Surely there was too much light for this to be just one campfire? It covered too wide an area and burned too brightly to be from a single source. Briar pressed her lips together. How many people were camped in these woods tonight? 
 
    This was the source of the magic though. It wasn’t strong. Whoever was singing, they weren’t trying to burn down the forest at least. Briar dropped into a crouch, trying to silence her steps as she came closer to the campfires. A glance behind confirmed that Kade and Lara still followed in her shadow. She could see their faces now, illuminated in the slightly orange glow from the campfires, and mottled with strange patterns of shadows. 
 
    Briar crept over to a large tree at the edge of the circle of light, crouching as low to the ground as possible as she covered the last few feet into the shelter of the trunk. Her heart hammered in her chest. Reaching the tree, she pressed her back against its comforting bulk, closing her eyes and drawing a couple of deep breaths. So far, so good. Whoever was in that camp didn’t seem to have noticed them approaching. 
 
    When Briar opened her eyes again, it took her a few moments to spot her friends. Lara was crouched half inside a bush, apparently having crawled in without making a single sound. The delicate branches closed around her, turning her into just another part of the woods. Kade was just as difficult to see, lying on the ground nearby in a deep patch of shadow, blending in so perfectly he could have been just another part of the forest floor. 
 
    There was no use in putting the moment off any longer. She needed to know who was in the camp Briar peered cautiously around the side of the trunk, her hand moving to cover her mouth, stifling her gasp as she gazed on the scene laid out before her. Children filled the campsite, at least forty of them, maybe more, clustered around five or six campfires. The oldest child couldn’t have been much more than twelve, or thirteen at the most, and the majority of them were far younger than that. 
 
    The children sprawled around the fires, seeming calm and relaxed. Some of them were sleeping, their heads pillowed on their arms. Their faces were so peaceful that it was hard to imagine that they could be the ones creating such chaos and destruction. A boy, who couldn’t have been more than eight, sang in a high, breathy voice, weaving the flames of one of the fires together so that they rose like a fountain of water. Sparks fell around him in a shower of gold. A girl sitting across from him sent a strand of wind swirling through the sparks, which spun across the camp like a multitude of fireflies. They weren’t that strong, or even that well trained, but they did have great potential. Enough, perhaps, that together, they could destroy whole towns. 
 
    The children caught Briar’s eye first but, as she looked around the camp, she also picked out other shapes lurking around the edges. Nameless Ones. They sat cross-legged on the ground, dressed head to toe in their customary black. Even their faces were covered by black masks, which hid their features. From a distance, it was hard to tell whether they were male or female. They didn’t move a muscle, though they sat perfectly upright. Were they alert, listening to the whispering of earth and the wind? Or were they satisfied that no one would be foolish enough to come looking for this camp? 
 
    Briar’s first thought was that the Nameless Ones must have been there to guard the children and make sure that they didn’t try to escape. But none of these children looked unhappy. They slept peacefully or talked and laughed together, more as if they were on a picnic with their friends rather than camping in a dark forest surrounded by some of the most powerful and ruthless magicians in all of Kerr. 
 
    No, much as Briar didn’t want to believe it, these children weren’t being kept here against their wills. They weren’t cowering in fear. They weren’t bound to keep them from running away. And there were far too many of them to be under the sway of the Nameless Ones’ magic, even if every single one of these Nameless Ones had been a soul singer. No, these children wanted to be here. It was the only explanation. And that meant that, if what the farmer had said was true, and they had been the ones to destroy the farmland, they were doing it by their own choice. 
 
    The worst part was that she recognised some of the children. That boy sleeping at the nearest fire, his dirty blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, had been a novice in Osman. He’d only been with them a couple of months at most before the attack. Briar had to think hard to dredge up his name. Luka? That girl in the middle of the camp, rolling backwards with laughter, she’d been an earth singer in that Order house too. Briar couldn’t remember her name. 
 
    A little boy at one of the campfires towards the middle of the camp curled into a ball, settling down to sleep. As he moved, Briar caught sight of another familiar face, one that sucked all the air from her lungs. Those long, straggly brown braids and the set of her thin shoulders, her face glowing in the golden light of the fire… 
 
    Ava. 
 
    Briar’s heart soared for one glorious moment as she gazed at her sister for the first time in weeks. There she sat, basking in the glow of a campfire, alive and unharmed. She was not being carried away by the Nameless Ones. Not bound hand and foot. Not locked in a cell. Not crying out in terror. Happy and close and free. Briar could call her name, and Ava would hear. 
 
    But she sat surrounded by the very people who had kidnapped her from Osman, and no longer seemed afraid of them. What had happened to Ava that she felt so comfortable here? Surely, she couldn’t believe that they were doing the right thing? But here she sat with the other children, part of their band, leaning in to whisper conspiratorially as if sharing secrets. Occasionally one of them would glance at the Nameless Ones, but other than that, they seemed at ease. Ava talked earnestly, her eyes bright, gesturing with her hands as she spoke to her friends. When Briar thought back to the ashen fields and the crumbling buildings these children left behind, she couldn’t reconcile that destruction with the sister she knew. This couldn’t be who Ava was now. 
 
    “Briar. Are you alright?” Kade crawled in close, pressing his back against the same tree Briar hid behind. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    For a moment, Briar struggled to find the words to explain. “My sister is here.” 
 
    Kade’s face softened. He peered out past Briar. “Which one is she?” 
 
    “In the middle. With the braids.” Briar closed her eyes. “She shouldn’t be here, Kade.” Her voice shook. This was her fault. 
 
    “I know.” Kade closed his fingers gently around her hand. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    So was Briar. Sorry that she hadn’t managed to save Ava before. Sorry that all she could do was crouch here, greedily drinking in the sight of her sister, without being able to do a thing to help her. Sorry that she would creep away again without being able to lift a finger to rescue Ava. 
 
    “There has to be something we can do.” Briar swallowed hard, trying to hold back the tears that prickled at the backs of her eyes. “I can’t just leave her here. Not again.” 
 
    “The Nameless Ones would kill us the moment we tried. If there were any way to rescue her, I would do it, I promise.” 
 
    The worst part was, Kade was right. Briar couldn’t even pretend there was a way for her to reach Ava. Not sitting right in the middle of the camp. And not with all the Nameless Ones sitting so close by. It was tempting fate just being here. She didn’t even know if Ava would want to come with them now. Briar held onto Kade’s hand like a safety rope. How could she leave Ava again? It broke her to do it before. Now she would have to do it again, and Briar wasn’t sure she was strong enough. Every fibre of her being cried out for her to go to Ava, to wrap her arms around her sister and take her away from this awful place. But she couldn’t. So instead, she laid her head on Kade’s shoulder and stared at Ava until her eyes blurred with tears. 
 
    “We need to go,” Kade said after a long moment. 
 
    Briar nodded. But she held still, memorising the sight of Ava and the way the firelight played off her face, the swing of her long braids, the earnest look in her eyes as she spoke to her friends. Something twisted inside Briar’s chest until she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t leave her sister. Not again. But she must. 
 
    Briar stumbled away from the camp as quickly as she dared. She didn’t look back. Not because she didn’t want to, because the Tree knew she did. But she couldn’t, because if she did, her heart might just shatter into a thousand broken notes. No one said anything until they’d moved so far away from the camp that the children, the Nameless Ones, and the orange glow of the firelight had faded to nothing behind them. Briar couldn’t even hear the faint sounds of singing anymore. Even then, they didn’t stop, pressing on through the forest, putting as much space between themselves and the Nameless Ones as possible. 
 
    It was Kade who finally broke the silence. “So, the farmer was telling the truth.” 
 
    “It seems so impossible that it could be children,” Lara said quietly. “They shouldn’t be that powerful, should they?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have to be,” Briar said quietly. “There are so many of them. And they have the Nameless Ones to help them. Between them, they would have more than enough power to do anything we’ve seen so far.” 
 
     “They’re so close to Mizra,” Lara said. “The soldiers must know they’re here, especially if a report has been sent about the attack on the farms. The royal guard isn’t just going to let them walk right up to the walls of the city without challenging them.” 
 
    “Not to mention the warning the wind singers would have sent from upriver,” Briar added. “Why haven’t the soldiers tried to stop them yet?” 
 
    “Maybe they did,” Kade said soberly. “Maybe they killed the soldiers.” 
 
    There was silence for a long time as everyone took in that thought. Finally, Lara said, “Well, this is just more reason to reach Mizra as quickly as we possibly can. If the Nameless Ones brought the children here, then Sachio has to be planning something big. We need to reach Mizra before he can carry out whatever plan he’s now working on.” 
 
    Briar couldn’t argue with that. But, as they set off through the darkened woods again, a myriad of questions still circled through Briar’s mind, without any trace of an answer. Why were the children destroying everything in their path? Why did Ava march with them, seemingly without protest? And what did Master Sachio stand to gain from it?               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Though there was no sign of the Nameless Ones or the children they led, in the distance behind them, Briar and her friends still pushed themselves to the limit the following day. They travelled from the first grey light at dawn, all day, and well into the evening, until it was too dark to see, before finally making camp. Even then, they slept only briefly, rising before the sun to get back on the road. 
 
    It was midday by the time Briar caught sight of Mizra for the very first time, and the sight took Briar’s breath away. The road followed the gentle roll of the hill down into the level grasslands that housed the city, which spread out before Briar like a strange forest of buildings. It spread from east to west, even crossing the river and reaching into the distance on the far back. You could easily fit twenty towns the size of Osman into this city. A high stone wall wrapped around the whole city in one long, unbroken line, except for where the river, glimmering in silver as it caught the sun, snaked inside, disappearing among the buildings. But what drew Briar’s eye, far more than the walls or the river, was the castle, which stood in the very centre of the city. 
 
    The castle rose above the other buildings, the towers at each of its four corners reaching up to the sky. From this distance, the castle was small, like a carved children’s toy, but it was enormous when compared to any of the other buildings. Green gardens spread around it, large enough to be seen even from this distance, and a second, slightly smaller wall separated the castle and its grounds from the rest of the city. Though Briar was too far away to make out any details, she could imagine large, colourful banners hanging from the walls, swaying gaily in the breeze, and a multitude of fine ladies and gentlemen strolling across those green lawns. It seemed like something out of a story her papa might have told around the fire on a cold winter’s night, not a place where people actually lived. It was hard to think that this castle had once been Kade’s home. But, besides the wonder and the spectacle, there was one thing that this sight meant more than anything else. They made it. Mizra was within reach at last. Briar could almost have cried with relief. 
 
    “How are we going to get inside?” Lara asked. “The sentries at the gates are sure to be on alert after the attacks. Someone will recognise Kade.” 
 
     “What about side gates?” Briar asked. “They wouldn’t be quite so heavily guarded, surely? Maybe we could slip in through one of those?” 
 
    Kade shook his head. “If the sailors have informed the royal guard that we are coming to Mizra, then you can be sure Sachio will have posted extra guards on every gate, no matter how insignificant.” 
 
    “Do we have any options?” Briar asked. How cruel it would be to come all this way, only to find at the last moment that they couldn’t enter because of a chance encounter with a greedy captain. 
 
    “We could still go in by river,” Lara suggested. “There’s no gate to block our entry by water.” 
 
    “If we had a boat,” Kade said. “Which we don’t.” 
 
    “We don’t need one,” Lara said. “We could swim.” 
 
    “You want us to swim into the docks?” Kade raised his eyebrows. “I suspect that the guards will find that more than a little suspicious.” 
 
    Lara folded her arms. “Maybe you’d like to let me finish explaining my idea before you dismiss it completely.” 
 
    “I’d like to hear your plan.” Briar shot Kade a look that said ‘hear her out’. At least Lara had a plan. It wasn’t like she or Kade had even the glimmerings of an idea yet. 
 
    “I say we head for the river, and wait there for night to fall. Once it’s dark, we can reach the wall in relative safety. Guards patrol the wall top, but we should be able to slip past. Then, we simply step into the water and let the current right into Mizra.” 
 
    “And then?” Kade asked. 
 
    “There are sure to be guards, but the docks are large, and the patrols won’t be able to watch every part of it at once. We can bide our time and wait for the right moment. Then we use the cover of the cargo to make our way to the nearest street entrance. Once we’re beyond the docks, we should be safe from most of the soldiers. If we’re already inside the city, we’ll be much less suspicious to patrols, unless they look too closely.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound impossible,” Briar said slowly. 
 
    “I told you I had a plan. And once we’re in Mizra, we can go to my home to rest and regroup.” Lara gave Kade a sidelong look. “So, is it a terrible idea?” 
 
    “No,” Kade had to admit. “Though I’m not so sure about going to your house.” 
 
    Lara put a hand on her hip and thrust out her chin. “We need money, Kade. And we’ll need dry clothes too. I’m not suggesting that we stay there for long. But we’re going to need money, dry clothes, and as much information as we can gather. And those we can get at my house. It’s a risk, but it’s a calculated one.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Kade kept his eyes on the city as they made their way down the gentle slope toward it. 
 
    “What is there to discuss? If you’re so worried, I’ll go alone, and you can both wait somewhere until I come back.” 
 
    Kade shook his head. “If we go, we go together. It’s safer not to split up.” 
 
    “What about your servants?” Briar asked. “Would they report us to the soldiers if they knew who we are?” People in Mizra must know by now that Lara too, was a fugitive. Captain Finbar had. What if her servants gave them up? 
 
    “My servants are loyal to my family.” The outrage on Lara’s face at the very suggestion that her servants might betray them was almost comical. “Most of them worked for my parents, before serving Rowen just as faithfully, and-and now me, I suppose. They are as loyal as anyone could be.” 
 
    The force of her words cleared a silence. On the one hand, Briar respected Lara’s faith. On the other, the servants were loyal before Lara was denounced as a traitor. They couldn’t take anything for granted now. Briar’s eyes wandered over the city, growing ever larger as they approached it. How could one place, so filled with hope, also pose such danger? 
 
     “I’m not suggesting that your servants are likely to betray us-” Kade began. 
 
    “Well, that’s what it sounds like.” Lara glared at him. 
 
    “I wasn’t-” Kade ran his fingers through his hair, then let out a heavy sigh. “Alright. We’ll go to your house. But we let as few people as possible know that we are there, and we leave as soon as we can. If not for our safety, then at least for theirs.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Lara tossed her braid, and a slight smile played around her lips, as if she was taking great pleasure in the fact that she had won this particular argument. 
 
    ‘I only hope we’re not making a mistake,” Kade muttered, in a voice so low Briar barely caught his words. Lara didn’t seem to hear him at all, for she carried on a little way ahead of them, a bounce in her step. 
 
    Briar looked up at Kade, trying to catch his eye, but his gaze was firmly fixed on the horizon, a deep frown furrowing his face. “Kade-” she began. 
 
    “We should be at the walls before evening,” Kade said as if she hadn’t spoken. “We’ll make our way straight to the river but keep our distance until nightfall. I won’t risk attracting the guards’ attention in the daylight.” 
 
     “We’ll be fine,” Lara called back over her shoulder. “We’ve made it this far.” 
 
    Briar wished she could share Lara’s confidence. But there were so many ways this could go wrong, from someone seeing them as they approached the walls in the dark, to the soldiers catching them on the docks, to Lara’s servants selling their information to Master Sachio. Each new worry weighed heavy on Briar’s shoulders. There was so much to think about before they even got into the city, so many things to weigh up. She’d had this naive thought that the worst of their troubles would be over when they reached Mizra. How mistaken she had been. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The riverbank was pleasantly warm in the late afternoon sunshine. The sun’s rays reached over the water in long, orange fingers, and the river burbled to itself as it flowed on by. Briar stretched out on the lush, sun-warmed grass, her eyelids heavy after their long days on the road. There wasn’t anything they could do until the evening but wait. She pillowed her head on her arms and drifted off to sleep almost immediately. 
 
    She opened her eyes again in the half-dark. Sitting up, Briar blinked a few times, clearing the sleep from her eyes. Lara lay curled on the ground nearby, still sleeping. Kade, however, sat upright, his back to the river and his eyes on the city and the road that wound its way up to the gates. His hood shadowed his face. Briar wished he would sometimes wear it up, if only so she could tell how he felt. 
 
    “Have you rested?” she asked, shifting to sit beside Kade. 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    “But you haven’t slept.” 
 
    “No. There’ll be time to sleep once we make it into Mizra.” 
 
    Once they made it into Mizra. A nervous buzz filled Briar’s chest. It sounded so simple when Kade put it that way. She wrapped her arms around her knees and watched as the last of the travellers trickled in through the main gates. If only she and her friends could walk through the gates, as unafraid as those travellers. Instead, they had to break in like criminals and thieves. 
 
    Torches flickered into life, twinkling on top of the wall, each one a reminder of the guards looking out over the river. The last of the light drained from the sky, and darkness folded around them. There was no sign of the moon just yet, though Briar was sure it would rise soon. Aside from the points of torchlight, Briar could barely make out the bulk of the city, even though they sat so close to its walls. 
 
    “Is it dark enough yet?” Lara yawned and sat up. “They can’t possibly see us now.” 
 
    “Be patient,” Kade said. “Give them time to settle. They’re more alert when the sun first goes down.” 
 
    “If we’re careful-” 
 
    “We will be careful. We’re going to wait.” 
 
    Lara heaved a sigh. “Sometimes I think you’re overly cautious.” 
 
    “That’s how we’ve come so far though,” Briar ventured. 
 
    “I know. It’s just hard to sit here and wait when we’re so close at last.” 
 
    There was a tone of longing in Lara’s voice that resonated inside Briar, despite the anxiety that gripped her. They were so close. If everything went to plan and luck was on their side, they would be walking the streets of Mizra before the stars began to fade. They just had to be patient and wait for the right moment. 
 
    At last, Kade stirred. “It’s late enough,” he said. “The soldiers will be settled in, and the streets will be emptying. We should go.” 
 
    “At last,” Lara breathed. 
 
    Kade slung their single pack over his shoulders. It bounced against his back, its sides slack. The meagre supplies they had been able to buy in the farming town had only just held out until they reached the city. But Lara promised there would be money at her house. They could buy food and a bed in an inn somewhere. Maybe even a hot meal. 
 
    Briar stayed close on Kade’s heels as he led the way down to the very edge of the water. The only light came from the twinkling stars, reflected in the rippling surface of the water, and also from the points of flickering orange light on the wall top. Briar could imagine the soldiers, clustered around those torches, and the thought sent a shiver down her spine. She hoped none of them would look too closely at the edge of the river tonight. 
 
    This close to the city, there were no trees or bushes to conceal them, nothing but the long grass whispering against the hem of Briar’s habit as she crept towards the glinting water at the very foot of the wall. She hunched in on herself, glancing over her shoulder or up at the wall, unable to shake the crawling feeling that someone was watching her. The soldiers weren’t even visible through the dark, and surely that meant that she wasn’t either, but still, it felt as if the night had eyes, and they were all trained on her. 
 
    At least at the edge of the water, the earth was soft underfoot, keeping her tread silent, while the rushing water covered any other sounds she made. Briar gathered her skirts up in one hand, stepping exactly in Kade’s tracks, staying close to her friends more for the comfort of knowing they were near than out of fear of losing them. No one knew they were here yet. She just had to keep reminding herself of that. That was their biggest advantage. Still, she let out a silent breath of sheer relief as they reached the foot of the wall, pressing a shaky hand against its solid, comforting bulk. So far, so good. 
 
    Lara tapped Briar on the arm and tugged her towards the water. No time to be standing around catching her breath then. Already, Kade’s vague shape, barely visible through the darkness, made its way to the very edge of the river. He took one step into the water, then another. The sound of his boots carried back to where Briar stood. In the silence, the soft splosh, splosh of his steps was like a drumbeat. Briar’s eyes snapped to the wall top, her throat tightening. What if someone heard? 
 
    Kade eased himself into the river, step by step, until the water was deep, and he floated freely, letting the current tug him along with it, carrying him through the gap in the walls and out of view, leaving Lara and Briar standing on the riverbank looking after him as he disappeared into the night. 
 
    Lara glanced at the top of the wall, her hand on Briar’s arm. “It looks safe.” Lara’s voice was barely more than a breath in Briar’s ear. “I’ll go next.” 
 
    Briar waited, her fingers twisting together over and over as Lara too stepped into the water, barely raising a ripple. The current floated her away, and she too vanished from view. Briar drew a deep breath. Kade and Lara had made it look so easy. And it was. Just a few small steps and the river would do the rest. 
 
    Voices floated down from above. Two guards talking, their voices stretched thin by the distance so that Briar couldn’t catch their words. It sent a chill down her spine, though the peaceful tone of their conversation should have reassured her that she was still safe. 
 
    Go. Go now, while the sound of their voices would cover any sounds she made. Briar held her breath and stepped into the shallows. Her feet kicked up a little spray of water, the sound cutting through the peaceful burble of the river. She froze, her heart hammering. For an agonisingly long moment, there was no sound at all. Surely the wall guards must have heard that. But then voices started up again, lazy and contented. 
 
    Briar started forward again, slower this time. Like the pounding of her heart in her ears, every move she made seemed as loud as a beating drum. One step. Another. And another. The riverbed fell away underfoot, and the water buoyed her up. Briar spread her arms, lifted her feet, and let herself tip backwards until she floated, allowing the river to drift her along as it willed. 
 
    Lying on her back in the water, Briar stared up at the stars, a thousand glimmering points of light in the dark sky above. Below those, the flicker of orange torchlight lined the top of the wall. She couldn’t see the guards, and maybe that was for the best. Briar’s heart still hammered, but at the same time, the corner of her lips curled into a tiny smile as the light from the torches grew more and more distant. She’d made it through the wall. She was actually inside the city. 
 
    The lazy current carried Briar towards the dock and the dark, hulking shadows of the boats moored there. A lantern hung from the back of each ship, casting a pale circle of light over the water. Rolling onto her front, Briar swam for the docks, keeping her hands and feet below the water, so she didn’t splash and make noise. If she squinted, Briar could just make out Kade and Lara, as they reached the edge of the stone dock. Stacks of crates, unloaded from one of the nearby boats, stood at the edge of the water, forming a little cover. If anyone was watching from the dock, they shouldn’t be able to see Briar and her friends. It was the perfect spot to climb out of the river and enter into the city. 
 
    Perfect, except for the patrol that marched down the length of the dock towards them, the light of their lantern just visible around the ships lying in port, rocking gently in the water. The two-soldier patrol made their way straight towards the end of the dock where Kade heaved himself out of the water. Briar’s mouth went dry. He couldn’t have seen the guards yet. Water streamed off Kade’s clothes, pooling his feet. He looked around, but the crates that hid him must also block his view of the approaching guards, because he leaned down, offering Lara his hand. 
 
    Briar swam faster. “Lara. Wait,” she called as loud as she dared, eyes still on the bobbling lantern, making its way closer and closer. 
 
    Lara and Kade both paused. “What is it?” Lara asked, her voice barely audible. 
 
    “There’s a patrol. They’re heading right towards us.” 
 
    “Have they seen us?” Kade asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Stay out of sight.” Kade backed away from the edge of the water. 
 
    “What about you?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Just stay hidden until they’re past.” 
 
    That was easy for him to say. Briar’s chest tightened. She and Lara pressed against the edge of the dock, their backs flat against the cold, slimy stones underneath the tall stack of crates, which stood right at the water’s edge. The footsteps of the approaching guards echoed as they approached. Closer, closer, closer. Briar dug her fingers into the cracks between the stone blocks and prayed that the guards wouldn’t see them. 
 
    Now the soldiers were right by the stack of crates. Now they were passing them. Had Kade found somewhere to hide? He’d be alright. She had to trust him. As long as the guards kept marching, they’d all be safe. Briar’s fingers tightened their hold until the stones cut into her skin. Just keep walking. 
 
    “Fresh puddle,” a female voice said. 
 
    The boots stopped walking. “So?” the other, male guard said. “We’re by the river.” 
 
    “It’s fresh.” Briar could imagine the woman rolling her eyes at her partner’s obliviousness. “Someone’s been here recently. We should check the area.” 
 
    “Because of a puddle?” 
 
    “We’re supposed to be guarding the dock, Bodri. Or did you just take this duty because you didn’t think you had to do anything?” 
 
    “It’s an important job,” Bodri said, a little too forcefully. “Fine, if you think we should check around for the source of this mysterious puddle, then we will.” 
 
    If they did that, then they were sure to find Kade. There were only so many places he could hide. But already the guards were moving away, searching around the boxes and crates that covered this part of the dock. Briar’s heart thumped painfully in her chest. 
 
    “We’ve got to do something,” she whispered to Lara. “They’ll find Kade.” 
 
    “He’ll be alright.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    Lara’s hand closed on her arm. “Keep. Quiet.” Her fingers dug deep into Briar’s skin. Briar bit her tongue, squeezing her eyes shut. For a while, there was no sound but the tap, tap of boots on the dock, the scuff of things being pushed across the stones, and someone’s mumbling, low and indistinct. There was some cargo on the dock, but not enough that Kade could avoid the guards forever, surely? 
 
    Finally, Bodri spoke again. “Well, we’ve taken a look around and not seen anything. You satisfied yet, Rin?” 
 
    “I’m starting to see why they don’t let you on any of the important patrol routes.” Disgust filled Rin’s voice. “Anyone could walk right past you because you’re too lazy to bother doing your job.” 
 
    “We did our job. There was nothing there.” 
 
    “Did you actually check your half, or did you just pretend?” 
 
    “I checked it properly,” Bodri said, with the sort of forcefulness that suggested maybe he hadn’t been as thorough as he should have. “Come on. We’re wasting our time. While you’re poking around the sacks, anything could be happening at the other end of the dock.” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s go.” Rin’s voice was like ice.” 
 
    Two sets of boots turned and marched away from the stacks of cargo. The sound of their footsteps faded as the pair headed for the opposite end of the dock. Briar’s whole body shook with relief. She and Lara held still until the guards was so far away that they could barely hear them. Only then did they leave their hiding place. 
 
    Lara clambered out of the water and hauled herself onto the edge of the dock, turning back to offer Briar a hand. Briar climbed out of the water, hauling herself up onto trembling legs. She shot an anxious glance in the direction the guards had gone, but the crates blocked her view completely. No wonder Kade hadn’t seen them coming. 
 
    “Kade?” Lara called in a whisper. “It’s safe.” 
 
    A sack at the top of a nearby pile shifted to one side, and Kade climbed out from inside the stack, silent as a shadow. Something inside Briar relaxed. It was reassuring to see him in person, to know that they were all free. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” Lara whispered. “The guards will be back.” 
 
    Kade nodded. “Follow me.” He slipped away from the water’s edge, ducking around the side of a large pile of crates. Briar and Lara followed in his footsteps, threading their way through the stacks of containers that littered the dock. There were plenty of boxes, crates, and sacks to hide behind here, but they only stretched so far. The main part of the dock was clear, and the mouth of the nearest street gaped wide, far enough from the cargo that there was nothing at all to hide them when they made a dash for it. 
 
    Briar strained her ears, but all she could hear was the soft puff of her own breathing and the gentle murmur of the river. No voices, no footsteps. She could see the glow of the guards’ lantern, over at the far end of the dock. The soldiers turned and started back down the length of the dock. The open mouth of the street was so close. It couldn’t have been more than ten steps to safety, but it felt like a mile. Briar’s fingers wound through the chain around her neck. The moment they broke from cover, anyone might see them. 
 
    “Wait.” Kade gestured for Briar and Lara to stay behind him as he peeped around the edge of a large stack of cargo. “They’ll pass behind a ship in a moment.” 
 
    Briar pressed close behind Kade, her legs cramping with the need to run, and her heart pounding inside her chest. The street entrance was so tantalisingly close, but Kade’s hand still held them back as his eyes followed the movements of the soldiers. They marched back, the light from their lanterns tracing their movements until they disappeared into the shadow of one of the moored boats. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    As one, they rose and broke from the shadows, heading for the street entrance like three fleeing shadows. Briar glanced back over her shoulder, fear rising inside her at the thought that the guards could see them if they were looking in the right direction. Running would make too much noise, but oh, how she longed to sprint for the safety of the dark street beyond. It took all her control to keep her footsteps light and cautious, her palms prickling with sweat. 
 
    Three steps. Two. One. Briar slipped around the corner and into the soft shadows of the street beyond the dock. Her skin crawled, anticipating a cry of alarm from the guards, or the sound of running feet chasing them down. But there was nothing. As the light from the dock faded behind them, Briar was struck by the sudden urge to laugh. They had done it. Somehow, impossibly, Lara’s crazy plan had actually worked. 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    No one spoke until they were several streets away from the dock, safely hidden by the darkness that blanketed the quiet streets of Mizra. It felt almost like breaking the silence might also break the fragile circle of luck that had surrounded them through that whole escapade. Even now, Briar wasn’t sure how the guards hadn’t spotted them at any point either when they were in the river, or on the docks. But somehow, impossibly, they made it inside the walls. The Tree must have been watching over them. 
 
    It was Lara who broke the silence first, with a burst of nervous laughter. “I cannot believe that worked.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Briar asked. “It was your idea.” 
 
     “I know. But I didn’t expect it to work out the way it did. I was sure we would be caught before we made it into the city.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to mention this before?” Kade asked. 
 
    Lara shrugged. “If I had, you’d never have tried. It wasn’t as if we had many options. And it did work out for the best in the end after all, which is the most important thing. Now we can go straight to my house. I don’t know about you, but I would love some dry clothes.” She shivered, rubbing her arms. 
 
    “That was the plan.” Kade’s voice was carefully neutral. 
 
    He didn’t protest, but Briar didn’t even need her magic to feel his deep disapproval, no matter how much they needed money and fresh clothes. Going to Lara’s house meant trusting people, and trust was precious, not to be given away lightly. Lara might believe that her servants would never betray them, but they had no proof. And yet, Briar desperately wanted to believe. What kind of life was this if they couldn’t trust anyone? 
 
    The streets weren’t completely deserted yet as Briar and her friends passed through, but they would be soon. They slipped past an inn, the only building they’d seen so far that was still open, its windows blazing with light. Through the open door, Briar caught the sound of laughter, and the whine of some kind of stringed instrument, slightly off-key. A couple of men staggered out into the street, their raucous voices too loud for the time of night. They had an arm around each other’s shoulders, propping themselves up as they staggered homeward. 
 
    Away from the inn, however, most normal folk seemed to have retired to their beds. The darkness filled the streets, and all the windows were shuttered against the night. In a place as large as Mizra, the utter stillness was more than a little eerie. Briar’s skin crawled, and she walked a little closer to her friends, her wide eyes darting around the street. The night was cool, and her wet habit stuck to her skin. Hopefully, Lara’s house wasn’t too far away. Right now, the idea of clean, dry clothes sounded like heaven. Her poor bedraggled habit had definitely seen better days. 
 
    The road they’d followed from the dock finally let out at a wide cross-street. It was so large that six carriages could easily have travelled side by side and still left space for people to pass by on foot. It was also very open and very empty. Briar glanced around, her nerves tingling, even though there was no one in sight. The closeness of the side streets felt so much safer than this vast empty space. 
 
    “This is the central road.” Lara sounded relieved. “So far, so good.” 
 
    “Is it far to your house from here?” Briar asked. Her voice sounded a little more forlorn than she would have liked. 
 
    “We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “The central road is part of the city guards’ regular night patrol,” Kade said. “There’ll be more soldiers, the closer we get to the castle.” 
 
    “I know,” Lara said. “Trust me. I can get us there safely.” 
 
     Kade tugged on his hood, though it was dark, and his hood must be absolutely soaked from their swim in the river. The shadows around his face deepened until Briar couldn’t make out the way his mouth twisted, though he didn’t protest further. It must be difficult for him, being back here, especially when they were so open and vulnerable should they run into any patrols. 
 
    “You’ve never been to Lara’s house?” Briar asked Kade, more to break the silence than anything else. 
 
    “The crown prince doesn’t make house calls.” It was Lara who answered. 
 
    “Not even to visit you?” 
 
    “Certainly not. The crown prince’s friends come to him.” 
 
    That was something Briar had never considered before. It was hard to picture what Kade’s life would have been as Crown Prince Levi. It probably couldn’t have been further from their lives now. She doubted she’d get any answers if she asked him about it right now though, not with his hood down and his shoulders hunched as if that made him invisible. 
 
    They followed the central road for much longer than Briar expected to. Distances seemed so different in a place as large as this. Her fingers curled around her medallion, and her eyes darted around the huge, empty street. No one should be watching them now. Every sensible person would be in bed. They were safe. She repeated it to herself, over and over, even as her eyes strained to pierce the darkness. 
 
    “Is it much further?” Kade’s voice was tight. 
 
    “We’re almost there. Turn here.” Lara crossed the wide road and made for one of the smaller side streets, though even these were as large as the main road through Osman. 
 
    The houses in this part of the city were enormous. They towered above Briar, four storeys high in some places, or even more. Their windows, gleaming with glass, were curtained rather than shuttered. Lush gardens surrounded every house, bounded by high stone walls or fences made of ornate iron, twisted into fancy curls and decorative shapes. Briar ran her fingers over a fence as she passed. The swirls were silky smooth and identical. Magician made, without a doubt. 
 
    “We’re almost there.” Lara’s voice held a note of forced cheerfulness, but her shoulders were set and tense, and her fingers curled at her sides. Maybe she too was having second thoughts about how good an idea going to her house was. Or perhaps she wasn’t quite as unaffected by the idea of returning home for the first time after Rowen’s death as she liked to pretend. 
 
    It was strange to think of Lara living in a place like this, in a huge house, surrounded by the rich and powerful who could afford to commission work from the magicians just to make their homes a little more luxurious. It sat at odds with the girl Briar knew, the one who carried a heavy travel pack like it weighed nothing, wielded a sword as well as any soldier, and who could travel a whole day without complaint or rest. The very idea of tough, fierce Lara living here, in the lap of luxury was strange. 
 
    “Here it is.” Lara crossed the road and started up a set of steps leading to a magnificent building, taking them two at a time. “This is my house.” 
 
    Kade and Briar waited at the bottom of the steps while Lara grabbed the large brass knocker and rapped on the front door. The sound echoed through the silent street. Briar glanced around. No lights shone in any of the windows around them. Not even a curtain twitched. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone unseen could be watching them. A chill wind blew down the road, raising a shiver over Briar’s skin. Hopefully, someone would let them in quickly. If the night did have eyes, then they were all too visible. 
 
    No one answered Lara’s knock. She waited for a good few moments before knocking again, even more firmly this time, her lips pressed into a thin line. All the servants must be in bed. If they were even still here. The whole household might have left after Rowen and Lara were denounced as traitors, seeking better employment elsewhere. 
 
    “I’m not sure anyone’s coming,” Briar said after a moment. 
 
    “They’ll come.” Lara’s voice held an edge to it. “Be patient.” She shifted from foot to foot, her fingers flexing at her sides as if she wasn’t quite sure what to do with her hands. 
 
    Briar and Kade exchanged an anxious glance. “Knock again,” Kade said finally. “And if no one answers, we’ll find somewhere else to stay and work out a new plan.” 
 
    Lara knocked a third time. Almost immediately, while she was still holding the large brass knocker, the door swung inwards. Lara took a step back, her hands falling to her belt where her weapons should have been, had the sailors not taken them all back on the boat. Then she caught herself and straightened. 
 
    “Yes?” a sleepy-looking older man asked in a polite but monotone voice as he peered out at Lara, his heavy eyebrows shadowing his eyes. He was dressed in a long grey nightshirt and held a lamp in one hand, which he lifted as he peered out at them. 
 
    “Good evening, Grendeth.” Lara’s voice switched from her usual sharp, no-nonsense tone to one a little more formal, more in line with being the lady of the house. “I’d like to come inside.” 
 
    Grendeth started and straightened, one hand moving to smooth the creases from his rumbled nightshirt. A brief look of horror passed over his face as if he were ashamed at being caught in such unsuitable clothing, before he managed to rearrange his face into an expression that was both respectful and welcoming. He swept Lara a low bow. “My lady. Welcome home. We weren’t expecting you at such an hour.” 
 
    Lara waved to Kade and Briar to follow her. Side by side, they hurried after her into the house. Grendeth shut the door as soon as they were inside, locking it firmly behind them. 
 
    “I shall wake the household,” Grendeth said. “Inform them of your arrival. Shall we prepare a meal and hot baths for you and your guests, perhaps?” 
 
    “There’s no need to wake everyone,” Lara said quickly. “Just Marta perhaps. Baths we can do without for the moment, but a hot meal would be welcome. Some fresh clothes would also be appreciated.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” Grendeth’s eyes flicked from Lara to the door and back, his lips pursing, as he wanted to say something but couldn’t find the right way to approach it. 
 
    “Is there something wrong?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” Grendeth fiddled with the button on his nightshirt. “It’s just, well, we weren’t expecting you to come here at all.” His eyes met Lara’s. “There’s a price on your head, my lady.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lara said with barely a pause. “That is precisely why I am here.” It was at least partly the truth. If they exposed Master Sachio and his plans, then the charges he had laid against Lara would have to be dropped. So, it wasn’t technically a lie. 
 
    “There were soldiers here earlier today, asking about you, whether you’d sent word,” Grendeth said. “Naturally, we told them that you had not.” 
 
    “Do you expect them to come back?” Briar asked. Finbar, it seemed, had indeed passed on his information to the soldiers and probably been paid handsomely for it. 
 
    “It’s hard to say, miss.” 
 
    “But there’s no one watching the house?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, my lady.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then none of you will be troubled for my being here,” Lara said. “We won’t be staying long. Now, if you could wake Marta and get her to prepare us some food that would be appreciated. And also, my friend here needs fresh clothes. See if you can find something of Rowen’s that will fit him. I will see to Briar myself. If you could have some water brought up to my rooms, that would be much appreciated.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady.” Grendeth turned a small but polite bow onto Kade next. “If you would follow me, sir.” 
 
    Grendeth led Kade up the wide staircase, which stood directly opposite the front door. Briar took a step after them, only to find that Lara hadn’t moved. Instead, she stood in the middle of the entrance hall, casting her eyes around the room with a sad and somewhat wistful expression on her face. 
 
    “I miss Rowen,” Lara said quietly. “You were right, Briar. It’s harder coming back here without him.” 
 
    “The memories are so heavy,” Briar added, almost in a whisper. “It makes you almost forget that they’re not here and you think of something you’re going to tell them when you see them next. And then you remember all over again that they’re dead and it hurts so much.” A stab of pain caught in her chest. There were so many things she wanted to say to her own family if only she could. 
 
    Lara nodded. “He’s just so… present here.” There was a pause. Then, as if pushing back her grief with a huge effort, she turned abruptly towards the stairs. “Well, we’re not going to get anything done by just standing here. There is sure to be something in my wardrobe that will fit you.” 
 
    She set off up the stairs, and Briar followed close behind. The staircase was broad and sweeping at the base but gradually narrowed as they went up, though it always stayed wide enough that two people could pass each other without so much as brushing elbows. Thick carpet covered the steps, woven in twisting blue and gold patterns, like intricate vines. It seemed wrong to walk over something so lovely with wet, dirty boots, but Lara forged ahead seemingly without a second thought for the carpet, and Briar had to hurry to keep up. 
 
    The stairs led up to a landing bounded by a carved wooden handrail. Here, Lara turned left and passed two doors, before finally stopping at the third, pushing it open. “This is my room.” 
 
    Briar took two steps inside the room before coming to a dead stop, her eyes widening. Lara’s bedroom was as big as one of the dorm rooms she’d slept in back at the Order house in Osman. Only, she’d had to share the dorm with five other girls, and Lara had all this space to herself. On the left side of the room stood a large, four-poster bed. A canopy of blue curtains hung around it, screening it from the rest of the room. Near the bed, a mirror reached from the floor almost up to the lofty ceiling. It was perfectly smooth, reflecting the entire room so perfectly it had to have been made by an earth singer. 
 
    On the right side of the room was a large wardrobe, built from dark wood, and polished so highly it was almost as reflective as the enormous mirror. It was large enough that Briar could easily have sat inside it and still had space for Lara to climb in beside her. Beyond the wardrobe, a screen partitioned off one corner of the room. And past that, there was a large window, curtains drawn against the night. 
 
    Lara brushed past Briar without giving the room so much as a glance, though it was the first time she had been home in many months. She threw open the doors of the wardrobe and rummaged through the multitude of clothing it contained. “There must be something in here that would fit you,” Lara muttered, more to herself than to Briar. “Let me see…” 
 
    Briar stood by awkwardly, fiddling with her medallion. Did it really matter whether the dress fitted her perfectly? Her magician’s habit was stained with mud, torn and then mended, ragged around the edges, and now dripping with water, creating a little puddle around her boots where she stood. Anything would be better than that. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, and at Lara’s call to enter, Grendeth stepped inside, a jug of water in his hands and a towel draped over one arm. He gave the two girls a half bow and disappeared behind the screen in the corner. A moment later, he reappeared, empty-handed, bowed again and left, closing the door gently behind him. Lara didn’t so much as look up from her search. 
 
    Briar shifted awkwardly. “It doesn’t really matter-” 
 
    “Aha. Here it is.” Lara pulled a dress out of the wardrobe and turned to Briar. “Try this on. I used to wear it when I was younger. It should be perfect for you.” She pressed a smoky blue-grey dress into Briar’s hands and gave her a push towards the screen at the far end of the room. “Go and change. You’ll find a comb for your hair on the dresser. Leave your habit on the edge of the bath. Marta will collect it later.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar held the dress carefully. It would be a shame to get it all wet and muddy before she’d even put it on. 
 
    “When you’re changed, come downstairs to the kitchen. Marta will prepare us a meal of some sort. I don’t know about you, but I could do with some proper food in my stomach before we head out again.” Lara was incredibly matter of fact now, all trace of her grief locked away again. “Take all the time you need.” And with that, Lara grabbed something out of the wardrobe for herself and left, leaving Briar alone in this vast, unfamiliar room, clutching a dress that wasn’t hers. 
 
    She stood in the middle of the room, hesitating for far longer than she probably should have, before finally stepping behind the painted screen. It hid a large, empty bath, as well as a washbasin and the pitcher of water Grendeth had delivered. How much hot water would it take to fill the bath? She couldn’t imagine relaxing in a bath of that size, filled with piping hot water. This was luxury, indeed. 
 
    Briar skirted around the bath and poured some water into the basin, washing as quickly and carefully as she could. The water in the pitcher was pleasantly warm, chasing away some of the chill that clung to Briar’s skin after their swim in the river. By the time Briar was finished, the water was a murky grey. It would have been nice to wash her hair too, but she doubted they had that much time. Feeling a little fresher, Briar changed quickly into the smoky blue dress, leaving her filthy habit folded over the edge of the bathtub. Once she had combed and braided her hair, she might actually be human again, instead of the wild thing she’d become. 
 
    There must have been some extra magic woven into the large mirror because the girl who stepped out from behind the screen bore hardly a resemblance the one who had slunk behind it a little time before. Briar stood before the full-length mirror, twisting from side to side as she took in her reflection. She’d never had such a beautiful dress to wear. It clung to her figure, making her look a little slenderer and more feminine, floating out from her waist and reaching almost to the floor. It was probably one of the simplest things in Lara’s wardrobe, but it was the prettiest dress Briar had ever worn. She smiled shyly at her reflection. Apart from the huge purple bruise that surrounded her right eye, she looked almost… pretty. 
 
    Clean at last, Briar let herself out of the bedroom and retraced her steps across the landing and down the stairs. In the entranceway, she stopped. Lara had said to go to the kitchen, but she hadn’t said where the kitchen was. Briar presumed it would be at the back of the house and away from the family’s living spaces, but how to get there? 
 
    “You’re dressed quickly.” Kade stepped down the last few stairs and joined Briar in the hall. Instead of his travel-stained shirt and pants, he wore a whole new outfit, the shirt crisp and white, covered in a simple brown jacket that, by the cut of it, would have cost more money than Briar would ever see in her life. The outfit transformed Kade from wandering rogue to respectable man, except for the fading bruises that lingered on his skin. 
 
    “You look nice,” Briar said. 
 
    Kade stepped down the last stair and ran a hand through his hair. “Thank you. Rowen has-had good taste in clothes.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so fancy.” Briar cocked her head to one side. “It suits you.” She smiled, a little shyly. 
 
    “It’s surprising what a change of clothes will do.” Kade gave a self-deprecating kind of shrug. “You look lovely.” 
 
    Now it was Briar’s turn to turn her eyes down, a hot flush covering her cheeks. “Well, apart from the black eye. It feels so strange not to be wearing my habit, though.” 
 
    “You still have your medallion at least,” Kade said. “And blue suits you.” He cleared his throat a little awkwardly. “Shall we go to the kitchen then?” 
 
    “If I can ever find it,” Briar said. “I have no idea which way to go.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Kade said. “Let’s go and open some doors, shall we?” He offered her his arm in a mock formal way. 
 
    Briar smiled and took his arm. Side by side, they made their way down the hall to the right. For a while, they wandered through the darkened house before finally stumbling on a green door that seemed to separate the front of the house from the back. 
 
    “This looks promising,” Briar said. “This should be the servant’s area.” The house where Ava had worked before all this began had a green door just like that. Ava once told her that the servants weren’t allowed past the door unless they were cleaning or serving the family. Her heart grew sad at the thought of her sister. 
 
    Kade held the door open for Briar. Now the faint sound of voices whispered from somewhere deeper in the house. They must be getting close to the kitchen. Only Lara and a couple of trusted servants should be Grendeth, and Marta would be awake now. Briar led the way down the corridor in the direction of the voice. At least, she hoped Grendeth had only woken Marta, whoever she was, and not the whole household. The fewer people who knew they were here, the safer it would be for the servants as well as themselves. Briar hoped that there would be a good meal because her stomach was growling again. 
 
    The kitchen, when they finally found it, was a large stone room, shrouded in shadows. A long table ran down the middle, empty apart from three plates loaded up with food sitting at the near end. Someone had lit a couple of candles and placed them on the table as well, illuminating just a small section of the kitchen. A tiny fire burned on the hearth and Grendeth knelt beside it, feeding it with small sticks, coaxing the flames to life. 
 
    Lara was perched on a three-legged stool at the end of the long kitchen table tucking into her meal and talking animatedly with an older woman. This must be Marta. The flickering candlelight exaggerated the wrinkles on the woman’s face, while a frilly white nightcap covered her hair. She had tied an apron over her long, plain nightgown but hadn’t dressed beyond that. 
 
    As Briar and Kade entered the kitchen, Lara turned to greet them. “You two look better. Marta’s prepared a meal for you both. It’s cold but as delicious as ever.” This last she directed at Marta, with a smile and a nod. Marta laced her hands over the stomach with a look of satisfaction. 
 
    Kade and Briar settled themselves side by side on the long bench at the side of the kitchen table that faced the fire, directly opposite the old woman. She slid two plates of food in front of them, each piled high with cold pie. Thick slices of bread were stacked on the edge of the plate to sop up the rich gravy that spilt out. 
 
    “Eat,” Marta said. 
 
    Briar dug in eagerly. Marta made a good pie. Even cold, the pastry was flaky and rich, and the meat fell apart in her mouth. No meal from any of the inns they’d stayed in on their long journey could compare with this. 
 
    “It’s very dangerous for you to be in Mizra, my lady,” Grendeth said gravely when everyone had settled. “With the price on your head, as well as the king’s…condition, it might be safer to leave the city for the time being. If you don’t mind my saying, my lady,” he added, ducking his head as if suddenly remembering who he spoke to. 
 
    “How is the situation with the king? Lara asked. 
 
    The king has gone completely mad,” Grendeth said bluntly. “There’s talk that he’s not fit to rule anymore.” 
 
    Marta leaned out of her chair and slapped the man on the arm. “Hush. Talk like that will get you into trouble.” 
 
    Grendeth folded his arms, lifting his chin in defiance. “It’s the truth. I’ve got friends among the servants at court. I hear the whispers. It’s only a matter of time before people admit that he’s lost his mind and Lord Sachio takes the throne. We’ll all be better off when that day comes, I say.” 
 
    Marta shook her head. But she didn’t deny the old man’s claims. Briar glanced at Kade, but he kept his eyes fixed firmly on his plate. Only the tightening of his fingers on his fork suggested how Grendeth’s words cut. She couldn’t imagine the control he must be exerting to stay so still and calm while these well-meaning people spoke ill of his father. It made her stomach churn to hear people speaking so highly of Master Sachio. She swallowed hard and held her silence as well, poking at her meal with her fork. 
 
    “I don’t believe it will happen,” Lara said. “The rules are very clear. No monarch can hold magic. No matter how dependable Lord Sachio might be, or how much people rely on him now, he simply can’t be king. Those rules were not made to be broken.” 
 
    “That might have been true before, my lady,” Grendeth said. “But now, well, I don’t think the ruling council have much patience left with the king. The rules aren’t made to be broken lightly. But they could be, for a good cause. And just think, my lady, how much harm the king is doing at the moment. For one, he’s condemning you, and we know that you are no traitor. Breaking the rules might be an extreme step, but at least then we would have a king who can rule properly.” 
 
    “How likely is it that the ruling council would vote in favour of this?” Briar tried to keep her voice casual. 
 
    Grendeth’s eyes flicked to Briar, his gaze sharper than she would have liked. “There’s talk,” he said finally. “Nothing confirmed yet. But I think they will, for certain.” 
 
    “You’re such a gossip, Grendeth.” Marta shook her head. “You’ve never set foot in the court in your life. And I wouldn’t trust those friends of yours one jot. They just like the attention passing on such rumours gives them.” She looked at Lara, and her face softened. “Things aren’t all that bad, my lady. And I’m sure once you explain your position and make your case, your name will be cleared of any wrongdoing.” She placed a hand on Lara’s knee. “Don’t you worry about what Grendeth’s saying. He lives for the gossip.” 
 
    “You should petition Lord Sachio,” Grendeth put in. “He’s a fair and just man. I’m sure he would help you.” 
 
    “I’ll… definitely keep that in mind.” Briar caught the look of utter revulsion that flitted across Lara’s face. “Anyway, if you two are finished,” here she turned to Briar and Kade, “perhaps we should get some sleep. We have to leave early tomorrow, and I, for one, am exhausted.” 
 
    A frown creased Kade’s face. He set his fork down very carefully. This hadn’t been part of their original plan. They were supposed to come here, get some money, clean clothes and a meal, and then leave before people knew they’d arrived. But Lara wasn’t giving Kade a chance to veto that idea. She turned a bright, blank face their way as if she had absolutely no idea why he might suddenly be glaring at her. And of course, he couldn’t say anything, not in front of the servants. 
 
    Marta stood. “I’ll prepare some beds.” She swept out of the kitchen, making the candle flames flicker. 
 
    Kade pushed his plate away, though there was still food on it, his brows lowered in a heavy frown. Briar laid a hand on his arm and murmured, “Are you alright?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be staying.” 
 
    “I know. But where else do we have to go? We can’t wander the streets until sun-up. Not without stumbling into a patrol.” 
 
    Kade’s mouth tightened, but he said nothing. 
 
    “We can make sure to leave before the servants rise in the morning.” Briar gave him a small smile, in the hopes of coaxing him to relax a little. “That way we’ll be safe still, and we can get some proper rest.” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s not like Lara’s giving us a choice, is it?” 
 
    “No. But it does make sense,” Briar said. “It’s a risk, but it’s worth it. I trust you to take care of us, Kade. We’ll be alright.” 
 
    “I do my best.” Kade’s face softened a little as his eyes met hers. “You look so tired.” 
 
    “I am,” Briar had to admit. After the night they had had, not to mention how hard they had pushed just to reach Mizra in the first place, her eyelids were drooping, and she struggled to stifle her yawns. At least they had somewhere to stay tonight. It wasn’t ideal, but right now, the promise of sleeping in a real bed, at last, sounded like heaven. 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The beds in Lara’s house were the softest Briar had ever slept in. The exhaustion of the past few days, weeks even, caught up with her, and she was dragged down into a deep, dreamless sleep almost before she could pull the blankets over her. She didn’t so much as stir until a hand shook her shoulder. The only light in the room, when Briar opened bleary eyes, came from the flickering flame of a candle set on the table at the side of the bed. She blinked. Oh, right. They were still in Lara’s house.  
 
    “I’m sorry to wake you,” Kade said gently. 
 
    “Is it time to go already?” Briar swung her feet over the edge of the bed and felt around with her toes for her boots. “Is the house awake yet?” 
 
    “Not yet, but dawn is almost here.” 
 
    Briar laced her boots. “I wish we didn’t have to leave so soon,” she said, more to herself than to Kade. 
 
    “I know.” Kade offered Briar a hand, helping her to her feet. “Maybe when this is over, we can come back.” 
 
    When it was over. Briar hardly dared to let herself think that it could one day be over. There was so much to do, so much that could go wrong. It was like tempting fate to start planning for the future beyond this fight. She hardly dared to believe that they might actually win. But they must. It wasn’t over until they’d exposed Master Sachio as the manipulating traitor he was. 
 
    Lara was already down in the entrance hall when Briar and Kade arrived. She stood to one side, talking quietly with Marta and Grendeth. The servants had both dressed at some point between Briar going to sleep and rising again. She suspected that neither had been to bed. By the dark circles around Lara’s eyes, Briar wasn’t convinced that she had slept either, despite her insistence that they stay overnight. 
 
    “I wish you would stay a little long, my lady,” Marta said. It’s not safe out there at this time. Wouldn’t it be better to wait until morning and then go straight to the castle to speak with the council?” 
 
    “There are plenty of guards patrolling the streets,” Lara said. We’ll be perfectly safe.” She spoke quickly, completely ignoring Marta’s comment about going to the castle to remove the price on her head. They’d be arrested before they could so much as reach the front gates. 
 
    “Should we expect your return soon?” Grendeth asked. 
 
    “Hopefully.” Lara hesitated for a moment. “I’d rather you didn’t mention this visit to the guards, should they come back. I would prefer to work these problems out myself.” 
 
    “Of course.” Grendeth sounded almost affronted at the very suggestion that he might turn his mistress in. “Our lips are sealed, my lady. We wish you the best of luck.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lara paused, then said slowly, “I suppose we should be leaving then.” She headed for the door without a backwards glance. 
 
    Grendeth held the door open for them all. Lara stepped straight out into the street without so much as glancing around in case anyone should be watching them. Kade, on the other hand, did stop, checking both the road and the windows in the houses opposite before venturing outside. Briar followed on his heels, and Grendeth swung the door firmly shut behind her. The snap of the lock echoed behind them. 
 
    They hurried down the street, retracing their steps from the night before, back past the enormous houses with their sprawling gardens. Briar imagined servants waking up in all the building around them, blinking into the faint grey light of the early dawn. Soon they would creep downstairs to light fires and set tables, cook breakfasts and sweep floors, long before the families they served woke for the day. Once upon a time, that was Ava’s life too. A lump formed in Briar’s throat at that thought. How things had changed. 
 
    The edge of the sky glimmered with the promise of sunrise. No carts or carriages rolled through the streets yet. Too early for this part of town, with its luxurious houses and wealthy residents to be awake. What struck Briar the most though, wasn’t the lack of people. It was the absence of birdsong. Every day of their travel, when they woke and prepared for the day, the trilling notes of sleepy birds accompanied them as they ate their breakfast and struck camp. Here in the city, there was nothing but empty silence. 
 
    No one spoke until they reached the central road again. Then it was Lara who broke the quiet. “From what I gathered from speaking with Grendeth and Marta, Sachio hasn’t yet managed to take the throne, but he’s well on his way. The ruling council are swaying to support him. We don’t have long.” 
 
    We’ll just have to work fast then,” Briar said. “Where should we start?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” Lara said. “We need to start reaching out to people at court quickly if we’re going to find enough support for Kade in time. The best person to start with, in my opinion, would definitely be Lady Madella.” 
 
    The name meant nothing to Briar, though she wasn’t surprised by that fact. Kade, however, frowned. “Lady Madella is one of the most senior members on the ruling council. Don’t you think that’s aiming a little too high? Especially for our first try.” 
 
    “Not really. I’ve known her since I was a little girl. She’s so close to my family that she could practically be my aunt. If there is anyone we can trust in this entire city, it’s her. And if anyone can help us find support, and slow Sachio’s schemes, she can. It’s worth the risk.” Lara’s eyes slid to Kade. “It’s better if we start with someone I know personally. You’re going to have to keep your head down while we’re here.” 
 
    “I’m not sitting in the inn and waiting for you and Briar to do all the work if that’s what you’re thinking,” Kade said. 
 
    “No,” Lara said, a little too quickly. “I just meant that, with Finbar warning the soldiers, they’ll be looking for you more than ever.” 
 
    “I appreciate the concern,” Kade said dryly, “but I will be alright.” 
 
    “Well, what do you plan to do while I’m talking to Lady Madella?” Lara asked. 
 
    “I’m going to see what the rest of the city knows.” Kade kept his eyes on the road. “What story is Sachio feeding them? What do they know of his army of children? The more information we have, the more chance we have of working out what his next steps are, and being able to counter him.” 
 
    “Is that really wise?” Lara asked. “What if someone recognises you?” 
 
    “It’s hardly that much more dangerous than trying to persuade a member of the ruling council to commit treason.” 
 
    They would be fortunate, indeed if Lara could persuade Lady Madella to trust them. From the little Briar understood, the ruling council was a step above that of the song council, and second only to the king himself. If they had an ally among the ruling council, they would be privy to every bit of information discussed inside the castle. Then all they would need was a friend on the song council as well, and they would know everything Master Sachio knew, and every move he made. Not that they were likely to be able to persuade any of the song councillors. They were unlikely to distrust one of their own. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Master Rogan, the earth singer, had raised his voice against Master Sachio’s suggestions before, back in Osman. And Master Talor had his own strong-minded opinions on everything. She couldn’t speak for the rest of the council; there was a chance that one of those two might be persuaded to question Master Sachio’s motives. Master Sachio would surely be trying to take control of the song council. And at least one of the masters was unlikely just to accept that. 
 
    “I know someone else we could try and speak to,” Briar blurted before she could second-guess herself. 
 
    “Who? You’ve never been to Mizra before,” Lara said.” How do you even know anyone here?” 
 
    Briar took a deep breath. “I think I might be able to persuade Master Talor of the song council to listen to us.” That really did silence her friends. Doubt clouded Lara’s face, and even Kade looked uncertain. Briar rushed on, not giving them a chance to dismiss her idea. “Out of everyone on the council, Master Talor is the most independent. He’s not afraid to speak out against ideas he doesn’t believe in. He doesn’t follow the crowd, and he doesn’t accept anyone’s authority blindly. If there is anyone who might question Master Sachio’s intentions and be open to listening to us, I believe it’s him.” 
 
    “It’s too risky,” Lara said at once. “Do you even know the man?” 
 
    “I met him once.” Briar wasn’t about to admit that he didn’t have the slightest idea who she was. They met in Osman, in the aftermath of the attack, but there was no chance he would remember who she was. 
 
    “Once.” Lara shook her head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I can persuade him to listen to me. I know I can.” If Lara could convince this Lady Madella to help them, then Briar could at least try to do the same with Master Talor. 
 
    “But if you can’t, then we’re in a worse position than before,” Lara countered. “He could call the guards the moment you say a word against Sachio. They’d send soldiers after all of us, and this would be over before we even have a chance to try. Tell her, Kade.” 
 
    “I think Briar should try,” Kade said slowly. “We need all the help we can get, and if anyone can persuade Talor to listen, it’s her.” 
 
    “Really? I at least have a personal connection with Madella. Briar doesn’t even know the man. The only advantage she has is her magic, and even that isn’t always reliable.” 
 
    Briar winced at that dig. Why did Lara have to throw that fact in her face? It did nothing to bolster her already fragile confidence in her abilities. She didn’t need her magic to do this. She just needed to speak the truth. 
 
    “If Briar believes that she can do this, then I trust her judgement. It’s not like either you or I can go to the Order house. And having an ally on the song council as well as the ruling council would be a huge step.” 
 
    “I know it’s a risk,” Briar broke in. “But I think it’s worth trying.” 
 
    “At least let me speak to Madella first, before you try this,” Lara said. “She might be able to advise us.” 
 
    Kade shook his head. “That wastes too much time. You said yourself that we haven’t got long before Sachio convinces everyone to put their faith in him and crown him king. We need to move quickly, and we need allies. It’s a risk, but if Briar believes she is up to the task, and that she can convince Talor, then she should try.” 
 
    “Fine.” Lara’s face tightened, and she kept her eyes trained ahead of them, refusing to meet their gazes. “Go speak to him if you want to. But if you think he’s not going to believe you, make sure you’re ready to escape. We can’t afford to lose anyone.” 
 
    “I will.” Briar bit her lip. The more they talked about this, the less confident she was that she could actually convince Master Talor of anything. He was a master on the song council. Why would he listen to a little no-name novice like her? 
 
    “Kade, we’re also going to need to take some rooms in an inn, seeing as you’re so against staying at my home,” Lara said. “How about The Gilded Pony? It’s in a central location, which is more convenient for us, and it’s respectable at the very least.” 
 
    “I don’t know of the inn,” Kade said. “But if you think it’s suitable, I’ll take some rooms for us. 
 
    Lara handed over some coins, which Kade tucked safely away in his purse, drawing the strings tight with a snap. Briar glanced around the street but, though a few carts rumbled by and the first early risers made their way out of their homes, no one gave them a second look. It was almost like the vastness of the city made them invisible. No one looked at them, or if they did, no one cared who they were. 
 
    Lara’s eyes flicked to the sky. “It’s getting light. I’ll need to hurry if I’m to reach Lady Madella before she leaves for the castle.” 
 
     “Be careful,” Kade said. “If anyone recognises you-” 
 
    “Trust me. I know what I’m doing. Lady Madella is our best chance for an ally.” 
 
    “I do trust you,” Kade said quietly. “That doesn’t mean that I don’t also worry.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lara grinned suddenly. “It feels good to finally be doing something at last.” She slowed, turning to Briar and Kade. “I’ll see you both at The Gilded Pony. Look out for Kade, won’t you, Briar? Someone has to look after him.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m capable of taking care of myself?” Kade’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    Lara shrugged. “The more eyes watching out for you, the better. Anyway, I’ll see you both later.” She waved airily over her shoulder, veering off down a nearby side street without a backwards glance. 
 
    “Take care,” Briar called after Lara, her chest clenching. Lara was smart. She would be fine. But still, there was so much that could go wrong with both their plans. Briar’s throat tightened at the thought. 
 
    “I suppose we should go too,” Kade said, after a moment’s pause. He tugged his hood down securely, and they hurried onward. 
 
    The sun peeked out between the buildings, buttery gold and sleepy, and with it came the people, appearing from the streets and laneways, and filling the central road with their bustle and noise. More people meant more eyes on Briar and Kade, and yet it was comforting to be surrounded by so many strangers. No one seemed to know who anyone was, and in a crowd, the soldiers might not look twice at them, should they pass by. 
 
    “How far is it to the Order house?” Briar asked. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a walk,” Kade said. “I know that it’s south of the castle. The central road reaches a large square, and the Order house is there. It’s impossible to miss it.” 
 
    Briar was pretty sure she could somehow manage to miss it, no matter how carefully it had been placed. This city was so huge. Kade and Briar kept walking and walking and passing more and more streets, and more and more unfamiliar faces who didn’t so much as glance their way. It was like she was no more than a grain of dust in this place. 
 
    Did these people know they were in danger? Did they know about the children camped barely more than a day’s walk from the walls of the city, and about the damage they could do? Looking at the people around her, so completely focused on their own lives, Briar found it hard to imagine that they did. Who could be so calm if they knew what trouble lurked outside their city? 
 
     “Do you really think you can persuade Talor to believe you?” Kade asked. “He serves on the council with Sachio.” 
 
    “I know,” Briar said. That was the thought she had trouble getting past. “I can’t be completely certain that he’ll believe me. But Mistress Rhosmari’s death would have left a space in the council. She was their leader. I can’t imagine that Master Sachio would have let anyone else fill her place. And, from what I know of Master Talor, I don’t think he’s the sort to just blindly accept that.” 
 
    “I could certainly believe that Sachio would try and take control of the song council.” Kade’s voice was sober. “The more power he has, the easier it will be for him to ascend to the throne without anyone ever questioning him. I can only hope you’re right.” 
 
    “Me too.” Briar’s mind spun endlessly, trying to find the right words to use to persuade Master Talor to hear her without throwing her out of the Order house, or calling the guards. It was impossible to predict what she’d need to say, though. She couldn’t prepare for every eventuality, no matter how hard she tried. 
 
    As Kade said, the central road eventually widened into an enormous square, similar to those found in most towns, only this one was on a much, much larger scale, easily ten times the size of any market square Briar had seen. People and carts passed through from all sides, heading from one side of the city to the other. It should have been messy, chaotic and hectic. But the whole square was filled with trees, set into the cobbled road, their spreading branches casting a cool, green shade across the square. Somehow, they softened the edges of the city. It was the oddest thing to be walking beneath the shelter of the leaves, and yet to tread over cobblestones. Briar cast her eyes up at the dappled canopy and smiled, just a little. It was nice to know that, in a place as big as this, filled with people, houses, shops, and other buildings, someone cared enough to bring the trees into the city as well. 
 
    “We’re here,” Kade said as they reached the edge of the square. 
 
    Briar could have picked out the Order house, even if Kade hadn’t told her which one it was. The building they faced was far larger than the one in Osman, but it was built from the same smooth grey stone, sung into shape by the earth singers, its walls featureless and unadorned. As in Osman, the door hung open, inviting passers-by to enter. And there was that spark in the air, the tingle of magic that sent a thrill over Briar’s skin. It was all so familiar. 
 
    Only, now that she was here, Briar didn’t feel so much excited as sick with nerves. Now more than ever, she missed the comfort of her simple habit. It might have been worn, travel-stained, and quite ragged, but at least it marked her out as a magician. It marked her as one of them. This blue dress was pretty, but it would be no help in there. 
 
    “Are you going to be alright?” Kade asked. 
 
    Briar forced herself to smile, trying to appear more confident than she felt. “Of course.” She settled her medallion on her chest, smoothing it down with fingers that trembled ever so slightly. “We need this, don’t we?” 
 
    He nodded. “But we also need you. Be careful, Briar.” He looked earnestly into her face and for a moment, Briar thought he was about to say something else, but in the end, he remained silent. 
 
    “I’m always careful.” Briar managed one final tight smile. “I’ll see you soon. Stay safe out there.” Her heart pounded in her chest as she turned away from Kade and headed for the open door of the Order house. She couldn’t hesitate. Not while he was watching her. She couldn’t show him how much she doubted herself and her plan. 
 
    Briar glanced back, just once, expecting Kade to have vanished into the swirling crowds in search of The Gilded Pony, but instead, he stood exactly where she’d left him, watching her go. It sparked something warm inside Briar’s chest. It was nice not to be alone just yet. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Briar stepped in through the open door of the Order House. The small entrance hall was dim and cool after the brightness of the morning outside. There were a couple of stools placed against the back wall, and a little silver bell hung next to another door that led further into the building. Briar rang the bell. It gave a tinkle that echoed through the hallway beyond the closed door. Drawing a deep breath, Briar smoothed back a wisp of hair. She belonged here.  
 
    At first, there was no sign that anyone had heard the bell’s chime, and Briar was about to ring again, when the inner door finally swung open, and a mistress stepped through, closing it gently behind her. She was younger than Briar had expected, maybe in her late twenties at most. Her wispy blonde hair was scooped up into a soft bun on the back of her head. The mistress smiled at Briar with real warmth, and when she spoke, her voice was soft and welcoming. 
 
    “Good morning. My name is Mistress Arloa. How may I help you?” 
 
    “I’m Novice Briar.” Briar forced the corners of her mouth to twist up into what she hoped was a friendly smile. “I’ve come from the Order house in Osman.” Her chest tightened. Why did she sound so awkward? 
 
    “From Osman?” Mistress Arloa’s frown deepened. “The name is familiar-wait.” Her eyes widened. “Wasn’t Osman attacked not so long ago?” 
 
    Briar nodded. So, news of Osman’s attack had made it this far. 
 
    “I cannot imagine how difficult that must have been for you.” The mistress’s face melted into an expression of purest sympathy. “Welcome to Mizra, and to the Order House.” 
 
    “Thank you.” And Briar really was grateful. It wasn’t until she stood here, inside the plain grey walls of the Order house, talking to a fellow magician, that she realised how much she missed being a novice. If only her story was as simple as the fact that she was here to live at this Order house. But nothing was ever that easy. “I… I’ve come here to speak to Master Talor. It’s about the attack on Osman.” 
 
    “He was there,” Mistress Arloa said. “The whole council was.” 
 
    “I know. But I learned something about the attacks, about the people behind them. I think I know who did it. It… It was horrible.” She didn’t have to fake the quiver in her voice as the memories pressed in, thick as choking smoke, accompanied by a chilling fear of the Nameless Ones. “The council should know. So many Order houses were attacked…” Briar let herself trail off there, leaving space for Mistress Arloa to consider what she’d said. 
 
    The mistress bit her lip. “If you have information on the attacks, they will certainly want to hear it. I know many of us want to have the people responsible brought to justice. We lost many good magicians. So many friends.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “I was at Kenlan when it fell.” 
 
    Briar’s heart skipped a beat at the familiar raw tone of pain that washed through Mistress Arloa’s voice. She reached out and took the woman’s hand. “I am so sorry. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “Nor did you, I’ll wager.” The mistress’s lips trembled, but she managed a smile. “But we survived. And we owe it to those less fortunate to make sure this never happens again.” She took a deep breath. “We’re not usually supposed to disturb the councillors, but I’ll see what I can do. You might have to wait, though. Master Talor is a busy man.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to wait here all day,” Briar said. “I owe it to everyone.” And she did. She owed it to all those who had been hurt by Master Sachio. All the people in the towns he’d attacked. Her friends. Ava. 
 
    Mistress Arloa smiled then. “I think we can do a little better than that,” she said. “Come with me. You can wait in one of the private studies if you’d like.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. Thank you.” 
 
    The mistress pushed open the interior door, holding it open as Briar followed her into the main hall of the Order house. One step closer. Briar bit her lip as she followed Mistress Arloa down a short passageway and into a small room off to one side. She’d not met other survivors, not since she’d left Osman. To see the effects of the Nameless One’s first attacks even as far south as Mizra, it was heartbreaking. 
 
    And they faced all that again if Master Sachio’s army of children marched on Mizra. Briar couldn’t let that happen. She lost Ava when Osman was attacked and that night still haunted her, like the attack on Kenlan obviously haunted Mistress Arloa. The memories would never quite leave. They scarred too deeply. Briar promised herself that she would do everything in her power to stop Master Sachio before anyone else had to go through those horrors.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mistress Arloa led Briar down a stone-lined hallway, deeper into the Order house. Brown, woven matting covered the floor, muffling the sound of their feet. They passed several doors, all shut tight before the mistress finally opened one. “This is one of the private studies. I’ll inform Master Talor that you’re here. I’m sure he’ll come as soon as he can.” She smiled at Briar, before shutting the door 
 
    The room was only small: five paces one way and five the other, sparsely furnished, with only the bare minimum of furniture. A desk stood at the back of the room, facing away from the narrow slot of a window that looked out into the busy square. A chair sat on one side of the desk, and on the other was a stool. There were no shelves, papers, or personal belongings in this room. It was private, but by no means personal. 
 
    Briar perched herself on the edge of the stool, her hands clasped in her lap. Maybe Master Talor, intrigued by the news that someone had information on the attacks, would come quickly. Surely, they would still be interested in knowing who was behind the death of the head of the song council. 
 
    But what if they thought that it was suspicious that a novice would have come from Osman with information? Especially as the council had been there when the attack happened. They would have known that the magicians were rebuilding the Order house. They would know she wasn’t here for refuge. What if they didn’t trust her, and sent for the soldiers immediately? Or maybe they would want to handle this themselves, and she would be trapped in the Order house 
 
    Fixing her eyes on the small wedge of blue sky visible through the narrow window, Briar tried to calm the wild beating of her heart. Mistress Arloa did say it would take a while for Master Talor to be free to speak with her. That was all this long wait was. Briar got to her feet and paced the length of the tiny room. She should be using the time to prepare what she was going to say. She couldn’t just blurt out that Master Sachio was a traitor after all. 
 
    Maybe they had decided that the attack in Osman was a closed matter and that it was better to move on and forget what happened. Perhaps she was wasting her time, and Master Talor was never going to speak to her. Briar sank onto her stool again, capturing her hands between her knees. She couldn’t believe that they wouldn’t be curious anymore. Not after everything that happened. She just had to be patient- 
 
    The door behind Briar opened. She sprang to her feet, smoothing down the folds of her dress with clammy hands as she turned to face the master who entered. “Master.” Briar bowed her head in respect. Master Talor was one of the only song councillors she actually recognised, though it was very doubtful he would remember her. To him, she had just been another nameless novice. 
 
    “Arloa told me you’re here with information about the attack on Osman.” 
 
    “I am.” Briar lifted her head, trying to appear at least semi-confident. If she didn’t believe in herself, how was he ever going to believe her? 
 
    “Tell me what you know.” Master Talor walked behind the desk and turned to face Briar. He didn’t sit but instead rested his knuckles on the top of the table. 
 
    Briar twisted her clammy hands into the folds of her skirt. “Well, I was at Osman when the attacked happened. I know the council was too. The bandits who attacked were powerful magicians, stronger than the council even, though I’m sure you knew that already.” She could be reasonably certain of that fact. 
 
    “We do. What else?” The implication was clear from Master Talor’s tone. Tell him something he didn’t know before she lost his interest. 
 
    “The reason they’re so powerful is because they stole leaves from the Crystal Tree.” 
 
    Master Talor’s brow furrowed. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “All the bandits wore little crystal leaves around their necks, like our medallions.” Briar’s fingers tapped on her own battered medallion. “The leaves, they came from the Crystal Tree. They enhanced the bandits’ magic, making them more powerful even than the councillors.” 
 
    “I knew that they wore leaves made of crystal.” Master Talor frowned and paced towards the window. “It’s an interesting theory that they came from the Tree. How do you know this?” 
 
    “It’s…a long story.” Too complicated to get into just yet, not until she’d convinced him to trust her. “The bandits stopped attacking after they destroyed Osman because they got what they wanted.” 
 
    “The death of Mistress Rhosmari.” Master Talor’s face darkened. “I know.” 
 
    Briar shook her head. “That wasn’t their goal.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “They stole a song catcher.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence as Master Talor stood completely still, his eyes fixed on her, his gaze so piercing that Briar had to look away. “We never told anyone that the catcher was missing. It is a secret, known only to the council. Sit down. Tell me how you know.” 
 
    Briar sat on the edge of her stool again, hands clasped in her lap. Master Talor took a seat himself, facing Briar over the desk. “When you’re ready,” the master said. “Tell me the whole story, beginning to end.” 
 
    Alright. The truth. Briar took a deep breath. “After the attack on Osman, the bandits left and went north. People call them the Nameless Ones.” She related an abbreviated version of events, omitting all mention of Lara or Kade, or even Ava. “The Nameless Ones finally stopped when they reached their stronghold, not far from the northern mountain range,” Briar said. “Which was where they met their master.” 
 
    “Their master?” Master Talor’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    Briar nodded. “Someone gives them orders, tells them where to go, which towns to destroy, tasks them to fetch things, like the song catcher. People too. Novices, children from the towns. All gifted with magic. When they fled north after attacking Osman, they took prisoners with them, which they delivered to their master, along with the song catcher.” Briar took a deep breath and a gamble. “The stolen children are the same ones who march towards Mizra now.” 
 
    Master Talor’s eyes widened, and he leaned forward in his chair. “No one in Mizra is meant to know about them,” he said. “It would cause mass panic if they knew, and goodness knows we have enough trouble without that. How do you know? Who did you tell?” 
 
    “I saw them.” Briar’s heartbeat picked up at the intensity in his face. “And what they did to the farmland. Some of the children were in the Osman Order house with me. I haven’t told anyone about them.” 
 
    “You’ve seen a lot, it seems.” 
 
    “Are you sending magicians to help the farmers?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” Briar’s mind filled with images of what she had seen, the dust blowing over the dead fields, the desperate woman begging the exhausted soldier for help, the old farmer in the town and his tired determination, and the people working in the fields, trying to salvage something from the destruction. “They need our help.” 
 
    “We’ll send help in time. But right now, we need to deal with the threat to Mizra first. If we send all our magicians out right now, people will realise the danger. And that just complicates everything. We will aid the farmers. But not until we’ve destroyed the threat.” 
 
    Destroyed the threat. Did he mean that they would attack the children? Kill them? Briar swallowed hard. Ava was with them. “But-” 
 
    Master Talor’s eyebrows drew together. “We can only deal with so many things at once. And right now, I want to talk about these rogue magicians. You say they took the catcher and gave it to their master. Who is he? What does he want?” 
 
    This was the moment when she had to take a leap of faith. Briar licked her lips. “He wants power,” she said finally. 
 
    “What kind of power? Over the Order? Is that why he wants the catcher, so he can use it to bring us down?” 
 
    Briar shook her head. “Not exactly. He wanted the catcher to make sure no one could use it to stop him.” 
 
    “He’s a magician?” 
 
    “And a strong one.” 
 
    “So, if his goal isn’t the Order, then what?” Master Talor leaned forward in his seat, his eyes boring into Briar’s face. She tried not to squirm under the intensity of his gaze. 
 
    “He wants the throne.” 
 
    “The throne.” Master Talor sat back, shaking his head. “I doubt it, especially if he’s a magician. He’d have no chance of ever achieving that. If someone were trying to take the throne, we would have noticed.” 
 
    “It depends who tries,” Briar countered. “People don’t notice, because he’s smart. He makes everyone see him as a helper, someone to be leaned on in a time when everything is so uncertain. He’s the one creating order, leading people to trust him to the point where they hand him everything without him ever having to reach for it.” 
 
    Master Talor’s eyes narrowed. “Be careful who you accuse.” 
 
    This wasn’t the time to be careful, not any more. This was the time to speak the truth. “You must have seen how people turn to him. I haven’t been in Mizra for a day yet, and already I’ve heard rumours that the ruling council would be willing to break the rules for him. He has more power inside the court than he should. I doubt he sits back and lets others lead the song council either. The ruling council thinks this is their own idea, but he’s the one pushing them to do it by pulling the right strings, creating the right circumstances.” 
 
    “This is a ridiculous accusation. Why would Sachio need to do any of that?” Master Talor stood and paced the room, his brow creased in thought. Despite his claim that this was ridiculous, he seemed more thoughtful than angry. “He is one of the most powerful magicians in the country.” 
 
    Briar clasped her hands together, laying them very deliberately in her lap. “That is true. But he could have been the king, and he truly believes that he should be. Even you, as one of the song councillors, have to bow to the wishes of the ruling council, and they bow to the king. For a man who was on the verge of holding all that power, how could he be satisfied with what he has now?” 
 
    “How do you know?” Master Talor swung round to face Briar again. “How could you possibly know this is the truth?” 
 
    “I was his captive for a while before I managed to escape. I learnt a lot in that time.” Briar bit the inside of her cheek. She still had the scars from the shackles, a constant reminder of everything that she was fighting against. “I know it’s my word against his.” Briar shook her head, her throat tightening. “I know I’m just a novice, accusing one of the most powerful men in the Order. I know that no one in their right mind would believe me over him. But I can’t stand back and let Master Sachio just take what he wants without trying to do something to stop him.” 
 
    Master Talor paced up and down in silence, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. Briar’s eyes followed him, her mouth dry, her heart beating like a hammer. She had so little proof of what Master Sachio was doing, only the links in a chain of logic. If Master Talor didn’t believe her… Briar’s fingers curled. He had to believe her. 
 
    After what felt like a lifetime, the master sank into his chair again. Instead of the anger that Briar expected, Master Talor looked tired and worn. “I don’t want to believe you,” he said. “But too much agrees with what you’ve told me. The ruling council trusts Sachio implicitly. The song council looks to him for guidance. Everyone accepts his advice without question. To think he could take advantage of the king’s condition for his own gain-” Master Talor shook his head. “It’s unthinkable.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “He can’t be allowed to continue.” The master heaved a heavy sigh and dragged his fingers down his face. “But I can’t just accuse him. Who would believe me? And I doubt you have an army behind you.” 
 
    “We don’t have an army just yet, but I do have friends,” Briar said. “If we work together, we have a much better chance of stopping Master Sachio.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting an alliance?” Master Talor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Briar attempted a casual shrug that felt more like a tense body twitch. “There are so few of us who know the truth. If we band together, we have a much higher chance of achieving something.” 
 
    “If I were interested in joining you and your friends, what would you suggest?” 
 
    She should have been prepared for this. Briar thought quickly. “I would suggest you meet us, somewhere anonymous, somewhere we can share information. We’d tell you everything we know, and I’m sure there are details you know that we don’t. If, of course, you were serious about helping us.” How terrible it would be if this were all an elaborate trap and they made a time and place to meet, only for Master Talor to send a patrol instead. 
 
    Master Talor nodded approvingly. “Cautious. Good. Name your place.” 
 
    Just like that? Briar blinked. “You’re willing to trust us that much?” 
 
    The hint of a smile lurked around the corners of Master Talor’s mouth. “I’m more than capable of taking care of myself, novice.” 
 
    Of course. Who, other than a Nameless One maybe, could really threaten this master of fire song? But where could they meet him? It wasn’t like Briar knew many places in Mizra. Lara’s house certainly wouldn’t do. The only other place she knew of was the inn. That would have to do. 
 
    “Can you meet us in The Gilded Pony, tonight? It’s an inn,” Briar added when Master Talor raised a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    The eyebrow descended again, and Master Talor nodded. “I’ll find my way there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” And Briar meant it, from the bottom of her heart. Master Talor was the first person she had dared to talk to about Master Sachio, outside of her friends, of course. To have him believe her and put enough trust in her to agree to meet with them, that was more than she could ever have hoped for. 
 
    “No, thank you for telling me the truth,” Master Talor’s voice held a note of sadness. “I wish it wasn’t this way. But, as you said, we need to band together. People trust Sachio. One more push and I think they would make him king.” He shook his head. “I wish we had more time to talk. I’m sure there’s a lot more you could tell me.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything I know when we meet tonight,” Briar promised. 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” Master Talor stood. “Mistress Arloa can show you out.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I know my way.” Briar scrambled to her feet and lowered her head in respect. “Thank you, Master.” She kept her head bent until Master Talor left the room. Only then did she straighten, her head spinning with everything that had just happened. She did it. Master Talor believed her. Briar gave a shaky laugh and dragged a hand over her face. She had to tell Kade. 
 
    Mistress Arloa was nowhere in sight as Briar left the study and hurried back down the empty corridor, letting herself out of the Order house. The sun, which barely peeped over the roofs of the buildings now climbed toward the peak of the sky. It had to be mid-morning at the very least. Her meeting with Master Talor had gone a lot longer than she’d anticipated. No wonder he hadn’t been able to stay longer. 
 
    Briar scanned the street, bursting to share her news. Would Kade be here? Or was she to wait for him? A smile broke over her face as she caught sight of him, half-hidden by the trunk of one of the large trees nearby. Kade looked out over the rest of the square, his arms folded over his chest. He didn’t seem to have noticed Briar yet. She hurried towards him, her steps eager and quick. 
 
    “Kade.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Kade turned as Briar approached, worry evident on his face. “You were in there for so long that I thought you were never coming out. What happened?” 
 
    “It worked.” Briar’s voice came out breathless with excitement. “He believed me.” 
 
    “He did?” Kade’s eyes searched her face. “You persuaded Master Talor to believe Sachio’s trying for the throne? That he’s a traitor?” 
 
    Briar nodded. “He agreed to come and meet with all of us tonight.” She hesitated. “I asked him to meet us at the inn. I hope that’s alright. I wasn’t sure where else we could possibly meet with him.” 
 
    “That’s more than alright.” A grin spread slowly over Kade’s face. “No one’s ever believed us before. You’re a miracle worker.” He took Briar’s hands.  
 
    “I didn’t do much.” Briar’s cheeks heated, but she held his gaze, smiling shyly. “I just told the truth and was lucky he was willing to listen.” 
 
    “You did more than that.” Kade looked at Briar earnestly. “Thank you.” 
 
    There was something almost too intense and heartfelt about his gaze. Briar couldn’t find the right words when he looked at her like that. So instead she asked, “Have you found out anything helpful yet?” 
 
    “I haven’t tried,” Kade admitted. “I thought it would be better for me to be here when you came back, rather than leaving you to wander around an unfamiliar city in search of the inn. There’s plenty of time for us to go together.” 
 
    Kade had waited for her? Briar’s heart warmed at his thoughtfulness. “I appreciate it. I wouldn’t know which way to go first. So, shall we go and talk to some people then?” 
 
    “I know where we can start.” Kade released Briar’s hands and led the way across the square. “I will need your help, though.” 
 
    Briar fell into step beside him. Her heart soared, and she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. Maybe they actually did have a chance of finding enough people willing to listen to them, to support their cause. Perhaps the world wasn’t quite as in Master Sachio’s grasp as he liked to believe it was. This felt like real hope, at last. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    From the tree-lined square, Kade and Briar followed the central road a short way, before finally turning down a wide cross-street that led them into what Briar could only assume was the shopping district. The warm, yeasty smell of bread wafted from the open door of the baker’s store. Across the street, bunches of lavender and cloves hung in the window of a herbalist. Next to that was an elegant little store that sold fine hats, gloves and other assorted accessories for women. It was this shop that Kade made a beeline for. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Briar asked. 
 
    “I thought that maybe you could pretend to be looking for a hat or something?” Kade sounded suddenly uncertain. “Ladies tend to gossip when they’re shopping. I thought maybe you could get information from the shopkeeper that way?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about shopping.” Briar twisted her fingers through the chain around her neck. She’d never had enough money for that. “I’d probably do better in the herbalist’s if I’m honest.” 
 
    “If you can convince Talor that Sachio’s trying to usurp the throne, then you can definitely handle a little shopping. This should be easy, compared with that.” 
 
    Briar shook her head, but she couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll try my best.” 
 
    A tiny bell chimed as they entered the store. Briar stood in the doorway for a moment, taking in the shop. Shelves lined the walls, bearing hats, shoes, and scarves among other accessories. A couple of tables in the middle of the room held more of the same, laid out in the most enticing fashion, practically begging to be touched, tried on, and bought. It was exactly the sort of place that made Briar highly uncomfortable. She didn’t belong here. What was Kade thinking? 
 
    Briar gripped her medallion tight and forced her unwilling feet to carry her towards a table draped in a display of scarves. There were scarves in every colour under the sun, some glimmering in silver and gold. Others reminded Briar of running water, or soft moss growing in the shadows of a forest. The weaving was so fine she had trouble believing that the scarves hadn’t been made by a magician. Briar ran the fringe of a pale green scarf through her fingers. It was exquisite. And exceedingly expensive. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    A young woman stepped out of the back of the shop. One look at her was enough to make Briar feel dowdy and plain, more out of place here than ever, despite wearing Lara’s beautiful dress. The shopkeeper’s orange dress was perfectly tailored to her figure, tucking in to make her already small waist seem even more slender. Her dark hair was pulled back into an elaborate twist that left a couple of curls hanging sweetly around her face. Her skin was pink and white, and her eyes were large and blue. She matched her shop in every way, elegant, beautiful, poised. 
 
    “I-I’m just browsing at the moment.” Briar grasped frantically for the right words, something to draw this woman into a somewhat natural conversation. “You have some lovely scarves here.” 
 
    A small smile tilted the corners of the woman’s mouth up. “We have the finest selection anywhere in Mizra.” She stepped past Briar and deftly whisked three or four scarves off the table, draping them over her arm, before holding one out for Briar to inspect. “This is made from pure spider silk, woven through with real silver.” In the light, the silver threads caught the light, gleaming like magic. The silk was a delicate pink, like a blushing rose. 
 
    Briar stroked her fingertips over the scarf, hardly daring to touch something so lovely in case she should leave dirty marks. It was as soft as mist, and as light as a snowflake. “It’s beautiful,” she said tentatively, “But maybe not quite my colour.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” The woman laid the scarf aside and held out another, very similar, but woven in a pale blue, the colour of the early morning sky. “Perhaps something more like this? We have this one with both silver and also gold thread.” 
 
    For one aching moment Briar could understand why people would shop for such pretty, but useless things. How beautiful you would feel, wearing something so lovely, no matter whether it was practical. But there was no point in thinking about how much she would love to have just one frivolous item. What she did need to do, though, was get the woman talking. 
 
    “May I see the one with the gold threads?” Out of the corner of her eye, Briar caught Kade’s glance, checking on her. He stood by the window, apparently bored by the whole affair, but he would be listening attentively to everything being said, of that Briar was certain. “They’re so lovely. Are they made here in Mizra?” 
 
    “Some are. Others we import. This one, for example,” she picked up a scarf from a nearby shelf, “is from Tannis.” She held out a deep orange scarf, woven with delicate patterns in black and gold, spreading over the fabric like strange, exciting maps. 
 
    “What about Beldra?” Briar asked. “Do you have anything from there?” Talking about Beldra might give her an opening to fish for information. 
 
    The woman pursed her lips, and two fine lines appeared between her eyebrows. “We no longer import from there,” she said shortly. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “After the prince-” She cut herself off, folding her lips. “We just don’t buy from the Beldrans anymore. You’ll be hard-pressed to find a scarf of Beldran make, if that’s what you’re in the market for.” Her voice was sharp. 
 
    “Oh no. Nothing like that,” Briar said quickly, making her voice as soothing as she could. “I admire you. It must be a difficult decision to make, not to buy from Beldra.” 
 
    “Hardly. I love my country, and I would never betray it like that. No reasonable person would buy from the Beldrans after the way they conspired with the prince. I’m surprised you would even ask.” The shopkeeper’s eyes narrowed, and her perfect pink mouth compressed into a thin line. 
 
    “I apologise,” Briar backtracked hastily. “I would never imply anything like that. I’m afraid it didn’t even occur to me how that would affect you. It’s such a difficult time to be in.” She heaved a sigh that was a little more real than she would have liked. “It’s hard to know who or what you can trust, isn’t it?” 
 
    The woman gave a smile that bordered on tired. “It is indeed. These aren’t the most stable of times. With the king the way he is, one wonders what will happen to us all.” 
 
    “I’m sure his condition can’t possibly be as bad as all that,” Briar said. 
 
    “One hopes so.” But the woman didn’t sound convinced. “I don’t like to listen to the rumours. Gossip is rarely right. But in this case, I have wondered-” Again, she cut herself off, as if afraid that she might say too much. 
 
    “It’s difficult to feel secure when you hear such stories as those bandits in the north,” Briar pressed. “I’ve often wondered whether we’re safe, even here.” 
 
    “No one would dare threaten Mizra,” the young woman declared with a toss of her perfect curls. “Even the king wouldn’t allow an attack like that anywhere near his city.” She straightened the centre display, absent-mindedly. “And the soldiers would be prepared.” The shopkeeper smiled, though it was more than a little forced. “There are no threats to Mizra though. No reason to worry yet.” 
 
    So, it was as Master Talor said. People in Mizra didn’t know about the children marching towards the city yet. In one way, Briar envied the woman her ignorance. She didn’t have to worry about what horrors might be coming their way, dread weighing on her mind every moment of the day. In another way, though, Briar pitied her. Because if the children did come, this woman would not be prepared for them. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right.” Briar did her best to sound unconcerned. “I suppose there’s no sense in worrying about things when we have good people to look after us. The soldiers, the king, the councils, Lord Sachio…” 
 
    “Indeed.” The shopkeeper resolutely did not take the bait to share her opinion on Master Sachio. “Now, I have some other options that might suit you, if you’d like. 
 
    “I think the blue and silver one is perfect.” Kade joined them. His voice was light, but his eyes, when they met Briar’s, were dark and full of concern. 
 
    Briar understood his worry. Master Sachio preyed on the biggest fears of these people. All they wanted was safety. If the king failed to protect them, well, the ruling council would find it easy to pass the throne to Master Sachio. And if the children marched on the city, people would be looking to the castle for help. 
 
    “You have an excellent eye for these things,” the shopkeeper said. “The blue and silver scarf is one of my personal favourites. I think it suits her very well.” 
 
    “I shall have to keep it in mind-” Briar began.  
 
    “We’ll take it,” Kade said. 
 
    “Kade…” 
 
    “My gift,” Kade said. 
 
    A flush rose in Briar’s face. This scarf was too fine. And far too expensive for them to be wasting money on. But already money had changed hands, the shopkeeper closing her fingers over what must have been a small fortune, a smile spreading over her face as she tucked the coins away in her pocket. 
 
    “A pleasure to see you both. Please, do call again anytime.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Kade placed his hand on Briar’s back and guided her from the shop. “Have a nice day.” 
 
    Briar held her tongue until the door. Only then did she stop and turn to Kade, frowning. “You didn’t have to buy the scarf, Kade. “I would have found a way to excuse us without buying anything. It must be expensive.” 
 
    “I wanted to.” Kade’s smile warmed. “You deserve something nice. And the shopkeeper was right; it does suit you.” 
 
    “I’ve never had anything so exquisite.” Briar ran the end of the scarf through her fingers. It was finely woven from soft, light threads, and the silver stands sparkled as they caught the sun. She didn’t deserve something like this. But her heart was warm from Kade’s kindness. “I don’t deserve it, but thank you.” She smiled. 
 
    “My pleasure.” Kade offered her his arm. “And in my opinion, you deserve beautiful things. Now then, I think we still have time to speak to a few more shopkeepers before we have to return to the inn. Shall we go?”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Briar and Kade visited a few other shops, nudging what little information they could out of the shopkeepers under the pretence of small talk. With everyone they spoke to, the story was always the same. People were concerned about the king. They knew how unpredictable he could be, how he didn’t like to listen to the advice of anyone. But most people still believed they were completely safe here in Mizra. Times might be more difficult than they would like, but they were certain no harm would come to them here in the city. 
 
    As the afternoon grew old, Kade led the way to The Gilded Pony. It was a smaller inn than Briar was expecting. Everything about Mizra was so large that she had expected their lodgings to be the same. The inn stood near the tree-filled square that housed the Order house, a few streets back from the central road. The sign that hung above the door displayed a painted image of a bright yellow pony rearing up on two legs, pawing at the sky. Well, they had the right animal at least, though the lacklustre colour left something to be desired. 
 
    The street was bright with the glare of the late afternoon sun, heavy and golden, reaching down between the buildings in long shafts. Stepping from the sunny outside into the cool, dim interior of the inn, it took Briar’s eyes a few moments to adjust. The tables in the front room were mostly empty. The innkeeper, a short, round, older woman, her wispy grey hair pulled back off her face, wiped out cups at the back of the room, one eye on the scattering of people seated around the tables, the other on a young serving boy laying out wood for fires. 
 
    “I see Lara,” Kade said. “There, at the back of the room.” 
 
    They wove their way through the tables towards Lara, who raised a hand in greeting. “I was starting to worry that something had happened to you.” Lara’s eyes were bright, and a smile lurked around the corners of her mouth. “I have so much to tell you.” 
 
    “So do we.” Briar slipped into the chair opposite Lara, and Kade sat beside her. 
 
    “Shall I go first?” Lara drew her chair a little closer and launched into her tale without waiting for their response. “I reached Lady Madella’s house without any problems. Her garden stretches all the way to the bank of the river, so I climbed over the back wall to get in, so that the servants wouldn’t see me. Madella’s breakfast room looks out over the garden. I waited until she sent her servants away, and then I approached.” Lara paused as if to gauge how they were taking her story. 
 
    “Go on.” Briar was breathless with anticipation, even though the very fact that Lara was here to tell her story meant it had to have a good ending. 
 
    “At first, I was a little afraid that she might call the servants to escort me out. I mean, I was pretty sure she would trust me, but you never quite know. But then she started scolding me for being in Mizra when there was a price on my head, and I knew I was safe. She wanted to know why I was here, and I told her I was here because of Sachio.” 
 
    “Just like that?” Kade asked. 
 
    “Well, with a great deal more care, of course.” Lara tossed her braid over her shoulder. “But it wouldn’t have made much of a difference if I had just blurted it out.” 
 
    “Why not?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Because she already knows.” Lara leaned forward, her whole face lighting up. “She knows Kade’s not a traitor, and she knows that Sachio is trying to take the throne. This whole time we’ve been tracking the Nameless Ones and trying to piece together Sachio’s plan, Madella and the queen have been fighting him right here in Mizra.” 
 
    “My mother is standing against Sachio?” Kade’s voice cracked. He swallowed hard. 
 
    Lara nodded. “Madella says that the queen approached her, not long after you fled the city. She was the one who convinced Madella that Sachio wasn’t what he presented himself to be. They’ve been working together this whole time.” 
 
    Kade nodded. He pressed his lips into a thin line, and it took him a moment before he could ask, “H-how is she?” 
 
    “Madella says she’s well. She’s fighting hard,” Lara said. “She refuses to give in.” 
 
    “That sounds like her.” There was such deep longing and sadness in Kade’s voice. It made Briar’s heart ache to hear him, but he was smiling slightly. Under the table, Briar slipped her hand into Kade’s and gave it a squeeze. Kade’s fingers tightened around hers, and he cleared his throat. “So, Madella is willing to help us, then?” 
 
    “More than willing,” Lara said. “Eager. Even with Queen Acacia’s help, they’re limited in what they can do. They need us, not just to help slow Sachio’s plans, which is all they’ve been able to do, but to stop him for good.” 
 
    Briar frowned. “But the queen must be powerful in her own right, surely? Can’t she stop Master Sachio herself, if she knows what he is doing?” 
 
    Lara and Kade exchanged a look before Kade shook his head. “She’s the queen, but my father is the ruler. For her, it’s just a title. It doesn’t give her as much power as you might think. If it were the other way around, if she were the ruler, and my father was not, then it would be him who would have limited power.” 
 
    “She’s the queen, but she can’t send people to arrest one of the most powerful people in the court. Besides, no one would believe her, even if she did speak out against him. We’ve seen how much people trust him,” Lara added. “As a member of the ruling council, Madella almost has more power than Queen Acacia does.” 
 
    So that was one avenue closed off to them. There would be no easy arrest. Not that Briar believed things could be that simple. Not anymore. “Did she have anything to say about the children?” Briar asked. “What is being done?” 
 
    “Very little.” Lara’s voice grew sour, and she leaned back in her chair, two frown lines appearing between her brows. “The king dismissed the threat outright when the first reports were brought in. He didn’t believe they could pose any danger. The ruling council agreed with him, because, well, they are children. Who would believe children could do such things unless they’d seen it with their own eyes? It wasn’t until they got close to Mizra and the damage was done that the council became concerned.” 
 
    “That explains why Sachio is using children,” Kade said. “It would have been simple for Sachio to convince the king to turn a blind eye.” 
 
    Briar swallowed hard. It made her stomach churn to think of his scheming, and Ava being caught in the middle. Of course, he could have used the Nameless Ones to do the exact same thing as the children had done, and more effectively at that. But it made so much more of an impact when people discovered that it was children doing these terrible deeds. 
 
    “But they must know by now that the children are a real threat,” Briar said. “What are they doing to stop them?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    There was a beat of utter silence. “What do you mean ‘nothing’?” Kade asked. 
 
    “I mean that the king still refuses to believe in the danger, even after Lorholt, and the farmlands. He won’t let the ruling council take any action against them. Their hands are tied.” 
 
    “Someone must be doing something.” Briar shook her head. “They can’t just be ignoring the problem.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re not. Madella says that they’re trying to pass the matter over to the Order. It involves magic, so if they can convince the king to let the Order deal with it, some action might be taken in time.” 
 
    “Sachio must know that this is happening,” Briar said. “Which means that either this won’t happen, or it’s part of his plans. 
 
    “He’s actively supporting the idea,” Lara said. 
 
    “But how would it benefit him to have the Order deal with the children?” Briar frowned. “The magicians would have the best chance of actually stopping them before they could harm anyone else.” 
 
    “That, I think, is something Talor will be able to tell us when we speak to him tonight,” Kade said. 
 
    “You managed to convince him?” Lara said. 
 
    Briar nodded. “He’s agreed to work with us.” She told Lara the whole story, how she managed to get into the Order house, and how she had persuaded Master Talor to listen, and how he believed her, because he too had seen what Sachio was doing. At first, the look on Lara’s face was one of incredulity, but, as Briar continued, it resolved into a grudging sort of admiration. “He’s coming here, tonight,” Briar finished. “Perhaps he will have some answers for us.” 
 
    “Between Talor, Madella and the queen, we’ve got an ally everywhere important,” Lara said. “If we could get a few more people on our side, then we have a real chance of loosening Sachio’s hold.” 
 
    “He’s so clever though,” Briar said softly. “And he holds all the strings.” 
 
    “Then we’ll need to cut a few,” Kade said simply. “Right now, that means talking to Talor and seeing how strong Sachio’s hold on the song council is.” 
 
    Tonight. They could find out so much more tonight. If Master Talor kept his word. In this world run by Master Sachio, it was hard to be sure of anything. How the master of fire would react when he found out that one of his allies was the exiled prince was uncertain, but they had come this far. If he could believe that Master Sachio was a traitor, then surely, he could trust that Kade wasn’t. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    As evening closed in, the inn filled up with men and women from the city arriving for a friendly drink, a meal, maybe, and to catch up on the gossip of the day. There were travellers too, trudging wearily over the threshold, in search of hot food and a warm bed. The orange light of the smoky lamps hanging from the walls and pillars of the large room thickened, turning the shadows into deep pools. Tucked away in the back corner of the room, Briar and her friends disappeared into the dark corners. 
 
    “Are you sure we can trust Talor, Briar?” Lara fiddled with her wooden mug, rolling it between her hands and across the tabletop, over and over with a hollow rumble. 
 
    “I’m certain.” As certain as Briar had been the last twenty times that Lara had asked that same question. Master Talor promised he would come, and there had been no lie in his voice when he did so. They just needed to be patient a little longer. 
 
    “And those soldiers coming in right now have nothing whatsoever to do with him?” Lara arched an eyebrow, jerking her head ever so slightly towards the front of the room. 
 
    Briar’s eyes snapped to the door. Four soldiers ducked into the inn, letting the door swing shut behind them. Their vivid blue coats were harshly out of place in the soft, smoky light. And it wasn’t just Briar who noticed that. As the soldiers passed through the tables, nearby people lowered their voices until the guards moved on. They didn’t seem to be searching for anyone, but their very presence sent a shiver down Briar’s spine. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have sent soldiers to find us.” Briar wished she sounded more convincing. “If he didn’t trust us, he would be more likely to deal with us himself.” After all, who would stand a chance against a magician as powerful as he was? 
 
    The group of soldiers settled themselves at an empty table near to where Briar and her friends now sat. They were far enough away that Briar couldn’t quite catch their words over the babble from the rest of the room, but were still far too close for comfort. One of the soldiers waved to a young serving boy, who scampered over, clasping his hands behind his back as the man gave him some direction, probably about bringing over some drinks. As the soldier turned back to his friends, his eyes passed over Briar’s table, lingering for longer than comfortable. Briar ducked her head away, watching him out of the corner of her eye until his gaze passed on. 
 
    “This is a complication.” Kade kept his voice low. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re looking for us,” Briar offered. 
 
    “Not until a member of the song council shows up in the middle of an inn, where he has no place being and starts talking to the people hidden away in a dark corner.” Lara pursed her lips. “Then we’ll see how much attention we draw. Though, I wouldn’t put it past Talor not to show up at all. 
 
    “I highly doubt that,” Kade said. “Seeing as he’s here.” 
 
    Briar’s eyes snapped to the door in time to see Master Talor step inside. He’d thrown a cloak over his familiar grey habit, which served to make him look a little less out of place, but the lamplight still glinted off the silver medallion that hung in the centre of his chest. He paused in the entrance, surveying the room. Kade shifted further back into the shadows, tugging his hood down, though Briar doubted anyone would recognise his face in the dim light. 
 
    “I don’t think he should know who I am, not immediately,” Kade said to Lara’s questioning look. “We don’t know his opinion on the prince yet. I don’t want to antagonise him before we know where he stands.” 
 
    Master Talor’s eyes passed over the room several times without him making a move. Briar hesitated, then raised her hand, giving him a tentative half-wave. His eyes snapped to her, and he moved through the tables towards them. 
 
    “You don’t make yourselves easy to find,” Master Talor said as he reached their table. He slid easily into a chair.  
 
    “It’s safer this way.” Briar licked her lips, her mouth suddenly dry and her heart thumping painfully now he was here. “Thank you for meeting with us. I know this probably isn’t a good place for you.” 
 
    “Is anywhere a good place to discuss treason?” 
 
    Lara caught Briar’s eye, and they exchanged a cautious glance. None of them dared to speak as openly as the master did, no matter how low his voice might be. His eyes didn’t check the room to see who might overhear, as theirs did. His shoulders didn’t hunch to avoid people’s curious gazes. He didn’t know yet what it was like to be hunted because you fought in the name of truth. 
 
    Briar glanced at the soldiers, as if, by some miracle, they could sense when someone spoke treason in their presence. But for now, the chatter of the other patrons covered their voices, and the guards seemed more interested in the drinks the serving boy laid out on the table, than anyone talking peacefully in the corner. 
 
    “So,” Master Talor said, after a long moment. “These are the friends you spoke of.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the four sized each other up. Lara tipped her head to one side, regarding the master with an air of suspicion, despite Briar’s earlier reassurances. Kade sat well back, little more than a dark shape in the shadows. For his part, Master Talor’s eyes passed from Briar to Kade, then narrowed as they landed on Lara’s face. 
 
    “Lady Lara of Brockhurst?” 
 
    “Yes?” There was a tone of challenge in Lara’s voice, a little too defensive. 
 
    Master Talor’s eyebrows arched. “You’re wanted for treason.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that fact, thank you. Is that going to be a concern for you?” Lara crossed her arms over her chest, her chin jutting out. 
 
    “In the face of everything, that is the least of my worries. If this gets out, we’ll all be wanted for treason.” Master Talor lifted one shoulder in a half shrug, though he couldn’t possibly be so unconcerned as he appeared. “I don’t have long, so maybe we should begin?” 
 
    It would be so easy for Master Talor to wave the guards over now that he knew one of Briar’s allies was Lady Lara of Brockhurst, the known fugitive, but he didn’t so much as glance their way, though he couldn’t have failed to notice the blue coated soldiers as he entered. 
 
    “We heard that the ruling council were trying to pass responsibility for Master Sachio’s child magicians over to the Order,” Briar said cautiously. 
 
    “That they did.” 
 
    “What does Sachio say to that?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Master Sachio supports this move. He says it’s our duty to deal with threats from magicians.” 
 
    “Has he proposed a solution yet?” Briar asked. If they knew that, they might be able to figure out what Master Sachio’s real plan was. 
 
    “We only had time to meet briefly, but yes. Master Sachio has put forward a solution.” Master Talor’s mouth tightened as if he tasted something foul. “He suggests that we use a song catcher.” 
 
    Briar frowned. Using a song catcher would take away the children’s magic, which would protect everyone. What would Master Sachio gain from such a plan? “That’s not such a terrible idea, surely?” 
 
    “There’s a reason we so rarely use the catchers.” Master Talor shifted in his chair, folding his hands atop the table before he spoke again. “We use them in times of war, against magicians who openly defy the Order and pose a serious threat. It’s never a decision we make lightly. And we only ever use the catcher against adults. Using one of these children would do far more than just stripping them of their magic.” 
 
    Briar’s chest tightened. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When a song catcher is used against a magician, it cuts out the strand of magic from their life song. It’s devastating. For some magicians, they’re lucky if they survive with their sanity intact. Now imagine that same thing happening, not to trained magicians, but to children. Untrained. Unprepared. They’re still growing, maturing. Their songs are awash with magic. It hasn’t formed into a single defined strand yet. A song catcher wouldn’t just remove the magic from their song. It would take everything.” 
 
    Briar’s breath caught in her throat and, when she did, at last, find her voice, it was soft and strangled. “You mean-” 
 
    “We use the catchers, those children die.” 
 
    There had to be some mistake. Briar searched the master’s grave face, but there was no hint of uncertainty, no hesitation of a lie in his voice. But it couldn’t be true. Ava was one of those children- 
 
    Under the table, Kade’s fingers laced with Briar’s, and he squeezed her hand gently. He had to know why the words dried up on her tongue, and why fear beat so heavy in her chest. She couldn’t look his way, not while she was still grabbing so desperately for control, but the warmth of his hand comforted her, anchoring Briar inside her spinning thoughts. 
 
    “That plan doesn’t make any sense,” Lara said, filling in the silence. “Sachio could do anything he wanted to stop this, and most people would just blindly trust him at this point. And these children have been useful to him. Why would he kill them now? Not to mention that slaughtering a group of children would likely lose him some support. Child murder is never a popular move. He has to know what the song catcher will do to them.” 
 
    “He knows alright,” Master Talor said. “We’ve argued this all afternoon. It’s too soon to jump to this option, not without trying something else first. As to why he’d kill these children, well, you’d likely know that better than me.” 
 
    “Sachio believes that sacrifices must be made,” Kade said quietly. “He needs to cause a threat big enough to make people panic so that they look to him for help. But at the same time, he can’t leave witnesses. This way, he keeps his hands clean.” 
 
    “I didn’t get your name before.” Master Talor frowned, peering through the shadows. “You sound familiar...” 
 
    Kade sat forward, letting his hood fall back so that the dim glow of the lamps touched his face. Briar sent him a questioning look but held in the words of protest that leapt to her lips. Kade knew what he was doing. 
 
    Master Talor’s eyes widened as he took in Kade’s face for the first time and he fumbled like he wasn’t sure whether to bow or to stare, or both. “You-you’re-” 
 
    “Shh.” Lara glanced over at the soldiers. One of the women looked their way, perhaps drawn by the master’s sudden start of confusion, as well as the rising tones of his voice. “The guards are looking over. We don’t want to draw everyone’s attention.” 
 
    Master Talor turned to look at the soldiers also. Though, rather than the quick, secretive glance Lara had given them, he openly stared at them, his eyebrows raised as if to ask ‘what do you want?’, arms folded over his chest. The woman met his gaze for what felt like an eternity, before finally shrugging, and returning to her drink. Briar let out a shaky breath. That could so easily have gone badly. They needed to take more care. 
 
    When the master turned back, he was a little more composed. “You shouldn’t be here. Everyone is looking for you. Do you know what they’ll do if they find you?” 
 
    “I know. But while Sachio is here, I must be too.” Kade was far too calm. “So, Sachio is pushing to use the catchers as the solution to the threat. Are the council falling in line with this plan?” 
 
    Master Talor shook his head. “Not yet. I refused to consider the idea. I like action, and goodness knows, we need to do something as quickly as possible, but not this. Brynn’s pushing back as well. No matter what these children have done, we can’t justify sacrificing their lives. Not yet. Rogan’s uncertain. He hasn’t committed to either side, as usual. The other two side with Sachio.” 
 
    “Not as unanimous a vote as he would be hoping for, I bet,” Lara said. 
 
    “Well, any plan that involves us losing another council member, especially at a time like this, is always going to divide us,” Master Talor said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Briar asked. There was so much about these catchers that they didn’t teach the novices. So many things had been kept secret. If only she knew more. 
 
    “Anyone who uses a song catcher has to sacrifice their own magic. There is a price to be paid. A magician as powerful as one of the councillors can wield the catcher with precision. They can use it from a great distance and only affect their target. Most other magicians would have to touch the person to focus the magic. But everyone who wields the catcher’s magic has to make the sacrifice.” 
 
    Briar bit the inside of her cheek, struggling to keep the surprise and horror off her face. This changed everything. Surely the council would never agree to such a plan. But at the same time, Master Sachio would know how difficult it would be to persuade them. He must have accounted for that. The loss of a councillor, though, would be a heavy price to pay. 
 
     “Sachio’s going to struggle to convince the council, I should think,” Lara said.  
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past him, with enough time,” Master Talor said. “That man has a silver tongue, and a heart of stone.” 
 
    “Where does the council go from here?” Kade asked, still somehow the calmest person at their table. 
 
    “We meet again tomorrow to discuss the matter further. We cannot let the catcher be our only option. In my opinion, we should be mobilising the magicians, taking these children on hand-to-hand. If we’re organised and prepared, our people should be far stronger than a bunch of children.” 
 
    Kade looked thoughtful. “If you can keep blocking Sachio’s plan, you’ll give us time to find a way to stop this threat without resorting to the catchers. That should weaken his bid for the throne, maybe enough that we can find some support of our own.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Master Talor said. “Short of Sachio losing his magic though, I don’t see how we’ll ever convince enough people that raising him to kingship might not be for the best, even if we somehow manage to stop these children in time.” 
 
    “Could that be an option?” Lara asked. “Taking his powers, I mean?” 
 
    “If we had a catcher, maybe, though again, you would have to find someone willing to make the sacrifice.” 
 
    “You’re a member of the song council. Couldn’t you get one?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Not easily.” Master Talor placed his hands very carefully, palms down, on the tabletop. “We don’t have Mistress Rhosmari’s catcher. That one went missing during the attack on Osman. I gather it’s in Sachio’s possession now. The other catcher is held by the royal family, and I can’t reach that.” 
 
    “So, we’d have to steal one,” Lara said. “Which would be exceedingly difficult.” 
 
    “But not impossible,” Kade said, slowly. “It’s very likely that Sachio would have brought Mistress Rhosmari’s song catcher with him. Which means that there are two catchers in the castle. There must be a way to get to one of them.” 
 
    “Even if we get one though, someone would have to use it.” Briar couldn’t imagine how difficult it would be to give up your magic, even if it was for the best cause. How empty the world would seem without being able to hear the songs. 
 
    For a long moment, there was no sound other than the babble of voices from the rest of the room. Everything they had learnt tonight just made their task more difficult. It was hard to think of a way around all these problems. 
 
    Then, slowly, Master Talor said, “If you could get the catcher, I would do it.” 
 
    “You would?” Kade asked. “Even knowing what it means?” 
 
    “If it would stop Sachio then yes. It would be worth it.” 
 
    “But you would lose your magic,” Briar said. 
 
    “When I became a part of the council, I swore to serve the Tree first, and to protect the people of Kerr,” Master Talor said. “Master Sachio stole from the Tree he vowed to serve. He harmed the people he promised to protect. He uses his magic for his own gain. Some things are worth the sacrifice. If you can get me a catcher, I’ll use it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Kade’s voice rang with deep sincerity. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t done anything. Thank me when we expose Master Sachio for the traitor he is.” Master Talor lifted his gaze to take them all in. “I want to help in any way I can. Whatever you need, just let me know.” 
 
     “We will,” Kade said. “Right now, we’re counting on you to block Sachio’s proposal in the council for as long as you can. Are you able to meet with us again tomorrow?” 
 
    “I can try.” Master Talor glanced back. The soldiers were deep into their third round of drinks already, and they didn’t seem interested in anything beyond their own table now. Another drink and they would be singing at the tops of their lungs. The master heaved a sigh and pushed back his chair. “I’ve been here as long as I can risk. I’ll meet you again tomorrow night. Here again?” 
 
    “If you can.” Kade gripped Master Talor’s hand, looking directly into the man’s face. “Thank you for putting yourself in danger for us. Thank you for believing in us. And thank you for helping.” 
 
    “For my country, I would do anything,” Master Talor replied. He pushed back his chair. “Until tomorrow, then. May the Tree protect us all.” 
 
    He turned, his cloak swirling around him, and threaded his way through the tables, making the lamps flicker as he passed. Kade, Lara and Briar watched the master until the door swung shut behind him. They couldn’t ask for a better ally. Master Talor was fiery-tempered, and loyal to a fault. If there was anyone who would fight against Master Sachio with all his heart and soul, it was him. Briar could only hope that his help would be enough to swing the balance in their favour. 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the night grew late, the inn emptied slowly of its patrons. The four guards were almost the last to leave, five drinks deep, and barely able to walk in a straight line by the time they finally staggered out through the front door. Only once they were safely gone did Briar finally manage to relax. For their part, they stayed in their corner, quietly discussing what Master Talor had told them. Until now, Briar had never quite realised just how much influence Master Sachio had in Mizra. No wonder Kade, Lara, and Rowen had left Mizra in the first place. 
 
    “Well, we’re not going to get much further just sitting here and talking,” Lara said finally. “I’m going to bed. Tomorrow, we should speak to Madella again. If anyone can help us get close to a catcher, she can.” 
 
    “She might also be able to help us find more allies,” Kade said. “Song catchers are instruments of war, after all. I don’t want to rely on them if we don’t have to.” 
 
    “Madella’s already feeling out people at court for us. I’m sure she’ll have news for us,” Lara said. “But considering how close Sachio is to taking the throne, don’t you think that she should also consider the catchers as a real option? Talor is willing to use one. How much easier would it be for us to stop Sachio if he didn’t have his magic to fall back on? Yes, it’s an instrument of battle, but this is a war we’re fighting. Just because we’re not leading an army doesn’t mean that we’re not fighting just as hard. Sachio plans will be exposed as soon as he isn’t able to control the king.” 
 
    “Only if there is anything left of my father’s mind after all this,” Kade said soberly. “All Sachio’s magic, slowly twisting his thoughts, might have broken something irreparably.” His voice cracked at the end, the first sign that he wasn’t as unconcerned as he would like to appear. 
 
    Briar laid her hand on Kade’s arm, gently. “I’m sure he’ll be alright.” 
 
    Kade shrugged, the deep frown that creased his face never shifting. “Whether he is or not, we can’t count on my father for help. We need to show the world Sachio’s true colours before the council puts him on the throne. And for that, we’re going to need more allies, people who will support our claims when we take our stand.” 
 
    “We’ll talk to Madella tomorrow, see what news she has,” Lara said. “But I don’t think we ought to discount using a song catcher just yet.” She yawned, covering her mouth with a hand. “Anyway, we can argue more in the morning. I’m going to get some sleep, and you should too.” 
 
    “Soon,” Briar promised. “Goodnight, Lara.” She couldn’t sleep yet. Her head still spun with everything she’d heard tonight. She wouldn’t be able to close her eyes. 
 
    Lara headed for the stairs that lead up to the rooms on the next floor, and Briar expected Kade to follow suit. But instead, he stayed where he was, staring off into space, lost in his thoughts. Briar leaned against his shoulder, her hand slipping through the crook of his elbow, eyes drawn to the flickering flames of the dying fire on the hearth. 
 
    Master Talor’s words chased each other through Briar’s head in an endless circle. If the council used the catcher, then the children would die. If they died, Ava would die too. And if Ava died, Briar wasn’t sure what she would do. She’d had to abandon Ava twice, unable to do anything to free her, hoping against hope that stopping Master Sachio would be enough to save her sister. And yet, after everything they had been through, everything they had done, it still might not be enough. Master Sachio saw all the children as disposable, just things to be thrown away at will in his bid for the throne. 
 
    Kade heaved a sigh, breaking through the silence and Briar’s darkening thoughts. “I thought things might be simpler once we reached Mizra,” he said quietly. “But they’re more complicated than ever. I almost miss being on the road. At least we knew what we needed to do every day.” 
 
    “Me too,” Briar said. “I didn’t realise how strong Master Sachio’s hold on both councils was until tonight. He’s more powerful than I imagined.” 
 
    “At least we have some friends here,” Kade said. “More than I thought we would find. We have Master Talor and Lady Madella.” 
 
    “And your mother.” Briar squeezed Kade’s arm. “She’s on our side as well.” 
 
    “True.” Kade’s voice softened. “I can only hope that they will be enough.” 
 
    “It’s more than we had when we started,” Briar said. “And Master Sachio can’t hold everyone under his sway any more. Lady Madella will help us find others willing to listen. And if we can find a song catcher, we’ll have a chance to break his hold completely.” 
 
    “I never realised using the song catcher was so dangerous,” Kade said. “They were supposed to be a simple solution. That’s why we went after them in the first place. Did you know what it would do to the children?” 
 
    Briar shook her head, a sharp pain tightening in her chest. “I had no idea. There’s a lot they don’t tell us novices.” 
 
    “You seem so calm,” Kade said. “But your sister is one of those children.” 
 
    “I know.” Briar’s voice hitched in her throat. It took her a moment to be able to speak again, and when she did, her voice was low, and she chose her words very deliberately. “It hurts to think of her being with them, knowing that her life is in danger. But right now, I have two choices. I could grieve her loss before anything has happened to her, or I could find a way to save her. What use is it if we give up hope now?” 
 
    Kade shifted, putting his arm around Briar’s shoulders. “I don’t know how you hold on to such faith. Anyone else would have given up a long time ago.” 
 
    Briar shrugged. “I refuse to give up on the people close to me,” she said, “whether that’s Ava, or Lara, or you. I don’t always have a lot to offer. I’m not as strong or as skilled as you both. But I give what I can, and I try to hold onto the hope and belief that we can do this.” 
 
    “We couldn’t do any of this without you, Briar. We’d never have come so far as we have.” Kade searched her face, looking for what, Briar didn’t know. “You hold us all together.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar’s smile warmed a touch as his words sparked something deep in her chest. Her eyes flitted away from his, suddenly too shy to hold his gaze. But the arm he wrapped around her was warm, and the shoulder she leaned against was solid and strong. She wished they could sit here and stop time from turning, so she never had to face the difficult choices ahead. Things were simpler when Kade held her. 
 
    But the fire burned low on the hearth, the innkeeper had long since locked the door and gone to bed, and there was no way to hold off the night forever. They should be heading to bed to get some much-needed sleep before facing the new day. But she lingered a little longer. Kade didn’t seem inclined to move, and neither was she. The night was silent and dark, the room was empty apart from them, and everything was so peaceful. She could have sat there forever. 
 
    “I wonder if things would have been different if I’d stayed,” Kade said softly. “If I hadn’t run but faced the accusation instead. There was no proof of my treason. Could I have stopped this earlier? 
 
    “You’re no coward. You left because you were in danger. Master Sachio had the leaf from the Crystal Tree back then. He was too powerful. Even speaking the truth wouldn’t have stopped him. If you stayed, who’s to say that you would have been in prison right now, instead of free to fight back?” 
 
    “I suppose that is true. It’s so hard to know, isn’t it? I keep thinking of all the ways I could have done things differently. Better.” 
 
    “Looking back makes us all wise,” Briar said. “In the moment, all we can do is to try and make the best decisions we can at the time.” 
 
    “That sounds like the voice of experience,” Kade said. 
 
    “Too much experience.” Briar smiled, a little bitterly. 
 
    “You’ve done the best you can,” Kade said softly. His arm tightened around her shoulders. “You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I suppose so. It’s hard to believe sometimes.” Briar sighed, then stiffened. Was it her imagination, or was that the faint but familiar tingle of magic running over her skin? She must be imagining it. Even with the Order house only a few streets away, the magicians should all be in their dorms. None of them should be singing at this time of night. And yet, the feeling, rather than fading, grew stronger. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kade asked as Briar pulled away. 
 
    “Someone’s using magic.” She started toward the door. 
 
    “Is it the children?” 
 
    Briar hadn’t realised that Kade had followed her from the table until he spoke. Was it the children? She could only shrug. “I hope not. I could be mistaken, anyway.” 
 
    “Then we need to find out.” Kade lifted the heavy locking bar from the door and pushed it open, letting Briar pass through ahead of him. 
 
    The feeling of magic was stronger out in the street, still faint, like the lightest breaths of air over her skin, but still raising the hairs on the back of Briar’s neck. It should have been a comforting, familiar feeling. Standing amid the magic should have felt as natural as breathing. But it wasn’t. This magic was wrong. It made her hands twist into claws. Something wasn’t right. 
 
     “Something’s happening, Kade.” Briar looked up at him, her throat tightening. 
 
    “I’ll go and wake Lara. We should go and investigate. If it’s the children-” Kade shook his head. “Stay here. You’ll know better than I will if anything happens.” And with that, he disappeared back into the inn. 
 
    Left alone, Briar retreated into the doorway. Standing in the middle of the street with the stifling wrongness of that magic washing all around her, she felt too exposed. Briar’s fingers curled around the edge of the door frame as her eyes searched the darkened road. Maybe this was all a mistake. She could be just imagining how wrong the magic felt. It could just be the Order. But her skin shivered with the feeling of power, and she doubted she was mistaken. 
 
    “Has there been any change?” Kade reappeared at her side. 
 
    “No.” Briar turned away from the street. “I can’t hear any voices yet, but I can still feel the magic. Whoever the magicians are, they’re powerful.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not the Order?” Lara asked. 
 
    “It could be, but I doubt it. They don’t usually work in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Sachio’s children then?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “We should go and find out,” Kade said quietly. “Briar, can you tell which way the magic is coming from?” 
 
    Briar stepped back out into the street. The night was too dark and peaceful. It was as if they were the only ones in the whole city who could feel the danger looming. She closed her eyes, focusing on the twisted magic. At first, all she could feel was it rippling around her, thin and wispy, seemingly with no beginning and no end, but, as she concentrated, Briar felt the current coming more strongly from one side of the street. Without opening her eyes, she pointed. “That way.” 
 
    “Then we need to follow it. Come on.” Lara set off down the road without a backwards glance. 
 
    Briar hesitated before following. Every instinct said to get out of there, now. They should be running, finding somewhere safe to hide until this was all over, not hurrying straight towards the source of the danger. But since when had she ever listened to her instincts? Especially where Ava was concerned. She could be out there somewhere. 
 
    Kade kept pace at her side. “She’ll be alright,” he said in a voice low enough that Lara wouldn’t be able to catch the words. “Your sister has made it this far. She’s strong.” 
 
    “I know.” But if Master Sachio got his way, all the young magicians could die tonight, including Ava. The feel of the strange magic grew heavier around Briar, so warped it made her sick. Everything about this was so wrong, including how long they walked without hearing a song. They should have found something by now. “Why do you think they chose to attack now?” Briar asked to break the silence more than anything. 
 
    “At my best guess, it’s to force the song council’s hand,” Kade said. “If Sachio stirs up enough fear, they’ll be forced to do whatever he wants. Attack now, and they have no choice but to use the song catcher.” 
 
    “He’ll paint himself as a hero,” Lara said. 
 
    Briar’s breath hitched in her throat. It was so clever, so devious and cunning and heartless. Made all the worse by the fact that it was more than likely to work. 
 
    “We’d better hope it isn’t the children,” Kade said. “For everyone’s sake.” 
 
    “It will be,” Briar said quietly. “Why would he hold them back now?” It was the children everyone underestimated. It was the children that both councils struggled to find a solution for. And they were expendable. Why would Master Sachio sacrifice his Nameless Ones? No, when they reached the source of the magic, Briar had no doubt that they would find the young magicians. 
 
    The hum of magic was almost unbearable now, and finally, through the distance, Briar could make out the sound of voices raised in song. They weren’t the full, rich, menacing tones of the Nameless Ones. No, these were the young, silvery voices of children. Briar avoided Kade’s gaze. Was he trying to gauge how she was feeling? Even she didn’t know that. Briar’s fingers curled around her medallion. She had to find Ava. 
 
    Lara slowed, dropping back to walk with Kade and Briar at last. “We should take the side streets. If Sachio is looking to cause the most panic, the children will march right up the central road. That will lead them straight to the castle. If we carry on this way, we’ll be directly in their path. I don’t think we want to meet them head-on.” 
 
    Neither Briar nor Kade argued with that. They followed Lara off the central road and into a small side street. A thin layer of smoke hung in the air, growing thicker as they continued on, mingling with the strains of magic, and pushed ahead of the children by the songs they wove. 
 
    “Look out.” Lara stopped suddenly, throwing out an arm to halt her friends. 
 
    Ahead, the cobblestones cracked, buckling as huge roots punched up through the soil. They writhed and seethed, like a nest of angry snakes, rearing high into the air, before collapsing under their own weight, punching a hole straight through the stonework of a nearby wall. Cracks spread across its surface, and the stone blocks groaned. 
 
    Kade grabbed Briar’s arm, pulling her back. “Watch out. It’s going to fall.” 
 
    They ran back a few feet. For a moment, the wall held, even as the roots thickened and writhed, widening the holes they had already made and churning up the ground around the building. And then, all at once, the blockwork tumbled down with a crash that shook the ground. Dust filled the air. 
 
    Briar grabbed Kade’s hand, coughing. When the thick, grey dust settled, all that remained of the building was a pile of rubble, crushed rock spilling out into the street. Those writhing, twisting roots emerged from the ruins without so much as a scar, and reached back out into the street, groping towards Briar and her friends like fat, hungry snakes. 
 
    Lara pressed her sleeve over her mouth and backed away. “Move.” Her voice caught in her throat. “Before the roots grab you.” 
 
    The ends of the long, crooked roots followed their movements, homing in on their location as if they sensed that Briar and her friends were near. Briar stepped back, her eyes fixed on the approaching roots. Somewhere nearby, another crash sounded as another building toppled. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” Lara called. “Back to the central road.” 
 
    “You said the children would come that way,” Briar said. 
 
    “We need to get out of here, and the central road is the fastest way. This magic is everywhere, and these roots will just be the start of it,” Lara countered. 
 
    Kade’s fingers gripped Briar’s, and together they retraced their steps through the twisting side streets and back to the central road. Dozens of voices mingled in the air, growing louder and louder, mingling until they sang as one. The very air pulsed with the strength of their song. Smoke from unseen fires filled the streets. Somewhere behind them, Briar could hear torrents of rain thundering down too, even though no water fell on her. The ground behind them cracked and tore apart as the roots chased after them, while thick curtains of vines spread over the remnants of buildings the roots left in their wake. 
 
    When they reached the central road, however, Briar and her friends had to stop. A screaming gale blew straight down the street, howling like a banewulf. Briar hesitated. Could they brave the wind anyway? Looking towards the castle, the city was dark and peaceful. If she turned the other way, however, the marks of magic were everywhere. Fires punched out through the windows of nearby houses, sending golden sparks shooting into the sky like a thousand shattering notes. The wind whipped the flames into a dancing frenzy, carrying them from building to building, faster than Briar wanted to believe was possible. 
 
    Even in the shelter of the street mouth, the wind grabbed at them, sucking them towards the open centre of the road. Briar’s skirts flapped around her legs, and her hair whipped across her face. She held onto Kade’s hand tighter, and his fingers squeezed hers, warm and comforting, anchoring her in place. 
 
    “We stick to the backstreets,” Kade said. 
 
    “Wait. Look.” Lara pointed down the street into the darkness. 
 
    Out of the night, row after row of soldiers marched towards them, their every step braced against the wind, which threatened to send them skidding backwards. The soldiers pressed together, shoulder to shoulder, their shields locked together, forming an unbroken wall that reflected the dancing flames in strange, twisted patterns. 
 
    “Do you think they stand a chance against the children?” Briar asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Kade’s eyes flicked from the soldiers to the other side of the road. “But I think we’re about to find out.” 
 
    Sure enough, as Briar tore her eyes away from the oncoming soldiers, she caught her first glimpse of the children, stepping out of the glow of the fires. Like the soldiers, they too filled the width of the street. However, they flowed like a river, now coming together in the middle of the road, now moving apart, no order to their movements, no ranks or thought to how they went. And no hesitation at all as their voices wrought a terrible magic. 
 
    Without a word, Kade drew Briar and Lara back further into the safety of the side street. Briar didn’t take her eyes off the scene in the road ahead of them. She wasn’t sure that she could. Nothing had changed, and yet the air was charged with more than just magic, as if the world held its breath, waiting for the moment when the two groups would meet. The children were powerful, but these were the best-trained soldiers in all of Kerr. They had to know what they faced. Surely, they must stand a chance? 
 
    As the soldiers drew closer, the foremost children banded together, joining hands. They were close enough now that Briar’s searching eyes could almost make out the faces of the nearest children. She looked for Ava’s face, heart beating wildly in her chest. Her sister would be here somewhere. As Briar searched for Ava though, something else caught her eye. 
 
    “Look. Can you see the Nameless Ones? I think they’re guiding the children.” 
 
    The Nameless Ones’ black robes rendered them almost invisible in the darkness. They stalked along at the edges of the street. The children barely even seemed to notice as they were funnelled along, deeper into the city. There was no need for the Nameless Ones to do more than gently point the children in the right direction. They didn’t need to raise their voices in song. 
 
    And then, the wind dropped. The children’s voices died away, and their steps stilled. The soldiers ceased their march and locked their shields together more firmly, shifting their stance. There was no sound but the ominous crackling of the fires. Everything waited in the utter stillness. 
 
    Out of the silence, a voice rose up in a shivering note of pure magic. One by one, the whole chorus of children raised their voices, joining the song, their voices blending into a single melody. The air snapped and popped. Briar’s eyes widened with sudden memory, and her heart raced with fear, as the very air burst into flames, licking out towards the soldiers. They crouched further behind their shields, standing their ground. Then the wind whipped up again, not pushing the soldiers away this time, but dragging them towards those hungry flames. Even the stones shifted, grinding as they moved, allowing the earth to rise around the soldiers’ feet. 
 
    Shields fell to the ground with heavy clangs that reverberated off the walls. The guards’ cries rose over the howling wind as they struggled to back away from the slithering the earth and the snapping fires that reached towards them with long, golden fingers. Briar’s ears rang with the cries of brave men and women, fighting for their very lives against an unstoppable madness. 
 
    A couple of the soldiers on the edge of the street wrenched themselves free of the clinging earth and turned to flee. Before they could get more than a couple of steps, the ground exploded around them. Roots, thicker than tree trunks, shot into the air, before crashing down around the soldiers, cracking the ground beneath them. The air rang with the soldiers’ terror as the roots twisted around them, dragging them down and down, deeper and deeper into the earth, until the ground swallowed them whole, cutting off their shrill cries. Fire licked over the stones, sealing them in, and when it drew back, there was nothing to be seen but scattered shields and a tangled mass of roots, smoking and scorched, but still moving forward, seeking new prey. The children didn’t pause, just carried on, remorseless, hungry for more. 
 
    It was all over so fast. The soldiers never stood a chance. Briar swallowed, hot tears welling in her eyes. She pressed herself more firmly into the shadows, unable to tear her gaze away from the children as they marched by. Her breath caught as she recognised some of the passing faces. How could they do something like that and not feel sick with the enormity of what they had done? And then, one face, in particular, caught Briar’s eye. Ava. She marched by, clustering with a few of the other children in a tight knot. Their faces were ghostly pale in the light from the fires. Ava didn’t look left or right but followed the others, her steps never faltering. 
 
    “Ava.” Briar couldn’t draw a breath. She took a couple of steps towards the mouth of the street. “It’s Ava.” 
 
    Kade caught her before she could go further, his hands closing around her shoulders, drawing her back. “You can’t go out there. Look at what they did to the soldiers.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave her.” Tears sprang to Briar’s eyes as Ava passed the street opening and vanished from sight. 
 
    “If you try to reach her, they will kill you. I am so sorry, Briar. I wish there were something we could do. We can’t reach her right now.” 
 
    Briar closed her eyes, forcing back the looming tears. “You’re right.” Her voice came out hollow, echoing the yawning pit that opened in her chest. She couldn’t reach Ava. She couldn’t save her sister. Again, all she could do was stand and watch, too afraid to take those few steps out to meet her. 
 
    “We should head for the Order house.” Lara’s voice was grim. “We’ll have to pray that the magicians can stop these children.” 
 
    Kade drew Briar away, his arm around her shoulders, and she let him. Images of what she had just seen flashed in front of her eyes, seared into her memory. This was every nightmare come true, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Briar, Lara and Kade sprinted through the streets, fleeing ahead of the twisted magic that tore through the city, setting it aflame. Briar’s breath was raw in her throat, partly from their headlong flight, and partly with the grief and fear that filled her at seeing what those children could do, what Ava was doing. The buzz of magic thickened the air, like the feeling before a lightning strike, only there was no sudden, sharp shock of relief. They ran through the streets, passing soldiers clearing people from their houses, and city folk fleeing in fear, but no matter how fast they went, they couldn’t outrun the dread that followed. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Lara said. Her voice was tight. She glanced behind them. “Do you think the magicians will be ready for them?” 
 
    “They will be,” Briar said. “The soldiers will have warned them.” With the overwhelming power of this magic, there was no way the magicians could have missed it. The real question was, would they fare any better than the soldiers had? 
 
    The street they followed finally let out into the massive square Briar and Kade had visited only that morning. How different it appeared now. From a bustling place, filled with peaceful shade, the trees providing a touch of beauty amid the bare greyness of the city, it now appeared as a landscape of fear. Flickering torches had been set up among the trees, lighting up the portion of the square right in front of the Order House, sending shadows twisting across its grey walls. Rows of soldiers stood beneath the spreading canopies. They rested the bases of their shields on the ground in front of them, eyes on the central road, hands on their weapons, tensed and ready. Had word reached them of the fate of their friends, who had gone to face the children? 
 
    “There are the song councillors.” Briar pointed to a small cluster of people standing behind the lines of soldiers. 
 
    Kade slowed. “Sachio will be there.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Briar’s spine. Of course, he would be there, pressing people to follow his plan. Because they didn’t have any other options now. And he wanted everyone to know that he was the one who was strong enough to make this difficult decision. Stop the children, kill the only people who could name him as the man behind the attack, save the city, and be hailed as a hero. It was horrific, and fiendishly clever at the same time. 
 
    Briar and her friends crept closer to the Order house, skirting the edge of the soldiers. A couple of the closest guards did eye them up but quickly dismissed them, probably regarding them as just more city folk, searching for shelter. Which, in a way, they were. They were as helpless now as anyone. Briar and her friends kept to the edge of the circle of light thrown by the smoky torches, close enough to see what was happening, but still shadowed enough that no one would recognise who they were. 
 
    Master Sachio’s His brow was creased into a pensive frown, and his eyes were wide and innocent, shining in the light. Looking at him, and the way he earnestly consulted with the other song councillors, it would have been hard to imagine that he had ordered this whole attack in the first place if Briar hadn’t already known the truth. He spoke with the oldest member of the council, a woman with unbound silver hair swaying gently as if floating on a breeze no one else could feel. Clustered around them were Master Talor, two other men, and a younger woman Briar could only assume was Mistress Perla, the last female member of the council. They kept their voices lowered, and Briar couldn’t catch their words, but by the sheer amount of hand gesturing and hair tugging, they were arguing hard. Even now, they weren’t united on their strategy. 
 
    Behind the council, mirroring the straight rows of the soldiers, stood the magicians. There were fewer of them than Briar had first imagined, though none of them, as far as she could make out, were novices. They were all dressed in their grey habits, forewarned and prepared for the fight, rather than gathered in a panicked rush. The torch light reflected off the iron medallions hanging around their necks. They held no weapons other than their magic. Briar could feel the fear in the air, as thick as mud. But the lines held their ground. They were just… waiting. 
 
    “Why don’t they do something?” Lara asked. 
 
    “They’ve already sent out one squad,” Kade said quietly. “Now that those have failed, it’s better if they stay here and wait for the fight to come to them.” 
 
    “They could send the magicians,” Lara said. “They’d have a better chance.” 
 
    “Master Sachio won’t risk that,” Briar said. “He wants to use the song catcher.” 
 
    “I hate waiting.” Lara shifted from foot to foot. “I wish we could do something.” 
 
    “Me too,” Briar said, her voice soft. But what could they do other than wait? Her magic was nothing compared to that of the children. So here they stood, cowering behind the assembled might of the soldiers and magicians, praying that the Tree would lend them all the strength and wisdom to overcome the danger. 
 
    “I think they’re coming to a decision.” Kade nodded towards the song council. 
 
    One by one, the councillors fell silent, until only Master Sachio spoke. He was so earnest, so convincing in his concern. A chill ran over Briar’s skin as she watched his act. He had everyone fooled. The only person left shaking his head was Master Talor, who folded his arms and marched away, his jaw working in anger as if washing his hands of the whole affair. He took up a position under one of the trees near the edge of the light. 
 
    Master Sachio drew the silver-haired woman aside. Briar guessed that this was Mistress Brynn, oldest and wisest of all the song councillors. Master Sachio took her hand, pressing something into her palm. The mistress folded her fingers over it, nodding. The song catcher? It was impossible to tell from this distance. 
 
    “I’m going to speak to Master Talor,” Briar said. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Lara asked. “What if Sachio sees you?” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” Briar tried to give them both a reassuring smile. She needed to do something, anything to quell the twisting in her chest and the fear for Ava that beat against her ribs. She crept along the edge of the shadows before finally darting into the line of trees, keeping their thick trunks between her and Master Sachio’s gaze. 
 
    “Master.” Briar stepped into the shadow of the tree he stood beside. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here.” Master Talor’s heavy frown deepened even further as he turned to her. “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “We saw the children,” Briar said. “How are you going to stop them?” 
 
    “The council has agreed to follow Sachio’s plan.” Master Talor ground the words out as if they hurt. “We’re going to use a song catcher.” 
 
    Briar’s breath caught in her throat. “But they’re just children.” 
 
    “Children who have destroyed every building in their path. We sent good soldiers out against them, and not one has returned, but the children come closer and closer. If we asked our magicians to face them, they would go without hesitation, and maybe they’d win. But we’d lose many more good people. The children are coming, and they’ll march right to the gates of the castle if we don’t stop them soon.” Master Talor shook his head. “Sachio’s forced our hands. We sacrifice these children, or we sacrifice everyone in this city.” 
 
    “Master Sachio would never allow them to get that far,” Briar said. 
 
    “Are you certain enough to gamble people’s lives on that belief?” Master Talor said. “We’ve run out of time. Master Sachio might have won this time, but he won’t take the city down with him.” 
 
    The only way to save lives was by sacrificing them. Briar pressed her lips together for a moment, trying to still the tremble that ran through her body. “What will they do?” 
 
    “Mistress Brynn has volunteered to use the catcher. Master Sachio didn’t even try to pretend he’d do it himself.” The master’s lip curled. “But the children will be stopped. They don’t stand a chance against a catcher.” 
 
    No, they didn’t. And it tore Briar to pieces. She had seen the destruction they wrought. They would ravage the whole city, destroying everything without a second thought if they weren’t stopped soon. And yet, all she could see were the faces she knew, the novices from Osman, and Ava. They were just children. It wasn’t their fault. It was Master Sachio’s for kidnapping them, twisting their minds so they thought this was what they must do. It was his fault, and he would walk away from this, while these children paid the price for his greed. 
 
    Master Talor nodded towards the group of councillors. “It’s about to start. I should be with them, for Brynn’s sake.” He strode off without a backward glance. 
 
    Briar hurried back to her friends, trying to breathe through the pain that crushed her chest. Never in her life had she felt quite so helpless as she did now, standing so close to everything, and yet unable to do anything to stop what was coming next. 
 
    “What’s happening? Briar?” Kade asked. 
 
    “They’re going to use the catcher,” Briar said. 
 
    “Sairth.” Lara’s hands curled into fists. “Sachio gets exactly what he wants then.” 
 
    Briar fixed her eyes on the song councillors, unable to find the words to reply to that. The song councillors gathered together, their heads bowed, each pressing a clenched fist against their chest in a gesture of honour and respect. Then, Mistress Brynn straightened and stepped away from them, heading out into the centre of the square. She was followed by Master Talor on her left and Mistress Perla, the water singer, on her right. They stayed a pace behind the wind singer, providing company and support, even though, in the end, the final sacrifice must be hers alone. 
 
    The mistress must know she would be giving up her magic forever, but her face was completely serene as if this were something she had been preparing for her entire life. Maybe she had. Maybe every councillor took their seat knowing that one day they might be asked to give everything for the sake of their people. Mistress Rhosmari hadn’t hesitated either, though she had given up her very life to protect Briar from the Nameless Ones. 
 
    The first sign that the children were approaching the square was a blast of wind that whipped the ancient oaks into a frenzy. Briar shielded her face with her arms, narrowing her eyes against the gale. At the far end of the square, where the central road joined the tree-lined avenue, the first signs of magic shattered the night. Roots rolled through the cobble streets, sending stones flying. Vines and brambles poured over the buildings in a wave. Fire rolled out ahead of the oncoming band of children, who weren’t even in sight yet. One by one, the trees went up in flames, burning like candles. The whole square was lit up as bright as day, burning in orange and gold. 
 
    Several voices barked orders at once, as everyone rushed to get away from the burning trees. The soldiers scattered, struggling to reform their neat rows at a safe distance, their wide eyes glittering. The magicians backed towards the safety of the Order house. Even the song council retreated, as the trees blazed and the air shimmered with heat. Only Mistress Brynn and her companions held their ground. 
 
    Out of the darkness, the band of children appeared. They didn’t run, but neither did they march like an army. Instead, they walked freely, spreading out in the wide expanse of the square. It was their chaos that was the most confronting thing, their unpredictability. They came in their own time, following their own beat, wielding a magic that was as wild and free as they were. 
 
    The three song councillors stopped beyond the far edge of the blazing trees, standing alone and proud between the assembly of magicians and soldiers, and the oncoming children. At first, it appeared that the children hadn’t even noticed the councillors, but then, the group slowed, finally coming to a halt. The rippling roots stilled, and the wind died along with their song. Only the trees still flamed brightly. 
 
    Briar searched the shadows for the Nameless Ones, but she couldn’t make out any shapes lurking in the darkness. It seemed they had melted away into the night as the final confrontation approached, leaving the children to face their fates alone. The edges of Briar’s medallion cut into her hand as she gripped it tighter. The silence pressed down until she couldn’t breathe. Surrender. Give up, now, before Mistress Brynn was forced to use the catcher. There was still time for the children to give in and save their own lives. 
 
    Mistress Brynn stepped towards the children again, her steps firm and measured. She didn’t look back. Master Talor and Mistress Perla held their ground, not following her now, but not returning to safety either. The mistress covered half the distance between her two companions and the children before finally coming to a halt again. 
 
    “Stand down.” The mistress’s voice filled the square, seemingly without effort. “Give yourselves up now, and this can end here.” 
 
    Nothing but silence came from the children. Briar’s fist closed even tighter around her medallion. This was their chance. Please, just take it. Surrender. 
 
    For a long moment, no one moved or made a sound. Then, the children began to hum, low at first but swelling quickly, until the song rang through the air like a battle cry. The air snapped with magic, breathed into life by those dozens of voices. The fires consuming the trees flared, and the roots seethed. They reached for the mistress, hundreds of grasping tendrils, hungry to drag her down into the earth. Even the ground shivered, as if ready to split in two and swallow her whole like it had the squad of soldiers before. 
 
    Mistress Brynn bowed her head, her hand clasped around the song catcher. Amid the cacophony of voices, the roaring of the fires, and the howling of the wind, the mistress’s lone voice still cut through the chaos like a blade. Even the echoes seemed to sing back to her. The roar of the children’s voices grew louder and louder as they marched towards the mistress. But they couldn’t drown out her song. 
 
    The magic shifted and changed, taking on an edge. It cut like a knife, scoring lines of pain over Briar’s skin, so real she almost expected beads of blood to bubble out. She stifled a cry, gritting her teeth against the pain. Kade wrapped his fingers around her hand without tearing his gaze from the scene unfolding in front of them. 
 
    The mistress raised her hand and opened her fingers to reveal the song catcher. The fragment of crystal glowed from the inside with an unearthly white light that grew brighter and brighter until Briar had to shield her eyes. The light separated into slender tendrils, which reached out towards the children. They passed right through the hungry roots, which fell to the ground as the light enveloped them. 
 
    The children’s song faltered for the first time. They hesitated, some taking a step away from the beams of light that reached out to them. Someone turned and tried to flee. And then, the whole assembly of child magicians was running and scrambling, screaming as the fingers of light shot forward, piercing right through them, fixing them in place. The very air was shattering into a million shards with the force of Mistress Brynn’s song. 
 
    And then the screams began. 
 
    The children gripped their heads, tearing at their clothes over their chests. Their backs arched as they cried out. Some fell to their knees. Screams of agony split the night, torn from raw throats as, one by one, the children crumpled to the ground, shaking and writhing as the song catcher took everything from them, their magic, their songs, their very lives. Tears streamed down Briar’s face. This was no mercy. This was torture. She couldn’t watch and yet couldn’t tear her eyes away. 
 
    As the last of the children fell still, Mistress Brynn stopped singing. The catcher in her hand still burned brightly, like a captured star. An eerie silence hung in the air. Not a single person assembled in that square moved or even seemed to breathe. Maybe they, like Briar, waited to see if the children would rise again. And then the tendrils of white light streamed back into the crystal. The unearthly glow faded, and the song catcher went dark. Mistress Brynn swayed on her feet. She took a step towards the children, one hand reaching for them before her legs buckled and she fell to her knees. Master Talor and Mistress Perla rushed to her side. They tried to help her rise, but she shook her head and remained kneeling, her shoulders slumped, head bowed. 
 
    The assembly in front of the Order house broke ranks at last. Magicians swarmed towards the burning trees, songs already bubbling in their throats to quell the flames. The soldiers slowly advanced on the children, their shields still raised, as if they feared that those small, pitiful bodies might rise and fight back. But they wouldn’t. None of them would ever rise again. Briar stared at the fallen children, and her world crumbled around her. 
 
    “Ava.” Her sister was dead. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn broke on a scene of tragedy. Briar sat beneath one of the ancient oaks, its branches still smoking, though the magicians had extinguished the fire a long time before. Her eyes tracked the movements of the soldiers picking their way between the fallen bodies of the children, checking each child for signs of life before rolling them onto their backs and dragging them away to be laid out in neat rows on the cobblestones like sacks of grain. So many children, and not a single survivor. 
 
    A thin line of black bruising cut across the palm of Briar’s hand from where she had gripped her medallion tightly as she watched the soldiers at their work. Every small body laid out with its arms crossed over its chest was another life lost in Master Sachio’s ruthless grab for the throne. And he didn’t even care to look on the lives he had sacrificed so willingly. Where was he now? Safe in the Order house probably, or back in the castle. These children had done terrible things. They hurt people and spread terror across the land. But the fault lay with Master Sachio and him alone. 
 
    Kade sat next to Briar, his arms around her. She leaned her head on his shoulder, her eyes dry and a lump in her throat. Kade’s arms held the pieces of her together, keeping her from flying apart in grief and anger. She couldn’t cry. Couldn’t think. She’d been so sure that she could save Ava, that they would stop Sachio before it ever got this far. But in the end, she couldn’t save anyone. She had failed Ava for the last time. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Lara asked, her voice small. 
 
    For the first time, it seemed that Kade had nothing to say. His eyes, like Briar’s, followed the soldiers as they laid out the dead. With an effort, he finally roused himself. “We finish this.” 
 
    That was easy to say, but stopping Master Sachio seemed impossible. After this attack, the ruling council would press him to take the throne, hailing him as a hero for saving the city when the king refused to take a stand and protect his people. The thought of Master Sachio smugly accepting the crown, wearing a mask that was humble and self-deprecating, and all the time laughing as the ruling council handed him precisely what he wanted, that sent a flare of anger stabbing through Briar. He shouldn’t get to walk away. 
 
    “Where do we start?” Briar asked. 
 
    “We should talk to Madella,” Lara said. “She’ll be able to tell us where the ruling council will go from here.” 
 
    “How likely is it that she’ll be home still?” Kade asked. 
 
    Lara shrugged. “At this time of morning? There’s a good chance. If we hurry, we might catch her before she goes to the castle.” 
 
    “We’ll take that chance.” Kade shifted, then asked Briar gently, “Can you move?” 
 
    She didn’t want to, but Briar nodded anyway and struggled to her feet, helped by Kade’s supporting hand. Ava was dead because of Master Sachio, and she wasn’t going to just sit here and weep while he got everything he wanted. Ava and all these poor children deserved better. 
 
    “Lead the way, Lara,” Kade said. 
 
    Lara headed across the square, away from the soldiers carrying out their gruesome job. Briar’s feet were leaden as she followed. It felt so wrong to leave without saying a proper goodbye to Ava. She hadn’t even seen her sister one last time, and now she would never have that chance. Her throat tightened. But the soldiers were everywhere. She couldn’t risk getting close enough to find her sister, not if she wanted to stay free long enough to see Master Sachio punished for his sins. Maybe this awful pain wouldn’t be so bad if she could hold Ava one last time, say a proper goodbye. But instead, here she was, walking away, empty and cold. Only Kade’s arm around her shoulders held her steady, a warm reminder that she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Kade murmured. 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar’s throat tightened as she choked out the lie, “It’s not important right now.” 
 
    “It is important. You don’t just lose someone and shake it off. I know you must be hurting, more than I can imagine. I have no idea how you keep going.” 
 
    “I keep going because I must.” Briar found it easier to let her unfocused gaze wander over the street rather than meet his eye. “We need to stop Master Sachio. At the moment there’s nothing more important.” 
 
    “Some things are,” Kade said quietly. “You are.” 
 
    Lara led them away from the scene of the attack and in the general direction of the castle. Here, the streets were undamaged and slowly filling with people. The children burned right through the poor end of Mizra, but the wealthier districts hadn’t been so much as scorched. Master Sachio protected the people he found most useful, it seemed. Briar’s stomach twisted, and she kept her eyes on the ground as they hurried through the streets. 
 
    Their path led them past ever larger and gaudier houses until finally, they came out onto the bank of the river. Here, a small track ran along the water’s edge, worn into the bare earth by passing feet. Kade’s arm dropped from around Briar’s shoulders, and he gestured for her to go on ahead of him. The tiny path was too narrow for them to continue walking side by side, at least, not without them both overbalancing and tumbling into the water. Briar drew a deep breath, her shoulders hunching in on themselves without the comforting support from Kade’s arm, and tried to focus on where each foot fell, instead of seeing, over and over, the awful scenes from the night before. 
 
    “I didn’t think Sachio would actually attack Mizra,” Lara said, breaking the silence that had reigned since they left the square. “I was convinced he wouldn’t dare to have the children march on the city.” 
 
    “He’s never hesitated before,” Briar said, dully. 
 
    “Still, it’s one thing to burn towns and villages that you’ll never visit. Mizra is another thing entirely.” Lara shook her head. “If only we’d been able to get here sooner, we might have been able to act before he did this.” 
 
    “Don’t think like that,” Kade said vehemently. “We’ve done the best we can, every step of the way. There’s nothing more we could have done.” 
 
    Briar wanted to believe that. But her mind spun wildly, searching for things she could have done differently, some way she could have changed the outcome. They were the sort of thoughts that could drive a person mad. 
 
    “Sachio has a lot to answer for. Too much.” Lara’s voice was hollow with sadness. Briar imagined she was probably thinking of Rowen. So many people had been lost to Master Sachio’s greed. 
 
    “He will,” Kade said. 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Lara came to a halt at a wall that bordered on the edge of their tiny path. “This is the back of Lady Madella’s garden.” 
 
    The wall was high and smooth, every block of stone fitting together so seamlessly that there wasn’t even a toehold. Briar craned her neck. Even by jumping, there was no way to reach the top. 
 
    “How do we get over the wall?” Briar asked. 
 
    Lara gestured to a young tree standing near the wall. It reached higher than the top of the stones, though the upper branches were thin and fragile. Lara and Briar might not have any trouble climbing up, but looking at those spindly limbs, Briar wasn’t sure whether they would carry Kade’s weight. 
 
    “You go first,” Kade said to Lara. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I have done this before.” Lara swung herself easily into the tree. The branches dipped beneath her, and the whole tree swayed. For one heart-stopping moment, Briar thought that they might give way and send Lara crashing to the ground again, but she scaled the tree quickly, shimmying from an upper branch to perch on top of the wall. “It looks clear.” Lara dropped down on the other side of the wall with a soft thud. 
 
    “You go next,” Kade said. “I’ll follow.” 
 
    “Don’t break anything,” Briar said. 
 
    “That’s why I’m going last.” Kade gave a wry smile. 
 
    “I meant your bones. I don’t care about the tree.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. I was hoping Lara’s way in would be a little easier than this, but we never have that much luck, do we?” 
 
    “No. We never do.” Briar held back a sigh. 
 
    The first branches were easy enough to climb. They bounced as Briar stepped on them, but held firm. The higher she went, though, the thinner the branches became. She tested each step with care before trusting any of the tree limbs with her full weight, all too aware of how long this climb was taking compared to Lara’s. Twigs snagged in her skirt, and she dragged it free with an effort that set the leaves rustling. As soon as Briar could reach, she grabbed the top of the wall. The tree dipped and swayed beneath her, making her stomach lurch. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Kade called. 
 
    “I’m almost there,” Briar said, breathlessly. She bit her lip and hauled herself from the tree to the top of the wall. It at least was wide and sturdy, and she could sit astride it to catch her breath. Here she could see all the way across the river, and down into the garden. Despite the height of the wall though, her view of Lady Madella’s house was blocked by a stand of trees, and all she could make out was the very peak of the roof. 
 
    Lara waited below for Briar. “It’s safe to jump.” 
 
    Briar gripped the edge of the wall and eased around, letting herself down gently, rather than just leaping off. The thud of landing jarred her ankles, but she was safely in the garden. The edge of a thick hedge concealed them, blocking Briar’s view of the main garden. Hopefully it would hide them from any unfriendly eyes. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Lara called softly. “You can come over now, Kade.” 
 
    The tree shook violently, setting the leaves rustling like the whispers of a crowd. Something cracked, followed by a muffled swear. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Briar called softly. “Kade?” 
 
    “I’m fine. A branch broke, though.” Kade sounded a bit out of breath. “Give me a moment.” 
 
    More rustling followed, and then, finally, Kade’s head appeared over the top of the wall. He clambered over and dropped to the ground beside them, brushing bits of twigs and leaves off his clothes as he straightened. 
 
    “I thought you said it would be easy to get into the garden,” Kade said to Lara. 
 
    She shrugged, seeming completely unrepentant. “Well, we’re here, aren’t we? Come on. The house is this way.” She crept around the end of the hedge, checking in both directions before stepping onto the gravel path. “There may be gardeners nearby. Stay close.” 
 
    The path followed the line of the hedge for some distance, before veering off to wind through a little grove of trees. The trees then gave way to an expanse of green lawn, gleaming with dew and warm with the early sun. The path skirted the edge of this lawn and arrowed straight up the garden in the direction of the house. Finally, as they passed another hedge, which bounded the far end of the grass, Briar caught her first look at Lady Madella’s house. 
 
    A long veranda, built from smooth blocks of stone, ran along the entire back of the building. A low roof shaded it, held up by slender beams that were wound round with ivy, neatly trimmed and glowing with fresh growth. The house was three storeys tall, glimmering with glass, and built from warm, golden sandstone. 
 
    “Those doors lead into Madella’s breakfast room.” Lara pointed to a set of double doors near one corner of the building. “If we’re lucky, she won’t have eaten yet.” 
 
    The doors were made almost entirely from glass and gave Briar peek inside the room. A warm, pale light glowed off the white walls inside. A small table stood near the doors, set around with four chairs. Anyone eating their breakfast here would have an excellent view of the garden. It would be such a peaceful way to begin the day. More pressingly though, the table was set with plates and silverware. Everything was ready for Lady Madella’s breakfast. 
 
    Briar, Kade and Lara crouched behind the hedge, watching the doors to the breakfast room. The hairs on the back of Briar’s neck prickled and she glanced around. What if a gardener should walk past and catch them here? Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Kade doing the very same thing. But the rolling lawn was empty, and the paths lay undisturbed. If there was a gardener here, he or she must be working in another part of the garden. 
 
    “I hate waiting.” Lara shifted. 
 
    “Madella will be here soon, I’m sure,” Kade said. “There will be plenty for the council to do today. She’s unlikely to linger long.” 
 
    “Someone’s coming.” Briar withdrew further into the cover of the hedge, peeking around the edge as the interior door to the breakfast room opened, and a woman entered, followed by two servants. She was an older woman, her steel-grey hair looped over her ears before sweeping back into a bun. Lady Madella, Briar presumed. One of the servants pulled out her chair and helped the woman settle into her seat. The other servant carried a large silver tray and laid the dishes of food out on the table. Lady Madella addressed the servants for a brief moment before they both bowed and left the room. 
 
    The moment the door closed behind the servants, Lara moved out of hiding and hurried up the steps onto the veranda. Kade and Briar followed after her a little more slowly. Briar’s eyes flicked left to right, checking the windows for anyone who might see them. 
 
    Lady Madella looked up, startled, as Lara pushed open the glass doors. “Lara, dear. I didn’t expect to see you so soon. Are you alright? After what happened last night-” 
 
    “That's why we're here,” Lara said soberly. “We're running out of time.” 
 
    “On that we agree.” Lady Madella took in all three of them with her direct gaze. “Would you like to introduce me to your friends?” 
 
    “Of course. This is Briar.” Lara gestured to her. Briar dipped into a small curtsey, bowing her head. “And this-” 
 
    Lady Madella rose to her feet, her eyes widening. “Levi?” She stared at Kade, eyes wide with disbelief, for much longer than was probably polite. Then, as if remembering her manners, she swept him a low curtsy. “Your highness. You shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe for you in Mizra.” 
 
    “I know,” Kade said. “But Sachio is here.” 
 
    “It is precisely Lord Sachio who I am thinking of. If he finds you, he won't hesitate to have you executed. Publicly.” 
 
    “I know,” Kade said again. “But this is where I need to be. Do you mind if we sit?” 
 
    “Of course. Where are my manners?” Lady Madella gestured to the empty chairs. She pulled her own chair forward again and settled her skirts primly. “Welcome to my home. I wish it were under better circumstances.” 
 
    “I assume you know what happened last night?” Kade said. 
 
    Lady Madella nodded. “A messenger arrived not long ago, bringing all the details. The children were stopped, I understand?” 
 
    Briar nodded, a pang of remembrance shuddering through her. “Yes. They're dead.” She was pitifully proud of how she held in the wave of emotions that threatened to overwhelm her at those stark words. 
 
    “The immediate threat has passed then.” Lady Madella was far too matter of fact. “What happens now is that the ruling council will meet this morning to discuss our next course of action. It’s likely, after this latest attack, they will vote Varik no longer able to protect and serve his people, and he will be forcibly removed from power.” 
 
    “The council really has the power to do that?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Not usually. But in this particular case, Varik is clearly unwell. His mind is not his own, and his condition is endangering the whole country. His inability to deal with this latest threat is more than enough proof. In an emergency such as this, we have the power to declare him unfit to rule, and to decide on a suitable replacement.” 
 
    “And in this case, they’re most likely to choose Sachio,” Lara said. 
 
    Lady Madella nodded, pouring tea into an eggshell thin china cup. “The king's negligence allowed dangerous magicians to march on our city. They could have made it to the very heart of Mizra and attacked the castle itself, and he would have blocked any meaningful move to protect the people. It was only because of Lord Sachio that this didn’t occur.” 
 
    “He would never have allowed that to happen,” Briar said. Though every time she repeated those words, she believed them a little less. The castle could be repaired. It was the throne he really wanted. If it served Master Sachio’s purpose to attack it, would he have hesitated? 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. In any case, the ruling council doesn’t know any of this, nor are they likely to believe it if they were told. All they know is that the king put everyone in danger with his inability to deal with this threat. For as distasteful as his solution might have been, in their eyes, Lord Sachio stepped up to protect the people. To the council, this will make him an excellent candidate for the throne. Especially as he is of royal blood.” 
 
    “But the rules-” Briar began. 
 
    “The council is aware of the rules. But they’re scared, and they’re desperate. We all are.” A shadow lingered in Lady Madella’s eyes, though her voice didn’t change, and Briar wondered what the noblewoman had been through since Kade had fled the city. “In such a time as this, they will break those rules if they think that Lord Sachio will solve our problems.” 
 
    “So, we’re too late then.” Kade mouth tightened. “There’s no time to gather more allies and make a stand against Sachio. No one’s going to want to hear us say he isn’t the saviour he pretends to be.” He shook his head. “He’s planned for everything.” 
 
    When Kade put it that way, the situation sounded so hopeless. They had come so far and fought so hard, and in the end, Master Sachio’s schemes had still worked out exactly as he planned them to. He would be crowned, and there was nothing they could do to stop him. 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true. “He hasn’t planned for quite everything,” Briar said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kade asked. “He’s convinced everyone that he is the hero of Kerr. He has twisted the king’s mind until he can’t tell truth from fiction, let alone rule a kingdom. He holds both councils in the palm of his hand. They’re practically begging him to take the crown. And there are, at most, six of us willing to stand against him.” 
 
    Briar lifted her chin. “We can still take his magic.” 
 
    There was silence for a long moment as everyone took in this suggestion. Kade’s frown deepened, his gaze remaining trouble. Lady Madella’s eyebrows rose a fraction, and she tipped her head to one side in question. Lara however, nodded. 
 
    “That is true. And we know Master Talor would help us if we could get a song catcher. Without his magic, Sachio definitely wouldn’t have such a strong grip on his future.” 
 
    “It seems I’m missing something,” Lady Madella said. “Would you care to explain?” 
 
    “If we could somehow get a song catcher and use it against Master Sachio, we could strip him of his magic,” Briar explained. “Without his power, he wouldn’t be able to control the king anymore. Nor would he have such a great influence on the councils.” 
 
    “If he can’t bend the mind of the king, then he might start to recover,” Lara added, her eyes glowing. “And all of this would weaken his campaign for the throne.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t the catcher kill him rather than take his magic?” Kade asked. “I want to stop Sachio. But I don’t know if I could kill him, even after everything he has done. I have to believe we’re better than that.” 
 
    Briar shook her head. “Master Talor believed the song catcher would k-kill the children because they were so young. Their magic hadn’t yet matured.” She choked on the words and rushed on to cover it. “Master Sachio is old enough that if we used the catcher, it wouldn’t take his entire life song. He would live through it but would be cut off from all forms of magic.” 
 
    “It seems the song catcher would provide us with an excellent opportunity then.” Lady Madella set her cup down carefully. “The main difficulty appears to be in reaching the catchers. Unless Master Talor can procure one for us?” 
 
    “That is… difficult,” Lara said. “Sachio has the song council’s catcher, and the royal family has the other. We think that Sachio’s catcher is most likely in his rooms in the castle. If we could get inside, then we might be able to steal that one. But we’re wanted for treason, so even reaching the castle is impossible.” 
 
    Lady Madella looked thoughtful. “Not necessarily. I might be able to get you to the castle. Though once there, there is little else I could do to help you.” 
 
    “If we could reach the castle, then we would be able to take care of ourselves,” Lara said. Her whole face lit up. “Sachio may have forced the council’s hands, but maybe there’s still time for us to stop his plans and expose him for the traitorous creature he really is.” 
 
    “We need a plan,” Kade said. “I have an idea.” 
 
    They drew their chairs closer to the table, all eyes on Kade now, eager to hear what his plan for finding the catcher might be. Hopeless as things might first appear, there was still a chance. A slim one, to be sure, but Briar grabbed onto that glimmer of hope with both hands. Because if they couldn’t find this catcher, she didn’t want to think about what would come next. 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Madella’s carriage rumbled through the streets of Mizra, heading for the castle. Even this early in the morning, the streets teemed with people, not so much rushing around on their own business this time, but stopping to gossip with the people around them. Briar caught glimpses of the city from where she sat, wedged between Lara and Kade, pressed as far back in the carriage as possible, in the hopes that no one would spy them from outside. Lady Madella herself sat on the seat facing them, her full, glossy skirts spread out around her to keep them from creasing. The light from the window lit her face as she gazed serenely out at the passing scenery as if this were any other day and she wasn’t travelling to the castle to decide the fate of the country. 
 
    Briar clasped her hands between her knees, stilling their nervous twisting. It had sounded like an excellent plan in Lady Madella’s breakfast room. Ride in her carriage, relying on her reputation and status to get them through the gates unquestioned. Slip into the castle using one of the unguarded side entrances. Search Master Sachio’s room and find the song catcher, then leave without anyone being any the wiser. Simple. Now they were on their way, however, Briar was starting to question how easy this was really going to be. 
 
    “We’re almost to the gates,” Lady Madella said. 
 
    Leaning forward, Briar got a clearer look at the road. The carriage slowed as it reached a set of gates thrown open to allow carriages to pass through freely. Though the gates might be open, they were also heavily guarded. Soldiers flanked the road, some standing sentry, while others stopped passing carriages, questioning their occupants. 
 
    “What if the soldiers stop us?” Briar asked. They’d be spotted the moment anyone came to the window to speak to Lady Madella. 
 
    “They will let us pass. My crest is enough to guarantee that.” Lady Madella seemed calmly proud of that fact. If she held that kind of a reputation, then she had every right to be proud. “You’ll be quite safe.” 
 
    “Sit back, Briar.” Lara nudged her with her elbow. “Someone will see you.” 
 
    Briar sat back, losing her view of the road, and Lara returned to fiddling with the fraying end of her braid. Lady Madella glanced out the window again and let out a prim sigh, gathering her belongings. “We’re almost to the castle. My driver will let me out, and then deliver you somewhere quiet. I will be with the council all day. You have my word that I will do all I can to stall their decision on the king for as long as possible. The rest is up to you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kade said. “We’ll do our best.” 
 
    The carriage came to a halt with a gentle bump. Briar bit her lip, pressing as far back into her seat as she could while booted feet scrunched round to the door. Even though the carriage driver knew they were there, a shiver still ran down her spine. 
 
    The door swung open, and the driver appeared. He tipped his hat to Lady Madella and offered her his hand, his eyes fixed on his mistress, never acknowledging the other three passengers in the carriage. Lady Madella gathered up her skirts and alighted without so much as a farewell, or backward glance. The door swung shut again with a sharp click. 
 
    “We’ll head straight for one of the side entrances,” Kade said in a low voice. “They’ll be less busy at this time of day. We can use the servant’s halls to get close to Sachio’s suite.” 
 
    The carriage gave a little lurch as it swung into motion once more. Briar fiddled with the cuff of her sleeve. This was not the sort of mission that should be undertaken in broad daylight. It was better suited to a velvety black night when the moon was dark, and a thousand stars twinkled overhead. But they didn’t have the time to waste waiting for nightfall. It was now, or they would be too late. 
 
    The carriage rumbled to a stop again. Lara stuck her head out of the window. “We’ve pulled around a corner,” she said. “Though, I don’t think the coachman is interested in helping us out.” She shook her head. “If he knew who exactly he was carrying-” 
 
    “There’s a reason we didn’t tell him,” Kade said. 
 
    “I was talking about me, not you.” Lara turned back to him with one eyebrow arched. “Maybe I would like people to give me the respect that I deserve.” 
 
    The corner of Kade’s mouth twitched up. “Then you’d better make sure you do your part properly and earn some of that respect.” He pushed open the carriage door, looking around warily, before climbing out. 
 
    Lara followed him, and Briar brought up the rear. Kade offered her his hand as she stepped out, and she took it. His fingers were warm and lingered a little longer than necessary, while his eyes searched her face as if looking for something. What did he expect to see? Grief? Hope? Faith? Briar wasn’t sure what she felt any more. Just numbness. At least she had some purpose to pour herself into now. 
 
    The carriage rumbled away the moment Kade closed the door, leaving them standing in the middle of the road looking after it. Briar shivered at the openness, crossing her arms and hunching in on herself. “We should keep moving,” she said. “Someone will see us.” 
 
    “There should be a door somewhere over there.” Lara led off. 
 
    Briar and Kade fell into step behind her. A line of flowering bushes followed their path around the side of the castle. They grew up against the wall of the building, dropping white petals around their roots like drifts of snow. On the other side of the road stood a high wall, built of golden stone, which blocked Briar’s view of the city beyond. The sun shone down brightly, warming the stones. 
 
    “How much further is it?” Briar asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Not far. Around this next corner and through a few bushes,” Lara said. “It’s just a side entrance, so it’s not going to be grand.” 
 
    Not grand, but also not guarded, which was of greater importance. They ducked around the corner. Here, the road swung away from the castle a little and a small garden had been planted in the little nook. Spreading trees cast a cooling shade over the ground, while bushes ringed the little half-circle of grass, creating a sense of privacy. Clusters of flowers grew beneath these bushes, blooming in cheerful yellows and oranges. 
 
    Briar pushed through the clinging branches into the shelter of the little nook. At least now they weren’t quite so visible to anyone on the road. Just in time too. The faint hum of voices caught her ear, growing louder as the speakers came in their direction. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Briar hissed. 
 
    Kade glanced around. “We’ll have to use the bushes for shelter and hope they don’t come in here.” 
 
    Wonderful. Briar crouched behind the thick branches of the bushes, folding herself into the smallest space possible. She peeped between the twigs. By now, she could almost make out the conversation of the approaching people. Who was coming this way? Soldiers? Courtiers? 
 
    Neither. A shiver of dread ran down Briar’s spine as two Nameless Ones stepped into view. As ever, they were dressed all in black, even down to their gloves, while masks covered their faces. However, unlike the masks they had worn when Briar saw them before, which were made of soft black fabric, these were formed from beaten metal, etched with fine lines tracing the edges. These decorations did nothing to lessen their aura of menace. 
 
    The Nameless Ones escorted two familiar figures. The first was Master Sachio himself. Briar’s chest tightened, and she had to stop herself from recoiling. Why wasn’t he in the meeting with the ruling council? Shouldn’t he be with them now, orchestrating his brother’s downfall to its bitter end? 
 
    At his side walked Lucien Redfern, wind magician, staunch supporter of Master Sachio, and older brother of Kade’s former fiancée. Briar frowned, leaning forward. Why was he in Mizra? The last time she’d seen Lucien, he’d been in the far north, with the rest of his family. Of all the people she had expected them to see here in Mizra, Lucien was not one of them. 
 
    “-king is no more capable of thinking for himself than a sheep,” Master Sachio was saying as they approached. “There is no danger that the council won’t vote against him. It is best that they think they’ve come to this decision themselves.” 
 
    Lucien nodded, though his mouth twisted as if he wasn’t fully convinced that it wouldn’t be better to hold onto control with both hands until the crown was firmly on Master Sachio’s head. “What will you do with Varik once you take the throne? You won’t want to keep him here.” 
 
    Beside Briar, Kade stiffened at the mention of his father. She glanced up at him, but he held absolutely still, though his whole focus remained on the conversation between Lucien and Master Sachio. 
 
    “We’ll remove him to one of the country estates. His mind is addled enough that he won’t cause any problems. And of course, if he were to have some sort of an accident while there, well, that would be tragic, but hardly unexpected.” 
 
    Briar’s fingers tightened around her medallion. They were talking treason of the highest order here. Overthrowing the king, and then killing him to make sure that Master Sachio’s hold on the throne was secure. And he believed that he actually deserved to be king. 
 
    “And the queen?” 
 
    If Kade had been stiff before, now his whole body was as rigid as stone. Briar reached her other hand out to him, clasping one of his. He closed his fingers around hers, though his gaze never shifted from the men in the road. 
 
    “Acacia is no threat. Whether she stays here or goes with Varik, it makes no difference. She has no power to stop what will happen.” 
 
    “It might be better to remove her anyway,” Lucien suggested. “With all respect, people in your family tend to be surprisingly stubborn.” 
 
    “That is true.” Master Sachio tipped his head to one side. “I’ll consider what is best to be done with her. We’ve time yet.” 
 
    “Not that long. The council will vote in your favour today,” Lucien said. “My father says they are more than willing to crown you, especially after what happened last night. You’ll be king sooner than we could have hoped.” Lucien bowed his head in respect, but Briar didn’t miss the slight narrowing of his eyes, and the half hopeful smile that creased his lips, the way he hungered for something of his own. 
 
    “And when that time comes, I will not forget those who helped me.” There was no magic in Master Sachio’s words now, just a knowledge of what people liked to hear, which words to say to keep them loyal. Master Talor was right about one thing. Master Sachio had a tongue of pure silver, but his heart was cold and greedy. 
 
    “Will you be speaking with the council at all today?” Lucien asked. “After all you did last night to secure the safety of the city…” 
 
    Master Sachio shook his head. “Unless they specifically ask me to address my decision, I won’t be sitting in on the council’s meeting. They must come to me. A king is only secure when he is placed into power peacefully.” 
 
    Because there was so much peace about all of Master Sachio’s plans. And yet, he was right, much as Briar might wish he wasn’t. No one would challenge his right to the throne if it was the ruling council who placed him there. He manipulated them all from behind the scenes, but his hands appeared spotless. Briar stared after Master Sachio and Lucien as they passed by, turning the corner and disappearing from view. Neither of those men deserved their gift of magic. 
 
    “That was too close,” Lara said. “Sachio talks as if he already holds the throne. The way he deals so casually with his own brother’s life…” She shook her head. “We need to find that song catcher.” She turned and plunged on through the small patch of garden in search of the side door. Kade, however, lingered, staring after Master Sachio, even though he had long since disappeared. 
 
    Briar waited with him, still clasping his hand. “What they said about your father and mother-” 
 
    “-won’t be important soon.” Kade pulled his eyes away from the now-empty road with a visible effort. “Once Sachio’s magic is gone, he won’t be able to control my father, and he won’t be in a position to harm my mother either.” Kade swung round, his hand slipping from Briar’s grasp, and followed Lara, moving so quickly that Briar had to run to keep up. “We just have to make sure this plan works.” 
 
    Yes, all they had to do was pull off the nearly impossible task of not only stripping Master Sachio of his powers but also exposing his deeds to those who saw him as a saviour. They could do it, but Briar still couldn’t stop the doubts that crept in. She hadn’t been able to save Ava. Why should she believe that she could do any better now? 
 
    With an effort, Briar pushed aside her doubts and focused on catching up with Lara, who had stopped by a small side door, her hand already on the knob as she waited impatiently for them to catch up, her foot tapping restlessly. 
 
    “Wait,” Kade said, as Lara made to turn the handle. “Briar, can you check that the hallway is clear?” 
 
    Briar nodded and closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind to search for life songs in the hallway beyond the door. A physical barrier made the task harder, but, after a few moments, she was reasonably certain. “There’s no one there.” 
 
    Lara pushed open the door without waiting for further confirmation. No shout sounded as she stepped inside the dim hallway beyond. Briar took a deep breath and plunged after her, with Kade bringing up the rear. Their footsteps echoed against the stone until it sounded like a legion of people marching through, inside of only three. The air was cool and clung to Briar with creeping fingers of dread. She stepped close to Kade, trying not to imagine all the ways that this could go wrong. 
 
    At the end of the corridor, Lara stopped. She shifted, biting her lip. “I’m not quite sure of the way from here. Kade?” 
 
    Kade moved smoothly to the head of the line and turned right. This new hallway left them at the foot of a narrow set of stairs, just wide enough for two people to pass each other if they took care. A servant in a grey-green dress, with a large white apron over the top, stopped halfway down the stairs, her eyes wide as Kade led the way up. It was very obvious, even just by the way Briar and her friends dressed, that they didn’t belong in this part of the castle. Briar braced herself for the inevitable moment when the woman would turn and run, shrieking about intruders. But instead, the servant held still and silent as they jostled past her and carried on up the stairs. 
 
    The staircase let out in another small hallway, identical to the one they had just left. Set into the wall directly opposite the stairs was a door, while a corridor led off in both directions. Kade turned right again and led the way to a second set of stairs. They passed another couple of servants, who stood aside to allow them through, their eyes wide, but otherwise silent. No one moved to alert any guard of their presence. Maybe, though they would be surprised that someone other than a servant would be using these passages, they didn’t know who Kade and Lara were? Briar had assumed that everyone in the castle would recognise them on sight, but perhaps that wasn’t entirely true. 
 
    “How do you know your way around the servants’ halls so well?” Briar asked. 
 
    “I liked to explore when I was younger,” Kade said. 
 
    “When you were younger?” Lara let out a little snort. “I remember escaping through these halls more than once when we caught sight of someone you didn’t want to speak to, and you were hardly young then.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like me,” Kade said. But the look he cast back over his shoulder twinkled with mischief. 
 
    This second flight of stairs led up to yet another identical hallway, with a door right across from the stairs, and the hallway running left and right. Briar expected them to go in search of yet another set of stairs, but instead, Kade crossed to the door, stopping with his fingers on the handle. 
 
    “This will let us out of the servants’ halls,” Kade said. “People here are more likely to recognise us and call the guards.” He pushed open the door, checking the hall beyond, before stepping through. “It’s clear.” 
 
    This new corridor ran parallel to the servants’ passageway. It was easy to see that this was a different class of hallway to the one Briar had just left. Thick carpet covered the floors, woven in deep red, with threads of shining gold catching the light. The doors that lined the walls were fitted with shiny brass handles and hinges. They reflected Briar’s face as she passed. Even the unlit lamps in their holders gleamed, their glass polished until it was crystal clear. 
 
    “There are sure to be some guards near Sachio’s rooms,” Kade said. “Wait until I’ve distracted them before trying to get in.” 
 
    Briar bit her lip. It felt so wrong to be putting Kade in such danger. All this time, they’d been trying to avoid having anyone recognise him, and now he was willingly putting his life on the line to create a distraction large enough that Briar and Lara would remain unnoticed as they slipped into Master Sachio’s private quarters. If Kade was caught now, well, Briar tried not to imagine that. 
 
    Voices filtered out through a couple of the doors as Briar passed, muffled by the heavy wood so that the words themselves were too indistinct to make any sense. Turning a corner, however, Briar and her friends almost ran right into a group of young women, sauntering down the corridor, giggling and chattering, their arms looped together. The women cast curious glances at them as Kade brushed by, Briar and Lara following in his wake. 
 
    “Are they letting just anyone into the castle nowadays?” one of the young women asked, her voice pointedly sharp. “The small one is such an urchin. What does she think she’s doing here?” 
 
    Briar’s cheeks flushed. It didn’t matter what they thought of her. She was here to find a song catcher. She didn’t need to measure up to their standards. But still, their words cut deep. Was she really so poor and plain-looking? 
 
    Much to Briar’s relief, they quickly left the young women behind as they wound their way through what felt like miles of twisting passageways. It made Briar doubly glad that she had Lara and Kade. There was no way she would ever remember the way back.  
 
    Finally, Kade came to a halt. Just ahead of them, the hallway they followed reached a junction with yet another passage. “Sachio’s rooms are in that direction.” Kade gestured to the right. “I’ll distract the guards, lure them away so you can get inside. Wait until the coast is clear.” 
 
    “And we’ll meet you outside, by the side door, won’t we?” Briar asked. 
 
    Kade nodded. “I’ll find you.” 
 
    “What if something happens to you?” Briar’s chest tightened. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Just focus on finding that catcher. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” Lara folded her arms, her chin jutting out. “No one knows we’re here yet. We’ve still got time to think of a better way of creating a distraction than putting your life on the line. You know what will happen if they catch you.” 
 
    “I’m prepared to take that risk. If we don’t move now, the council will place Sachio on the throne, and all of this will be for nothing.” Kade shook his head. “We can’t afford to let that happen.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be right. I want you to be safe.” Lara threw her arms around him in a fierce hug. “I lost one brother. I can’t lose you too.” 
 
    Kade hugged her back. “I know. But we have to try. Find the song catcher. That will save us all.” 
 
    Lara nodded and stepped back. “You can count on us.” She turned away quickly, but Briar thought that she might have wiped away a tear. 
 
    “I always have.” Kade turned to Briar and hugged her as well. She closed her eyes, memorising the feeling of his arms around her and the sound of his heart beating in his chest. She didn’t want this moment to end. The moment she let go, he would leave. And if this went wrong, she might never see him again. 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes. She couldn’t lose someone else. Not after Rowen. Not after Ava. But what other choice did they have? She couldn’t hold him here, no matter how much she wanted to. So instead, she hugged him a little tighter. This goodbye felt so final like he knew something they didn’t. But Kade was smart. He’d evade the soldiers and join them as soon as he could. She just had to trust him. 
 
    “I’ll see you both soon,” Kade stepped back, and Briar had to release him and pretend that she wasn’t fighting back tears. 
 
    Briar wanted to wish him luck, but the words stuck in her throat and before she could choke out some sort of farewell, Kade was gone, slipping around the corner and vanishing from sight. All she could do was silently beg the Tree to protect him. 
 
    “Come on.” All emotion drained from Lara’s face. Now her eyes were cold and focused. “We need to be ready.” 
 
    Briar and Lara peeped around the corner. Kade might be unarmed, but he marched down the hallway as if he weren’t afraid of anything, head held high, hood pulled back, shoulders set. There was no attempt to hide his identity now. He strode towards the two guards standing one on either side of what Briar could only guess was the door to Master Sachio’s private suite. 
 
    “Where is Sachio?” Kade’s voice rang out loud and clear. “I want to see my uncle.” 
 
    The two guards shifted to face him, and ice ran through Briar’s blood. These weren’t palace guards. Oh no, these were Nameless Ones, silent, deadly, unarmed other than with their magic. They wore the smooth, metal masks Briar had seen the others wearing. They turned to meet Kade, their stance shifting, ready to fight. 
 
    Kade stood no chance against them. His best bet was to run and make them chase him. He could lose them somewhere in the castle. Briar’s fingers curled around her medallion. Run, Kade. Run. But he didn’t. He carried on towards the Nameless Ones, even as the first notes of their deadly songs shivered into the air. The carpet beneath his feet shifted, the fibres grasping at his feet like a thousand tiny fingers. Kade pulled his feet free with a sharp jerk, each step becoming more and more of an effort. And still, he didn’t flee. 
 
    The Nameless Ones left Master Sachio’s door, spreading out and approaching Kade with caution. Kade’s hands balled into fists, but he didn’t attempt to swing a punch. Instead, he just kept walking towards them, back straight, no fear on his face. As the threads of the carpet closed over Kade’s boots completely, bringing him to a stop, one of the Nameless Ones took the final step to close the gap between them. The man grabbed Kade’s shirt, pulling him forward, headbutting him in the face. The etching on the metal faceplate left an imprint on Kade’s skin as he staggered back. The Nameless One pulled him forward again and headbutted him a second time. There was no finesse of magic now, just brute strength. Maybe the Nameless One enjoyed getting his hands dirty for once. 
 
    Blood streamed down Kade’s face. Briar pressed her hands to her mouth, biting down on her tongue to hold in a cry, lest she drew the Nameless One’s attention. Kade swayed on his feet but stayed upright without help, wiping at the blood with one hand. It smeared over his cheek. He stared into the Nameless One’s eyes with his head cocked slightly to one side in a silent challenge. The second Nameless One grabbed Kade’s shoulder and slammed a fist into his stomach. Kade let out a wheeze and doubled over, throwing out a hand for balance. His fingers skimmed across the wall without latching on to anything, and he fell to one knee. 
 
    Even then, the Nameless Ones weren’t done. They gathered in close until Briar could barely see Kade, beating him to the ground with fists and feet. There was a sort of savage pleasure in their movements. It would have taken them only a few notes to capture him without shedding a drop of blood, but they chose to use their hands until Kade lay motionless on the floor. 
 
    Lara’s fingers dug into Briar’s shoulder until her nails were points of searing pain. Briar swallowed hard, a tear leaking from the corner of her eye as she fought the urge to break free of cover and run to Kade’s motionless body. It felt like betrayal to look away now, though even lingering this nearby was a danger. The Nameless Ones hoisted Kade’s body up between them. He hung limp in their hands, his head lolling on his chest, blood trickling down his cheek and dripping on the carpet, the scarlet spots mingling with the red and gold weave. Then, they turned and marched away in that same, terrible silence they always maintained. Briar stared after them, willing Kade’s head to move, or his hands to twitch, anything to show that he was alive. 
 
    “We need to move.” Lara’s voice was husky. Her nails still dug into Briar’s shoulder as she hustled Briar around the corner and over to the door the Nameless Ones had, until a few moments ago, guarded so closely. “Is there anyone inside?” 
 
    It took Briar a moment to focus enough to listen for life songs inside the room. When she closed her eyes, all she saw was Kade’s bloodied face and the way his body hung limp and broken in the Nameless One’s grip. But she pushed the images aside. Kade put himself at risk to give them this chance. She couldn’t waste it. Briar strained her ears, listening for the softest hum of a life song from inside the room, any sign that there were guards other than the two that had been posted on the door, or that Master Sachio himself had returned to his suite. But there was nothing, just a hollow, empty silence beyond the wooden door. 
 
    “It’s safe.” 
 
    “Good.” Lara pushed open the door and together, they stepped into Master Sachio’s private quarters.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Master Sachio’s rooms were dim and eerily silent. The first room appeared to be a sitting room. It was much larger than Briar expected, especially considering Master Sachio was part of the Order, and the magicians tended to live very simply. Then again, it went some way to explaining why he never gave up his dreams of the throne. He appeared to be a man used to the comforts of the nobility. Then again, Kade and Lara gave up those comforts willingly, so maybe it said more about him as a person, rather than his upbringing. 
 
    Bookshelves filled with thick, leather-bound tomes lined the walls. A sofa sat against the back wall under a large window that looked out over the castle gardens. The floor was of highly polished wood, so shiny Briar could almost see the blurry reflection of her face in it. A simple yet tasteful rug covered the boards in the centre of the room. It was woven in shades of blue and grey, possibly a nod to the Order, and was, Briar had no doubt, exceedingly expensive. 
 
    “It makes my skin crawl to think that Master Sachio actually lives here,” Briar said. 
 
    “Well, he won’t for much longer.” Lara pursed her lips, one hand on her hip. “We need to be quick. You search the study. I’ll check this room and then make a start on the bedroom. Join me when you’re finished. The song catcher is just a small sliver of white stone, right? Nothing remarkable.” 
 
    Not to look at, no. When Briar had first seen a catcher, she hadn’t even realised what it was. Not recognising it earlier was perhaps one of her biggest regrets. “It’s no bigger than my medallion.” 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt Sachio is the sort of person to keep jewellery around anyway. I suppose it’ll be pretty easy to recognise it if we do find it.” Lara moved away and lifted some of the ornamental books on the shelf. 
 
    Briar moved slowly towards the door into the study, biting on her lip. It was such a gamble, pinning their hopes on Master Sachio bringing the catcher that had once belonged to Mistress Rhosmari here to the castle. But he was cautious, and he would want all the pieces where he could control them. At least, that’s what she was counting on. Because if they were wrong, they didn’t get another chance. 
 
    Master Sachio’s study was as neat and tidy as his sitting room, sparsely, yet tastefully furnished. A polished wooden desk sat against one wall, the surface of which was stacked with books and parchments in neat piles, not a single leaf lying out of place. A pen sat waiting in an inkwell, as if, at any moment, the master might return. Briar shivered at the thought. Hopefully not. Against the opposite wall stood another bookshelf, filled with more leather-bound tomes. The spines of these were cracked and worn with age and use. Master Sachio must have read these books many, many times. Everything sat in its place, tidy and ordered and logical. 
 
    Briar searched the desk first, rifling through stacks of parchments, pens, bottles of ink and other assorted items that Master Sachio stored in the drawers. She also ran her fingers over the bottom and back of each drawer, just in case there might be a secret compartment concealed in there. Nothing. Though, she could hardly expect the catcher to be in the first place she looked. Briar moved to the shelves. Something scraped over the floor in the next room, and her nerves tingled. The Nameless Ones would return eventually, and what if she and Lara were still here when they did? 
 
    Briar pulled out the books, one by one, with fingers that trembled slightly. Maybe one of the books was hollow and hid the song catcher inside. Or it might have been pressed behind the books. But there was nothing. Every book was real, and well-read at that, the pages soft and creased with reading. Master Sachio kept nothing on these shelves other than his tomes. Briar even dragged the chair over to the bookcase so she could check on top, but her grasping fingers didn’t find so much as dust. 
 
    Maybe Lara had had better luck in the sitting room. Briar returned the chair to the desk, casting her eye over the room to make sure everything looked as it had when she entered. Nothing appeared drastically out of place. Hopefully, Master Sachio wouldn’t be able to tell that she’d been there. 
 
    “Any luck?” Lara asked as Briar joined her in the sitting room. 
 
    Briar shook her head. “It’s not in there.” 
 
     “I haven’t found anything here either. Though I suppose it would be risky to keep it in the same room that he’d entertain visitors in. If the Nameless Ones weren’t enough to chase any sane person away, that is. Maybe it’s in his bedroom.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Briar said. “I’m not sure what to do if it’s not.” 
 
    “Don’t even suggest such a thing.” Lara’s voice was sharp. “It’ll be here.” 
 
    Lara threw open the door and marched into Master Sachio’s bedroom. Briar followed a little more slowly. The catcher would be here somewhere. Lara was right to be confident. But…what if it wasn’t? That was a chilling thought, and Briar pushed it away hastily. They would find the song catcher. 
 
    If it felt strange to be in Master Sachio’s silent sitting room and study, then it was doubly strange to stand in the middle of his bedroom. A shiver ran over Briar’s skin. He could come back at any time, just as soon as he’d finished dealing with Kade, and that wouldn’t take him forever. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there. Help me search.” Lara moved over to the large wardrobe that stood against the right-hand wall. It was large, with intricate carvings covering both doors. The carvings depicted a mountain range and two standing figures facing the view. It could have been any mountain range, but it reminded Briar sharply of the northern mountains, where the Crystal Tree stood. Lara wasted no time admiring the carvings but threw back the doors, rifling through the clothes hanging inside. 
 
    Between them, Briar and Lara searched the whole room, checking in, around, and under the four-poster bed, even scaling up the posts to check on top of the canopy. Between them, they hunted through everyone single one of Master Sachio’s belongings, whether they hung on the wall, or were stacked in a chest at the foot of his bed. Nothing anywhere. 
 
    “It has to be here somewhere.” Lara folded her arms and turned in a slow circle. “Maybe there’s a hidden compartment?” She moved to one of the walls and ran her hands over the panelling. “Check the floorboards. It would be just like Sachio to have a secret hiding place.” 
 
    “Or it’s not here at all.” Briar’s throat tightened just saying the words. 
 
    “Don’t even think that. The song catcher will be here somewhere, I’m sure of it.” Was that real faith, or just desperation talking? 
 
    Briar trod carefully over the floorboards, rocking from heel to toe, testing to see if any moved or squeaked. If they couldn’t get the catcher, Master Talor won’t be able to use it on Master Sachio, who would keep his magic, and his hold over the king and court. Kade’s sacrifice would be for nothing, and he would be marched to his- No, she couldn’t even think about the possibility of him dying. 
 
    None of the floorboards squeaked or shifted, and Lara was having no better luck finding a hidden compartment in the panelling either. Much as Briar didn’t want to admit it, wherever the song catcher was, they weren’t going to find it here. And there were other things to worry about too, like the fact that the Nameless Ones would be back soon. 
 
    “We need to go,” Briar said reluctantly. 
 
    “Not without the catcher. Kade’s relying on it.” Lara continued to press her fingers over the panelling she’d already checked, refusing to meet Briar’s eyes. “We just have to look harder.” 
 
    “It’s not going to do us any good even if we do find one if we get caught in the process,” Briar said. “We have to go while we’ve still got the chance.” 
 
    “They will kill Kade if we can’t get this song catcher,” Lara said fiercely. “I already lost Rowen. I’m not going to lose him too.” 
 
    Briar bit her lip, her fingers curling around her medallion. The memory of Kade hanging limp over the Nameless One’s shoulder flash in front of her yes with a pang. “I don’t want to lose him either,” she said, her voice low. “But if the song catcher isn’t here, then risking capture ourselves isn’t going to help him.” Every word hurt, like a sharp betrayal. “We’ve looked everywhere. It’s time we retreat and come up with a new plan.” 
 
    Lara’s mouth tightened, and she continued stubbornly running her hand over the wall as if she might somehow be able to create a secret hiding place through sheer willpower alone. But then her shoulders slumped, and she turned to Briar with eyes that were suspiciously shiny. “Alright. We’ll go.” She turned and marched out of Master Sachio’s bedroom, her movements stiff and jerky. 
 
    Briar scurried after her. “Wait. Let me check that the hall is clear.” If the Nameless Ones had returned- 
 
    Too late. Lara flung the door open and stepped out into the corridor. Briar followed, peeped out to check that hall was, in fact, empty, before stepping out and closing the door carefully behind her. 
 
    “Lara, wait.” 
 
    But already, Lara had turned the corner they’d hidden around before, disappearing from view. Briar hurried after her. The castle was so big; there was no way she’d ever remember the way out if she lost sight of Lara. And Lara was so far ahead already, moving as if the Nameless Ones themselves were on her heels. 
 
    The halls, which had been empty when they passed through before, were now filled with people, standing outside their doors, or clustering together in small groups in the corridor to gossip with the other residents of the castle. No one would know who she was, but Briar still lowered her head as she passed, and threaded her way through the crowd as quickly as she could. As she passed, Briar caught snippets of their conversations. 
 
    “-the prince. How did he manage to get in-” 
 
    “-Lord Sachio’s personal guards caught him-” 
 
    “Do you think he was trying to reach the king?” 
 
    “He’ll be punished, and all the better, I say.” 
 
    Briar gritted her teeth at their lack of empathy. All they knew were the lies that Master Sachio fed them, and the falsehoods that filled this place. But she couldn’t stop to defend Kade’s honour. It was hard enough just trying to keep Lara in sight. Lara wasn’t trying to delicately weave her way through the people without calling attention to herself. Instead, she shouldered them out of her way, ignoring their cries of annoyance. 
 
    A door on the left opened, and a group of young women spilt out into the corridor, so suddenly they caught Briar in the swirl of their wide skirts, their voices blending together in an excited babble of gossip. Briar lost sight of Lara. She craned her neck, walking on tiptoe to see over the women’s heads, but she couldn’t spot Lara. Which way had she gone? 
 
    “Excuse me. Excuse me,” Briar muttered over and over as she edged her way around the group. No one seemed to notice she was there. Or maybe they did and chose to ignore her. After all, she looked like an urchin to them. 
 
    Breaking free of the young women, at last, Briar stared hopefully down the hall, but the passageway beyond was empty. Briar’s chest tightened, and she drew a couple of deep breaths, trying to stem the mounting panic that welled at the sudden realisation that she was on her own. Lara couldn’t have gone far. She was probably waiting just around the corner. Briar hurried to the end of the hall, fighting to keep herself from running. Hope flickered for a moment as she rounded the corner, her eyes searching for the welcome sight of a grumpy Lara waiting for her. But though there were a few people in the corridor, there was no Lara. She had simply vanished. 
 
    Alright. If Lara wasn’t here to show her the way out, she was just going to have to find it on her own. Even if all the passages looked the same and she had no memory of which way they had come. At least no one here knew who she was. Briar’s fingers tightened around her medallion, and she carried on down the hallway, squaring her shoulders. Eventually, she’d have to stumble across the exit. 
 
    The further Briar walked, the fewer people she saw. Maybe she’d left the personal suites? But if she had, then she’d left Lara far behind as well. They’d taken the servants’ stairs before, which let out near the suites. But there would be more than one set of stairs down. Briar would just have to hope that she could find another. She carried on, turning corners at random. Left here. Right there. Left again, until at last, the long, empty hallway brought Briar to a staircase. This wasn’t one of the narrow servants’ stairs they’d taken when they’d arrived. Those were hidden away behind doors so the nobility wouldn’t have to see the servants going about their business. No, this was a much larger staircase, wide enough that several people could walk side by side, with steps so shallow that fine ladies could glide up and down with having to gather up their skirts. A large window was set into the wall above, bathing the stairwell in a warm, golden glow. 
 
    These might not be the stairs that she’d come up by, but they did lead down. Briar stepped slowly to the top of the staircase. Her hand hovered over the bannister before she slid her fingers along its smooth, polished surface and descended. She couldn’t just wait for someone else to help her. She had to find a way out all by herself. Even if her skin crawled as she made her way cautiously down the stairs. It was so quiet, so empty. Being around other people was nerve-wracking enough, but Briar wasn’t so sure that being completely alone wasn’t somehow worse. 
 
    Halfway down, the steps doubled back on themselves, forming a small landing on the turn. Briar paused here, the sound of approaching voices catching her ear. That was fine. No one knew her here. She might get some strange looks, but unless they were soldiers, she would be in no trouble. Although, those voices did sound familiar. Wait, could it be-Master Sachio, and Lucien? 
 
    “-did he think he was going to achieve?” Lucien said. “Was he really stupid enough to believe that he could reach you that easily?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t underestimate Levi,” Master Sachio said. “He and his allies will have something more than this planned. We need to deal with my nephew quickly before they have a chance to carry out their plans. Crush this rebellion before it has a chance.” 
 
    “You think they could be an actual threat?” Lucien sounded sceptical. 
 
    “I think we’d be foolish not to be cautious, especially now. Nothing is secure yet.” 
 
    Briar didn’t wait to hear any more. She scrambled back up the stairs as quickly and as quietly as she could, her heart hammering. Of all the people to run into in a castle of this size, and it had to be them. If she could find somewhere to hide while Master Sachio and Lucien passed by, then maybe she could still slip down the stairs unnoticed. 
 
    The doors nearest the stairs were all locked. Briar shook the door handles, her mouth dry, ears straining to hear those approaching voices. Master Sachio and Lucien had to be on the turn of the stair now at the very least. Another moment or two and they would surely see her. Briar yanked the handle of the next door. It gave way, and she stumbled into the room, shutting the door behind her. The latch clicked softly, and Briar closed her eyes, pressing her back against the door as her heart pounded. That was too close. 
 
    “I don’t believe you’re supposed to be here.” 
 
    Briar’s eyes snapped open, and she straightened. A woman sat in an armchair near one of the two wide windows that made up most of the far wall of this room. A book lay in her lap, and she held it open with a finger. The woman was older than she first appeared, fine lines tracing over her skin like the softening of apple skin. Her greying hair coiled over her head, held in place with jewelled pins that sparkled as they caught the sun sending spots of light dancing over the floor. She regarded Briar with a direct gaze that wasn’t exactly unfriendly but definitely demanded an explanation. 
 
    Briar hesitated for a moment, then dropped into a clumsy curtsey, her eyes on the floor. If she pretended to be part of the castle, maybe she could get away with this. “I’m sorry, my lady. I didn’t know anyone was here.” 
 
    “That much is obvious. This room is off-limits, even for my personal guards.” 
 
    Personal guards? What had she walked into? “I-I’m sorry.” Briar’s knees trembled. If this woman had personal guards, then she was important. “I’ll leave.” She groped behind her for the door handle. 
 
    The woman tipped her head to one side, her lips pursed consideringly. “You don’t know who I am, do you?” 
 
    “I-I-” Briar searched for the words to convince this woman that she’d made a mistake, but none came. 
 
    The shadow of a smile crossed over the woman’s face. “If you knew who I was, you would address me by my correct title.” She paused, giving Briar space to speak if she only knew what to say. When Briar still couldn’t manage to choke something out, the woman arched an eyebrow. “My correct title would be ‘Your Majesty’.” There was a glimmer of amusement in her eyes. 
 
    Briar couldn’t breathe. Of all the people she could have walked in on, this woman was the queen? “I’m so sorry, your Majesty. It won’t happen again.” Her frantic fingers found the door handle. Master Sachio was out there somewhere, but just at the moment, she’d almost rather take her chances with him. 
 
    The queen closed her book, pressing a strip of ribbon between the pages, and laid it aside. “You’re not one of the servants. Nor are you a part of the court. That much is obvious. So then, why are you here? Are you a spy?” The arched eyebrow rose higher, though her voice remained light. 
 
    “No.” The word exploded out of Briar more vehemently than she intended. 
 
    “Because if you are, then I would have to call the guards. So, who are you?” 
 
    Briar bit her lip. Did she really want to test how sympathetic Queen Acacia was to their plan? Even knowing that the queen too fought against Master Sachio, this seemed risky. But if she didn’t, then Acacia would call the guards. Briar’s mind spun in frantic circles, trying to connect all the right words. 
 
    “My name is Briar,” she said finally. “I’m a friend of Lady Madella. We’re… working towards the same cause.” 
 
    “Indeed?” The queen met Briar’s eyes with a confrontingly direct gaze. “And what cause would that be?” 
 
    “Making sure that the throne stays out of the reach of a certain person.” Was the queen really going to make Briar name him when he was probably walking through the corridor behind her at that very moment? 
 
    “It is treason even to suggest such a thing.” 
 
    “And yet you haven’t called the guards.” Briar’s fingers tightened on the doorknob. She was probably being far too bold, but she couldn’t stop now. “I know you don’t believe your son is a traitor, and I know that he isn’t.” 
 
    “How do you know Levi isn’t a traitor?” The queen’s fingers curled around the arms of her chair. 
 
    “Because I know him. He isn’t the sort of man who could betray his country.” Kade had far too much honour and pride for that. He would rather die. 
 
    The queen went very still. “You know Levi? How?” 
 
    “It’s a very long story.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you take a seat. I would very much like to hear it.” The queen was calm and composed, but there was an eagerness to her words as if she was desperate for news of her son. 
 
    “Your Majesty-” Briar broke off as a knock sounded on the door. 
 
    “Who is there?” the queen called, not breaking eye contact with Briar. 
 
    “Lord Sachio, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Briar’s heart raced. If Master Sachio found her here now, he would call his Nameless Ones. They would drag her away to suffer the same fate as Kade. “Please. He mustn’t know I’m here,” Briar said in a low voice. “I can explain everything, I promise. But if Master Sachio finds me, I’ll be arrested.” 
 
    “Should you be?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you my story, and you can decide that for yourself.” A bold step. But this was Kade’s mother, and she had to believe that the queen would give her a chance. 
 
    Indecision flickered over Queen Acacia’s face. She had no reason to trust Briar, no reason to help her other than curiosity, and the vague promise that she was a friend of Lady Madella’s. While she hesitated though, the knock came again, louder and more insistent. 
 
    “Your Majesty, may I enter?” 
 
    Maybe it was the second knock that decided the queen because her face cleared. “Hide behind the curtain. Quickly now. He won’t wait for long.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The curtains were open and hung against the wall in thick folds. Briar squeezed behind them, sucking in her stomach and trying to lessen the bulge she’d make in their gentle lines. Wrapping herself in them was like covering herself in a thick winter blanket. Sweat prickled on her skin immediately, partly from the warmth, and partly from the suffocating dread. 
 
    “You may enter,” the queen called  
 
    “Your Majesty.” Master Sachio was all honeyed politeness. “Thank you for seeing us.” His words rang hollow. Briar suspected that the queen didn’t have much of a choice as to whether she received him or not. 
 
    “It is my pleasure, as always. I would prefer that your guards remained outside, however. Lord Lucien, you may stay.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Master Sachio said. 
 
    Briar caught the soft sound of feet moving, and then the click of the door latching. At least the queen had enough power to remove the guards. Or perhaps it suited Master Sachio to humour her. 
 
    “May I enquire as to the reason for this visit?” Queen Acacia asked. “I am not usually to be disturbed at this time.” 
 
    “I apologise, but it is a matter of the utmost importance.” How was it that Master Sachio could sound so sincere and yet his words could be so meaningless at the same time? “I have just now confirmed the reports. Prince Levi has been captured.” 
 
    For a moment, absolute silence hung in the room. Briar peeked around the edge of the curtain. The queen stood absolutely still, her hands, almost hidden in their long sleeves were curling. She drew a deep, deep breath, and then, in a voice far calmer than Briar thought possible, asked, “Where was he apprehended?” 
 
    “Here, in the castle,” Lucien said, his eyes lighting up. “Trying to get into Lord Sachio’s rooms, would you believe? He was shouting like a madman. It sounds like he’s taking after his father.” Lucien didn’t even try to conceal the contempt in his voice. 
 
    “And he is securely in custody now?” 
 
    “He is. I made certain of that myself,” Master Sachio said. 
 
    “Then, we must wait for the king’s decision as to what punishment will be meted out.” 
 
    “He’ll be executed,” Lucien jumped in again. “He’s a traitor, and traitors must die. That’s the law.” 
 
    Another pause. Then, “Do you believe that that is really necessary?” There was a slight quiver in Queen Acacia’s voice now. 
 
    “Distasteful as it may seem, he is a traitor, and must be treated as such.” Master Sachio’s voice was smooth. “I know that you care for him. But Levi turned against the kingdom. He betrayed you. We’ve always known that, should he be captured, he would be executed. With Varik’s mind so troubled, and things so unstable right now, the sooner we deal with this, the better. The last thing we want is a misguided bunch of rebels rallying around him, seeing him as some kind of martyr.” 
 
    “Exile is also a valid option, I believe, especially if you wish to avoid having Levi appear as a martyr,” the queen suggested, her voice crisp. 
 
    “Levi doesn’t deserve exile.” Lucien’s lips twisted in a sneer that was half scorn, half glee. “He’s a traitor, and he deserves nothing less than death.” 
 
    The queen took a sharp step towards the young man and slapped him full across the face. “How dare you speak with such disrespect? No matter what Levi has done, he is still a prince. His punishment does not concern you. You can either be silent and respectful, or if you continue to act like a child, you can leave the room.” 
 
    Queen Acacia might not have much power of her own, but at that moment, Briar would not have wished to have been in Lucien’s boots. His face flamed scarlet where her hand had connected, the imprint of her fingers clear on his cheek. His jaw worked furiously, but he lowered his head. 
 
    “It is, of course, not up to any of us what Levi’s punishment will be,” Master Sachio said, stepping in smoothly. “You and I may believe that Levi deserves mercy, but Varik was very insistent that treason should be punished to the full extent of the law. Not even Levi was to be exempt from this. My hands, as you can see, are tied.” 
 
    Oh, he was clever. More and more Briar could see how he had wormed his way into such a position of power. He was so good at acting the regretful, reluctant servant of the king, merely carrying out his orders. Orders he subtly suggested to King Varik in the first place. 
 
    “Of course.” Queen Acacia folded her hands in front of her, pressing her lips together. “If I might ask a favour though, could you try to persuade the king to another course? He listens to you. Of course, I believe treason should never go unpunished. But I also believe that life is sacred. And in Varik’s state of mind, well, I would hate to think that a life was taken needlessly, simply because he wandered in a dark place.” 
 
    “You think that he is not capable of making such a decision?” 
 
    “I think that such a decision should not be made lightly, and it is the duty of everyone to make sure that the matter is given full consideration,” the queen said without so much as a hesitation at his insinuation. “And, as you said, we would not want the people to rally around a martyr. After last night’s attack, the people are restless. An execution might spark trouble. Whatever Levi’s crimes are, we must be mindful of the effect such an execution could have.” 
 
    “I agree that this will need delicate handling. However, we may find that this unites people, reminding them of our dedication to keep them safe, even from those dearest to us.” Master Sachio’s eyes glittered. He chose his words so masterfully, like notes in a song, every one perfect and precise. “However, I will speak to the king, as you wish, though I cannot promise he will listen.” 
 
    “I understand. But we must at least try. Levi might be a traitor, but he is part of our family, and that still means something, doesn’t it, Sachio?” 
 
    “I will do my best.” Master Sachio swept her a bow. Lucien followed suit. “We have trespassed on your patience long enough. I just wished to inform you of this news myself, rather than leaving you to find out by other means. We’ll leave you now.” 
 
    Briar twitch the curtains back into place and held still as their footsteps retreated and the door latched behind them. That was far too close. Of course, she still had to face the queen and explain why she was here. Now that the queen knew Kade had been captured, well, that was going to complicate things further. But she was still free, for the time being. 
 
    “You can come out now,” Queen Acacia said. 
 
    The heavy curtain clung to Briar as she pushed her way out of her hiding place. She ran a hand over her hair and shook out her rumpled skirts. Not that she supposed it made much of a difference. 
 
    The queen settled herself in her chair again, her back straight, hands folded in her lap. Her skin was a shade paler than before, but she pressed her lips together and held her composure. “Why is my son here in the castle? My one comfort has been that Levi was safe, far from all of this, and now he has been captured in the very halls of the castle. Take a seat. Tell me everything.” 
 
    Briar sat across from the queen, perching on the edge of the chair, too nervous to settle properly, and gathered her thoughts. Where to even begin? She took a deep breath. “I first met Levi in Osman, where I was a novice in the Order house.” Briar told the queen the whole story as quickly and as honestly as she could, omitting only the details about Ava. Those wounds were too raw to give voice to yet. 
 
    When she came to the end, the queen was silent. “You still believe that you can stop Sachio, even now? They will crown him king soon.” Queen Acacia’s voice was hollow when she spoke. She looked into Briar’s face with eyes that were empty and sad. “Stopping him is an impossible task.” 
 
    “Levi believed there was a way. He was willing to sacrifice himself so we could have a chance.” 
 
    “And you? Do you believe this too?” 
 
    “I trust Levi. If he believes we can succeed, then I will do whatever it takes.” Briar lifted her chin, meeting the queen’s eye in a way that was probably likely to get her thrown in a cell next to Kade. “Master Sachio must be exposed for the traitor he is.” 
 
    Queen Acacia smiled suddenly. “I can see why Levi likes you.” 
 
    Briar blinked. “How do you know?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be here he if he didn’t. Levi doesn’t keep company with people he doesn’t like.” The queen’s voice was soft, and her eyes grew misty, her gaze dropping to her hands. “I wish I could help.” 
 
    “There might be something you could do for us,” Briar said slowly. “Our plan was to stop Master Sachio by using a song catcher to take away his magic. We think that would free the king’s mind, and break Master Sachio’s influence over the castle. The reason we came to the castle was to locate a catcher. Master Sachio has one, and we hoped to find it in his rooms, but we couldn’t find it. However, there is still the catcher owned by the royal family. Your family. We can’t get to it…” 
 
    “But I can,” Queen Acacia finished for her. Her eyes slid to her hands, and she fiddled with one of her rings. “It’s not as easy as just fetching you a pretty rock,” she said finally. “You are asking me to steal from the king with the knowledge that you plan to use it to harm a member of the royal family. This is treason.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And yet you ask anyway.” 
 
    Briar took a deep breath. “I believe that this is how we stop Master Sachio. If we don’t stop him, he will kill Levi, the king, and maybe even you.” 
 
    The queen rose from her chair and paced up and down in front of the window. “It is difficult for me to move against Sachio. No matter what I think of him, I am the queen, and my thoughts must always be for the good of the throne.” 
 
    Briar’s shoulders slumped. She wasn’t going to help, and they would leave the castle empty-handed. Kade’s sacrifice was for nothing after all. The best she could hope for now was that the queen would keep Briar’s presence here a secret. “I understand-” 
 
    “To leave Sachio in the position of power that he holds, that is unthinkable.” The queen stopped and turned back to Briar suddenly. “I’ve done so little to help. But this is something I can do for you. I need time to get it, especially without letting Sachio know. If I fetch the stone, how will I get it to you?” 
 
    “Lady Madella knows us,” Briar said. “If you could somehow pass it to her, she could make sure it reaches us.” 
 
    “I will give it to her.” Queen Acacia stood a little straighter. “I cannot sit here any longer waiting for Sachio to just take what he wants. We are stronger than that.” 
 
    “We are,” Briar said quietly. “Thank you.” 
 
    She liked the queen. It was easy to see why Kade loved his mother so much. She was filled with a quiet sort of determination. There was strength and grace to her. To have her on their side, that in itself was a huge advantage. Master Sachio’s plans wouldn’t have accounted for this, Briar was sure. 
 
    “But you must promise me one thing,” Queen Acacia added. 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll find some way to save Levi.” 
 
    “We won’t let him die.” Briar couldn’t promise that they had a plan, because they didn’t. She was still reeling from the fact that Kade had let himself be captured. He must have known that this would happen, so he must have believed that this was the only way. But she could promise that she would do everything in her power to save him. 
 
    “Levi never deserved this.” Acacia’s shoulders slumped. “He doesn’t deserve death.” The sadness in her voice echoed inside Briar’s heart. 
 
    “I know,” Briar said softly. Even after everything, Kade was as loyal as ever, still ready to lay down his life for a country and king that had abandoned him. “I promise to do everything in my power to save him.” She had lost too many people. Her home, her friends in Osman, Rowen, Ava. To lose Kade as well would be unbearable. She couldn’t even begin to imagine a world without him in it. 
 
    Maybe the queen saw that, because when she spoke again, her voice was gentler, “I wish you all the blessings of the Tree. May you be successful. For all our sakes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar touched her hand to her heart and bent her head. 
 
    “Sachio should be well gone by now. He has an execution to plan. I will get the song catcher and give it to Lady Madella. You should leave the castle and find somewhere safe to wait,” the queen said. “I hope we meet again, Briar. Under better circumstances.” 
 
    “Me too.” Briar managed another awkward curtsey. “Thank you for everything.” 
 
    Only once the door closed behind her did Briar dare to let out a huge, tense breath as she swiped a couple of loose strands of hair from her cheeks. If the queen could get them a catcher, then maybe they still had a chance. This fight wasn’t over yet. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Briar finally stumbled out of the castle, the sun hung high overhead, and the cobblestones shimmered with heat. Briar squinted against the harsh light. It had to be almost midday. Now that she was outside, was it even worth wandering around the castle grounds, risking coming across the royal guard, in the vain hope that Lara might have waited for her? She’d taken so long to get here, including her time spent with the queen. No, the safer choice would be to head back to Lady Madella’s house and hope she found Lara there. 
 
    Carriages came and went, rumbling over the cobblestones. Briar skirted the edge of the road, staying in the shadow of the high golden wall separating the castle grounds from the rest of the city. On the other side of the road, a group of guards marched towards Briar, their brass buttons winking in the sunlight. Briar ducked her head away, watching them out of the corner of her eye. Did she look as suspicious as she felt? Could they tell that she didn’t belong here? Apparently, not, for the soldiers didn’t so much as glance at Briar as they passed, and she carried on, mouth dry, her heart beating like the wings of a frantic bird. 
 
    Briar breathed a sigh as the main gate finally came into sight. Almost there. All she had to do was get past the guards, and she would be as safe as it was possible to be. But the same troop of soldiers from before still stood watch, some stopping carriages, others detaining those who passed by on foot. What if they tried to stop her? She clenched her jaw. Well, she would just have to deal with that if and when she came to it. She didn’t break her stride, just kept going, trying to appear as if she had somewhere to be and nothing to hide. 
 
    “You there.” One of the soldiers held up a hand, crossing quickly to accost Briar. “You’re coming from the castle?” 
 
    Briar hesitated for just a moment, before nodding slowly. “That’s right.” She forced a bright smile onto her face, sweat prickling on the palms of her hands. She clasped them behind her back. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m visiting a friend in the city.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise? After last night…” The man’s eyes narrowed, and Briar’s heart gave a painful thud as doubt crept across his face. “I just have a few questions for you before you go.” 
 
    No. That wouldn’t do. He needed to trust Briar and let her go. There was too much doubt on his face. If he decided she was suspicious, well, she couldn’t let that happen. Biting her lip, Briar opened her mind, reaching for his life song. At once, a hundred songs crashed around her in a deafening cacophony, too loud, too insistent, the jangling, clashing of their notes torturing Briar’s ears. She winced and fought to keep her mind open against the pain of that noise. Briar reached for this soldier’s song, grasping its notes firmly and pushing all the others away. 
 
    Tapping into her magic, Briar let it flow through her words. “There isn’t a problem, is there? You’re just worried about my safety?” Her voice held a strange, smooth, persuasive tone that reminded her far too much of Master Sachio. Her mouth tasted sour at that thought. 
 
    “Yes, miss. It’s dangerous out in the city right now.” The soldier sounded almost sleepy as he answered. 
 
    “I understand the risks. Thank you for your concern.” Briar let more magic creep into her voice. His song was surprisingly easy to turn to her will. Frighteningly so. Maybe because this was routine. The soldier was so tired of this duty, she could feel it in his song. She pressed on that weariness with her magic. “I’m free to go?” 
 
    The soldier scratched the back of his neck and shrugged. “I guess you’re free to go.” His words were dull. “I’m sorry for the trouble, miss.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble at all.” Briar forced a trembling smile, so fragile she thought that it might shatter on her lips. “Thank you for your work.” She hesitated. The man was happy enough to listen to her. Dare she test her luck further? It made her sick to use him like this, but she did need the help. “If I were to find Lady Madella’s house, which way should I go?” 
 
    “You’d follow the central road for a good long ways,” the man said promptly. “Turn left when you come to the big bronze statue. Stay on that road until you’re close to the river. You’ll be in the right area.” He frowned, and she could feel the questions flowing through his life song. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Thank you for your help.” Briar’s smile grew a little broader and more brittle. “There’s nothing to worry about here.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about,” the man echoed, his posture relaxing as Briar’s magic soothed his concern. “Have a nice day.” 
 
    “You too.” Briar hurried past him, her whole body shaking with the tension. None of the other soldiers gave her so much as a glance as she slipped out through the main gates and onto the central road. She’d made it out of the castle without anyone figuring out that she wasn’t meant to be there, and she had directions to get close to Lady Madella’s house. She should have been elated by that, but instead, guilt swirled through her. It was necessary. She tried to remind herself of that. She wasn’t trying to harm the soldier. Only protect herself. She wasn’t like Master Sachio. Not yet. 
 
    The central road was easy enough to follow, and, surrounded by the crowds of people who always seemed to fill the streets, Briar finally relaxed. She could lose herself among the city folk. No one cared who she was, and it was very unlikely that someone would recognise her now that she was by herself. Unlike Lara and Kade, her face wasn’t famous. 
 
    Briar followed the central road for a long time. The distance hadn’t seemed nearly so far in the carriage. But finally, there, gleaming in the sunlight, was a statue made from shining bronze. It stood right in the middle of the road, forcing the current of passers-by to split around its base. It was a tall statue, depicting a woman in a long dress, one hand raised to the sky, her palm turned up, cupping something. As Briar came closer, shielding her eyes against the glare, she realised that the woman wore a habit and had a medallion hanging in the centre of her chest. The medallion didn’t bear an image, but if it had, Briar guessed that it probably would have depicted the Crystal Tree. 
 
    Briar pressed her hand to her heart for a moment, bowing her head slightly. This must have been an important magician if they built such a monument to her. Maybe the earth singers had woven this impressive statue into shape with their songs. Though if they had, Briar would have expected they would have added details like the design of the medallion. But still, it was breathtaking. 
 
     Reaching the base of the statue, Briar turned left. As she followed this new road, Briar scanned the street, trying to pick out any landmarks that she might recognise, anything that would tell her she was on the right track. But they had been so worried about being seen as they huddled inside Lady Madella’s carriage that morning, she hadn’t seen much of their route. She wouldn’t be getting much help from their previous journey. 
 
    There was no doubt that she was walking into the right part of the city, however. The houses Briar passed were huge, even bigger than Lara’s home, and that had been one of the largest buildings Briar had ever seen. The crowds thinned out here, going from packed streets to isolated groups and couples sauntering along the footpath. A pair of fine ladies passed by on the other side of the road, large hats shading their faces from the bright sun. Their arms were linked, and they leaned their heads close together. Two maidservants followed a couple of paces behind the young women. They reminded Briar of the young ladies in the castle. She hurried on, head down, trying not to catch anyone’s attention. 
 
    Now the air held the smell of water. Briar must be getting close to the river. She picked up speed. One of these houses had to belong to Lady Madella. Surely Briar would remember what the house looked like when she saw it? Though, for all their grandness, many of these houses looked so similar that Briar couldn’t be entirely sure. 
 
    “Briar?” Lara stepped out of the shadow of one of the large gate posts at the front of a nearby house. “Where have you been? I thought you’d been captured.” She grabbed Briar’s arms and stared into her face with a searching gaze. “What happened to you? One moment you were behind me, and the next I couldn’t see you anywhere. I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to do? Briar had been the one abandoned in the enormous castle, trying to find her own way back with no help whatsoever. “I didn’t get lost on purpose.” 
 
    “I should hope not.” But there was no heat in Lara’s words. In fact, now that Briar was here, losing her in the castle seemed to be the last thing on Lara’s mind. A frown clouded Lara’s face. She released Briar’s arms and took a step back, biting her lip “What do we do now, Briar? They’ll execute Kade, and there’ll be nothing we can do.” Her words rushed out in a jumble. “I wish we’d never come to Mizra. Then at least Kade would have been safe.” 
 
    “Kade would never have just stood back and kept himself safe, while Master Sachio is still free,” Briar said. 
 
    “Well, maybe Kade doesn’t always know what’s best.” Lara’s mouth tightened. “How could he have done this to us? He planned to be captured all along, and he never said a word. Why didn’t he trust us?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” A pain sparked in the middle of Briar’s chest. Why hadn’t he felt he could trust them? Briar pushed that thought aside with an effort. Kade would have his reasons. They just had to keep him alive long enough to give him a chance to explain. And in the meantime, they had work to do. “But we’re not completely without hope yet.” 
 
    Lara folded her arms. “Did you magically find a song catcher we can use?” 
 
    “Not quite magically, but I did find a way to reach the royal family’s catcher.” 
 
    Lara’s eyes widened. “How?” 
 
    “The queen is going to get it for us.” 
 
    “Sairth. You convinced the queen to steal it?” Lara shook her head. “How in Kerr did you manage that?” 
 
    “Well, it’s hardly stealing when it technically belongs to her. But yes. She’s going to get the catcher for us. We can still follow the original plan.” For the most part, at least. Kade’s original plan didn’t take into account that they were going to need to rescue him. 
 
    “If Acacia can get the other song catcher for us, then you’re right. There is still hope.” 
 
    Lara bounced so quickly from utter despair to complete faith in their abilities that Briar blinked in surprise. But she nodded, determined to keep up with Lara’s optimism while they had a hope to cling to. “Lady Madella will bring us the catcher, and maybe some information on the-on everything happening at the castle.” She couldn’t bring herself to even speak the word ‘execution’. If she did, it might make everything a little too real. 
 
    “She’ll have plenty of news for us, I’m sure,” Lara said. She leaned against the fence. “We just have to wait for her to return.” 
 
    Lara made it sound so easy, as if, once they had the song catcher in their hands, everything would be simple. But that was only the start. Because, with the catcher in hand, they still needed to somehow get it close enough to Master Sachio for Master Talor to use it, before Kade’s execution. Briar refused to accept any plan which didn’t account for saving his life. He was the reason they had made it this far, and she wasn’t willing to accept a world that didn’t have him in it. 
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    It was late in the evening by the time Lady Madella returned home. The sun had long since sunk behind the ornate houses, and the velvety shadows were long and deep. Briar was pretty sure they had gathered more than one curious look from within the fine carriages that rumbled past, as she and Lara loitered outside Lady Madella’s gate. But finally, the noblewoman’s coach pulled up outside the house. 
 
    Lara started forward. “Madella-” she began 
 
    “Not here,” Lady Madella said at once. “Come inside.” 
 
    Briar exchanged a look with Lara, and they followed her silently into the house. It was hard to say, not knowing the woman all that well, but she seemed disturbed, her words clipped, two tiny frown lines creased between her brows. She swept up to the front door, which was opened by a maidservant, who curtseyed and murmured a greeting. 
 
    “I’ll take tea in my sitting room,” Lady Madella said. “Then, I am not to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” The woman curtseyed again, and bustled off, casting one last look at them out of the corner of her eye. Briar had no doubt that they would be the gossip of the house that evening. Hopefully, news of their presence didn’t go further than that. Her stomach clenched at the thought of the servants talking about them. Anyone really. 
 
    The sitting room Lady Madella led them into was intimate and cosy. Long white curtains were drawn over the window to keep back the approaching night, while a couple of lamps flickered gently on the walls, bathing the room in a golden glow. Lady Madella sank into one of the chairs, gesturing to Lara and Briar to sit also. Briar seated herself on the edge of a long sofa. The cushions were soft, and she sank into them, letting out a tired sigh. She could sit here forever. 
 
    “Briar said-” Lara began. 
 
    Lady Madella held up her hand. “I find it easier to discuss business over tea.” 
 
    A frown creased Lara’s face. “We don’t have time to waste on tea.” 
 
    “I would like some tea. Perhaps Briar would like something to drink also.” There was an edge of reproach to Lady Madella’s voice now. “Once the tea has been poured, then we will talk. Patience, Lara.” 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, cutting off any retort Lara might have made. She sank sullenly into an armchair, while Lady Madella called for the servant to enter. A moment later, a serving girl appeared, bearing a tea tray loaded with a gilded teapot and three delicate china cups. 
 
    Lady Madella’s face brightened. “Thank you, Clover.” 
 
    The serving girl laid out the tea set on the table before backing away, her hands clasped behind her back. “Will there be anything else, my lady?” 
 
    “Not for the moment. I’ll ring if we need you.” 
 
    Clover curtseyed, and left the room, shutting the door carefully behind her. There was silence as the latch clicked into place. Only once they were sure that the serving girl had left properly, did Lara finally clear her throat and try again. 
 
    “Did the queen manage to get the catcher?” 
 
    Lady Madella hooked a finger through a chain around her neck and lifted a shard of white crystal out of her clothing. “As you see. We are lucky she agreed to help us. It is a dangerous game for a queen to commit treason on this level.” 
 
    “No one’s going to catch her,” Lara said. “We’ll stop Sachio before anyone finds out. Then it won’t matter.” 
 
    “And how do you intend to do that?” 
 
    “We… were hoping you would be able to help us come up with a plan for that,” Lara faltered. “Master Talor promised that if we could get a song catcher, he would use it.” 
 
    “But we need to do it before Master Sachio has Kade executed,” Briar added. 
 
    “In that case, we’ll need to move quickly. The execution is set for tomorrow at noon.” 
 
    Briar froze, and it took a moment for her to be able to form words, “So soon?” They needed more time to find a way to save Kade. More time to stop Master Sachio. But of course, he would know this. No wonder the execution date was so close. 
 
    “Lord Sachio feels that it would be better to resolve this quickly.” Lady Madella folded her hands around her drink, pursing her lips. 
 
    “We need to get this catcher to Master Talor,” Lara said. “He’s supposed to meet us at our lodgings tonight. We could give it to him then.” 
 
    “I doubt he will come,” Lady Madella said. “The entire song council has been called to the castle, and they will remain there until after the execution. He will find it almost impossible to come and meet you.” 
 
    That put a wrinkle in all their plans. “Why has the song council been summoned?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Because the ruling council is now openly seeking to put Lord Sachio on the throne. However, crowning him requires the breaking of the long-held rule that states that no ruler may also have magic. In order to crown Lord Sachio, both councils have to agree.” Lady Madella took a delicate sip of her tea. “Please, drink.” 
 
    Briar folded her hands around the fragile cup, staring unseeingly at the tea. Master Sachio’s careful takeover of the song council made even more sense in the light of this new information. It wasn’t only that he wanted to be the head of the song council, but he also needed their support for his bid for the throne. 
 
    “Is there any way for us to reach Master Talor before the execution?” Briar asked. “If we could just get the catcher to him…” 
 
    “The councils are not convening again until after the execution. I could potentially reach Master Talor beforehand, but it would be difficult, and it would place us in grave danger.” Lady Madella shook her head. “I’m not so sure that that is the best course of action.” 
 
    “So, by the time we manage to give the catcher to Master Talor and have him use it on Sachio, it would be too late for Kade.” Lara left her seat and paced the length of the room. “We can’t just let him die. There has to be another way.” 
 
    What they needed was some way to get the catcher to Master Talor, and for Master Talor to be close enough to Master Sachio to be able to use it before Kade was executed. With the execution set for midday tomorrow though, Briar doubted they were going to be able to put all the pieces in place fast enough. Unless… 
 
    “How likely is it that the councils will attend the execution tomorrow?” Briar asked. 
 
    “It is the execution of the crown prince,” Lady Madella said. “This will be a state event. Both councils are required to be present.” 
 
    “So Master Talor, Master Sachio, and you will all be in the same place at the same time,” Briar said slowly. A hazy idea took shape in her mind. 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Lara asked, swinging round. 
 
    “Well, what if we gave Master Talor the catcher at the execution? He would be close enough to Master Sachio to use it, and we could break Master Sachio’s hold on the king, which would save Kade. It’s risky, but it’s our only opportunity.” 
 
    “Using Kade’s execution as the means to stop Sachio.” Lara nodded. “That feels rather poetic actually. Though I still want to know why Kade didn’t trust us enough to tell us that he was planning to hand himself over to the Nameless Ones. We’re his friends. Why wouldn’t he have told us?” 
 
    “Listen to yourself,” Lady Madella said mildly. “Would you have let Levi go through with this if you had known? Briar is right. As far as I can see, the execution has not only stalled the proceedings for deposing the king but has also given us an opportunity to stop Sachio. Kade’s given you a chance by sacrificing himself, Lara.” 
 
    Lara whirled on the noblewoman, fire in her eyes. “We might have objected to it, but we could also have helped him. But he didn’t trust us. He just threw himself to the wolves, and we’re left to pick up the pieces.” She stomped to the far end of the room and threw herself into a chair, facing the wall. 
 
    Briar stared down at her hands. In a way, she did understand now why Kade hadn’t told them what he was planning. Lady Madella was right. They would never have agreed to let him sacrifice himself if they had known, even if it was the only way to succeed. Kade would have found it so difficult to share the plan too, if only because he would have been struggling to go through with it. Their disapproval would have made handing himself over that much harder for him. 
 
    “You’re judging him too, aren’t you?” Lady Madella said. 
 
    “Not exactly.” Briar said slowly. “I know why he did it. And I know it was necessary. I’m just sad that he thought I wouldn’t understand why it had to be done.” Briar shrugged. “But that’s selfish.” And yet she wanted to be selfish. She wanted to gather everyone together and to hold onto them forever. But the more she held on, the more they slipped through her fingers. First Ava. Now Kade. Would she lose Lara too, before the end? 
 
    “Maybe he found it too hard to tell you. It’s hardest talking to the people you love the most, sometimes,” Lady Madella said. 
 
    Briar twisted her fingers together. “Whatever the case, it’s done now, and we need to make the most of what he’s given us. Do you think that this plan will work?” 
 
    “It will if we can get the catcher to Master Talor. However, it does present its own set of problems. For one, I am a very public figure. People will be watching me everywhere I go, especially at an occasion such as this. I will struggle to pass the catcher off discreetly, even at an event as… distracting as an execution,” Lady Madella said. 
 
    “If you couldn’t reach him, who could?” 
 
    “A servant might be able to reach the master unnoticed.” 
 
    “Do you have one we could trust?” 
 
    “With something as big as this?” Lady Madella lifted one shoulder. “I trust my staff, but I wouldn’t wish to test their loyalty like this. It needn’t be one of my servants, though. As long as the person is wearing the correct clothing, no one would question them.” She lifted her cup to her lips and took a sip, watching Briar over the rim. “You could do it.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Why not? You know how to keep your head down and not call attention to yourself. Lara is too used to being treated like a lady, even now, after all her time away from the court. She could never hold the right demeanour. But, with the right clothes, you could go anywhere, and no one would even look at you.” Lady Madella set her cup aside. “It would be much easier for you to get the song catcher to Master Talor in my place.” 
 
    Getting the catcher to Master Talor would mean getting close to Master Sachio, close enough for him to see her. That sent a shiver down Briar’s spine. But she had no right to stand back and make someone else do the work for her. If she wanted to see Master Sachio stopped, then she had to be willing to step up and do her part. Briar clasped her hands together and nodded. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “You’ll do what?” Lara flung herself out of her chair and stalked back down the room, dropping into a seat next to Briar. “You’re making plans without me.” 
 
    “Well, if you would stop storming off like a child then maybe you would be present to help.” Lady Madella’s voice was mild. “Drink your tea before it goes cold, Lara. Briar is going to deliver the catcher to Master Talor.” 
 
    “What about me?” Lara asked. “What am I supposed to be doing in all of this?” 
 
    “Will this be a public execution?” Briar asked. 
 
    Lady Madella nodded. “A powerful argument was made opening the execution up to the public so that they could see the lengths Lord Sachio is willing to go to keep them safe. Sway the people’s opinion further in his favour.” 
 
    “That means Lara could slip in with the rest of the crowd.” Briar frowned in thought. “Where is the execution taking place?” 
 
    “There is an entertainment area outside the castle with a stage and seating. We hold plays and concerts there sometimes. Or we did before- well, the king takes less pleasure in such entertainments nowadays. The general public stands around the stage, and a little way back, tiers of seating are raised in stone so that the nobility can sit and take their ease. And right at the top is the royal box. It’s connected to the castle. The king and queen will be up there. Lord Sachio too, no doubt.” 
 
    “You could get close to Kade,” Briar said to Lara. “Close enough that if something goes wrong and Master Talor takes longer to use the catcher than we thought, or the king needs more time to recover, you could distract the guards, delay the execution.” 
 
    Lara’s frown deepened. “Isn’t there some way I can help you stop Sachio? The faster we stop him, the sooner Kade will be safe.” 
 
    “This is important,” Briar said. “We need to protect Kade.” 
 
    “We also need to stop Sachio. Can’t you get me into the stands too, Madella? If I’m down on the ground, I’ll be too far away to do anything to help.” 
 
    “Levi is the crown prince. We cannot allow Lord Sachio to take his life. I think this is an excellent idea. You will position yourself near the stage. Briar will be in the stands with me. Between the three of us, we can both protect the prince and fight Lord Sachio. Just because you’re not coming at Lord Sachio with your sword drawn doesn’t mean that you’re not fighting hard. We just need you in a different place.” 
 
    Lara pursed her lips and looked away, but she didn’t protest any further. And it was true. They did need someone to look after Kade. Their victory would be hollow, indeed, if his life were the price. Kade might be willing to risk it, but Briar wasn’t sure she could trade him for any victory. Not now. Not ever. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage rumbled and swayed through the busy streets of Mizra the next morning, heading for the castle. Briar and Lara sat on one side, their backs to the horses, facing Lady Madella, as they had before. Only this time there was more space without Kade squashed in beside them. Briar would much rather have been squeezed for room. She smoothed down the skirt of the brown servant’s dress she wore, borrowed from one of Lady Madella’s serving girls. She felt invisible the moment she put it on as people’s eyes glided right over her. Hopefully, this disguise would be enough to get her to Master Talor. Around Briar’s neck hung the song catcher on its thin silver chain. It nestled beneath her dress, its weight reminding her with every breath just how vital their mission was. 
 
    Lady Madella was dressed like the fine lady she was in an ornate dress, its hem sweeping the floor when she walked. Jewels wove through her hair, almost like a crown. dress was of a sombre green, deep, like the shadows in a forest, and her jewels were dark. They reminded Briar of mourning clothes. Everything about the noblewoman was a careful balance. She wore enough colour so that no one would accuse her of supporting the prince. However, elegant as her attire was, it could hardly be called festive. They were heading for an execution, not a party. 
 
    “Stop the carriage,” Lara said, finally breaking the heavy silence that had reigned ever since they had left Lady Madella’s home. “I’ll walk from here.” 
 
    “It’s still quite a distance to the castle,” Lady Madella said. “We can take you closer.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing. Trust me.” The corner of Lara’s mouth twisted into a humourless smile. “It’s better if I walk.” 
 
    Trust. That was what Lara needed most right now. It was easy to see Kade’s choice not to share his plan with them was still twisting a knife into Lara. Briar bit her lip and nodded. “Be careful.” She knocked on the wall behind her. 
 
    The carriage slowed, pulling out of the main flow of traffic and coming to a halt at the side of the road. Lara didn’t even wait for the coachman to climb down from his seat before throwing open the door. 
 
    “I’ll see you both at the castle,” she said. “Don’t let us down, Briar.” She closed the door firmly behind her and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    “Drive on,” Lady Madella called. The carriage rumbled off again, the motion doing nothing to soothe the sudden nervous buzz in Briar’s chest. She fingered the catcher through the fabric of her servant dress. Concentrate on what she needed to do. She wouldn’t let any of them down today. 
 
    “What do I need to know? Is there anything I should remember, as a servant?” Ava would have known what to do. Something twisted painfully inside Briar’s gut at the thought, and she swallowed hard. 
 
    “Stay at least a pace behind me at all times. And keep your eyes lowered. Some nobles are very particular about the behaviour of servants, and they do not like to be stared at. Try not to draw their attention.” 
 
    Briar nodded, her hands curling in her lap. She could do that. “You said the nobility are seated in tiers. Will the song council be near the ruling council?” 
 
    “They are seated at the same height, but on opposite sides of the royal box.” 
 
    “So, I will need to pass the box to reach the song council.” Which meant Briar would have to walk right in front of where Master Sachio was sitting. If he should recognise her… But he wouldn’t. Not with her disguise. If she kept her head down, he would never know she was there at all. 
 
    “I can get you to the ruling council’s seating,” Lady Madella said. “You’ll have to make your way around the song council by yourself.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Briar’s nails dug into the palms of her hands. She couldn’t let a single thing stray from their plan. Only if she followed all the steps perfectly did they all get to come home. 
 
    “We’re almost there.” Lady Madella gestured towards the window. 
 
    The carriage passed through the wide main gates and rumbled up towards the castle. Though soldiers still guarded the gate, Lady Madella’s crest worked its magic, and no one stopped them. The castle loomed high above them, reaching for the light, wispy clouds. Gaily coloured banners adorned the towers, gently swaying as they caught the breeze. Each banner was embroidered with a different crest or coat of arms. Briar thought she spotted Lady Madella’s crest, but at this distance, it was hard to be sure. 
 
    As the carriage neared the courtyard at the front of the castle, it joined a line of others, winding its way slowly past the front steps and around the corner. Finally, it ground to a halt. Briar peeped out the window. The whole line of carriages stood still, allowing the occupants of the carriage at the head of the line to alight. Stop, start. Stop, start. The people climbing from these carriages looked more suited to a party than an execution. Ladies wore gaily coloured dresses, ribbons and flowers in their hair. A man’s laughter floated back to Briar’s ears. The sound set her teeth on edge. How could anyone laugh when they’d come to watch someone die? 
 
    Finally, Lady Madella’s carriage reached the entrance to the square. A footman opened the door, offering his hand to Lady Madella. She gathered her deep green skirts in one hand and stepped down from the carriage, graceful and poised, her face blank of all emotions. Briar wiped her sweaty palms on the skirt of her dress and followed. Stay one pace behind. Keep her eyes down. Don’t draw anyone’s attention. She was a servant, nothing more. 
 
    They passed through the small gate that led into the outside entertainment area. Two guards stood sentry at the entrance, one on either side of the door. Briar’s heart beat a little faster, but no one challenged Lady Madella’s right to enter. Their eyes seemed to slide right over Briar as if she didn’t even exist. As they passed into the square, Briar looked around, her eyes flickering under her eyelashes. As Lady Madella said, a stage stood at one end of the large square, empty except for the large execution block set right in the centre. A ring of soldiers stood around its base, their bright blue uniforms forming a wall between the stage and the throng of city folk who poured in through another set of gates on the opposite side of the square. 
 
    Tiers of seating rose against the wall of the castle, perfectly placed so the nobles could see everything that happened on the stage without having their view blocked by someone else’s head. Two more guards stood one on either side of a set of stone steps that rose up through the seating. They bowed to Lady Madella as she approached and stood aside to let her pass. Briar hurried after the noblewoman, trying not to press too close in her worry. One pace behind. Breathe. She belonged here. 
 
    Most of the nobles’ seats were already filled. Women chattered together eagerly, giggling behind their hands, or flirting with the men seated around them, batting their eyelashes and posing to show themselves off at their best advantage. Older men talked together with a sense of self-importance, their brows furrowed as though they were making grave decisions, even though they sat at what was obviously considered a social occasion. 
 
    There were some faces here that Briar recognised too, such as the Redfern family. Lucien’s family. He sat high in the tiers with his parents, his sister, Glissando, and her fiancé. Briar lowered her head a little further, her hands curling into tight little fists. It would never do for Lucien to recognise her now. 
 
    The seats for the ruling council were placed right at the very top of the seating. They were a little removed from those of the other nobles, and a scattering of soldiers stood nearby. It appeared that most of the ruling council had already gathered. They seemed a little graver than the rest of the nobles, not laughing and gossiping, but talking in low tones, or not at all. There was an air of concern, their responsibilities weighing heavy on their shoulders, exhaustion in their hollow eyes.  
 
    From this high up, Briar could see everything. She swallowed hard and turned away from the sight of the empty stage. There was no time to worry about the execution. No time to imagine Kade, sitting in a cell somewhere, bruised and bloodied, preparing to face his death, not knowing whether they would be able to save him in time. Briar touched the song catcher through the fabric of her dress. They would save him. 
 
    Lady Madella took her seat among her fellow council members, shaking her silky skirts out around her, exchanging quiet greetings with the people sitting around as she settled herself. Then she beckoned to Briar. “The song council is on the other side of the royal box.” She gestured with a slight tilt of her head. “You will need to go down a couple of rows before you can pass. See those guards?” Again, a slight head movement, this time indicating the circle of blue-coated guards ringing the base of the balcony, their eyes scanning the crowds around and below them. “They ensure no one gets too close to the royal family. No servant will be allowed near. Not even one of mine.” 
 
    “Are there guards near the song council?” 
 
    “No more than are guarding us here,” Lady Madella said. “Move quickly and with purpose, and they will leave you be.” Her eyes flicked away from Briar’s face and up towards the balcony as a fanfare of trumpets struck up. “That heralds the arrival of the royal family. You must hurry.” 
 
    Sure enough, as the trumpets blared, a man and a woman stepped out of the castle and into view, taking their places in the two throne-like seats at the very edge of the balcony. Gold glinted on their heads, crowns that marked them as the king and queen. Queen Acacia sat with her back straight, eyes drifting over the crowd as if nothing here concerned her in the slightest. As if she wasn’t about to watch her son die. 
 
    By contrast, the king was slumped in his chair, his chin sunk onto his chest, eyes half-closed, staring vacantly across the courtyard as if he didn’t really understand why he was here and didn’t much care to know. No wonder the council worked so hard to place another ruler in his place. Master Sachio had turned King Varik into a mere shell of a man. 
 
    The ripple that ran through the crowd didn’t dissipate as the king took his seat though. It intensified the anticipation mounting. Briar hurried back down the stairs, descending through the rows of seating until she was sure that she would be able to pass the royal box without a guard challenging her. Sweat trickled down her back, and she picked up speed, head down, doing her best to slide past people without jostling them. Keep moving. Don’t draw attention. She passed below the royal box, her gaze firmly fixed on the stairs at the opposite side of the seating. 
 
    Another blare of trumpets. The crowd roared, dragging Briar’s eyes down into the square. A row of soldiers marched out from the castle, parting the crowd like blades of grass, creating a clear path straight through the middle, all the way to the stage. Their blue coats stood out vividly among the townspeople. Behind the soldiers marched a couple of guards dressed all in black. And between them, held firmly in their grasp, was Kade. 
 
    He held his head high, although his hands were chained behind his back, and his ankles had also been manacled together so that he could only walk in a shuffle. The crowd whooped and jeered, but it was as if Kade didn’t even notice they were there. Briar couldn’t see his face from this distance, but he held himself as proud as any prince could. Briar’s eyes were drawn back to him again and again, even as she wove her way through the seats, drinking in the sight of him, here, and alive. For now. 
 
    The procession passed right through the middle of the crowd. Kade looked neither left nor right but continued in the same measured tread, eyes fixed straight ahead of him. As he approached the stage and began the careful climb up the steps, the cuffs around his ankles weighing down his feet, drums began to roll. Briar’s mouth went dry. They would read his crimes, and then he would be executed. They were out of time. 
 
    Head down, Briar elbowed her way past the other servants attending the nobles and finally reached the steps on the other side of the seating area. A couple of indignant cries rose from behind her, but she ignored them. No time for manners now. Not when she had the song council in her sights at last. They sat in one long row at the very top of the tiers of seating. Two of the chairs were empty. One would have belonged to Mistress Rhosmari. After all this time, they were still waiting for a new master or mistress of beast song to be appointed. The other was Master Sachio’s. But of course, he would be up in the royal box, standing in the shadows and smiling as he took one more step towards the throne. 
 
    On the stage below, a small man with a shining bald head unrolled a piece of parchment. A hush fell over the square as he cleared his throat and began to read, his voice ringing off the stone walls. “Levi. Former crown prince of Kerr. You stand here accused of many crimes, including high treason against the crown, plotting against the life of the king, conspiring with a hostile nation…” 
 
    Briar didn’t wait to hear more but climbed faster, her eyes fixed on the song council. Master Talor hadn’t seen her yet. He leaned sideways in his seat, speaking to Mistress Brynn, the wind singer who’d sacrificed her powers to stop the children. The woman who’d inadvertently killed Ava. Briar’s stomach clenched. The mistress’s face was pale and huge, dark shadows like deep bruises ringed her eyes, but she sat as straight and proper as any of the council. All Briar had to do was get the catcher to Master Talor, and then everything would be up to him. 
 
    A murmur rippled through the crowd, interrupting the reading of Kade’s crimes. Briar glanced back as the man reading out the list faltered. A lone figure leapt between the guards at the bottom of the stairs, scaling the stairs at a rapid pace. Briar’s eyes widened. Lara? She was supposed to be waiting near the stage, ready to protect. What was she doing? 
 
    “Sachio,” Lara yelled. “Come out and face me, you coward.” 
 
    Every eye turned at the sound of her voice, including Master Talor’s. For the first time, he saw Briar, his eyes widening slightly. With everyone so distracted, Briar took the opportunity to edge closer to the council, her fingers pulling at the chain around her neck which held the catcher. Almost there- 
 
    A group of guards rushed down from the royal box. They cleared a path through the nobles, who had risen from their seats to see what the commotion was, and the servants running their errands. In their hurry, the soldiers pushed Briar off the stairs. She stumbled back into one of the rows of seats, almost falling into the lap of an older noblewoman, her mouth too red and her eyes tight with disapproval. 
 
    “How dare you!” the woman exclaimed. “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Briar didn’t glance back. The soldiers lined the stairs exactly where she needed to go, leaving no way to reach Master Talor. They drew their weapons, the blades of their swords catching the sun as they set themselves into a defensive formation between Lara and the royal family. 
 
    Lara slowed as she approached. Her eyes were narrowed, and wisps of dark hair had escaped her braid to blow around her face. She too drew a sword. Where had she found a weapon in such a short time? She wielded it now as if she meant to use it. 
 
     “Hiding behind your guards again, Sachio?” she called as if facing down four heavily armed royal guards meant nothing at all to her. “Are you afraid of what I can tell people about you? About what you’ve done?” 
 
    Briar edged away from the older noblewoman who squawked some other protest that fell on deaf ears. If she could just get around the guards… But they shifted as Lara mounted the next few stairs, and Briar was pushed back again. 
 
    Master Sachio stepped out of the royal box. “Stand aside.” He motioned for the guards to clear a path. “I will deal with this myself.” 
 
    “But sir-” 
 
    “Let me through.” He sounded so calm and in control of everything. Hate burned inside Briar just looking at him, but at the same time, she cowered behind the guards, too afraid to let him see her. “Lara Brockhurst. Have you come to face your own sentence?” 
 
    “Have you come to confess to your crimes?” Lara countered. 
 
    “Crimes?” Master Sachio let out an amused chuckle, coming to a halt a few steps above Lara, his head tilted to one side as he regarded her with amusement. “I have nothing to confess to.” 
 
    “You killed my brother,” Lara cried. “Did that slip from your memory?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Rowen never did anything wrong, and you had him killed anyway. Stabbed through the heart. He died, choking on his own blood. My brother. You had him tied up and made helpless, and you just killed him.” Lara took another step towards him, her eyes blazing. “You’re a murderer.” 
 
    “I never raised a hand against your brother.” Master Sachio shook his head. “Lower your weapon. Surrender, and our king may yet be merciful.” 
 
    Having seen the king’s face, Briar doubted he would even recognise Lara, let alone remember what mercy was. Maybe Lara realised that, for, rather than lowering her sword, she raised it, shifting on the balls of her feet. “Shall I tell everyone what you’ve done? The crimes you’ve committed? I think everyone would be interested in hearing how you’ve lied to them, and manipulated them. Maybe I should tell them how the attack two nights ago was carried out under your orders.” 
 
    Master Sachio didn’t even flinch at the accusation. Lara knew too much, but who would listen to her? How much could she really say before they silenced her for good? Briar had to get this catcher to Master Talor. But there was no way to reach him. She clasped the catcher close, the smooth white crystal cool against her fingers. Someone had to stop him. 
 
    Why not her? 
 
    She had the catcher. And Master Sachio was right there, so close she could almost touch him. It only needed a magician to use the catcher. But she’d have to sacrifice her magic to do it. She’d have to give up everything that being a magician promised her, the life she had always wanted, the safety and security that came with belonging to the Order. The very idea of a life without magic was almost unthinkable. Her fingers tightened around the catcher until the edges of the crystal bit into her skin. How could she stand losing all that? 
 
    But if sacrificing her magic was unthinkable, so was losing Kade. So was standing aside and letting Master Sachio take the throne unchallenged. So was throwing away months and months of hardship and heartbreak just so she could be selfish. When the crown sat on Master Sachio’s head, would he really be content then? Would he be willing to work for the people he had found so expendable? No. 
 
    Briar could still walk away, but it would be to live in the knowledge that she was a coward. Her fingers tightened on the song catcher. She was no coward. What was it Master Talor had said? Any magician other than a song councillor would have to touch their target, and here Master Sachio stood, so close that she only needed to take a step to be able to grasp his arm. She might never get a better chance than this. Briar sucked in a deep breath and sent a quick prayer up, begging the Crystal Tree to lend her its strength one more time. Then she lunged between the guards and grabbed Master Sachio’s arm. 
 
    The song of the catcher was cold fury bubbling from her lips. Every note was an icy shard, each one sharper than the last. The song latched onto Master Sachio and Briar with a thousand needle-like points. Master Sachio’s life song was warm with magic, blazing in the darkness. The catcher latched onto it, the cold music drawing the fire from his song, while the crystal in Briar’s hand grew hotter and hotter, burning into her skin until she could hardly hang on to it. The magic shed from Master Sachio’s life song like a snake shedding its skin, a thousand notes shattering around them. 
 
    But his wasn’t the only song the catcher attacked. Its cold claws tore at Briar too. Ice flowed through her veins, drawing the magic out of her, first in a trickle, then in a stream, and then in a flood. It burned through her, draining her of everything she had. Briar didn’t fight it, didn’t hold back her magic. She let the catcher take what it wanted. A sacrifice in exchange for freedom, safety, life. 
 
    There was nothing in the world now except for this one song. Pain stabbed at the very centre of her chest like a dagger piercing straight to her heart. Briar gasped, breathless and aching, exhausted by the effort. But she sang on, though every note was torture as it fell from her lips. If she opened her eyes, Briar felt that this song would be the only thing she would see, a myriad of sharp-edged notes swirling around her and Master Sachio. There was nothing in the world except her fingers curled desperately around his wrist, the song roaring in her ears, the magic ebbing away, and the pain wracking through her body. She would sing this song until it, or she, shattered. 
 
    And then, like a door slamming, everything was gone. The song vanished, and the catcher in Briar’s hand was cold and silent. Her eyes fluttered open. She swayed on her feet, her tight grip on Master Sachio’s arm the only thing holding her upright. Everything was so bright, so loud. Only a moment or two had passed, and yet it felt like a lifetime. 
 
    “You-you-” Master Sachio ripped his arm from her grasp, fumbling for words for the first time Briar could remember. “Seize her.” 
 
    The nearest guard grabbed onto Briar, his fingers digging into her upper arm. In a way, she was grateful. If it weren’t for his grasp, Briar probably would have tumbled down among the seats to lie there, exhausted and completely drained. She forced her bleary eyes to focus on Master Sachio. Fury twisted his face into an animalistic snarl, and his eyes, usually so calm and calculating, blazed. Had the catcher done its work? Had it taken his magic? Briar searched his face with her blurry eyes. His skin was a touch greyer, and he did seem a little less steady on his feet, but there was nothing to confirm whether the catcher had actually done what she’d hoped. What if, after everything, she had still failed? 
 
    Master Sachio finally tore his eyes away from Briar, turning to one of the soldiers. “Continue with the execution. And bring these two up to the royal box. I want them to have the best view.” He spun on his heel and started back up the steps. 
 
    The soldier holding Briar twisted her arms behind her back and pushed her ahead of him up the stairs. She swayed on her feet. Even climbing the steps was almost too much to ask of her weary body. The edges of her vision faded in and out from black. She went quietly, too tire to struggle. Not so Lara, who, judging by the sounds from behind Briar, was making it as difficult as possible for her guards to move her. 
 
    There were more guards in the royal box. Some stood sentry by the door that led into the castle, while others watched the stairs, and still others stood near the thrones, ready to protect the king and queen at a moment’s notice. Briar could feel their eyes on her in a thousand dagger-like points. She sagged. Even after all this, they seemed doomed to failure. Kade would still die. And what then? 
 
    Master Sachio strode forward to stand behind King Varik, leaning on his chair to look out over the edge of the balcony, any pretence at deference gone. Behind Briar, two soldiers hauled Lara bodily up into the box, turning her so that she faced out over the square, right down to where Kade stood, before the execution block. She strained against their grip, her chin up, lips pressed together in defiance. 
 
    The queen looked up at Master Sachio; two tiny frown lines appeared between her brows. “Is everything alright, Sachio?” Her eyes flicked from Briar to Lara, and the colour drained out of her cheeks. “Who are they? What’s happening.” 
 
    “A couple of rebels.” Master Sachio’s voice was tight. “Nothing to worry about now.” 
 
    “Are you sure-” 
 
    “I said, there’s nothing to worry about.” He raised his voice. “Continue with the execution.” 
 
    “-for these and all your other many crimes, you have been sentenced to death.” The man reading Kade’s crimes picked right up where he’d left off. Briar swallowed hard, a lump forming in her throat. They’d failed. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from Kade, who still stood, back straight, head held high. Had he seen their defeat? Did he know that she’d failed him? Tears brimmed in her eyes. 
 
    The two guards in their black uniforms, grasped Kade’s arms, marching him right up to the execution block, before forcing him to his knees. Briar couldn’t breathe. No. Please. After all this, all their travelling, their fighting, their sheer determination in the face of such monumental odds, she couldn’t lose him like this. And yet, there was nothing she could do but watch. The drums struck up a low, ominous roll that built and built as the two black-clad guards stepped back, leaving Kade kneeling, helpless, his head resting on the block. The executioner stepped forward. Even in the face of all this, King Varik didn’t so much as lift his head. There would be no mercy from the king, it seemed. The executioner took his position and hefted the axe. This was it. This was the end of everything. 
 
    A single voice rose in song, thin, high, young, almost drowned out by the thunder of the drums. This voice was joined by another, and then another. Six children pushed through the crowd and swarmed up the stairs and onto the stage. The executioner paused, his axe still hefted, glancing at the children as if confused. 
 
    A blast of wind whipped up, punching into the executioner and pushing him backwards. His feet slid over the boards. The man lowered his axe and strained to step towards Kade again. The two black-clad guards grabbed for their weapons, starting forward, only for the wind to push them back too, holding them fixed in place. Their clothes flapped around them wildly as the wind increased. 
 
    The children approached Kade, where he knelt, forming a ring around him. Briar’s heart clenched. Was this too, a part of Master Sachio’s plan? But the children didn’t attack. Instead of facing Kade and turning on him, they formed a protective circle, their songs aimed against the guards on the stage, and those that rushed for the stairs. 
 
    A flock of birds dove from the skies, pecking and clawing at the guards on the stairs. Rats and mice poured out of hiding to swarm the guards climbing the stairs. Their shrieks echoed through the courtyard as the vermin clambered over their skin and into their uniforms. The very boards of the stage cracked and splintered underfoot, crumbling as the frontmost soldiers forced their way towards the ring of children. All the time, the wind blew, forcing them to struggle as if wading through deep mud. 
 
    The children worked together as if they had been doing this all their lives. Who were they? More of Master Sachio’s army? If so, this would be second nature to them now. But why were they here? Briar narrowed her eyes, trying to make out their faces. The girl at the very edge of the stage, her hands balled into fists, she seemed so familiar. It couldn’t be… 
 
    “Ava,” Briar breathed. 
 
    Master Sachio hurtled forward, passing the king and the queen, all sense of rank and respect gone as he leaned out over the edge of the balcony. “Stop them.” He looked right to where the song council sat as if expecting them to take some action against the children. But, to a magician, the entire council stayed in their seats, arms folded over their chests. Only the soldiers continued trying to reach the children, as the wind howled, and jets of flame licked towards them, not quite touching the men, but certainly driving them back. 
 
    Among all this chaos, the king’s head still drooped on his chest, as if he wasn’t even aware of what was going on around him. Maybe he wasn’t. Perhaps his mind had been forever shattered by Master Sachio’s magic. 
 
    Queen Acacia leaned over to him, her fingers closing over his hand, hesitatingly, as if she were afraid of how he would respond to her touch. “Varik?” she said softly. “Our son is in danger. You have to help him.” Tears sparkled in her eyes. “They’re going to kill Levi.” 
 
    For a moment, there was no response from the king at all. Then, slowly, his head lifted, and King Varik turned to face his wife. “Levi? He’s here?” 
 
    Briar’s heart skipped a beat. He sounded confused, dazed even, but awake. Maybe even a little pleased to hear news of his only child. Certainly not like a man who had sentenced his son to death. He sounded eager to see Kade. 
 
    The queen nodded. “They want to execute him.” 
 
    “What? I won’t allow it.” The king shot to his feet and sprang to the edge of the balcony, pushing Master Sachio away as he leaned over the railing, roaring at the top of his lungs, “Stop. Do not lay a hand on the prince.” 
 
    Instantly, there was silence. Even the children’s songs broke off at the king’s command. Every eye turned to the royal box, where the king stood straight and tall, his face clear for the first time. Even Master Sachio turned to stare at his brother in confusion. Briar’s heart thumped painfully as a jolt of hope ran through her. Could it be that the king had finally broken free of Master Sachio’s influence? 
 
    Into the silence, King Varik called out, “Release the prince.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise?” Master Sachio spoke quickly, his voice smooth and persuasive. But, despite his winning smile, his words lacked the oily feeling his magic gave them. “Prince Levi is a traitor. You ordered this execution yourself.” 
 
    “Then, I was wrong.” The king gestured to one of the guards standing nearby. “Have the prince released and bring him to me. Anyone who dares to lay a hand on him will lose it. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Y-yes, your majesty.” But the guard hesitated for a moment. “What about the children?” 
 
    “They are not to be harmed,” the queen cut in smoothly. “Not until we know more.” Her eyes sought King Varik’s. “There has been enough violence today.” 
 
    The king met her gaze, and his eyes softened. He nodded. “Do as the queen says.” 
 
    The guard bowed and hurried away, beckoning to a couple of his companions to follow him. Below, the children still formed their tight ring around Kade, who knelt on the stage, looking at the confusion around him. The guards still stood on the stairs, weapons drawn, but they made no move towards the children, and for their part, Ava and her companions stayed silent but watchful. 
 
    Now the king turned to the queen, completely ignoring Master Sachio, who still hovered at his elbow, as well the guards, both those standing sentry and the ones still holding Briar and Lara captive. 
 
    “Acacia.” The king took her hand, helping her to her feet. A frown creased his face, and his eyes were troubled. “I feel like I’ve been asleep.” 
 
    “What do you remember?” Queen Acacia said softly. She took both his hands, looking deep into his eyes. 
 
    King Varik shook his head, his frown deepening. “I remember…” He trailed off, his eyes roving over the assembly in the royal box, finally settling on Master Sachio. As they did, his face darkened. “I remember everything you’ve done.” 
 
    Briar caught Lara’s questioning look and shook her head. She didn’t know what was happening, but the spark of hope in her heart bloomed. The king drew himself up, holding Master Sachio in place with his stare. This felt like change. Maybe Master Sachio’s hold over the world was crumbling at last. 
 
    “Do you want to know what I remember?” King Varik stroked the back of his wife’s hand with his thumb, his eyes never leaving Master Sachio’s face. “I remember your words pouring into my ears like poison, twisting my thoughts until I couldn’t tell friend from foe or right from wrong. I remember you suggesting that my own son would plot against me. It all made so much sense when you said it that I never stopped to question if it was true. I remember how much I trusted your council until you could have told me anything and I would have done it. Levi is not the traitor. You are.” 
 
    “Varik, listen to me-” Master Sachio’s words faltered. His eyes shifted, glittering with a touch of panic. “You haven’t been well.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I am now.” King Varik turned to the remaining guards. “Arrest this man. Take him away and secure him. Any man who lets him slip free will suffer the same punishment he will face.” The king, it seemed, was not to be so easily swayed. Not now. 
 
    “And free these others,” Queen Acacia added. “They are no rebels.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the guard let go of Briar. She rubbed her arms where his fingers had dug into her skin, taking a quick step away from him. Beside her, Lara shrugged off her captors’ grasps, baring her teeth at them as they backed away. 
 
    “I’m your brother. You know I would never harm you. All I have done is work to protect you and this kingdom.” Master Sachio shook his head. “Please, reconsider.” 
 
    “Am I mistaken?” King Varik said, not to Master Sachio but to the queen. 
 
    She shook her head, her face hardening as she gazed at the master. “No.” 
 
    “Varik-” Master Sachio began. 
 
    “Make way. Make way.” 
 
    Briar turned as the guards the king had sent before now returned, bringing Kade with them. He paused at the entrance to the royal box, uncharacteristic uncertainness flooding over his bruised face. His eyes moved from Master Sachio, now restrained by guards, to his parents, standing hand in hand. For a moment, his eyes met Briar’s, and a fierce joy washed through her. He was safe. He was free. 
 
    “Levi.” The queen stepped towards him, hands outstretched, reaching for him. 
 
    “Mother.” Kade took her hands, shy hesitation warring with dawning hope. His eyes softened as he looked at his mother, full of love. “I missed you.” 
 
    Queen Acacia threw her arms around her son, pulling him close, leaning her cheek on his shoulder and closing her eyes. “I love you so much.” 
 
    Kade hesitated for a moment, before holding her gently, as if he were afraid she might melt away in his hands. A lump formed in Briar’s throat. Kade deserved so much love and happiness. 
 
    “Levi.” King Varik took a couple of steps towards him, the same uncertainness and hope that was so evident on Kade’s face now washing over his own. They were so alike, father and son. 
 
    “Father.” Kade pulled away from his mother and bowed to the king. He kept his eyes downcast. How difficult it must be to face his father, the same man who had called him a traitor and sentenced him to be executed. Of course, King Varik hadn’t been in control of his mind. Kade knew this. But still, it must be so hard to be in his presence and not to know where he stood with his father. 
 
    It took only two steps for the king to reach his son. “I’m so sorry, Levi. Please, forgive me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” Kade met his father’s eyes. “Of course, I forgive you.” He stepped forward and hugged his father fiercely. The queen joined them, holding her son and her husband close. A tear traced its way down her cheek. Finally, after everything, they were together again, and it seemed that they might have their own happy ending. 
 
    Briar’s smile widened, even as her throat choked up with emotion. There was a surreal feeling about everything as if none of this could be quite real. And yet, there Kade stood, surrounded by his family, held with their love. And somewhere out there, she had Ava, so beautifully alive, so miraculously here. 
 
    “You embrace that traitor?” Master Sachio’s mask cracked, and he tugged against the guards, who still only held him loosely as if they didn’t quite believe the king’s accusations. “I kept Kerr safe when you were drooling in your chair. I saved this city when it was being attacked. I protected this country. I am a hero. This boy is nothing.” 
 
    “You protected people from a threat you created. That does not make you a hero.” King Varik said. He kept one arm around Kade’s shoulder, and the queen laced her fingers through his, binding them together into a single unit. “But the fault was mine. I wanted to help you, giving you everything I could when you were set aside. I see now that was wrong.” His voiced turned sad. “I should have known better.” 
 
    “I should have been the king.” Master Sachio’s eyes were hungry, desperate. “I should be the one on that throne. Not you.” 
 
    “It should have been. You’d have made a good king. But you would also have made a good magician. And nothing, it seemed was good enough for you.” 
 
    “You don’t deserve the crown.” Metal glinted between Master Sachio’s fingers, as a blade slid from his wide sleeve into his hand. 
 
    “No!” Briar hurled herself forward as Master Sachio broke free of the unsuspecting guards, his knife driving straight for the king. She crashed into him, grabbing desperately at his arm, driving the blade off course. Kade pushed his father behind him, stepping between Master Sachio and the king, though he held no weapon of his own. 
 
    “Let go.” Master Sachio threw Briar off. Her already unsteady legs gave way, and she fell backwards, cracking the back of her head against the hard stones so hard spots of light flashed before her eyes. 
 
    Kade caught Master Sachio’s wrist and twisted until the dagger fell from the master’s fingers. Master Sachio cried out in pain, striking at Kade with his free hand and catching him with a glancing blow on the cheek. The guards rushed forward, grabbing his arm again and wrestling him away from the royal family. 
 
    Master Sachio’s hair was dishevelled, falling around his face, and his face twisted into a snarl until he was almost unrecognisable. “I should have killed you myself when I had the chance.” 
 
    Kade didn’t even grace him with a look. Instead, he dropped to his knees beside Briar. “Are you hurt?” He took her hand, concern flooding his face. 
 
    “I’m alright.” Briar’s head pulsed with pain, and her vision was blurry and still grey around the edges. But Kade’s hands were warm around hers, and he was here, and that was enough. “Ava’s alive,” she whispered to him. “Ava’s alive.” 
 
    “I’m so happy for you.” Kade helped her sit up far enough so she could lean her aching head against his shoulder, and held her tight with an arm around her, pulling her close. “We’ll take care of you both, I promise.” 
 
    “Take Lord Sachio away and secure him. I will deal with him myself, later.” The king’s eyes were like two chips of stone. 
 
    “You can’t do this to me,” Master Sachio cried as the guards marched him away, hauling him along between them. “I’m your brother.” 
 
    The king shook his head, and his shoulders drooped. “Not anymore,” he said quietly, turning back to his wife. 
 
    Briar leaned her head against Kade’s shoulder, exhaustion flooding through her, as the guards dragged Master Sachio away, still hurling curses at the king. It was over, and all she wanted now was to sleep. “We did it,” she murmured. “We actually did it.” 
 
    “I knew you could,” Kade smiled, a proper, warm smile that reached all the way to his eyes. “I knew if anyone could make the plan work, it was you.” 
 
    “You should have told me what you were doing.” Briar met his eyes. “You should have trusted me.” 
 
    “It was my burden,” Kade said quietly. “I didn’t want to put that on anyone else. But you’re right. I should have trusted you.” 
 
    Briar’s eyelids were so heavy, and Kade’s arms were so comforting. She just needed a moment to rest before she faced anything else. A moment to bask in the knowledge that they had done it. To revel in the knowledge that Ava was alive, and so close Briar might finally get to hold her close. It felt so good to win. 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The royal guards rushed the king and queen away into the castle, gathering close around the couple as if anticipating another attack. Too little, too late where Master Sachio was concerned. Briar shuddered every time she thought of how close he had come to taking what he wanted by force. 
 
    “You took a terrible risk, novice.” Master Talor pushed through the guards, waving them away as they tried to stop him. His words were sharper than Briar had expected. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    Kade shifted. “If it weren’t for Briar, Sachio would still control the king, and everyone else, for that matter.” His voice was every bit as cutting as Master Talor’s, and his arm around Briar’s shoulders tightened. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Briar murmured, though it was nice to hear him defending her. 
 
    “It was my responsibility.” Master Talor’s voice was so quiet Briar almost didn’t catch the words. Perhaps they weren’t meant for her. “It should have been me.” He cleared his throat. “We’ll take care of Briar. She’ll need to rest and heal. The Order house is the best place for that.” 
 
    Rest sounded so good right now. Master Talor never mentioned how tiring using a catcher would be. But did they really have to make the journey to the Order house? Briar would have been happy to stay right here on the floor, so long as Kade stayed with her. 
 
    “Alright.” Kade shifted again. “I’m going to pick you up,” he said to Briar. “We’ll get a carriage for you.” 
 
    “Wait.” Briar lifted her heavy head. “Ava.” She looked up at Master Talor urgently. “My sister is one of those children down there.” 
 
    “We’re taking them to the Order house too. Your sister will be safe. Right now, we’ve got to take care of you too. You can see her soon.” 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Kade said soothingly. “They’ll look after her for you. Ava’s free.” 
 
    Kade lifted Briar in his arms and she nestled in closer. She could hear the rhythm of his heartbeat, soothing, reassuring. None of her fears had come true. She hadn’t lost him. Or Ava. She would see Ava just as soon as they both reached the Order house. Her heart warmed at the thought. 
 
    One of the guards protested at Kade going anywhere, but Kade gave him a cold stare, and the man backed down immediately. Kade carried Briar into the castle, down some stairs and through a maze of hallways. They were accompanied by a group of guards who cleared a path through the nobles and servants in the corridors. Briar could feel their eyes on her and Kade. But he didn’t seem to notice them. She laid her heavy head on his shoulder and let her eyes fall shut. 
 
    They stepped out through a door, and there was a carriage standing by, waiting for them. Master Talor climbed inside and held out his hands. “Pass her to me.” 
 
    “You’ll be alright,” Kade murmured. “They’ll take care of you.” 
 
    “I’ll be alright.” Briar tried to smile. 
 
    Kade passed her into the carriage, settling her gently onto one of the cushioned seats. “Look after her,” he said to Master Talor. “And her sister.” 
 
    “They’ll receive the best care.” 
 
    Briar turned her head, trying to keep Kade in sight as long as possible until the door closed. The carriage lurched into motion, and Briar fell back against the cushions as the horses broke into a trot, their hooves clacking against the cobblestones. 
 
    Master Talor sat across from her, his brows drawn together, not in anger but thought. The air was heavy with everything that he hadn’t said yet. 
 
    “What is it?” Briar asked. 
 
    Master Talor ran a hand over his face. “You could have died,” he said finally. 
 
    “I had to do it.” Briar let out a tired breath. “It was the only way.” 
 
    “I know. But still.” He pressed his lips together and looked away. “Try and stay awake, at least until we reach the Order house. I don’t know what sort of an effect the song catcher will have on you.” Master Talor’s voice darkened with concern. 
 
    “I’ll try.” But Briar’s eyelids slid down again even as she spoke. 
 
    Master Talor slapped her cheek, hard enough to make it sting. “I said, stay awake. We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    Sure enough, it wasn’t long before the carriage rumbled past what was left of the wide, spreading oak trees that lined the vast square outside the Order House. Their leaves were withered, and there were holes in their neat rows where some of the old oaks had been completely destroyed. It made Briar’s heart sad to see where the ancient trees had been. Magicians clustered around the remaining trees, their soft songs bringing new life to them. 
 
    The carriage came to a halt right outside the door to the Order house. Master Talor helped Briar to her feet, supporting her with a tight grip on her arm as she half climbed, half fell out of the carriage. That single step down to the ground seemed so big. Mistress Arloa met her with hands outstretched, catching Briar as she stumbled down, helping her safely onto the cobblestones. If it weren’t for the hands holding her steady, Briar’s legs would have folded beneath her. 
 
    “What happened?” Mistress Arloa’s face creased with worry. 
 
    “No time for that. We need to get her inside now. Someone, fetch a soul singer.” Master Talor called. 
 
    Between them, Master Talor and Mistress Arloa practically carried Briar up the front steps and into the inner halls of the Order house. A couple of magicians approached them in the hallways, but one look from the master sent them scurrying away in retreat, their burning questions still unasked. Briar’s eyelids fluttered, and she was barely able to keep her eyes open now that the excitement was over. 
 
    “In here. She can rest in this room,” Master Talor pushed open a door. 
 
    The room they stepped into was small, plain and sparsely furnished. It contained a bed under a narrow window, which bathed the room in warm, golden sunlight. A low three-legged stool sat next to the bed, and a blue and grey rug lay on the floor, the only attempt at softening the starkness of the room. Briar’s head spun, and she was glad to sit on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Rest now,” Mistress Arloa said gently. “Someone is coming to help you-” she broke off as the door opened. “Master Rube. Thank you for coming so quickly.” 
 
    Master Rube was old, with a soft, wrinkly face and a wispy white beard. He smiled at Briar, even as he spoke to Mistress Arloa in a low, rapid voice. Finally, he approached the bed. “May I sit? At Briar nod, he settled himself on the low stool at her side. “I'm told you're a soul singer yourself, so you'll be accustomed to what I'm about to do.” 
 
    Was a soul singer. The thought filled Briar with sudden sadness. She wasn’t a magician any more. It ached inside her chest, more than she’d expected it to. Master Talor and Mistress Arloa backed out of the room, closing the door softly behind them, leaving Briar alone with the old master. 
 
    Master Rube extended his hand and Briar placed her fingers inside it. The master gripped her hands with the softest of touches, closing his eyes. Briar closed her eyes too, as the master began to sing. His song washed away all the aches and pains that weighed her down. Even the throbbing in her head receded, leaving nothing but the heavy exhaustion that slowly but surely dragged her down towards sleep. 
 
    Occasionally, when she’d been training back in Osman, the novices would heal each other for practice, honing their skills before they were allowed to minister to the sick and injured of the town. But it had been a long time since Briar had been on the receiving end of the song. The experience was… strange. 
 
    Master Rube's deep, gentle voice trailed off, and he opened his eyes, releasing her hands. A quiet sympathy filled his eyes, which made sudden tears well up in Briar’s. She blinked them back. Maybe Mistress Arloa had told him what happened, or perhaps he felt the gaping absence of magic in her song. 
 
    “I've healed everything I can for now. The rest is up to time and rest. You should try to sleep now. It will do you good.” 
 
    The master helped Briar under the blankets, tucking her in. The blankets were soft and warm, and she sank into the mattress. Such a difference from sleeping on the cold, hard ground. She might never have to camp out again. Briar nestled down on the pillow, cradling her cheek against her hand and quickly fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Briar slept heavily, half rousing a couple of times, only to fall straight back to sleep again. The first time she surfaced, the light from the window was rich and golden. Late afternoon maybe? Then there was no light at all. The third time, the light on the wall was pale and thin. And finally, when she woke completely, it was full daylight once more. 
 
    For a while, Briar lay still, cocooned among the blankets and pillows, too comfortable to even contemplate moving. There was no reason to rush. The fight was over, and they had won. That was a strange thought. All this time, she’d never dared to think about what they would do once they’d stopped Master Sachio. Now, anything could happen. 
 
    Pushing herself up on her elbows, Briar slowly hauled herself into a sitting position. Her headache was back, but it didn’t throb nearly as badly as it had the day before. Her body moved sluggishly as if she was swimming through deep mud, but the fog of tiredness had left at least. 
 
    The world didn’t even spin as Briar sat up fully, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, and clambering slowly to her feet. That was a definite improvement. She rested a hand on the wall for balance as she looked out the little window. The sun had climbed well into the sky. It must be midmorning at the very least. The view through the window was of trees, a sliver of garden, and a slice of the bluest sky. From somewhere deep in the building, Briar caught the faint strains of music, magicians at their work and study. It was all so peaceful and serene, familiar, and comforting. 
 
    While Briar slept, someone had left a clean habit folded on the little stool by the side of the bed. She hesitated before reaching for it. By rights she shouldn’t wear the habit any more, not now she didn’t have magic. But it wasn’t like she had anything else to wear, and anyway, habit or not, most of the magicians would know what had happened by now. News like this wouldn’t take long to get around an Order house, even one as large as this. 
 
    Briar dressed, slowly, her limbs still heavy with exhaustion. Was this what the catcher did, drain all your energy as well as your magic? Or was it her body’s response to having her magic stripped away? Briar wasn’t sure. 
 
    She crossed to the window. The trees she had seen in her first look weren’t the old oaks that filled the garden square but formed part of a quiet garden bounded by a high stone wall. Everything was green and fresh, vibrant with new life. A path wound across the edge of the grass, and the flower beds were bursting with colour. Order house gardens were like no others. The novices cared for them, honing their skills in the process, so the gardens were alive and vibrant all year round, even in winter. 
 
    It was so comfortingly familiar. Briar let out a quiet sigh. Being here felt like home, even if she didn’t really belong here anymore. And Ava was here too. Her pulse throbbed with the anticipation of seeing Ava again. 
 
    “I’m surprised to see you awake already, novice. Master Rube suggested you would sleep until at least midday.” 
 
    Briar swung round in surprise. She hadn’t heard the door open, but now Mistress Brynn stood in the doorway, her hands tucked into her sleeves. Briar bowed her head in respect. “Mistress.” 
 
    Mistress Brynn smiled, and her whole face softened. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I feel a little less tired,” Briar said, after a moment’s thought. “I’m not so used to everything else yet.” 
 
    “The silence?” the mistress asked. “The emptiness?” 
 
    Briar nodded. Even now, she unconsciously reached out to touch the warm glow of magic that should burn inside her, only to find nothing but a space where it should have been. When she tried to open her mind to Mistress Brynn’s life song, there was silence. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m used to those myself yet.” The smile never dropped from the mistress’s face, but her eyes were sad. “Would you walk with me? Some fresh air would probably do you good.” 
 
    “Of course.” One didn’t refuse a mistress. And fresh air did sound good. 
 
    Briar followed the mistress from the room. The corridor beyond was empty of other magicians, but she could hear them hard at work deeper in the building, spinning their songs and working their magic, following their daily routine. 
 
    “I want to thank you for everything you have done,” the mistress said, after a few moments. “Using the song catcher would not have been an easy choice.” 
 
    “Someone had to do it,” Briar said. “If it couldn’t be Master Talor, then it had to be me. Someone had to stop Master Sachio.” It was common sense. 
 
    “That is another thing we all need to thank you for.” Mistress Brynn shook her head. “I didn’t want to believe that Master Sachio would have betrayed us like this. I worked with him on the council, relied on him in the wake of Mistress Rhosmari’s death, and I never suspected a thing. I shudder, even now, to think how close he came. We would have willingly handed him the crown, even though every rule we ever made told us no.” 
 
    “I just helped,” Briar said, shrugging awkwardly. Kade and Lara had worked so much harder for so much longer. She couldn’t claim the credit for their tireless work and planning. 
 
    “Hmm.” Mistress Brynn shot Briar a look, but let her words slide for now. “Now that Master Sachio is in custody, what will you do?” 
 
    That made Briar pause. “I don’t know. I used to assume that, once we stopped him, I would return to the Order, go back to my studies, and become a mistress myself one day. Now that’s not an option. I don’t know what I’m going to do now. What else can I do? I only know how to be a magician.” 
 
    “Magic isn’t the only thing you have to offer,” Mistress Brynn said. “When something like this happens, you think about what needs to be done in that moment. But afterwards, that’s when you think about the future, and it’s frightening. You give everything when you become a magician. Your life, your skills, your future. And then, when you use a catcher, you sacrifice all of those, and it feels like there will never be anything else again.” 
 
    Every word resonated with the half-formed fears inside Briar. Maybe Mistress Brynn did understand what it was like to stand where Briar was. “What will you do now?” Briar asked curiously. 
 
    “I will stay with the Order. I can’t serve on the council any more. My seat must be given to someone with magic. But I have skills and experience I can offer, even if I can’t hear the songs of the winds anymore.” Mistress Brynn’s voice took on a wistful tone at these last words. But her next sentence was completely matter of fact. “It’s not my magic I will be relying on but my mind. You will have something else to give your life to as well. More than me, because you’re younger.” 
 
    Briar gave a half-smile at that. “I hope you’re right. I don’t regret what I did. If I had to make the choice again, I would do the same. I just don’t think I was quite prepared for how much I was going to miss the magic.” 
 
    “I know. But they tell me it will get easier.” Mistress Brynn pushed open the door to the garden, and they stepped out into the bright sunshine. “It’s hard to see past this very moment, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is.” In so many ways, in fact. Briar shrugged and gave a wry smile. “But we’ll adjust, I suppose.” She changed the subject. “Is there any news from the castle?” 
 
    “A little. Master Sachio has been secured for the time being. The king is eager to decide his fate, probably in the next few days. Now that Master Sachio’s hold over him has been broken, it seems Varik wishes to make up for lost time. He’s meeting with the ruling council this morning, and the song council, including me, will meet with him this afternoon.” 
 
    “I suppose he wants to fix everything as quickly as possible. His duties have been neglected for so long. Through no fault of his own,” Briar added hastily. 
 
    “It will take time to undo all the harm Master Sachio has done,” Mistress Brynn agreed. “I don’t think we quite know the full extent of the problems yet. But the king will have the full support of the song council.” 
 
    “And the ruling council too, if Lady Madella has her way,” Briar added. 
 
    “You might be right there,” Mistress Brynn said. “The king has also been rounding up Master Sachio’s personal guards, and anyone who might have been working with him.” 
 
    They were rounding up the Nameless Ones? Briar hardly wanted to believe that it could be true. “And Ka-I mean, Prince Levi?” It was going to take some getting used to, calling him Levi now, even though that was his real name. Somehow, Briar couldn’t quite connect the idea of a prince in a high castle with the down-to-earth Kade she’d spent so many months travelling with. 
 
    “The news from the castle says little about him, though I know he is safe and well.” Out of the corner of her eye, Briar caught Mistress Brynn smiling at her, knowingly, and her cheeks heated. “However, we’re still trying to decide what to do with the children who protected him.” 
 
    The children. Ava. Briar’s heart thumped. “Master Talor said they would be brought here.” She struggled to keep her voice even. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes. They are magicians, and as such, it is our responsibility to take care of them. So far, all we’ve learned is that they were part of the group of kidnapped children. More than that, they refuse to say, so far.” 
 
    “I could speak to them.” Briar suggested. She hesitated, then said honestly, “My sister is one of them. I would like to see her again.” 
 
    “In that case, of course, you can. I believe they’re out in the garden now.” 
 
    Briar’s heart thumped harder and harder as they rounded the corner of the Order house. Ava was here. That was the only thing she could think of. Her eyes eagerly drank in the sight of six children sitting in a tight circle on the sun-soaked grass. They were being watched over by an ancient mistress, her face wrinkled like a sheet of crumpled parchment. She sat on a stool, basking in the sunshine, her eyes following every move the children made, while her hands were occupied by mending the hem of a habit. 
 
    “Children.” Mistress Brynn clapped her hands to get their attention. “I’ve brought someone who would like to speak with you.” 
 
    Every eye slowly turned to Briar. Her heart cried for the uncertainty and fear on those faces that looked up at her. Here, in this sunny garden, hidden away in a place of safety, they should feel safe. No one was going to hurt them anymore. This was more of Master Sachio’s legacy. Her eyes went from face to face, while she gave them what she hoped was a warm, trustworthy smile, searching for- 
 
    “Ava.” Briar took a step forward. Knowing Ava was alive, and believing it were two separate things. And yet, here Ava sat, her brown eyes growing larger and larger as a smile of disbelief spread over her face. 
 
    “Briar.” Ava leapt to her feet and ran to Briar, her scraggly braids flying out behind her. “Oh, Briar. I knew you’d come.” 
 
    Briar caught her sister in her arms, holding her close. A tear traced its way down her cheek. “I’m here. I’m here.” She repeated the two words over and over as they held each other close. Ava was here, and for the first time, the world was right again. 
 
    For a few long moments, Briar could do nothing but hold onto her sister and thank the Tree for bringing her back unharmed. But, finally, she made herself release Ava, stepping back so that she could look into her face. “I missed you so much,” she said “That night, when Mizra was attacked, I thought you died with the others.” Tears welled up in her eyes, but they were tears of relief now. 
 
    “I’m alright,” Ava said. “I wasn’t with them when it happened. None of us was.” She gestured to the other five children who had slowly approached, clustering behind Briar. 
 
    “Are you Briar?” the youngest, a boy of about ten asked. 
 
    Briar nodded, her eyes flicking between him and Ava. 
 
    “I told them about you,” Ava said. “I told them you would come for us. And you did.” 
 
    “You didn’t doubt me?” 
 
    “I knew you’d never give up on me,” Ava said. 
 
    “How did you all escape? I saw you marching with the others.” Briar’s throat tightened at that memory. They’d all been there, marching towards the square and Mistress Brynn with the song catcher. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Ava said. She bit her lip, hesitating, as if unsure of where to start. “At first, we all thought that doing what Lord Sachio wanted was right. It felt like he understood us, better than anyone else could. We all had magic. Lord Sachio said that made us special. He said we would do great things, and that he was going to help us. It made sense when he said it.” 
 
    “He’s very persuasive,” Briar said. “You can’t blame yourselves for that.” 
 
    Ava shrugged. “Anyway, when the masked guards took us away from the cells, they took us to join the others. They had a whole camp set up. We were all so excited. Lord Sachio promised that we were going to do great things, very soon. That everyone would see how special we really were.” 
 
    Briar’s heart ached for the children. Master Sachio lied to all of them, promised them so many things, and left them broken at the end, thrown aside once they’d served their purpose. 
 
    “We weren’t in the camp for long though. Lord Sachio wanted us to go south. The guards were always pushing us to go faster. And then, sometimes, they had jobs for us. Places they wanted us to show our powers, prove to people how special we were.” Ava seemed to shrink as she said this. “It seemed right at the time. But then, when I saw what we did, I knew it was so wrong.” She twisted her fingers together, her eyes lowered. “You wouldn’t have done it. You wouldn’t have done things because everyone else did them.” 
 
    “You were surviving,” Briar said gently. “You all did what you had to. They didn’t leave you much choice. I don’t blame you for what you had to do.” 
 
    Ava lifted one shoulder. “Maybe.” 
 
    One of the other girls, a little younger than Ava, with wild red hair and a face covered in a thousand freckles, slipped her hand into Ava’s and squeezed. “Ava took care of us,” she said. “She kept telling us about her sister, who chased her all the way to Lord Sachio’s fort, trying to rescue her. We knew you would come and find us eventually.” 
 
    “Of course.” Briar tried to smile, though the weight of that gaze was heavy on her shoulders. “I wasn’t about to forget you.” Ava’s faith in her was so strong, like an iron chain between them. All this time, when she thought that Ava had forgotten about her, or had been so completely swayed by Master Sachio that she didn’t care about Briar, Ava had held onto the profound belief that Briar was coming for them. 
 
    “I know,” Ava said. “But then, they told us we were going to Mizra. Everyone was excited. This was our big chance to show everyone what we could do. To make them respect us. And we,” she gestured to her little circle of friends, “decided we were going to escape. We wanted to take more, but they didn’t want to listen.” 
 
    “How did you escape?” Briar asked. That was the one thing she wanted to know most of all. Ava had been with all the others on the march to their deaths. With the Nameless Ones watching and guiding them, how had they managed to get away in time? 
 
    “It was Julia’s idea,” Ava said. She nodded at the red-haired girl. “The guards watched us all the time. Even if we wanted to get away, they would have caught us and brought us back. There was one boy who did that. They brought him back, and after that, well, he never tried anything ever. He didn’t talk. Didn’t eat. Just sat there, like he’d seen a ghost. We couldn’t get away while they were watching us. But Julia thought that in Mizra, the Nameless Ones would leave us alone. We were promised that all the glory was ours. So, we thought that the guards would have to leave us at some point. At first, they stayed too close, and we couldn’t get away, but then they just disappeared, and that was when we slipped away. No one noticed. They just kept going. We hid in one of the broken buildings until everyone was gone.” 
 
    Briar couldn’t imagine how scared they must have been, huddling there in the shelter of a building their companions had ruined, taking cover behind lumps of rubble, jumping at every noise and expecting at any moment that one of the Nameless Ones would appear beside them. “What did you do then?” she asked. 
 
    “We hid,” Ava said. “Begged for food. No one looked at us. They didn’t know who we were, or what we did.” 
 
    “Ava took care of us,” Julia added. 
 
    “Then we heard that the prince had been captured, and they were going to kill him. I overheard some of Lord Sachio’s people talking before, when we were in the camp, how he wanted to kill the prince, and how that would help him. And we all decided that we wanted to help the prince. Because then that would stop Lord Sachio.” 
 
    “So, you all came to the execution to make sure that Master Sachio didn’t kill him.” It was such a brave, foolish, amazing thing to have done. Ava and her friends had nothing. They only just escaped with their lives. And instead of running for safety, they came back to join the fight, even though they didn’t know the prince. They came back anyway. 
 
    Ava nodded. “And then you were there, and you stopped Lord Sachio, didn’t you?” 
 
    “We all did,” Briar said. “He’s been arrested, and the king is going to punish him for everything that he’s done. He’s never going to hurt any of you again. You’re all safe now.” Briar smiled at them, and it was a real smile this time. “The magicians here will take care of you all, won’t they, mistress?” She looked up at Mistress Brynn. 
 
    The mistress nodded. “You will all have a home here for as long as you need it,” she said. “We take care of our own, and that includes you. If you have homes to return to, we will help you go back to your friends and family. And if you don’t, you are welcome to stay with us, or we will help you find a new home if you need it.” 
 
    The children shuffled warily, their eyes downcast, and Briar couldn’t blame them. Not after what they’d been through. But they would be safe here, and the magicians would care for them. And she had Ava again. No matter what else was thrown at them, Briar was sure now that they could weather it.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The children were tight-lipped about their pasts. Perhaps it was from force of habit, keeping their secrets to stay safe. Or maybe they didn’t trust the other magicians in case they were in league with Master Sachio. But they trusted Ava, and Ava trusted Briar, and between the two of them, they coaxed each of the other five children into sharing where they’d come from, and whether they wanted to go back. Some had families in the towns where they had been taken, and they grew a little teary at the promise that they could go back. However, in the cases of the freckled Julia and the quiet, hollow-eyed Tyrial, who had both been novices taken in earlier attacks, neither of them wished to go back. They would stay in Mizra for now. 
 
    It wasn’t until the evening meal when the children had finally settled at the table in the corner, which had been set up for them all, that Briar had a moment to breathe and reflect. Being in this Order house felt both familiar, and yet strange and exhausting at the same time. She sat in a room of strangers who all knew each other’s names and histories. Everyone had been kind, but somehow, it felt like she fitted in this corner with the rescued children more than among the magicians. 
 
    Ava and her friends talked together in low voices, their heads close together as they shared their stories and jokes, their faces lighting up as Julia teased Tyrial about making doe eyes at one of the Mizra novices, poking her elbow into his ribs. It felt so good to see them acting like normal children. But even better than that was seeing Ava free and happy, so close that, if she had wanted to, Briar could touch her to reassure herself that Ava was really there. She hardly felt that she deserved to have her sister back, but she was so grateful that she did.  
 
    “Excuse me, Briar. This came for you.” Briar turned, to find Mistress Arloa standing at her elbow, holding out a folded piece of parchment. A red wax seal held the letter shut. “It’s from the castle.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar took the letter from the mistress. Who would write to her from the castle? She slipped her finger under the seal and lifted it carefully. Out of the corner of her vision, Briar caught the children darting curious gazes at her, their voices lowering. In silence, she scanned the letter, reading it once, twice, then a third time, her disbelief growing deeper with each reading. The letter invited her to the castle tomorrow morning, to be present for the sentencing of Master Sachio. So soon? Briar knew the king would move swiftly, but she hadn’t thought that a decision would be reached quite so quickly. 
 
    Inside the first letter was a second, folded up small so that it would fit inside the invitation. It had no seal, just her name, hastily scrawled on the outside. A small smile spread over Briar’s lips as she read this second note. 
 
    Briar, 
 
    I wanted to come and see you, but Mother and Father won’t let me out of their sight just yet. Briar could just imagine Kade’s frustration at that, though, out of love and respect for them, of course, he would follow their wishes. I know the magicians will take good care of you, but I still worry. Mistress Brynn told me that Ava is alive. I’m so happy for you, Briar. Please, bring her with you tomorrow, if she would like to come. We all deserve to see the end of this. And I would like to see you too. 
 
    Kade 
 
    Still smiling, Briar folded the note again and tucked it away carefully. It would be good to see Kade again. Everything was changing all at once, for all of them. No longer would they travel and work together, sharing their stories and jokes. Kade would be a prince again, Lara would take up her title again, and Briar, well, who knew what she would be now? 
 
    But she would be at that sentencing, that much she was sure of. Perhaps if she saw Master Sachio facing his crimes, and hear for herself what his punishment would be, then she could believe that it was truly over. It was kind of Kade to invite Ava too. Would Ava want to come? Or would the sight of the man who had kidnapped her be too difficult? Briar would ask her. But, maybe not just yet. Ava’s head was close to Julia’s, and the two girls were giggling at some inside joke. Asking her could wait for a little. 
 
    Pushing her chair back, Briar made her way out of the dining hall and into the garden. Kade’s letter reminded her of how much she missed him. There had been so little time after he was saved from his execution to speak to him and reassure herself that he was alright. To revel in the knowledge that they’d succeeded. 
 
    The moment Briar stepped out into the cool evening air, it was like a weight fell off her shoulders. Somehow, being in the Order house, surrounded by all those magicians, didn’t seem to fit her anymore, just like the borrowed habit was too big. Even the official letter from the castle had been addressed to ‘Novice Briar’, and that name didn’t really suit her anymore either. Mistress Brynn said that there would be something else she could do with her life now, and Briar hoped that that was true. Being a magician had saved her, literally, when her family died, and she and Ava came to Osman. It gave her a home, a purpose, and the skills she’d used to stop Sachio. Now, it was time to move on. But to where? 
 
    “Briar?” 
 
    She turned, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth as Ava came to join her. “I thought you were with your friends.” 
 
    Ava shrugged. “I’d rather be with you.” 
 
    She joined Briar, and together they strolled slowly down the path. The sun sank behind the trees, and purple twilight gathered in the shadows. Crickets sang in the grass, and the flowers closed their petals against the coming night. Briar let out a quiet sigh. 
 
    “It’s funny how, even though I wouldn’t let you go to Mizra, we ended up here all the same. I should have said yes in the beginning,” Briar said. “I was wrong to stop you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Ava said. “You wanted to look after me, and I was silly to be so angry. You always look after me.” 
 
    “I think you looked after yourself pretty well,” Briar said. “And your friends. You helped save them. It wasn’t me they believed in. It was you. You’re the one who saved their lives and Ka-and Prince Levi’s as well.” 
 
    “You know the prince pretty well, don’t you?” Ava asked. 
 
    “We travelled together a lot. He’s one of my friends,” Briar said carefully. “I suppose I do know him fairly well.” 
 
    “Did he write the letter that came tonight?” Ava’s glance was a lot sharper and more suggestive than Briar would have liked. 
 
    Her cheeks heated, and she fixed her eyes on the path, rather than meeting Ava’s gaze. “As a matter of fact, the letter was from the castle. An invitation.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Master Sachio is being sentenced tomorrow. You and I have both been invited.” Briar’s eyes darted to Ava, trying to gauge her reaction. “Would you like to come? You don’t have to if you don’t want to. It’s your choice.” 
 
    Ava bit her lip and didn’t answer at first. It was impossible to read her thoughts on her face. Briar missed being able to touch Ava’s life song and figure out her emotions. Finally, Ava nodded. “I want to go.” 
 
    Whether or not she thought it was a good idea for Ava to be there, if her sister thought she could handle it, then Briar wasn’t about to question her. So instead she said, “It’s hard to believe that tomorrow, this will all be over.” 
 
    “What are we going to do then?” Ava asked. “Do we go back to Osman?” 
 
    “Do you want to?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ava’s voice was raw with honesty. “I don’t think I’ll have my job anymore. And you don’t have your magic, so you can’t go back to the Order house.” 
 
    “But you have yours.” 
 
    A frown wrinkled Ava’s forehead. “I’ve been thinking about that too. I need to be trained. I want to know how to control it, so I don’t hurt people by accident.” 
 
    Briar stopped and took her sister’s hand, looking into her face. “If you want to be trained, then we will find a way. I can talk to Mistress Brynn about you training here if you want. Or we can figure something else out if you prefer. But you won’t be like Mama, hurting people you never meant to, I promise.” 
 
    “You’d do that for me?” Ava’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Of course. You’re special, Ava. Not because you have magic, but just because of who you are. I’m not here to control your life. I thought I knew better than you before. Now, I just want to help you find what’s right for you.” 
 
    Ava twisted her fingers together, her eyes lowered. “I’m not like you, Briar. I’m not strong or brave or smart.” 
 
    “No,” Briar said. “You’re not like me. You’re better. And you’re going to do greater things than I have. You’re not going to hurt anyone, and I am certain that you will find ways to help people like I’m going to find a way to help you.” Briar tugged her medallion over her head and pressed it into Ava’s palm. “I want you to have this.” 
 
    “I can’t take this.” Ava’s eyes widened, and she tried to push it back into Briar’s hands. “It’s yours. I know how much you love it.” 
 
    “And now it’s yours because I love you too.” Briar smiled, closing Ava’s fingers over the battered medallion. “Whether you join the Order, or you choose something else, you’re a magician, and I am so proud of you.” 
 
    Ava wrapped her arms around Briar, holding her tight. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I love you, Briar.” 
 
    “I love you too.” Briar laid her cheek on Ava’s hair and closed her eyes, holding her sister next to her heart. Nothing could be better than this moment 
 
    They walked the garden paths in silence for a long time. Briar was more than happy just to enjoy having Ava at her side, and for her part, Ava seemed content to stay quiet, turning the medallion over and over in her fingers, her eyes still wide, and her face still shining with happiness. But, slowly, the sun slipped below the horizon, and the edge of the sky glowed a deep purple, that faded slowly as the night drew in. Inside the Order house, the light from the windows winked out as the masters and mistresses closed the shutters. 
 
    Briar let out a sigh. “I suppose we should go back inside.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” But Ava turned obediently to go back into the house. “I like it here, Briar. It’s nice. Everyone’s so kind to us. I’d like to stay.” 
 
    “Then I’ll talk to Mistress Brynn for you.” 
 
    “Do you really think I’ll be a good magician?” Ava looked up, her eyes searching Briar’s face. 
 
    “I know you will be.” Briar smiled at Ava. 
 
    “Thanks, Briar.” Ava’s smile widened. Then, “Race you back.” Ava took off down the path, sprinting towards the Order house. 
 
    Briar laughed and jogged after her sister. She couldn’t be happier to be here with Ava, knowing that tomorrow would bring the end of Master Sachio’s story, with all his plans and schemes. And maybe she would even see Kade again, and Lara of course. Tomorrow was bright with promise, in a way it hadn’t been for a long, long time.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    A carriage arrived from the castle early the following morning to transport Briar and Ava to Master Sachio’s sentencing. The air was still cool, though the sun was already peeking above the houses, and the square beyond the Order house was rapidly filling with people going about the business of the day. The carriage bore the royal family’s crest on its doors, and was drawn by two white horses, which stood patiently waiting for the sisters. The dark woodwork was polished, and the metal fixtures gleamed, even down to the hinges on the doors. The driver tipped his hat to Briar and Ava as they stepped out of the Order house, and opened the door for them, helping the girls inside. 
 
    Ava’s eyes were huge as she stared around the interior of the carriage. “Have you ever seen something so lovely?” 
 
    “I have not,” Briar had to admit. 
 
    Lady Madella’s carriage had been luxurious, but this one was even more beautiful and comfortable, though some of the appeal may have been to do with the fact that Briar could actually enjoy herself this time. She sank into a soft, velvet-covered seat and gazed out through the polished glass of the window. The seats were so wide that they could easily have seated three people side by side in comfort. A smile lifted the corners of Briar’s lips. This was a step up for both of them. 
 
    Ava sat on the seat facing Briar, her nose pressed to the window, watching the city pass by. For her part, Briar watched her sister, rather than the scenery. Once upon a time, Ava believed Mizra was the most wonderful place in the world, and the only thing she had wanted to do was come here. It was good to see that, even after everything Ava had been through, Mizra still held onto some of that magic for her. 
 
    “Is it as good as you imagined it would be?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Better.” Ava didn’t look away from the view. “I can’t wait to see the castle again.” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Briar said. “You should see the inside.” 
 
    “Do you think the prince would let me see it?” Ava turned to glance at Briar. 
 
    “Maybe,” Briar said cautiously. Kade would probably show Ava around himself if Briar asked. But it was better not to promise too much. 
 
    “I’m sure he will if you ask him.” Ava gave Briar a sly look. 
 
    “What exactly are you implying?” Briar raised her eyebrows. 
 
    Ava shrugged. “Nothing. Just, if you’re friends, then he’d probably say yes.” The way her eyes flicked sideways to Briar’s face suggested that she was implying something more, but her sister let it be, for now at least. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” Briar turned away, staring out the window herself, to cover the flush that rose in her cheeks. Kade was a good friend, and kind, and she was sure that he would be happy to show Ava what he could. 
 
    “Look, Briar.” Ava pointed. “There’s the castle.” 
 
    Yes, there was the castle, standing tall and proud above the other buildings, the sun catching the golden stones and making them seem to glow. The crowds were thick here, but they parted before the royal carriage. They passed through the main gate and up the last rise before the front steps of the castle. For once, Briar’s heart beat fast with excitement as she joined Ava at the window. It made a nice change. 
 
    A throng of city folk filled the courtyard before the castle steps, talking eagerly, their voices blending into a dull roar. The carriage slowed to a crawl as it navigated through the crowd. Briar drew back from the window a little. Did these people really understand what had happened? Or were they just here from curiosity? At least, they didn’t seem angry at what was to come. 
 
    The carriage stopped at the base of the stone steps at the very front of the castle. These rose to a balcony that ran along the whole front of the building. A line of soldiers stood against the wall of the castle, while servants hustled and bustled about in preparation. A footman hurried up to open the door for the two girls, bowing. Ava leapt out immediately, but Briar hesitated for a moment. There were so many people here. More than she had been expecting. It was all a bit overwhelming. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Ava called back. “Briar?” 
 
    “I’m here.” Briar stepped out of the carriage, smoothing down the skirt of her habit carefully. She had been invited to be here. Behind her, the carriage rumbled away, leaving Briar and Ava standing at the foot of the steps, alone.  
 
    “Where do we go now?” Ava asked, looking around. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Briar said. Were they supposed to go onto the balcony, or wait for someone to show them where to stand? 
 
    “There you are.” Lara hurried down the steps towards them. “I’m so glad to see you.” A smile spread over Lara’s face, happy and open, a smile Briar hadn’t seen since Rowen died. She caught Briar in a hug. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine. The magicians took care of me. I’m as good as ever.” Briar patted her back. “There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about?” Lara stepped back, looking Briar over, one eyebrow cocked. “Because using a song catcher is such a small thing.” 
 
    Briar shrugged, and quickly changed the subject. “Lara, I’d like you to meet my sister. Ava, this is my friend, Lara.” 
 
    Lara turned to Ava with a smile. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Briar refused to give up until she found you again. She’s stubborn that way.” 
 
    Ava grinned. “Nothing stops Briar.” 
 
    “No, that is true.” 
 
    Briar scuffed the toe of her boot on the ground. This was awkward. “Where are we supposed to go?” she asked, looking around. 
 
    “Up there, of course,” Lara said, gesturing to the balcony above them, where a group of servants fussed around three chairs, which they had set next to the stone railing. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Briar asked. “That’s where the royal family will be, surely?” 
 
    “And we’re personal guests of theirs,” Lara said. “Kade was very specific. He wants us all up there. I wouldn’t argue with the crown prince if I were you.” 
 
    The crown prince. Briar wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She bit the inside of her cheek as she followed Lara up the steps. It would be nice to see Kade again, especially now he was safe and free. Though he was Prince Levi now, and that was a change she wasn’t sure she was quite ready for. 
 
    From their vantage point on the balcony, it was even easier to see the size of the crowd as it moved and shifted like leaves in a forest. There were so many of them, filling the whole courtyard and spilling out through the gates. Briar couldn’t exactly blame them for their curiosity. Two days ago, they came to see the crown prince executed, anticipating Master Sachio’s rise to kingship. And now Kade was free, and his uncle was the prisoner. 
 
    Briar took a step back, away from the crowd. She was here to see the event, not to be seen herself. Ava, however, went right to the very edge of the stage, staring out at everything. A smile seemed permanently fixed to her face, and it made Briar happy to watch her flitting about, almost like nothing had ever happened. 
 
    “I owe you an apology,” Lara said suddenly. 
 
    “For what?” Briar blinked. 
 
    “I should have followed the plan at the execution.” Lara fixed her gaze on the crowd as if the words might dry up if she were to look Briar in the eye. “I wanted to hurt Sachio so much. I hated him for everything he did, to you, to Kade, to Rowen… I wanted to bring him down myself. It was like somehow, that might bring Rowen back.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Briar laid a hand on Lara’s arm. “You must be hurting so much still.” 
 
    Lara shook her head, swallowing hard. “It’s no excuse. If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t be standing here right now. And if it wasn’t for me, you would still have your magic. I am so, so sorry for everything I’ve done. Can you forgive me?” Lara turned and met Briar’s gaze, tears glimmering in her eyes. 
 
    “I already have,” Briar said without hesitation. “I’m sorry for everything you have lost. I thought Ava was dead, and it was unbearable.” She looked over to where her sister was chatting to a rather bemused guard, who looked like he didn’t quite know what to make of Ava. “Your pain is so much worse.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be angry with me,” Lara said. “I’m supposed to beg for your forgiveness.” 
 
    “What good would that do? It won’t bring my magic back. And it won’t help you. We wouldn’t have stopped Master Sachio without you. Nothing else matters now.” 
 
    “I don’t deserve any credit,” Lara said quietly. “But thank you, Briar. You don’t know how much that means to me.” She gave Briar a watery smile. “Anyway, this is supposed to be a happy occasion. Finally, that traitor is going to get what he deserves.” 
 
    “Do you know what his sentence will be?” Briar asked. 
 
    Lara shook her head. “Only the king knows that, and the councils probably. I know they discussed it for a long, long time yesterday.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll just have to wait and see.” Briar stole a glance at Lara’s face. She looked sad but more peaceful than Briar had seen her in a long time. “What will you do now? You’re not a fugitive anymore.” 
 
    “I’m going home. I’ll have to go and claim the family title, I suppose.” Lara scuffed the toe of her boot over the ground. “I don’t feel ready for the responsibility. I’m not even twenty yet. But I’m the last one left, so I suppose the title is mine now.” 
 
    “You’ll make a wonderful Lady Brockhurst,” Briar said. “I mean, more wonderful than you already are. Will you come back to court when everything is settled there?” 
 
    “Probably. I mean, Kade’s here, and someone has to keep an eye on him,” Lara said. “I hope you’re staying in Mizra too. Kade-” 
 
    Whatever she was about to say about Kade was lost in a blast of trumpets. The line of guards at the back of the balcony came to attention, and two servants hauled open the huge double doors that led into the castle. A procession made its way outside, led by a couple of high-ranking guards, the gold thread woven through their coats glittering as it caught the sunlight. Behind these came the king and queen. They wore gold circlets about their heads, which they held high and proud. The train of the queen’s long, midnight blue dress trailed several feet behind her. She held onto King Varik’s arm. As they stepped outside into the sunshine, she stole a glance into his face, and a ghost of a smile played over her lips. His face softened as he met her eyes. They looked so content together. 
 
    Next came Kade. He looked so different Briar almost didn’t recognise him. Instead of his usual travel-stained and threadbare clothes and hooded cloak, he now wore a black coat with ornate silver embroidery on the lapels and cuffs. A ceremonial sword hung at his belt, decorative twists and curls covering its hilt. For a moment, it was hard to see the same man she had got to know so well. But then he caught her eye and smiled, and he was Kade again. Briar smiled back and fought the urge to give him a little wave. 
 
    The king and queen processed to the throne-like seats that had been placed ready for them, with a third, smaller chair at the side for Kade. They took their places, and it was like that was a signal. Lara stepped a little closer to the royal family, exchanging hard-eyed looks with the guards who made to keep her back, pulling Briar along with her. Ava clutched Briar’s hand, staying close to her side now. The crowd quieted as if every person held their breath in anticipation. And then, out of the silence, the trumpets started up again in a fanfare. 
 
    “They’re coming, Briar.” Ava jigged from foot to foot, pointing. “Look.” 
 
    Two carriages rumbled down the road towards them. The walls and roof of the first were made from thick iron bars, turning it into a cage. Two soldiers rode up front, and another two hung on the back. Inside, seated on three long bench seats, sat a group of men and women. Chains secured their hands in front of them, and Briar thought she caught a glimpse of manacles around their ankles as well. They looked so ordinary and unfamiliar. Briar frowned. Could they be the Nameless Ones? 
 
    Stripped of their hoods and masks, the Nameless Ones lost much of their mystique. The once almost ghostly group of elite magicians and soldiers were little more than a motley assortment of people of all ages. They were men and women, some with faces lined with age and experience, grey streak shot through their hair, others young, their youthful appearances belying their strength and power. 
 
    The cart drew to a halt before the king and queen. King Varik looked down on the Nameless Ones, his face impassive. When he spoke, his voice rang around the courtyard loud and clear, yet without him ever seeming to raise it. 
 
    “These are the followers of Lord Sachio. The so-called ‘Nameless Ones’. They stand accused of supporting a man they knew plotted treason against the crown, aiding him in his attempt to usurp the throne. They have terrorised and slaughtered our people throughout Kerr. They kidnapped children, misused their gift of magic, and harmed innocent lives. For these, and their many other crimes, they are exiled to Dobrang.” 
 
    Briar’s eyes opened a little wider. Dobrang was the most isolated prison in the country. It lay in the far northern mountains, and legend had it that no one had ever escaped its walls. To be exiled there was a life sentence, even for such as the Nameless Ones. But, despite the sober finality of their sentence, King Varik may as well have spoken to the air. The Nameless Ones didn’t so much as twitch at the king’s word. Their faces might be have been revealed, but that didn’t change what they were. Nameless Ones. 
 
    Now King Varik spoke directly to the assembly of Nameless Ones. “You burned towns filled with innocent people, sacrificing their lives for evil. You kidnapped children, sending them to their deaths. You wrongfully imprisoned my only son. You are the most despicable of people. Consider this to be a mercy.” 
 
    There was still no response from the Nameless Ones. 
 
    King Varik wasn’t finished, however. “And for those we have not yet arrested, Dobrang waits for them too. We will hunt them down, and they will join you. You will receive no help from them.” The king nodded to the soldiers guarding the cart. “Take them away.” 
 
    The prison cart rumbled slowly down the courtyard, the crowd parting as it made its way through the main gate and towards the central road, which would eventually carry them out of the city. Briar couldn’t be sorry that the Nameless Ones were being sent to Dobrang. They’d hurt so many people, especially Ava. They deserved the punishment the king had meted out. He had been merciful not having them executed the same way they would have killed Kade, without a second thought. 
 
    The second carriage took the place of the first. It too was open, all the better to see those seated inside. Again, two soldiers rode up the front, and two hung on behind. In the carriage itself, however, there were only two people. The first was Lucien Redfern. His manacled hands were curled into fists, and he gritted his teeth, glaring at the world around him, daring people to judge him. 
 
    While Lucien glared at the crowd and met it with a challenge, Master Sachio acted as if it didn’t exist. He stared at the back of the soldiers’ heads, glancing neither left nor right. Only the working of his jaw gave any indication that he wasn’t as impassive as the Nameless Ones. Briar knew Master Sachio was seething, although he refused to give them the satisfaction of showing it. 
 
    The king spoke again. “Lucien Redfern. You supported a traitor in his bid to take the throne. You aided in the capture of the crown prince, despite knowing his innocence. For the part you played in this plot, you will be stripped of your title and lands. Anything you may have inherited from your family is taken away from you. You are cast out from Kerr, nameless and homeless. You are forbidden from contacting your family ever again. They will not help you now. If you ever dare to return, you will face imprisonment.” 
 
    Lucien’s eyes widened. “You can’t do this to me.” 
 
    “You chose your fate when you decided to support a traitor. If you are found in Kerr again, we will not have mercy.” King Varik’s gaze was hard. Lucien looked as though he might be about to say something else, but one of the soldiers leaned into the carriage, smacking him across the back of the head, silencing him. 
 
    And then there was only one person left to address. If it were possible for the courtyard to become even more silent and still, then it did so now. For a long moment, the king just looked at his brother, his gaze soft with sadness. When he spoke, his voice was gentler too, filled with regret.  
 
    “Sachio.” The king paused, and the queen placed a hand on his arm. King Varik covered it with one of his own. “You stand guilty of crimes against the country and the crown. You falsely accused the prince of treason and attempted to have him executed. You used your magic to manipulate me and conspired to usurp my throne. You ordered your guards to kill innocent people. You used children to spread terror and then had them killed. All this you did for your own selfish gain.” King Varik paused again. Sadness and anger warred on his face, and he had to take a couple of deep breaths before he could go on. “For these and your other many crimes, you too are to be banished from Kerr. You are no longer a member of the song council. You are no longer a magician. You are no longer a lord.” His voice lowered until Briar could barely catch his words. “You are no longer my brother.” 
 
    Master Sachio flinched. He might be seething with anger and hatred, but he cared too. Cared deeply about the fact that he was to be cut off from his family, cast out with nothing. But he still said nothing. There was no hurling of curses and accusations. Nothing but that same empty silence. 
 
    “If you have anything to say, now is your chance,” King Varik said. “This is the last time you will see your family.” 
 
    Finally, Master Sachio looked up at them with cold, empty eyes. “I have no family.” 
 
    There would be no apology from him. No farewell to the family he would never see again. Briar’s heart ached. The king had been merciful in this sentencing too. Master Sachio could easily have been sent to Dobrang as well. Exile was a light punishment compared with he could have endured. But Master Sachio refused to recognise that, even now. 
 
    The king sighed and waved to the guard driving the carriage. “Take them away.” 
 
    The carriage rumbled into motion, the trumpets blaring again, and Master Sachio, with Lucien by his side, was carried through the gates and away into exile. If they were wise, they would never attempt to come back. No one would forget their sins. 
 
    The king and queen rose from their seats. Queen Acacia kept her hand looped through the king’s arm, and she whispered something meant only for his ears. His answering smile was touched with sadness. Then the guards closed ranks around them and the king and queen processed back into the castle. As the doors closed behind them, the crowd erupted into a sea of noise, eager voices blending in a babbling roar. 
 
    In all the hustle and bustle, Briar, Lara and Ava were pushed out of the way, forgotten, standing back as servants swirled around the seats the royal family had vacated, carrying them away, back inside the castle. The horde of guards who had watched over the proceedings, now formed into lines, marching away. Everything was a hub-bub of noise and movement. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m sorry to see him go,” Lara said. “Exile seems almost too kind for him.” She sighed. “I miss Rowen too much, I think. I can’t forgive Sachio. Not yet.” 
 
    “Master Sachio won’t be able to hurt anyone now. And if he tries, he won’t get far. He has no magic, no support, no money, and no home. What can he do to anyone?” That was a comforting thought, indeed. 
 
    “It’s funny to think that we’re safe and we don’t have to worry about any of that,” Lara said. “We get to think about life after Sachio.” She sighed. “Right now, that means going home, to my family’s estate. It’s a week’s travel from Mizra at the very least. I’m leaving tomorrow. I don’t want to have to deal with this, but it must be done.” She squared her shoulders. 
 
    “So soon?” Briar asked. 
 
    “If I’m going to go, then I may as well leave sooner rather than later. Waiting isn’t going to make it any easier.” But Lara lifted her chin. She would rise to the challenge, as she always did. “It will be strange, not spending every day with you and Kade. I’m going to miss you both.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss you too.” It was so strange to stand here and watch everything changing around her. Not just the movement of the marching soldiers, or the bustle of the servants, but the changes for the people she loved. Lara was leaving. Kade had resumed his duties as crown prince. Ava had returned. Master Sachio was gone. And Briar felt as though suddenly everyone was slipping through her grasp and she desperately wished to hold onto them all just a little bit longer. But at the same time, everyone’s future was a little brighter, a little better. Everyone had a chance to move forward. How could she hold them back from that? She would miss them all so much. But she would see them again. 
 
    “May the Tree watch over you,” Briar said. “And bring you back safe. Don’t make us come and rescue you. I’m fairly certain Kade would leave everything to come rescue you if you got yourself into trouble.” 
 
    “Me, get into trouble?” Lara snorted. “I’m the responsible one. I’m leaving him in your charge. One of us has to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    Briar laughed. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “You always do.” Lara shuffled her feet. “I suppose I should go and prepare for the journey. Thank you, Briar. For everything.” 
 
    “Safe travels.” Briar smiled as her friend turned and made her way down the steps, disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    Then there was just Briar and Ava, standing out of the way, waiting for all the hustle and bustle to clear a little more before they too made their way down. And then it would be back to the Order house, Briar supposed. 
 
    “Do we have to go straight back?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Not if you don’t want to. Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to see the river.” Ava turned pleading eyes up to Briar. “They have swans here, Briar. You know I’ve always wanted to see them.” 
 
    Briar laughed. Of all the things Ava could have asked to see, it was still the swans she dreamed about. But she couldn’t deny Ava the chance. They’d made it to Mizra after all. They may as well visit the river and hunt down some birds. “If it’s swans you want to see, then we will find some for you.” 
 
    “I know of a beautiful spot on the river where there are lots of swans,” a voice said from behind them. “Swans so tame you can pet them if you want to.” 
 
    Briar whirled round, and there stood Kade. He looked almost shy, standing there with a hopeful half-smile on his face, his hands clasped behind his back. A smile lifted the corners of her lips. The last time she saw him, he had just been rescued off the executioner’s block, and she was drained from using the song catcher. The change was marked for both of them. 
 
    For a moment, Briar couldn’t think of what to say. Then, “You look regal. Very different. Very nice.” Oh goodness, was she blushing again? 
 
    “It’s just the clothes.” Kade shrugged. “I haven’t changed that much.” 
 
    “Can we go?” Ava asked. “Please, Briar?” 
 
    “Of course.” As if she was going to say no to spending a little more time with the two people who were most important to her. “Kade knows all the best places.” 
 
    Kade gave them a slight bow. “Shall we go?” 
 
    Briar took Ava’s hand and followed Kade as he led them, not down the steps and into the courtyard, but along the balcony and around the corner, away from all the people, and towards the green castle gardens beyond, in search of swans, and maybe a little time together in the peace and quiet. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The castle grounds were like nothing Briar had ever seen. Even the Order house gardens couldn’t quite compare. Lush, green grass, as soft as velvet, covered the ground. Wide, spreading trees shaded the path, while the sun creeping through the leaves dappled the ground. Hedges sectioned the huge garden into smaller, more intimate spaces, each with its own character. And everywhere Briar looked, she saw the touch of magic. Here and there, trees and bushes grew into fantastical shapes, twisted by the songs of skilled plant singers. Here, a low bush grew into the shape of a delicate rose, its petals just opening for the first time, while the branches of a nearby tree wove together to create the illusion of a bird lifting into flight. 
 
    Magic was evident in the flowers growing in their beds too. Briar had never seen so many blooms, their colours so brilliant they hardly seemed real. Bursts of yellow mingled with warm oranges and vivid blues, filling the flowerbeds to overflowing with every colour under the sun. Tiny purple blooms grew amid the blades of grass, creating a carpet of colour underfoot. 
 
    The gardens were peaceful, though Briar did see a scattering of people as she, Kade and Ava passed by. A gardener trimmed the edge of the lawn next to one of the flower beds, whistling to himself, completely unaware that the crown prince himself passed by. Across the lawn, Briar caught sight of a group of young noblewomen in long, pastel gowns. They wandered through a little garden of rose bushes, which grew along trellises and dropped pale petals in a thick carpet, their laughter echoing across the lawn. 
 
    Kade stiffened at the sight of the women, ducking down a side path. “This way.” 
 
    “Not interested in making friends?” Briar teased. 
 
    “I’m only interested in spending time with certain people today,” Kade said. “I may be required to be polite, but I don’t have to seek them out. We’re looking for swans anyway, not young, ambitious noblewomen.” 
 
    Briar laughed, but a little point of warmth burned inside her chest. Kade only wanted to spend time with them. The narrow path they followed ran along the straight line of a hedge, which screened them from curious gazes. Deep shadows covered the ground, and the air was pleasantly fresh. Somewhere beyond the hedge, she could hear the sound of running water, growing steadily louder, until finally, they stepped out onto the bank of the river. 
 
    The water was smooth and calm, without the fast-flowing current Briar had seen before. It whispered to itself, soft and soothing. Trees hung over the bank, creating deep pools of shade in which ducks paddled and bathed. Briar let out a soft sigh of contentment. This was simply beautiful. 
 
    “Do boats come through here?” Briar asked. 
 
    Kade shook his head. “This is an offshoot of the main river. The trade boats have to take the other route. Though we do have our own barges and sailboats out here sometimes. And sometimes, when there are picnics in the gardens, we have musicians out on the water to play for us.” 
 
    “Really? That sounds amazing.” A smile spread over Ava’s face suddenly, and she pointed. “Look, Briar. Swans.” She darted away, leaving Briar and Kade strolling after her. 
 
    Briar smiled, watching her sister approaching the flock of birds sunning themselves on the riverbank, her steps light, hands moving restlessly, obviously eager to test out Kade’s promise that she could pet the swans if she wanted to. The swans were fat and placid, foraging among the blades of grass, or preening themselves in the sun as Ava approached.  
 
    “Your sister really loves those swans.” Kade nodded to Ava, who was now knee-deep in the flock. 
 
    “Back when we lived in Osman, Ava used to listen to stories about Mizra and all the wonderful things here. She wanted to see the swans most of all. I’m glad she gets to see some of the things she dreamed about,” Briar said. 
 
    “Then I am happy I could help with that.” 
 
    “Thank you for letting her come here. It’s so good to see her happy again.” Briar smiled. “It feels like everything is finally going to be alright. She’s safe. Master Sachio is gone. And you’re home again. That must feel good.” 
 
    Kade shrugged. “In a way. But it also doesn’t quite feel like it fits me anymore. I am more grateful to be here than I can say. To be with my parents again, and for people to know the truth after all this time, it hardly feels real. But so much has happened. I think it will take time to feel like this is home again.” Now it was his turn to hesitate. “How about you? It must be nice to be back in an Order house.” 
 
    “I don’t really think I belong there anymore,” Briar said honestly. “The magicians are kind, and I know they wouldn’t cast me out onto the streets. But without something to offer them, I wouldn’t be comfortable staying there for long.” 
 
    “You won’t leave Mizra, will you?” 
 
    Briar shook her head. “Ava wants to train as a magician, and I want to be close to her if I can.” 
 
    “She’s joining the Order?” 
 
    “Yes. She wants to know how to control her gift.” Briar’s eyes followed Ava as she walked among the swans, her fingers ruffling through their white feathers. “We’ve both seen the effects of stubborn pride where training is concerned, and neither of us wants to experience that again.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you’ll be staying,” Kade said after a moment. “It’s hard enough knowing that Lara is leaving to go home. I would hate to lose you too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar smiled shyly. 
 
    Side by side, Briar and Kade strolled along the riverbank. Nothing to rush for. Nothing to worry about. Briar could take her time, enjoying Kade’s company, Ava’s laughter as one of the swans tugged at the edge of her dress, the gentle murmur of the river, and the warmth of the sun. Out of the corner of her eye, Briar caught Kade watching her with a soft, thoughtful expression, and a curiously gentle smile, and a flush rose in her cheeks. 
 
    “I never thanked you for saving my life,” Kade said. 
 
    “You would have done the same for me.” Briar bit her lip. “You were on the execution block and I just...I couldn’t…” She shook her head and pressed her lips together. That image would haunt her for a long, long time. “I couldn’t stand to lose you,” she finished, in a low voice. 
 
    Kade stopped and took Briar’s hands, turning her so that she looked into his face. “I always had faith that you were going to find a way. Even when I stepped onto that platform, I believed in you.” 
 
    Briar swallowed hard. That was a lot of faith to have pinned on her, especially when everything came so close to failure. Her grip on his hands tightened. “You almost died, Kade. If we hadn’t stopped Master Sachio, you would be dead.” 
 
    “But I didn’t, because you’re a fighter.” Kade smiled softly. “It’s one of the things I love about you.” 
 
    “And you’re stubborn,” Briar said. “Too stubborn to let anyone else have a turn at trying to protect us all. But I suppose that’s one of the things I love about you too.” She was pretty sure she was scarlet now, but it didn’t seem to matter. “You know what’s going to be the most difficult? Remembering to call you Levi.” 
 
    Kade laughed. “You can always call me Kade.” 
 
    “Levi sounds a bit too princely. I feel like I can know a Kade.” Briar smiled shyly. I suppose we can thank Master Sachio for one thing. If it weren’t for him, I would never have known you.” 
 
    “I suppose that is true. Though I look forward to our future being a little less about running in fear.” Kade said. 
 
    “True. You do tend to bring trouble with you,” Briar teased him, smiling. She would never wish for a scenario where she had never met Kade. Not now. Not ever. “It’s strange to think that we have a future.” 
 
    “I hope I’m in yours,” Kade said seriously. 
 
    Briar met his eyes. “I would like that.” 
 
    Kade put his arm around her shoulders, and she slipped hers around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder. Master Sachio was gone. Kerr was safe. Ava was alive, and with her again. And she had Kade too. This had been the longest, hardest journey of her life. There had been such pain as she hoped never to endure again, and sacrifices she could never have imagined. But right here, right now, she looked forward to a future with the people she loved the most. And she was ready to face it.               
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