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            Sapphique, they say, was not the same after his Fall. His mind was bruised. He plunged into despair, the depths of the Prison. He crawled into the Tunnels of Madness. He sought dark places, and dangerous men.
            
 
            LEGEND OF SAPPHIQUE
            

         
 
         The alleyway was so narrow that Attia could lean against one wall and kick the other.
         
 
         She waited in the dimness, listening, her breath condensing on glistening bricks. A flicker of flames around the corner sent red ripples down the walls.
         
 
         The shouts were louder now, the unmistakeable roar of an excited crowd. She heard howls of delight, sudden gales of laughter. Whistles and stamping. Applause.
         
 
         Licking a fallen drip of condensation from her lips she tasted its salty grit, knowing she had to face them. She had come too far, searched too long, to back out now. It was useless feeling small, and scared. Not if she ever wanted to Escape. She straightened, edged to the end of the alley, and peered out.
         
 
         Hundreds of people were crammed into the small torchlit square. They were squeezed together, their backs to her, the stench of sweat and bodies overpowering. Behind the mob a few old women stood craning to see. Halfmen crouched in shadows. Boys climbed on each other’s shoulders, scrambling up on to the rooftops of squalid houses. Stalls of gaudy canvas sold hot food, the pungency of onions and spitting grease making her swallow with hunger.
         
 
         The Prison was interested too. Just above her, under the eaves of filthy straw, one of its tiny red Eyes spied curiously on the scene.
         
 
         A howl of delight from the crowd made Attia set her shoulders; she stepped out deliberately. Dogs fought over scraps; she edged round them, past a shadowy doorway. Someone slipped out behind her; she turned, her knife already in her hand.
         
 
         ‘Don’t even try.’
 
         The cutpurse stepped back, fingers spread, grinning. He was thin and filthy and had few teeth.
         
 
         ‘No problem, darling. My mistake.’
 
         She watched him slide into the crowd.
 
         ‘It would have been,’ she muttered. Then she sheathed her knife and barged in after him.
         
 
         Forcing a way through was tough. The people were tightly packed and eager to see whatever was going on up front; they groaned, laughed, gasped in unison. Ragged children crawled under everyone’s feet, getting kicked and stepped on. Attia pushed and swore, slipped into gaps, ducked under elbows. Being small had its uses. And she needed to get to the front. She needed to see him.
         
 
         Winded and bruised, she squirmed between two huge men and found air.
         
 
         It was acrid with smoke. Firebrands crackled all around; before her, an area of mud had been roped off.
         
 
         Crouched in it, all alone, was a bear.
 
         Attia stared.
 
         The bear’s black fur was scabby, its eyes small and savage. A chain clanked around its neck, and, well back in the shadows, a bearkeeper held the end, a bald man with long moustaches, his skin glistening with sweat. Slung at his side was a drum; he beat it rhythmically and gave a sharp tug on the chain.
         
 
         Slowly, the bear rose to its hindlegs, and danced.
 
         Taller than a man, lumbering awkwardly, it circled, its muzzled mouth dripping saliva, its chains leaving bloody trails in its pelt.
         
 
         Attia scowled. She knew just how it felt.
 
         She put her hand up to her own neck, where the welts and bruises of the chain she had once worn were faded to faint marks.
         
 
         Like that bear, she had been a manacled thing. If it hadn’t been for Finn she still would be. Or, more likely, dead by now.
         
  
         Finn.
         
 
         His name was a bruise in itself. It hurt her to think of his treachery.
         
 
         The drum beat louder. The bear capered, its clumsy dragging at the chain making the crowd roar. Attia watched grim-faced. Then, behind it, she saw the poster. It was plastered on the damp wall, the same poster that had been pasted up all over the village, everywhere she had looked. 
         
 
         Ragged and wet, peeling at the corners, it invited gaudily. 
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         Attia shook her head in dismay. After searching for two months through corridors and empty wings, villages and cities, swampy plains and networks of white cells, for a Sapient, for a cell-born, for anyone who would know about Sapphique, all she’d found was a tacky sideshow in a back alley.
         
  
         The crowd clapped and stamped. She was shoved aside; when she’d pushed her way back she saw the bear had turned to face its handler; he was hauling it down, alarmed, prodding it away into the darkness with a long pole. The men around her roared with scorn.
         
 
         ‘Try dancing with it yourself next time,’ one of them yelled.
         
 
         A woman giggled.
 
         Voices from the back rose, calling for more, something new, something different, sounding impatient and scathing. Slow handclaps began. Then they faded, to silence.
         
 
         In the empty space among the torches a figure was standing.
         
 
         He came from nowhere, materializing into solidity from shadows and flamelight. He was tall, and wore a black coat that glistened strangely with hundreds of tiny sparkles; as he raised his arms wide the sleeves fell open. The collar of the coat was high around his neck; in the gloom he looked young, with dark long hair.
         
 
         No one spoke. Attia felt the crowd shock into stillness.
 
         He was the image of Sapphique.
         
 
         Everyone knew what Sapphique had looked like; there were a thousand pictures, carvings, descriptions of him. He was the Winged One, the Nine-Fingered, the One who had escaped from the Prison. Like Finn, he had promised to return. Attia swallowed, nervous. Her hands were shaking. She clenched them tight.
         
  
         ‘Friends.’ The magician’s voice was quiet; people strained to hear him. ‘Welcome to my ring of wonders. You think you will see illusions. You think I will fool you with mirrors and false cards, with hidden devices. But I am not like other magicians. I am the Dark Enchanter, and I will show you true magic. The magic of the stars.’
         
 
         As one, the crowd gasped.
 
         Because he raised his right hand and on it he was wearing a glove, of dark fabric, and from it white flashes of light were sparking and crackling. The torches around the walls flared and sank low. A woman behind Attia moaned in terror.
         
 
         Attia folded her arms. She watched, determined not to be overawed. How did he do it? Could that really be Sapphique’s Glove? Could it have survived? Was there some strange power still lingering in it? But as she watched, her doubts began to slip from her grasp.
         
 
         The show was astonishing.
 
         The Enchanter had the crowd transfixed. He took objects, made them vanish, brought them back, plucked doves and Beetles out of the air, conjured a woman to sleep and made her rise slowly, unsupported, into the smoky acrid darkness. He drew butterflies from the mouth of a terrified child, conjured gold coins and threw them out to desperate, grabbing fingers, opened a door in the air and walked through it, so that the crowd bayed and howled for him to come back, and when he did it was from behind them, walking calmly through their frenzy so that they fell away, awed, as if afraid to touch him.
         
 
         As he passed Attia felt the brush of his coat against her arm; her skin prickled, all the hairs on her skin standing up with a faint static. He gave one glance to the side, his eyes bright, catching hers.
         
 
         From somewhere a woman screamed, ‘Heal my son, Wise One! Heal him.’
         
 
         A baby was lifted up, began to be passed forward over people’s heads.
         
 
         The Enchanter turned and held up his hand.
 
         ‘That will be done later. Not now.’ His voice was rich with authority. ‘Now I prepare for the summoning of all my powers. For the reading of minds. For the entry into death and back to life.’
         
 
         He closed his eyes.
 
         The torches flickered low.
 
         Standing alone in the dark the Enchanter whispered, ‘There is much sorrow here. There is much fear.’ When he looked out at them again he seemed overwhelmed by the numbers, almost afraid of his task. Quietly he said, ‘I want three people to come forward. But they must be only those willing to have their deepest fears revealed. Only those willing to bare their souls to my gaze.’
         
 
         A few hands shot up. Women called out. After a moment of hesitation, Attia put her hand up too.
         
 
         The Enchanter went towards the crowd. ‘That woman,’ he called, and one was shoved forward, hot and stumbling. ‘Him.’ A tall man who had not even volunteered was dragged out by those around him. He swore and stood awkwardly, as if transfixed by terror.
         
 
         The Enchanter turned. His gaze moved inexorably across the massed faces. Attia held her breath. She felt the man’s brooding stare cross her face like heat. He stopped, glanced back. Their eyes met, a dark second. Slowly he raised his hand and stabbed a long finger in her direction, and the crowd cried aloud because they saw that, like Sapphique, his right forefinger was missing.
         
 
         ‘You,’ the Enchanter whispered.
 
         She took a breath to calm herself. Her heart was hammering with terror. She had to force herself to push through into the dim, smoky space. But it was important to stay calm, not show fear. Not show she was any different from anyone else.
         
 
         The three of them stood in a line and Attia could feel the woman next to her trembling with emotion. The Enchanter walked along, his eyes scrutinizing their faces. Attia met his stare as defiantly as she could. He would never read her mind; she was sure of that. She had seen and heard things he could never imagine. She had seen Outside.
         
 
         He took the woman’s hand. After a moment, very gently, he said, ‘You miss him.’
         
 
         The woman stared in amazement. A strand of hair stuck to her lined forehead. ‘Oh I do, Master. I do.’
         
 
         The Enchanter smiled. ‘Have no fear. He is safe in the peace of Incarceron. The Prison holds him in its memory. His body is whole in its white cells.’
         
 
         She shook with sobs of joy, kissed his hands. ‘Thank you, Master. Thank you for telling me.’
         
 
         The crowd roared its approval. Attia allowed herself a sardonic smile. They were so stupid! Hadn’t they noticed this so-called magician had told the woman nothing? A lucky guess and a few empty words and they swallowed it whole.
         
 
         He had chosen his victims carefully. The tall man was so terrified he would have said anything; when the Enchanter asked him how his sick mother was he stammered that she was improving, sir. The crowd applauded.
         
 
         ‘Indeed she is.’ The Enchanter waved his maimed hand for silence. ‘And I prophesy this. By Lightson her fever will have diminished. She will sit up and call for you, my friend. She will live ten more years. I see your grandchildren on her knee.’
         
 
         The man could not speak. Attia was disgusted to see tears in his eyes.
         
 
         The crowd murmured. Perhaps they were less convinced, because when the Enchanter came to Attia he turned to face them suddenly.
         
 
         ‘It is easy, some of you are thinking, to speak of the future.’ He raised his young face and stared out at them. ‘How will we ever know, you’re thinking, whether he is right or wrong? And you are right to doubt. But the past, my friends, the past is a different thing. I will tell you now of this girl’s past.’
         
 
         Attia tensed.
 
         Perhaps he sensed her fear, because a slight smile curled his lips. He stared at her, his eyes slowly glazing, becoming distant, dark as the night. Then he lifted his gloved hand and touched her forehead.
         
 
         ‘I see,’ he whispered, ‘a long journey. Many miles, many weary days of walking. I see you crouched like a beast. I see a chain about your neck.’
         
 
         Attia swallowed. She wanted to jerk away. Instead she nodded, and the crowd was silent.
         
 
         The Enchanter took her hand. He clasped his own around it and his gloved fingers were long and bony. His voice was puzzled. ‘I see strange things in your mind, girl. I see you climbing a tall ladder, fleeing from a great Beast, flying in a silver ship above cities and towers. I see a boy. His name is Finn. He has betrayed you. He has left you behind and though he promised to return, you fear he never will. You love him, and you hate him. Is that not true?’
         
 
         Attia’s face was scorching. Her hand shook. ‘Yes,’ she breathed.
         
 
         The crowd were transfixed.
 
         The Enchanter stared at her as if her soul was transparent; she found she could not look away. Something was happening to him, a strangeness had come into his face, behind his eyes. Small bright glints shone on his coat. The glove felt like ice around her fingers.
         
 
         ‘Stars,’ he said breathlessly. ‘I see the stars. Under them a golden palace, its windows bright with candles. I see it through the keyhole of a dark doorway. It is far, far away. It is Outside.’
         
 
         Amazed, Attia stared at him. His grasp on her hand hurt but she couldn’t move. His voice was a whisper.
         
 
         ‘There is a way Out. Sapphique found it. The keyhole is tiny, tinier than an atom. And the eagle and the swan spread their wings to guard it.’
         
 
         She had to move, break this spell. She glanced aside. People crowded the edges of the arena; the bearguard, seven jugglers, dancers from the troupe. They stood as still as the crowd.
         
 
         ‘Master,’ she whispered.
 
         His eyes flickered.
 
         He said, ‘You search for a Sapient who will show you the way Out. I am that man.’ His voice strengthened; he swung to the crowd. ‘The way that Sapphique took lies through the Door of Death. I will take this girl there and I will bring her back!’
         
 
         The audience roared. He led Attia by the hand out into the centre of the smoky space. Only one torch guttered. There was a couch. He motioned her to lie on it.
         
 
         Terrified, she swung her legs up.
         
  
         In the crowd someone cried out, and was instantly hushed.
         
 
         Bodies craned forward, a stench of heat and sweat.
 
         The Enchanter held up his black-gloved hand. ‘Death,’ he said. ‘We fear it. We would do anything to avoid it. And yet Death is a doorway that opens both ways. Before your eyes, you will see the dead live.’
         
 
         The couch was hard. She gripped the sides. This was what she had come for.
         
 
         ‘Behold,’ the Enchanter said.
 
         He turned and the crowd moaned, because in his hand was a sword. He was drawing it out of the air; slowly it was unsheathed from darkness, the blade glittering with cold blue light. He held it up, and unbelievably, miles above them in the remote roof of the Prison, lightning flickered.
         
 
         The Enchanter stared up; Attia blinked.
 
         Thunder rumbled like laughter.
 
         For a moment everyone listened to it, tensed for the Prison to act, for the streets to fall, the sky roll away, the gas and the lights to pin them down.
         
 
         But Incarceron did not interfere.
 
         ‘My father the Prison,’ the Enchanter said quickly, ‘watches and approves.’
         
 
         He turned.
 
         Metal links hung from the couch; he fastened them around Attia’s wrists. Then a belt was looped over her neck and waist. ‘Keep very still,’ he said. His bright eyes explored her face. ‘Or the danger is extreme.’
         
 
         He turned to the crowd. ‘Behold,’ he cried. ‘I will release her. And I will bring her back!’
         
 
         He raised the sword, both hands on the grip, the point hovering over her chest. She wanted to cry out, gasp, ‘No,’ but her body was chilled and numb, her whole attention focused on the glittering, razor-sharp point.
         
 
         Before she could breathe, he plunged it into her heart. 
  
         
            This was death.
            
 
            It was warm and sticky and there were waves of it, washing over her like pain. It had no air to breathe, no words to speak. It was a choking in her throat.
            
 
            And then it was pure and blue and as empty as the sky she had seen Outside, and Finn was in it, and Claudia, and they were sitting on golden thrones, and they turned to look at her.
            
 
            And Finn said, ‘I haven’t forgotten you, Attia. I’m coming  back for you.’
            
 
            She could only manage one word, and as she said it she saw  his shock.
            
 
            ‘Liar.’
            

         
 
         She opened her eyes.
 
         Her hearing seemed to pop, to come back from somewhere far; the crowd were roaring and howling with joy, and the fastenings were undone. The Enchanter was helping her up. She stared down and saw that the blood on her clothes was shrivelling, vanishing away, that the sword in his hand was clean; that she could stand. She took a great breath and her eyes cleared; she saw that people were on the buildings and roofs, hanging on awnings, leaning out of windows, that the storm of applause went on and on, a screaming tide of adoration.
         
 
         And the Dark Enchanter gripped her hand and made her bow with him, and his gloved fingers held the sword high above the crowd as the jugglers and dancers discreetly moved in to collect the rain of coins that showered like falling stars.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When it was all over, when the crowd was streaming away, she found herself standing in the corner of the square clutching her arms around herself. A low pain burned in her chest. A few women clustered at the door that the Enchanter had entered, their sick children already in their arms.
         
 
         Attia breathed out slowly. She felt stiff, and stupid. She felt as if some great explosion had deafened and stunned her.
         
 
         Quickly, before anyone noticed, she turned and ducked under the awnings, past the bearpit, through the ragged camp of the jugglers. One of them saw her, but stayed sitting by the fire they had lit, cooking slivers of meat.
         
 
         Attia opened a small door under an overhanging roof and slipped in.
         
  
         The room was dark.
 
         He was sitting in front of a smeared mirror lit only by a single guttering candle, and he looked up and saw her in the glass.
         
 
         As she watched he took off the black wig, unfurled his missing finger, wiped the smooth make-up from his lined face, tossed the ragged coat on the floor.
         
 
         Then he leant his elbows on the table and gave her a gap-toothed grin. ‘An excellent performance,’ he said.
         
 
         She nodded. ‘I told you I could do it.’
 
         ‘Well, I’m convinced, sweetie. The job’s yours, if you still want it.’ He slipped a wad of ket into his cheek and began to chew.
         
 
         Attia glanced round. There was no sign of the Glove.
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘I want it.’

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            2

         
 
         
                        How could you betray me, Incarceron?
            
 
                        How could you let me fall?
            
 
                        I thought I was your son.
            
 
                        It seems I am your fool.
            
 
                                                  SONGS OF SAPPHIQUE
            

         
 
         Finn flung the documents at the wall. Then he picked the inkwell up and hurled it after them. It exploded into a black, dripping star.
         
 
         ‘Sire,’ the chamberlain gasped. ‘Please!’
 
         Finn ignored him. He heaved the table over; it collapsed with a crash. Papers and scrolls cascaded everywhere, their seals and ribbons tangling. Grim, he stalked over to the door.
         
 
         ‘Sire. There are at least sixteen more …’
 
         ‘Stuff them.’
 
         ‘Sire?’
 
         ‘You heard. Burn them. Eat them. Feed them to the dogs.’
 
         ‘There are invitations which need your signature.The deeds of the Stygian Accord, the orders for the coronation robes.’
         
  
         Savagely, Finn turned on the thin figure scrabbling among the papers. ‘How many times do I have to say it. There will be no coronation!’
         
 
         Leaving the man open-mouthed he turned and hauled the doors open. The guards outside stiffened to attention but as they closed in behind him he swore at them. Then he ran, down the panelled corridor, through the curtains and across the Great Salon, vaulting the upholstered sofas, flinging the dainty chairs over, leaving the guards panting behind. With one quick leap on to the table he slithered over its polished surface, dodged silver candlesticks, jumped up on to the wide windowseat, slid through the casement, and was gone.
         
 
         Back in the doorway, breathless, the chamberlain groaned. He stepped discreetly into a small side chamber, closed the door and hefted the pile of crumpled paper wearily under one arm. With a careful look around, he took out the minicom she had given him and pressed the button, with distaste, because he deplored this breach of Protocol. But he didn’t dare not to, because she could be almost as ferocious as the Prince.
         
 
         The device crackled. ‘What now?’ a girl’s voice snapped.
 
         The chamberlain swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, Lady Claudia, but you asked me to tell you if it happened again. Well, I think it just did.’ 
         
   
         
            

         
 
         Finn landed on all fours on the gravel outside the window and picked himself up. He stalked off across the grass. Parading groups of courtiers scattered as he passed, the women under their flimsy parasols dropping hurried curtsies, the men making elaborate bows and sweeping their hats off. Eyes fixed, Finn marched past. He scorned the pathways with their finely raked surfaces, cutting directly across the parterre, crunching the white seashells underfoot. An indignant gardener came out from behind a hedge, but as soon as he saw it was Finn he crumpled to one knee. Finn allowed himself a cold smile. Being the Prince in this pretty Paradise had some advantages.
         
 
         The day was perfect. Tiny fleecy clouds moved high in the sky, the amazingly blue sky he could never get used to. A flock of jackdaws cavorted over the elms near the lake.
         
 
         It was the lake he wanted.
 
         That smooth blue expanse of water drew him like a magnet. He undid the stiff collar they made him wear, tearing it open, cursing everything over and over: the constricting clothes, the baffling rules of courtesy, the endless Protocol. Suddenly he broke into a run, past statues and classical urns planted with floral displays, making a gaggle of geese on the grass squawk and flutter and hiss away.
         
 
         He was breathing more freely now. The sparks and dull pain behind his eyes were easing. The fit had been coming on him, back there in that stuffy unbearable room, behind that heaped desk. It had been growing inside him like anger. Maybe it was anger. Maybe he should have let it happen, fallen gratefully into it, the seizure that always waited for him somewhere like a black pit in the road. Because whatever it made him see, however much it hurt, after it was over he could sleep, deep and oblivious, without dreams of the Prison. Without dreams of Keiro, the oathbrother he had left there.
         
 
         The lakewater rippled under the faint breeze. He shook his head, angry at how perfectly judged the temperature was, how serene it all looked. At the jetty rowing boats bobbed and knocked at the end of their ropes, surrounded by flat green waterlily leaves, where tiny gnats danced.
         
 
         He had no idea how much of it was real.
 
         At least in the Prison he had known that.
 
         Finn sat on the grass. He felt worn, and his anger was turning on himself. The chamberlain had only been doing his best. Throwing the ink had been stupid.
         
 
         Lying on his stomach he buried his forehead under his arms and let the warm sun comfort him. It was so hot, and so bright. He could take it now, but for the first few days Outside he had been blinded, had had to wear dark glasses because his eyes wept and watered. And then all those long weeks until his skin had lost that white pallor, those days of washing and delousing and the endless medication Jared had made him take. Weeks of patient lessons from Claudia in how to dress, how to talk, how to eat with knives and forks; the titles, the bows, how not to yell, spit, swear, fight.
         
 
         Two months ago he had been a Prisoner without hope, a starved, ragged thief and liar. Now he was a Prince in Paradise.
         
 
         And yet he had never been more unhappy.
 
         A shadow darkened the red light behind his eyelids.
 
         He kept them tight shut but the scent of the perfume she wore came to him clearly; the rustle of her dress was loud as she sat beside him on the low stone parapet.
         
 
         After a moment he said, ‘The Maestra cursed me, did you know that?’
         
 
         Claudia’s voice was cold. ‘No.’
 
         ‘Well she did. The Maestra, the woman whose death was my fault? I took the crystal Key from her. Her dying words were “I hope it destroys you”. I think her curse is coming true, Claudia.’
         
 
         The silence went on so long that he raised his head and looked at her. She had her knees up under the peach silk dress and her arms hugged around them and she was watching him with that concerned, annoyed look he had come to know. ‘Finn …’
         
 
         He sat up. ‘Don’t! Don’t tell me I should forget the past. Don’t tell me again that life here is a game, that every word you say and every smile, every gracious bow is a move in a game. I can’t live like that! I won’t.’
         
  
         Claudia frowned. She saw the strain in his eyes. When the fits came he always had this look. She wanted to snap at him, but instead she made herself say quietly, ‘Are you all right?’
         
 
         He shrugged. ‘It was coming. But it’s gone. I thought … I thought when I Escaped there would be no more fits. All those stupid documents …’
         
 
         Claudia shook her head. ‘Not them. It’s Keiro again, isn’t it?’
         
 
         Finn stared ahead. After a while he said, ‘Are you always this sharp?’
         
 
         She laughed. ‘I’m the pupil of Jared Sapiens. Trained in observation and analysis. And,’ she added bitterly, ‘I’m the daughter of the Warden of Incarceron. The game’s finest player.’
         
 
         He was surprised she had even mentioned her father. He pulled a blade of grass and began to shred it. ‘Well you’re right. I can’t stop thinking about Keiro. Keiro is my oathbrother, Claudia. We swore loyalty to each other, loyalty to death and beyond. You can’t even guess what that means. In the Prison no one can survive alone; he looked after me when I didn’t even know who I was. He watched my back in a hundred fights. That time in the cave of the Beast he came back for me, even though he had the Key, even though he could have gone anywhere.’
         
 
         Claudia was silent. Then she said, ‘I made him find you. Don’t you remember?’
         
  
         ‘He would have done it anyway.’
 
         ‘Would he?’ She gazed over the lake. ‘From what I saw, Keiro was arrogant, ruthless and incredibly vain. You were the one who seemed to take all the risks. He only cared about himself.’
         
 
         ‘You don’t know him. You didn’t see him fight our Winglord. He was amazing that day. Keiro is my brother. And I’ve left him in that hell, after I promised to get him Out.’
         
 
         A group of young men were strutting from the Archery Court. Claudia said, ‘It’s Caspar and his cronies. Quick.’
         
 
         She jumped up and hauled one of the boats to shore; Finn stepped in and took the oars and she scrambled after him. With a few strokes they were safely out in the stillness of the lake, the prow rippling among the lily-leaves. Butterflies danced in the warm air. Claudia lay back on the cushions and stared up at the sky. ‘Did he see us?’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Good.’
 
         Finn watched the effete youths in disgust. Caspar’s red hair and gaudy blue frockcoat were clear from here. He was laughing; he raised his bow and aimed it at the boat, twanging the empty string with a mocking grin. Finn stared back grimly. ‘Between him and Keiro I know which brother I’d choose.’
         
 
         Claudia shrugged. ‘Well I’m with you there. Remember, I nearly had to marry him.’ She let the memory of that day come back to her; the cold deliberate pleasure she had felt in tearing the wedding dress, ripping its lace and white perfection apart, as if it had been her life she was tearing, or herself and her father. Herself and Caspar.
         
 
         ‘You don’t need to marry him now,’ Finn said quietly.
 
         They were silent then, as the oars dipped and splashed in the water. Claudia trailed her hand over the side, not looking at him. They both knew that she had been betrothed as a child to Prince Giles, and only when he had been presumed dead had Caspar, the younger prince, taken his place. But Finn was Giles now. She frowned.
         
 
         ‘Look …’
 
         They both said it together. Claudia was first to laugh. ‘You first.’
         
 
         He shrugged, not even smiling. ‘Look, Claudia, I don’t know who I am. If you thought getting me out of Incarceron would bring my memory back, you were wrong. I can’t remember any more than before – just flashes, visions that the fits bring. Jared’s potions haven’t made any difference.’ He stopped rowing suddenly, letting the boat drift, leaning forward. ‘Don’t you see? I may not be the real prince. I may not be Giles, despite this.’ He held up his hand; she saw the faded tattoo of the crowned eagle. ‘And even if I am … I’ve changed.’ He struggled to get the words out. ‘Incarceron has changed me. I don’t fit in here. I can’t settle. How can Scum like me be what you want? I keep looking behind me. I keep thinking that a small red Eye is spying on me up in the sky.’
         
 
         Dismayed, she watched him. He was right. She had thought it would be easy, had expected an ally, a friend. Not this tormented streetfighter who seemed to loathe himself, who spent hours gazing at the stars.
         
 
         His face was drawn, his voice a low mutter. ‘I can’t be the King,’ he whispered.
         
 
         Claudia sat up. ‘I’ve told you. You have to. If you want the power to get Keiro out you have to!’Angry, she turned and stared back at the lawns.
         
 
         A gaudy gathering of courtiers was assembling. Two footmen carried a stack of gilt chairs, another was laden with cushions and croquet mallets. A sweating gang of underservants was propping a vast tasselled awning of yellow silk over trestle tables, and a procession of butlers and maids carried jellies, sweetmeats, cold capons, dainty pastries and jugs of iced punch on silver trays.
         
 
         Claudia groaned. ‘The Queen’s buffet. I’d forgotten.’
 
         Finn looked over. ‘I’m not going.’
 
         ‘Yes you are. Take the boat back in.’ She gave him a fierce hard look. ‘You have to keep it together, Finn. You owe me. I didn’t wreck my life to get some thug on to the throne. Jared is working all hours on the Portal. We’ll get it to work. We’ll get Keiro out of the Prison. And that bitch Attia too, even though I notice you’ve been careful not to mention her. But you have to do your part!’
         
  
         He scowled. Then he picked up the oars and rowed them back.
         
 
         As they came close to the jetty, Claudia saw the Queen. Sia was wearing a dress of dazzling white, the elaborate skirts looped like a shepherdess, showing small feet in glimmering slippers. Her pallid skin was protected from the sun by a wide hat, and a graceful wisp of shawl was tucked around her shoulders. She looked about twenty, but she must be four times that, Claudia thought sourly. And her eyes were strange, with pale irises. Witch’s eyes.
         
 
         The boat bumped.
 
         Finn took a breath. He did up his collar, climbed out and held out his hand. Formally, she took it and stepped elegantly on to the wooden boards. Together they walked towards the gathering.
         
 
         ‘Remember,’ she breathed. ‘Use the napkins, not your fingers. Don’t swear, don’t scowl.’
         
 
         He shrugged. ‘What does it matter? She’d like us both dead anyway.’
         
 
         Claudia stepped away from him, as the Queen hurried up.
         
 
         ‘So here you both are! My dear boy, you look so much better today.’
         
 
         Finn bowed, awkward. Claudia dropped a low curtsy beside him. The Queen ignored her, took Finn’s arm and swept him away. ‘Come and sit by me. I have such a surprise for you.’
         
  
         She led Finn to the awning and made him sit beside her on the gilt thrones, clapped her hands for a servant to bring more cushions.
         
 
         ‘I suppose he thinks he’s King already.’ The slurred voice was right behind Claudia; she turned and saw Caspar, his doublet unlaced, a half-empty goblet in his hand. ‘My so-called stepbrother.’
         
 
         ‘You stink of wine,’ she muttered.
 
         He winked sourly at her. ‘You like him better than me, don’t you, Claudia? Your rough scabby thief. Well, don’t get too close. Mama has her claws out for you. You’re finished, Claudia. Without your father to protect you you’re nothing.’
         
 
         Furious, she stepped away from him but he came after her. ‘Just watch now. Watch Mama make her first move. The Queen is the strongest piece on the board. That could have been you, Claudia.’
         
 
         Queen Sia called for silence. Then she said in her silvery voice, ‘Dear friends. I have such good news. The Council of the Sapienti have sent word that everything is ready for the Proclamation of the Heir. All the edicts are drawn up and my dearest stepson Giles’s right to the throne will be approved. I’ve decided to hold the ceremony tomorrow in the Crystal Court, and invite all the Ambassadors to the Realm, and all the Court to witness it. And afterwards, a masked ball for everyone!’
         
 
         The courtiers applauded, the women whispering with delight. Claudia kept her face pleasant, though instantly she was alert. What was this? What was Sia up to? She loathed Finn. It had to be some sort of trap. Jared had always said the Queen would delay the Proclamation, for months, let alone the coronation. Yet here she was announcing it. For tomorrow!
         
 
         Sia’s eyes met hers through the shimmering throng. She was laughing her tinkling laugh, making Finn stand, clasping his hand, lifting a thin glass of wine to toast him.
         
 
         Every nerve in Claudia’s mind was tense with disbelief.
 
         ‘Told you,’ Caspar smirked.
 
         Finn looked furious. He opened his mouth but caught Claudia’s glare and kept silent, simmering.
         
 
         ‘He looks so cross,’ Caspar grinned. She turned on him but he jerked back, at once, alarmed. ‘Yuk! Get the filthy thing off me!’
         
 
         It was a dragonfly, a green glimmer of flickering wings; it darted at him and he swiped at it and missed. It landed, with a faint crackle, on Claudia’s dress.
         
 
         Before anyone else could see she took two steps toward the lake and turned, her voice a whisper. ‘Jared? This is not a good time.’
         
 
         No reply. The dragonfly flexed its wings. For a moment she thought she had made a mistake, that it was a real insect. Then it breathed. ‘Claudia … Please. Come quickly …’
         
 
         ‘Jared? What is it?’ Her voice rose in anxiety. ‘What’s wrong?’
         
  
         No answer.
 
         ‘Master?’
 
         A faint sound. Glass falling, and smashing.
 
         Instantly she turned and ran.
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            Once Incarceron became a dragon, and a Prisoner crawled into his lair. They made a wager. They would ask each other riddles, and the one who could not answer would lose. If it was the man, he would give his life. The Prison offered a secret way of Escape. But even as the man agreed, he felt its hidden laughter.
            

            They played for a year and a day. The lights stayed dark. The dead were not removed. Food was not provided. The Prison ignored the cries of its Inmates.
            

            Sapphique was the man. He had one riddle left. He said, ‘What is the Key that unlocks the heart?’
            

            For a day Incarceron thought. For two days. For three. Then it said, ‘If I ever knew the answer, I have forgotten it.’
            

            SAPPHIQUE IN THE TUNNELS OF MADNESS
            

         

         The showmen left the village early, before Lightson.

         Attia waited for them outside the ramshackle walls, behind a pillar of brick where gigantic shackles still hung, rusting to red powder. When the Prison lights snapped on with their acrid flicker she saw seven waggons were already rumbling down the ramp, the bear cage strapped on one, the rest covered by contraptions of starry cloth. As they approached she saw the bear’s small red eyes squint at her. The seven identical jugglers walked alongside, tossing balls to each other in complex patterns.
         

         She swung up on to the seat and sat beside the Enchanter.
         

         ‘Welcome to the troupe,’ he said. ‘Tonight’s triumph is in a village two hours away, through the tunnels. A rat-haunted heap, but I hear they have a good stash of silver. You can get down well before we reach it. Remember, Attia, my sweetkin. You must never be seen with us. You do not know us.’
         

         She looked at him. In the harsh glare of the lights he had none of the youth of his stage disguise. His skin was pocked with boils, his coppery hair lank and greasy. Half his teeth were gone, probably in some fight. But his hands were powerful and delicate on the reins. A magician’s dexterous fingers.
         

         ‘What do I call you?’ she muttered.

         He grinned. ‘Men like me change their names like coats. I’ve been Silentio the Silent Seer, and Alixia the One-eyed Witch of Demonia. One year I was the Wandering Felon, the next, the Elastic Outlaw of the Ash Wing. The Enchanter is a new direction. Confers a certain dignity, I feel.’ He flicked the reins; the ox plodded patiently round a hole in the metallic track.
         

         ‘You must have a real name.’

         ‘Must I?’ He grinned at her. ‘Like Attia? Call that real?’

         Annoyed, she dumped her bundle of possessions at her feet. ‘Real enough.’
         

         ‘Call me Ishmael,’ he said and then laughed, a sudden throaty bark that startled her.
         

         ‘What?’

         ‘From a patchbook I once read. About a man obsessed with a great white rabbit. He chases it down a hole and it eats him and he’s in its belly for forty days.’ He gazed out at the featureless plain of tilted metal, its few spiny shrubs. ‘Guess my name. Riddle me my name, Attia mine.’
         

         She scowled, silent.

         ‘Is my name Adrax, or Malevin, or Korrestan? Is it Tom Tat Tot or Rumpelstiltsker? Is it—’
         

         ‘Forget it,’ she said. There was a crazy glint in his eye now; he was staring at her in a way that she didn’t like. To her alarm he leapt up and yelled out, ‘Is it Wild Edric who rides upon the wind?’
         

         The ox strode on, unbothered. One of the seven identical jugglers ran alongside. ‘All right, Rix?’
         

         The magician blinked. As if he had lost balance he sat down heavily. ‘Now you’ve told her. And it’s Master Rix to you, fumblefingers.’
         

         The man shrugged and glanced at Attia. Discreetly he tapped his forehead, rolled his eyes and walked on.
         

         She frowned. She had thought he was high on ket, but maybe she’d got herself mixed up with a lunatic. There were plenty of those in Incarceron. Half-brained or broken cell-borns. The thought made her think of Finn, and she bit her lip. But whatever this Rix was, there was something about him. Did he really have Sapphique’s Glove, or was it just some stage-prop? And if he did, how was she going to steal it?
         

         He was silent now, gloomy all at once. His moods seemed to change swiftly. She didn’t speak either, staring out at the grim landscape of the Prison.
         

         In this Wing the light was a muted, fiery glow, as if something burnt just out of sight. The roof here was too high to see, but as the waggons rumbled down the track they swerved around the end of a vast chain hanging down; she gazed up, but its top was lost in rusty wisps of cloud.
         

         She had once sailed up there, in a silver ship, with friends, with a Key. But like Sapphique, she had fallen low.
         

         Ahead, a range of hills rose up, their shapes odd and jagged.
         

         ‘What are those?’ she said.

         Rix shrugged. ‘Those are the Dice. There’s no way over them. The road goes under.’ He glanced at her, sidelong. ‘So what brings an ex-slave to our little group?’
         

         ‘I told you. I need to eat.’ She bit her nail and said, ‘And I’m curious. I’d like to learn a few tricks.’
         

         He nodded. ‘You and everyone else. But my secrets die with me, sister. Magician’s Pledge.’
         

         ‘You won’t teach me?’

         ‘Only the Apprentice gets my secrets.’

         She wasn’t that interested, but she needed to find out about the Glove. ‘That’s your son?’
         

         His bark of laughter made her jump. ‘Son! I probably have a few of those around the Prison! No. Each magician teaches his life’s work to one person, their Apprentice. And that person comes once in a lifetime. It could be you. It could be anyone.’ He leant closer, and winked. ‘And I know them only by what they say.’
         

         ‘You mean, like a password?’

         He swayed back, in exaggerated respect. ‘That’s exactly what I mean. A word, a phrase, that only I know. That my old master taught to me. One day, I will hear someone speak it. And that someone will be the one I teach.’
         

         ‘And pass your props on to?’ she said quietly.

         His eyes slid to her. He jerked the reins; the ox bellowed, hauled to a clumsy standstill.
         

         Attia’s hand shot to her knife.

         Rix turned to her. Ignoring the shouts of the waggoners behind he watched her with sharp, suspicious eyes. ‘So that’s it,’ he said. ‘You want my Glove.’
         

         She shrugged. ‘If it was the real one …’

         ‘Oh it’s real.’

         She snorted. ‘Sure. And Sapphique gave it to you.’

         ‘Your scorn is meant to draw out my story.’ He flicked the reins, and the ox lumbered on. ‘Well I’ll tell you, because I want to. It’s no secret. Three years ago, I was in a wing of the Prison known as the Tunnels of Madness.’
         

         ‘They exist?’

         ‘They exist, but you wouldn’t want to go there. Deep in one I met an old woman. She was sick, dying by the roadside. I gave her a cup of water. In return, she told me that when she was a girl, she had seen Sapphique. He had appeared to her in a vision, when she slept in a strange tilted room. He had knelt beside her, and taken from his right hand the Glove, and slid it under her fingers. Keep this safe for me until I return, he said.’
         

         ‘She was mad,’ Attia said quietly. ‘Everyone who goes there goes mad.’
         

         Rix laughed his harsh bark. ‘Just so! I myself have never been quite the same. And I didn’t believe her. But she drew from her rags a Glove, and closed my fingers over it. ‘I have hidden it for a lifetime,’ she whispered, ‘and the Prison hunts for it, I know. You are a great magician. It will be safe with you.’
         

         Attia wondered how much was true. Not the last sentence, for sure. ‘And you’ve kept it safe.’
         

         ‘Many have tried to steal it.’ His eyes flicked sideways. ‘No one has succeeded.’
         

         He obviously had suspicions. She smiled, and went on the attack. ‘Last night, in that so-called act of yours. Where did you get that stuff about Finn?’
         

         ‘You told me, sweetkin.’
         

         ‘I told you I’d been a slave and that Finn … rescued me. But what you said about betrayal. About love. Where did you get that?’
         

         ‘Ah.’ He made his fingers into a quick elaborate steeple. ‘I read your mind.’
         

         ‘Rubbish.’

         ‘You saw. The man, the sobbing woman.’

         ‘Oh I saw!’ She let a rich disgust enter her voice. ‘Tricking them with that junk! He is safe in the peace of Incarceron. How can you live with yourself?’
         

         ‘The woman wanted to hear it. And you do both love and hate this Finn.’ The gleam was back in his eye. Then his face fell. ‘But the rumble of thunder! I admit that astonished me. That has never happened before. Is Incarceron watching you, Attia? Is it interested in you?’
         

         ‘It’s watching us all,’ she growled.

         From behind, a shrill voice screeched, ‘Speed up, Rix!’ The head of a giantess was peering from the starry cloth.
         

         ‘And that vision of a tiny keyhole?’ Attia had to know.

         ‘What keyhole?’

         ‘You said you could see Outside. The stars, you said, and a great palace.’
         

         ‘Did I?’ His eyes were puzzled; she had no idea if it was pretence or not. ‘I don’t remember. Sometimes when I wear the Glove I really think something takes over my mind.’ He shook the reins. She wanted to ask him more but he said, ‘I suggest you get down and stretch your legs. We’ll be at the Dice soon, and then we all need to be on our guard.’
         

         It was a dismissal. Annoyed, Attia jumped from the cart.

         ‘About time,’ the giantess snarled.

         Rix smiled his toothless smile. ‘Gigantia, darling. Go back to sleep.’
         

         He whipped up the ox. Attia let the cart rumble ahead; in fact she let them all pass, the gaudy painted sides, the red and yellow spoked wheels, the pots and pans clattering underneath. Right at the back a donkey trailed on a long rope, and a few small children trudged wearily.
         

         She followed, head down. She needed time to think. The only plan, when she had heard the rumours of a magician who claimed to own Sapphique’s Glove, had been to find him and steal it. If she had been abandoned by Finn, she would try anything to find her own way out. For a moment, as her feet tramped along the metal roadway, she allowed herself to relive the full misery of those hours in the cell at the World’s end, Keiro’s scorn and his pity and his ‘He’s not coming back. Get used to it.’
         

         She had turned on him then. ‘He promised! He’s your brother!’
         

         Even now, two months later, his cold shrug and his answer chilled her.
         

         ‘Not any more.’ Keiro had paused at the door. ‘Finn’s an expert liar. His speciality is getting people to feel sorry for him. Don’t waste your time. He’s got Claudia now, and his precious kingdom. We’ll never see him again.’
         

         ‘And where are you going?’

         He had smiled. ‘To find my own kingdom. Catch me up.’ Then he had gone, shoving his way down the collapsed corridor.
         

         But she had waited.

         She had waited alone in the dingy silent cell for three days, until thirst and hunger drove her away. Three days of refusal to believe, of doubt, of anger. Three days to imagine Finn out in that world where the stars were, in some great marble palace with people bowing to him. Why hadn’t he come back? It must have been Claudia. She must have persuaded him, put a spell on him, made him forget. Or the Key must have got broken, or lost.
         

         But now it was harder to think like that. Two months was a long time. And there was another thought that hid in her mind, that crept out when she was tired or depressed. That he was dead. That his enemies out there had killed him.
         

         Except that last night, in that moment of fake death, she had seen him.
         

         A shout, ahead.

         She looked up, and saw, towering over her, the Dice.

         That was exactly what they were. A great tumble of them, vaster than mountains, their sides white and faintly gleaming, as if a giant had tipped a pile of sugar cubes in the way, with smooth hollows that might be arranged in sixes and fives. In places stunted stubby growths struggled to grow; deep in the clefts and valleys a faint moss clung like grass. No roads led up there; the cuboid hills must be hard as marble, and smooth, impossible to climb. Instead the track ran into a tunnel hacked into the base.
         

         The waggons halted. Rix stood up, and said, ‘People.’

         Quite suddenly faces were peering out from the waggons, all the stunted, enormous, shrivelled, dwarfish faces of the freakshow. The seven jugglers clustered round. Even the bearguard ambled back.
         

         ‘The rumour is that the gang that runs this road is greedy but thick.’ Rix took a coin from his pocket and spun it. It vanished into the air. ‘So we should get through without problems. If there are … obstructions, you all know what to do. Be alert, my friends. And remember, the Art Magicke is the art of illusion.’
         

         He made an elaborate bow and sat back down. Puzzled, Attia saw how the seven jugglers were distributing swords and knives, and small balls of blue and red. Then each of them climbed up by a driver. The carts closed together, a tight formation.
         

         She climbed hastily behind Rix and his guard.

         ‘Are you seriously taking on some Scum gang with collapsible knives and fake swords?’
         

         Rix didn’t answer. He just grinned his gappy grin.

         As the tunnel entrance loomed Attia loosened her own knife and wished desperately that she had a firelock. These people were crazy, and she didn’t intend to die with them.
         

         Ahead, the tunnel’s shadow loomed. Soon intense darkness closed over her.
         

         Everything disappeared. No, not everything. With a wry smile she realized that if she leant out she could see the lettering on the waggon behind; that it was picked out in glowing luminous paint – The One, the Only, Travelling Extravaganza – that its wheels were whirling spokes of green. There was nothing else. The tunnel was narrow; from its roof the noise of rumbling axles reverberated into an echoing thunder.
         

         The further in they went, the more worried she became. No road was without its owners; whoever held this one had a surefire ambush site. Glancing up she tried to make out the roof, whether any one was up there on walkways or hanging from nets, but apart from the web of one uber-spider she could see nothing.
         

         Except, of course, the Eyes.

         They were very obvious in the darkness. Incarceron’s small red Eyes watched her at intervals, tiny starpoints of curiosity. She remembered the books of images she had seen, imagined how she must look to the curious Prison, tiny and grainy, gazing up from the waggon.
         

         Look at me, she thought, bitterly. Remember, I’ve heard you speak. I know there is a way Out from you.
         

         ‘They’re here,’ Rix muttered.

         She stared at him. Then, with a crash that made her jump, a grid smashed down ahead in the darkness; and another, behind. Dust billowed up; the ox bellowed as Rix dragged it to a halt. The waggons creaked into a long straggling stillness.
         

         ‘Greetings!’ The shout came from the darkness ahead. ‘Welcome to the toll gate of Thar’s Butchers.’
         

         ‘Sit tight,’ Rix muttered. ‘And follow my lead.’ He jumped down, a lanky shadow in the darkness. Immediately a beam of light lit him. He shaded his eyes against it. ‘We’re more than willing to pay great Thar whatever he wants.’
         

         A snort of laughter. Attia glanced up. Some of them were overhead, she was sure. Stealthily she drew her knife, remembering how the Comitatus had captured her with a flung net.
         

         ‘Just tell us, great one, what’s the fee?’ Rix sounded apprehensive.
         

         ‘Gold or women or metal. Whatever we choose, showman.’
         

         Rix bowed, and let relief creep into his voice. ‘Then come forward and take what you want, masters. All I ask is that the properties of our art are left us.’
         

         Attia hissed, ‘You’re just going to let them—’

         ‘Shut up,’ he muttered. Then, to the juggler, ‘Which one are you?’
         

         ‘Quintus.’

         ‘Your brothers?’
         

         ‘Ready, boss.’

         Someone was coming out of the dark. In the red glimmer of the Eyes, Attia saw him in flickers, a bald head, stocky shoulders, the glint of metal strapped all over him. Behind, in a sinister line, other figures.
         

         On each side, green lights flared with a sizzle.

         Attia stared; even Rix swore.

         The gangleader was a halfman.

         Most of his bald skull was a metal plate, one ear a gaping hole meshed with filaments of skin.
         

         In his hands he held a fearsome weapon, part axe, part cleaver. The men behind him were all shaven-headed, as if that was their tribemark.
         

         Rix swallowed. Then he held up a hand and said, ‘We’re poor folk, Winglord. Some thin silver coins, a few precious stones. Take them. Take anything. Just leave us our pathetic props.’
         

         The halfman reached out and gripped Rix by the throat. ‘You talk too much.’
         

         His henchmen were already climbing all over the waggons, pushing the jugglers aside, ducking under the canvas. Several of them came straight back out.
         

         ‘Hell’s teeth,’ one muttered. ‘These are beasts not men.’

         Rix smiled wanly at the Winglord. ‘People will pay to see ugliness. It makes them feel human.’
         

         A stupid thing to say, Attia thought, watching Thar’s grim face.
         

         The Winglord narrowed his eyes. ‘So you’ll pay us coins.’

         ‘Any amount.’

         ‘And women?’

         ‘Indeed, lord.’

         ‘Even your children?’

         ‘Take your pick.’

         The Winglord sneered. ‘What a stinking coward you are.’

         Rix pulled a rueful face. The man dropped him in disgust. He flicked a glance at Attia. ‘What about you, girl?’
         

         ‘Touch me,’ she said quietly, ‘and I’ll cut your throat.’

         Thar grunted. ‘Now that’s what I like. Guts.’ He stepped forward and fingered the edge of his blade. ‘So tell me, coward. What are these … props?’
         

         Rix paled. ‘Things we use in our act.’

         ‘And what makes them so precious?’

         ‘They’re not. I mean …’ Rix stuttered. ‘To us, yes, but …’
         

         The Winglord pushed his face close to the magician’s. ‘Then you won’t mind me looking at them, will you?’
         

         Rix looked stricken. His own fault, Attia thought sourly.

         The Winglord pushed past him. He reached into the waggon, wrenched open the cavity that was hidden under the driver’s footboard, and dragged out a box.
         

         ‘No.’ Rix licked cracked lips. ‘Sir, please! Take anything we have, but not that! Without these trinkets we can’t perform …’
         

         ‘I have heard,’ Thar smashed the hasp of the box thoughtfully, ‘tales about you. About a certain Glove.’
         

         Rix was silent. He looked panic-stricken.

         The halfman tore the box lid off and looked inside. Reaching in, he drew out a small black object.
         

         Attia drew a breath. The glove was tiny in the man’s paw; it was worn and had been mended, and the forefinger was marked with what might have once been bloodstains. She made a move; the man glanced at her and she froze. ‘So,’ he said greedily. ‘Sapphique’s Glove.’
         

         ‘Please.’ Rix had lost all his bluster. ‘Anything but that.’

         The Winglord grinned. With mocking slowness, he began to pull the glove on over his fat fingers.
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            We have been most careful in setting the locks of the Prison. No one can break in or out. The Warden will hold the sole Key. Should he die without passing on his knowledge the Esoterica must be opened. But only by his successor. For these things are forbidden now.
            
 
            PROJECT REPORT; MARTOR SAPIENS
            

         
 
         ‘Jared?’
 
         Breathless, Claudia burst through the door into her tutor’s room and stared round.
         
 
         It was empty.
 
         The bed was neatly made, the spartan shelves lined with a few books. On the wooden floor sweet rushes were scattered, and a tray on the table had a plate with crumbs on it and an empty wineglass.
         
 
         As she whirled to go the draught of her skirt lifted a paper.
         
 
         She stared at it. It looked like a letter, on thick vellum, tucked under the glass. Even from here she could see the royal insignia on the back, the crowned Havaarna eagle, its raised talon holding the world. And the Queen’s white rose.
         
 
         She was in a hurry, she wanted to find Jared, but still she stared at it. It had been opened, and read. He had left it lying around. It couldn’t be a secret.
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