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      You know what you did.
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      If Ella had learned anything from grave robbers, it was that she only needed a hole big enough to drag out the head. Digging was the worst part—Ella was half a foot shy of the customary six-foot depth herself and couldn’t possibly manage to empty an entire plot before dawn. At least this time the dirt was still loose, likely owing to the superstition that treading the earth before a fresh marker stone caused ghost pox.

      She flung a rain-soaked shovel of dark soil over the ledge, and the small gray mouse standing near the lip of the muddy pit coughed pointedly. Ella ignored him.

      If Ella had been granted the position of High Cinder like her father wanted, she would have been standing alongside the grave with an army of kingsmen at her command. A lantern would lead her processional, and Ella would supervise, stately and dignified, as they dug up her late father’s scribe. She would not be wearing a muddy frock and borrowed boots.

      But Ella was not in the king’s employ, nor even the king’s favor, and her stepfamily had tried to make certain she never would be. So there she stood, shovel in hand, in a moonlit graveyard beyond an abandoned church on the outskirts of a kingdom that didn’t show her the slightest regard. And she would keep digging, with nothing more than a bitter grudge, a pair of censorious rodents, and a squat, slightly less censorious undead badger for company. In the rain, no less—which was not owing to any conspiracy or ill-treatment but was just poor timing.

      The mouse chucked a pebble into the hole, then leaned forward dramatically as if listening for the plink at the end of the drop.

      Ella paused in her digging to look at him, one hand planted heavily on her hip. “I have told you before, Fritz, and I will hold all progress to tell you again: attempts at rushing me will not get you out of the rain any faster. I have a job to do, and it takes skill and concentration, and no little amount of cleverness.”

      A chunk of earth took that moment to slide from the ledge, its wet plop punctuating Ella’s declaration and spattering mud up the front of her pinned skirt and, somehow, directly into a nostril. She wiped at her nose with the back of her hand.

      Beside Fritz, Cybil released a chirp of laughter, and the pair exchanged a few quick gestures before chittering in unison as they performed a mocking imitation of Ella’s entire speech. Ella’s shovel slapped against the pooling water as the mice rolled across the grass, laughing. Magnus, the badger who had completed a good deal of their digging before the rain had begun, spat a half-chewed strawberry stem into the trampled grass beside him without comment.

      Ella’s mouth set in a determined line. She was going to get the scribe out of the coffin so she could put things right by her father and never have to spend another moment thinking of the king, his court, or inheritance law ever again. And she was going to do it all without being thrown into the stocks.

      It was a quarter hour later before the shovel edge thudded against a wood plank and longer still before Ella realized what a mess she’d made of it. An efficient grave robber would dig down to where the head was located and pull the body out without disturbing the whole site. Ella was neither a grave robber nor efficient. The only treasure the buried man held for her was information. Evidently, however, he’d been buried in the wrong direction because all Ella could reach were his feet.

      She glanced at the badger where he watched from above with new interest. “Do you suppose this is merely the work of a poor burial or something more sinister?”

      Magnus shrugged.

      Ella knelt to peer through the hole she’d knocked in the thin wood. “Nothing to be done for it now.”

      A brief shuffling noise was the badger’s only response before he tossed the rope down. Ella tied it around the man’s stockinged ankles, then climbed gracelessly out of the pit. At the top, she settled onto the ledge, braced her boots against the opposite edge of the hole, and pulled.

      There was a mud-muffled thump as the man’s ankle came off and the rest of him fell the distance they’d gained. Ella leaned forward, she, Magnus, and the two mice squinting down at the body. Cybil chittered sage advice, which Ella promptly ignored. Ella did not have time for wisdom. She only needed not to get caught. Reaching into the pit, she looped the rope farther up the man’s leg, then hauled his body out of the hole by leaning flat on her back… where the corpse landed on top of her.

      As Fritz and Cybil agreed that some humans were just too stubborn to be taught, Ella shoved the man’s body off her own, then knelt beside it. “There,” she said. “Not too worse for wear.”

      Magnus gave her a skeptical look but was gracious enough not to glance toward the lone foot at the bottom of the hole.

      Ella waved away the badger’s concern. “He’s better off up here than down there in any case.”

      The corpse was heavier than Ella had expected. She’d only seen her father’s scribe briefly, from a distance and alive. She had not expected him to possess quite so much muscle. He wore the garb the king preferred for his close staff, an embroidered tunic and leggings, much out of date for current fashion. The undertakers performed a bit of magic of their own, preserving the appearance of the body a great deal, but it did nothing to restore things such as broken bone, and Mister Hicks had been struck by a fast-moving carriage. Fritz moved closer, searching the man’s neck for chains of office, while Cybil stood on her hind legs and sniffed the air before closing in.

      When the pair finally finished their inspection, they decided the man smelled sufficiently of ink and parchment. The moon was high, her lantern was low, and the watch would soon make their rounds. Ella decided the assessment would have to be enough.

      She stood, nearly slipping on the slop they’d made by digging, then drew the supplies out of her bag. Fritz and Cybil lined up beside Magnus, the lot of them taking on a more solemn air. It was not an easy thing to be dragged back from death, and no one understood the gravity of what was about to take place more than them.

      Ella forced down a familiar pang of guilt at the thought, then laid her light cloak over the man’s missing foot before threading thin braided string between her fingers. Her voice was low when she sang the words upon the corpse inside the circle formed as she laid the string, and lower still when she leaned over to smear dark ash down his face and throat. She straightened, stepped back, and hoped very hard that the magic would work the way it was meant to.

      “Stick,” she demanded.

      Magnus lifted the hazel branch toward her. Ella took it without removing her gaze from the body. She continued the chant, dragging the tip of the branch through the damp soil to mark a wider circle around the rope.

      Twine to keep him in. Hazel wood to keep her out.

      The rain had slowed to a drizzle, but Ella’s hair and gown were heavy and dripping. When the circle closed, the cold damp was devoured by warmth, distinct and dangerous. Ella’s focus tightened on the corpse. The man’s throat began to glow like a coal beneath the bellows. It was where Cinders got their name. The magic directed through the hazel wood appeared like an ember on the charred tip. And the undertaking never became less momentous.

      The glow raced outward, toward sternum and chin, then briefly flared before fading away. Ella spoke the binding word, and the spot that had glowed went unnaturally dark, cauterized.

      The corpse coughed. No longer a living flame, but not entirely extinguished. Somewhere in between the living and the dead.

      Ella glanced at the badger; his teeth were bared. She widened her stance, just a fraction, and wished she had worn better-fitting boots.

      The corpse sat up, several clods of earth and what looked to be a ceremonial pin rolling off him to land on the ground.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      He blinked.

      “It is so kind of you to assist me, and when the weather is so dreadful.”

      He nodded sloppily, seemingly confused by her pleasant smile and conversational tone.

      Ella did not release her gaze. “I wonder if you might be able to tell me your name.”

      The man, for he was beginning to resemble such more by the minute, stared at her.

      Ella shifted a step closer, her boots coming to rest right against the line in the sod. “What may I call you?”

      “Henry,” he said, voice a bit rusty but intelligible enough. “Henry Hicks.” Then, “Why are you smeared in mud?”

      “Henry,” Ella repeated, relieved that she had finally found her Mister Hicks. “I had an uncle named Henry. He lived in Dorchester for a time. Dreadfully rainy every time we visited. Some days it just feels like the rain follows me wherever I go.” She inched closer, coming to kneel before the demarcation so that she might face him directly. “Tell me, Henry, how long have you been in the employ of the king?”

      “Since I was a boy. We’re one of the families he keeps on. Did you have a fall, miss? You’ve got mud…” He trailed off as if a gesture might have accompanied the words, though his arm did not move.

      Ella adjusted the material of her skirt, proper-like, as if they were sharing evening tea before the fire and were not in a damp and moonlit graveyard. In her experience, conversation accomplished more than interrogation. “Can you tell me if you ever worked with Cinder Morgrave?”

      The man’s full eyebrows drew together.

      “He may have gone by the name Emeri. A friendly sort, but terribly distractible. Always so deep in his work. Tall, thin, sandy hair and sandy skin.”

      His head cocked sideways a bit, possibly on purpose. “What would a Cinder want with me?”

      “Well, scribe work, of course.”

      “Miss”—the man looked slowly through the graveyard before his gaze came back to hers—“I’m a tinsmith.”

      Ella’s stomach dropped. She tried desperately to keep the devastation wrought by his revelation from her expression; it was never a good idea to upset a newly unearthed corpse. Swallowing against the lump trying to overtake her throat, she asked, “Why would a tinsmith be dressed in the clothes of a king’s man?”

      Henry tried a glance downward at said wardrobe, his neck wobbling perilously in the attempt as the magic and his body found equilibrium. “Oh. Erm…” He looked back toward Ella, one of his fragile hands lifting to roam over the fabric of his tunic. “These are Harold’s.”

      “Harold?” Ella’s voice had gone shaky.

      “My cousin.” The man pointed a finger somewhat loosely in her direction. “You think I’m Harold. Because he was the High Cinder’s scribe.”

      Ella pressed her lips together hard, then drew a deep breath through her nose. She did not weep or wail or raise her head to shout at the sky. She did not pound her fists into the earth and stomp her feet. She said calmly, “I did think that the case, especially given the shared surname.” It was a bit too soon to mention that he’d been in another man’s grave. “And how, again, was it that you came to be wearing your cousin’s uniform?”

      “Oh, that’s easy.”

      Ella waited.

      “It was on account of someone trying to murder him.” Henry’s expression fell, the finger he’d been gesturing with seeming to follow some invisible line of thought through the air. “Hang on.” He glanced once more at the churchyard, nothing much to discover except the pit behind him and a freshly carved marking stone, which, naturally, he did discover. The crown did not generally employ fools. Henry’s eyes met Ella’s, glistening in the moonlight and more alive than they had any right to be. “Is that why I smell of lilies? Have I—have you—” He emitted a sickly little mewling sound. “Aw, no, miss, no. You’ve gone and necromancered me.”

      Ella crossed her arms, then forced them back to her lap in the most nonthreatening way she could manage, which was difficult given that she was nearly out of reach of her own self-control. And she had to keep herself in control, because when her emotions grew unruly, so did her magic. “Henry, I need you to stick with me on this for just a bit longer, please. Where is your cousin now? It is extremely important that I speak with him.”

      Henry ran a hand over his breastbone, then made a horrified and accusatory face, perhaps because he realized there was no beating heart inside or because the bone was slightly askew. “How should I know? I was busy being dead.”

      In the distance, a dog barked, and Ella hoped very much that the man she’d just awoken did not notice the two mice nearby having an animated discussion about how Ella was running out of time before the watch made their rounds. She resisted the urge to glance over her shoulder; she’d been on edge since a tall copper-haired guard had watched her a little too attentively at the market the week before. Ella had not liked the way he’d looked at her.

      She leaned closer, careful not to cross the boundary mark until she’d had time to anchor the man properly to her magic. “Henry. Where was Harold last?”

      Drawing his eyes off the church in the distance, Henry said, “Don’t know. That was why the pair of us would switch clothes—so that Harold might be able to sneak away and meet secretly with Silas. Never told me where, just that someone was aiming to do away with him because he was a witness.”

      “A witness to what?”

      Henry shrugged. “Harold was too afraid to tell me, never mind that they might come after me too, should they think I was in on it, what with switching our clothes. But it had to be bad, didn’t it, for Silas to be wanting to meet with him.”

      Harold being in hiding was a problem, possibly the worst problem that Ella had acquired since she’d dug up the wrong corpse. She had to find her father’s scribe so that she could drag the location of Emeri Morgrave’s last will and testament out of the man before the king picked the next High Cinder and Ella lost what little she had left. The scribe was more than her father’s assistant; he was the only reliably organized aspect of Emeri’s work. And he had been the last person to see her father alive. “Who was the someone aiming to do away with your cousin?”

      Henry shrugged again, and his shoulder tipped at an unlikely angle. He did not seem to notice. “No one knew that yet, but Silas was trying to find out. He had a theory, and he had vowed to keep Harold safe. Can you imagine? All that trouble for a scribe.”

      Ella sat back on her heels. There was something off about the awe in Henry’s tone, the way his eyes went all dreamy, and Ella did not like it one bit. The last thing she needed was anyone important—or worse, connected to the king or his court—to be tied to her problem. They would be duty-bound to report her. She would never succeed. She would be punished, and the closer the mess was to the king, the worse it could get.

      “Henry,” she asked, “who is Silas?”

      “Well, the king’s son, of course. Harold was being protected by Prince Silas himself.”
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      Outside The Spinster Inn—named so after its proprietor decided to thumb her nose at the society who mocked it thus, in turn and with no small part irony making the site suddenly fashionable for the very ladies and gentlemen who spurned said proprietor—Ella drew down the hood of her cloak, then gave the pump handle a few swift pumps to rinse any remaining trace of soil from her hands. It was nearly dawn, and the inn staff had already risen, busy about their tasks to start the day, but Ella had been so filthy that she’d run out of water in her attic room above the inn. In a few hours, when the highest of society got around to leaving their houses, Ella would have to face her stepmother, the way she did every Tuesday, and resist the urge to bludgeon the horrible woman with bucket and mop. Restraint was much harder without a decent night’s sleep.

      Ella had pondered her situation, Henry’s words, and the sheer quantity of bandages she was about to require the entire walk back to the inn. She had managed to come up with only one solution. It was not a solution her father would have praised, or advised, or even approved of. But she had nothing else. If she didn’t do it, Ella would have even less than nothing, thanks to the woman her father had married the year before his death. She did not have the luxury of choice.

      The problem was, Ella’s plan involved a prince. As High Cinder, Emeri Morgrave had worked directly for the king since before Ella was born, but it wasn’t as if his position had given Ella unfettered access to the king and his family. She hadn’t been party to their extravagant ceremonies and had not been permitted to fraternize with Prince Silas, demonstratively so, even as a child. Of course, it hadn’t stopped her from trying. When Ella had grown older and was refused attendance at society events and royal balls, it became clear there was no point in the attempt. Necromancers would never be accepted into good society. They were a tool, a quiet necessity, and the only of their kind shown any deference, the only permitted by kingdom law to even practice the craft, were those titled Cinder by, and in service to, the king—men and women who had been trained by Ella’s father.

      The nearest Ella had been to the king was the day she had petitioned for her father’s title. Dressed in mourning, Ella had stood tall and pleaded her case, without the signed order of succession that would be included in Emeri’s missing will. King Julian and his court had laughed her off the throne room floor. The prince, Ella had not encountered in years. Oh, she had seen him from a distance, of course, as any peasant might. She had even imagined, on occasion and over the years, that the prince’s gaze had sought her out in a crowd. Ella had always turned away, lest he believe she was fawning after him like all the rest. Even thinking of it, she could not help but feel a bit betrayed by how her imaginings portrayed the prince. But she did not truly know him, and should she pass him in the street, were he not dressed in palace finery, Ella might not realize that she’d encountered him at all. Which did not bode well for her plan.

      She dried her hands on the length of her apron and tied her hair back with a bit of ribbon, giving a nod to one of the stable boys as he ran past.

      What Ella had seen about Prince Silas was that he had grown into a man, dark-haired and light-skinned, his long-legged figure always draped in royal shades and glinting with gold and jewels. What she’d heard about Prince Silas was that he was just about the sort of man she’d expected him to come up as—pompous, arrogant, drunk, and often lewd. A skirt chaser and layabout. Fairly good at cards. She’d heard other things as well, but she wasn’t certain she should give the more outlandish stories credit—bards did need to make a living, after all.

      Prince Charming, their songs called him, owing to the second or third of his seven names being Charmon and that it was said he could charm the pantalettes off a⁠—

      “Ella!” shouted one of the maids from somewhere beyond the kitchen entrance.

      “You could have warned me,” Ella hissed at the scrawny gray dove perched on the lip of the archway. “George!” The bird shuddered, apparently having been woolgathering. Ella gave him an admonishing glance—being the lookout was his job, after all—and called, “Coming!” in the direction from which the angry shout had come. She tossed her cloak over a hook near the back entrance to the tavern that adjoined the inn, then picked up the pair of heavy wooden buckets at her feet.

      “You’re late,” Grace said, not glancing up from her dough work as Ella strode past. “The Spinster’s on the hunt for you.”

      Nodding to one of the kitchen girls, Ella set the buckets by the hearth, then poured one into the cauldron and half the other into the sink. “What is it this time?” she asked Grace.

      “You’re to go to the market and order extra chickens for tournament day, there’s a stray dog in the stable she suspects someone has been feeding, and one of the guests left a mess of broken glass outside the cellar door.”

      “How am I supposed to stop her ostler from collecting strays? I’m only the maid.”

      Grace lifted a shoulder as she rolled the dough expertly thin. “Don’t ask me; I’m only the cook.”

      “Maybe you should threaten to stop feeding the man, then.”

      Grace laughed. “Wouldn’t hurt him a bit, I’d wager, with all the horsebread he’s stowed away. Perhaps you should try swatting him with your broom.”

      “I’ll start with sweeping by the cellar and see where it goes from there.” Ella leaned over Grace’s shoulder on her way to grab the broom. “What’s on the menu today—ginger biscuits? Make an extra special one, please. It’s Tuesday.”

      The corner of Grace’s mouth lifted. “Only the best for your stepmother. I’ll be sure to set one aside just for her.” The pair exchanged a knowing glance before Ella, hands full, used her bottom to swing open the well-worn door.

      The morning was reasonably warm, and though everything was still a bit damp from the night before and would be harder to clean, it felt as if the weather would soon clear. After sweeping up the mess by the cellar, Ella dumped the glass into a bin and leaned the broom against the shed. She entered through the low door, grabbing a handful of dried peas to drop into her pocket for the mice before coming to stand over a lumpy bundle of cloth across the straw-strewn floor. She reached above the mass to yank aside the linen that covered a broken slat in the shed wall. The resulting strip of light cut across the narrow, slumbering face of the tavern’s most regular entertainer. He winced, smacking a hand over his eyes before scissoring two fingers open to peer at her.

      “Ellenora, no.”

      She knelt close. “Come on, Finley. Time to earn some coin.”

      His fingers opened wider to reveal deep brown eyes. “How much coin?”

      “Enough. It’s delicate work. I need information on the prince.”

      Finley snorted and rolled over, pulling the end of his jacket over his head as he muttered, “The prince.”

      Ella tugged the cloth back down. “I’m serious. He’s involved in a matter about which I need information. Quickly.”

      Finley’s head tilted side to side, his lips moving in a mockery of her words not unlike the performances Cybil and Fritz had been giving of late. Ella supposed it was what she got for letting them chew a hole through the tavern eaves to watch the goings-on inside. Regrettable they’d not taken up juggling instead.

      Finley said, “Listen to you, talking to me like you’re some royal lady. About a prince. Do you know how hard it is to find a prince?”

      “From the stories you tell, one would think you found princes fairly regularly.” She pressed a palm to the floor. “I don’t have time to haggle; I’ve too many chores to finish. Skip to the part where you accept the job.”

      His mouth turned down. “This is the reason you can’t keep suitors. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I can ask Rory instead.”

      Finley rolled to his back, slapping a palm to his chest, fingers splayed. “How dare you? You would hire my sworn nemesis? My most unworthy adversary? The enemy of my heart?” When Ella didn’t respond, he said, “Fine. Two crowns.”

      “Done.”

      “Wait! Two crowns whether I’m able to secure the information or not.”

      Ella stood. Two crowns would polish off her meager savings, putting her right back where she’d been the day her stepmother had thrown her out on the streets. She would be risking everything she’d gained for a single chance. There would be no funds left to find information from Rory or anyone else, let alone cover the month’s food and housing. But if Ella didn’t secure her father’s will, and quickly, she would be something far worse than merely hungry and penniless. She’d be… well, there wasn’t even a word for what she’d be. Ruined, perhaps, colossally and in ways that were hard to imagine. Though ruined seemed to imply an end. Ella’s devastation would feel more relentless.

      She nodded once, firmly. “Meet me before the supper crowd so I can fill you in. And, Finley, I need you to understand that this doesn’t go past the pair of us. Not a single word.”

      He reached forward to pat her shoe reassuringly. “Ellenora, I think you overestimate how much I speak of our relationship. I’ve made quite a habit of not admitting to even knowing you.”

      She grinned, kicking his hand away. “Saucebox.”

      “Nipcheese.” He rolled toward the wall once more. “Now leave me be. I have a seventeen-minute ballad and three tankards of ale to recover from before my chores.”
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      The breakfast room at The Spinster Inn was a large open space that echoed with the clatter and clink of every plate and glass. It was sunny and overly warm and  just the sort of spot where society loved to gather at too-close tables to overhear the latest gossip. To be seen serving in such an establishment would be the ruin of any lady’s reputation. To be a maid living above the let rooms, death to her reputation and dishonor to her family.

      “Not a concern for our Lady Marigail,” Ella muttered as she carried a platter through the crowd. Her stepmother had made clear to society that Emeri’s daughter was no longer a part of their esteemed family, nor their household. In fact, she’d gone as far as to hint that Emeri had never truly fathered “the child” at all.

      A charity case. That was what the beast had called Ella, and the reason Lady Marigail had given for her weekly visits to the inn.

      Tall and lean with a sturdy bosom and just the sort of elegance expected of a lady with connections to the king’s High Cinder, Lady Louisa Marigail had been about as well-stationed as one could get without marrying into the royal family. That was, before she drove Ella’s father into an early grave.

      Ella slammed the dish onto the table with a bit too much force, nearly knocking pickled salmon over the rim. “Stepmother.”

      “Lady Marigail,” Lady Marigail reminded her, nose pinched unattractively at the dish.

      Ella did not give the woman her gaze, turning instead toward Lora and Lena. The pair wore new gowns. Lora tucked back her shoulders, plainly showing off the heavy jeweled broach attached to her spencer, also new. “Stepsisters.”

      “Ellenora,” Lady Marigail snapped. “We have discussed the proper way to address my family.” At the look Ella shot her, Lady Marigail’s voice dipped. “You would not want me to complain to the Spinster, would you?” Her wide red lips slid into a spiteful line. Covering her gloved fingers with a delicate napkin, she shifted the plate farther from her place, then dusted a nonexistent speck off her glove. “I suspect it would be very difficult to find a new place of employment, particularly given the current economy.”

      “I can see that you’re exceedingly concerned with economy. The special is liver. I can bring it to you on a plate or in a soup. Or, if you prefer, I could take a handful and shove it⁠—”

      “Chocolate,” chirped Lena.

      “Scones and sugared fruit,” said Lora. “With tea. Oh, we are famished. We’ve been to the shops, you know. Terribly taxing, that. Truly, nothing makes me so hungry as being pressed by too many choices. The colors alone this season!”

      “And chocolate,” Lena said, tipping her voice toward Ella as if she might have forgotten.

      Ella’s gaze never left her stepmother.

      “You know what I want, Ellenora. Give me the documents, and you can come home.”

      “As your daughter?”

      Lady Marigail’s face went hard, her gaze trailing over Ella’s frock. “How could I? After you’ve sullied yourself so in front of the entire kingdom. Of course not. Honestly, that you would even ask that of me.” She let out a small bark of disgust. “But you may come back and do the same sort of work you’re doing here. We will always have a place for you below stairs.”

      Ella leaned near. “We both know handing you that document would be a death sentence for me.”

      The corner of her stepmother’s lips twitched. “That could be arranged, if you prefer.”

      “I prefer you make your order or leave.”

      Her stepmother made a little hum of mirth in her throat instead. “If wishes were horses and all that.”

      From the other side of the small round table, Lena cleared her throat delicately. “Chocolate?”

      “Very well,” Ella said from between gritted teeth.

      Lora muttered, “What a foul mood she’s in this week,” as Ella returned to the kitchen.

      Every Tuesday, Ella had to stand in front of the women who had taken everything from her and pretend she still had a chance to take it back. Pretend that though they had taken her father, her home, and every last coin with the pockets they rested in, they had not taken her spirit. Never mind that Lady Marigail’s brother was currently attempting to manipulate the king.

      Ella’s father had made certain Lady Marigail knew of the document directing possession of his title and estate to his only daughter. She had known since the day they were married, and it was all that saved Ella from a much worse fate. Without signed and sealed proof of the succession, the king might award Emeri’s property to anyone. Even Lady Marigail was at risk if her brother did not succeed. She wasn’t coming into the inn to be cruel. The woman was odious but not so much that she’d waste time that might be spent on her own pursuits. No, Lady Marigail was only making certain Ella stayed in her place. She thought the work and suffering would wear Ella down, that she would become so desperate she would hand over her inheritance and beg to be taken in. Little did she understand what Ella had already endured.

      Lady Marigail believed that the only reason Ella had not already handed over the will was her threat to turn evidence against Ella’s father, to dishonor his memory and destroy his name. Should there be any hint that the document was missing, as it truly was, then Lady Marigail would immediately act to steal Emeri’s possessions forever. She wanted all he owned, and anyone with a claim to it dead and forgotten. Fortunately, Lady Marigail wasn’t aware that Ella had already tried to appeal to the king without the document in hand. Certainly she’d heard there’d been an embarrassment at court, but only in relation to the position of King’s High Cinder. If a Marigail discovered the truth before Ella could secure evidence against them, it would all be over.

      The door to the kitchen swung shut behind Ella, and Grace glanced up from her spot by the stove. “That bad?”

      Ella shook her head. The hot tears that might have threatened when she was young would not come; the only thing left to burn in her was anger.

      Grace nodded solemnly, drawing out a napkin-wrapped bundle from the pocket of her apron. She placed two perfectly round biscuits onto a delicate plate then slid it toward her friend. If one supposed a wicked stepmother might catch on to the discomfort she experienced every week after a trip to The Spinster Inn breakfast room, one would be greatly underestimating the cunning of its cook.

      “What is it this week?” Ella asked, voice low. She hoped it was headaches. That one had kept the lady Marigail from both court life and her spending spree for nearly a week.

      Grace reached forward to pat Ella’s hand. “Best you not know. This one’s a bit more experimental.” Grace glanced over her shoulder. “The ostler is trying out a new remedy on his gelding, and I was able to borrow a bit.”

      “You do realize we need her to remain alive?”

      Grace took hold of the meat knife and threw Ella a wink. “Only until the property is safely back in your name.”
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      It was only a short four days before Ella got her chance at the prince. She had traded her best pair of shoes to pay for a considerable supply of bandages and was working past supper, scrubbing the kitchen linens in a shallow laundry tub and muttering to Magnus about quality lye and fat mixtures, when Finley popped up behind her and shouted, “Got him!”

      It nearly startled Ella off the soapy block she’d been standing on. She shot an anxious glance toward Magnus. The badger held very still.

      Finley did not seem to notice. “The prince!” he explained.

      Ella tossed a cloth over the badger’s head as she ran more linen through the wringer. “What do you mean got him?”

      Finley crossed his arms over his chest, the puffy jacket he wore puffing even further with the move. His dark skin had a glittery sheen to it that was a complement to the bright threads in the fabric. It was possible he was meant to be costumed as a jester, but sometimes Finley just liked conspicuous tinsel. “He’s foxed. Swine-drunk. Sprawled behind The Cross and Cup, weeping and snotty and sobbing.” Finley shook his head. “Embarrassing really. What’s royalty coming to when they can’t even hold their chins?” He leaned an elbow on the railing beside the washtub.

      The badger beneath the linen shrank back.

      “He’s incapacitated?” Ella asked. “And only a few blocks away?”

      Finley nodded, expression smug. “I was thinking of questioning his guards once he’s gone to sleep.”

      Ella was not trained to be a maid. She was trained to be a necromancer. Her magic might be too strong, too unpredictable, but her competence in every other area of the post was sound. Including interrogation. She draped the last of the linens over the rail. “I have a better idea.”

      Finley’s eyes went wide, but before he could argue, Ella had dried her hands, tossed her apron onto the rail, and was reaching for a cloak. She said, “I’ll ask him myself.”

      Which was how a ragged washerwoman and a locally infamous balladeer came to be tucked behind a stable wall, peering at a drunken prince limned in torchlight like a dramatic painting by a master.

      “Kind of pathetic,” Finley whispered. “Look at him there, those fine and fancy clothes soaking up the muck. More than two crowns alone in that cravat wadded on the floor, I’d wager.”

      “Where are his guards?”

      Finley’s chin tipped toward the far end of the stable. “Posted out front. Guess he wanted to sob without an audience.”

      “This seems too easy.”

      His gaze slid sideways. “Too easy for what? You said you only needed to talk to him.”

      She shrugged. “I do.” She studied the prince where he sat in the long, dimly lit passage, his back against a post and his boot on the edge of a stall door opposite him. “But they don’t just leave princes unattended like that.”

      They had once, when he’d been younger, and it had not ended well.

      Finley turned to face her fully, his shoulder resting against the slat wall, voice low. “Crying in the dark outside a dung-covered horse stall?”

      “No,” she said. “You’re right. Special case.”

      “I mean it,” the prince grumbled drunkenly. “Upon pain of death! Do not enter this stable! I shall not be disturbed until daybreak! Do you hear me, Roberts?”

      “Yes, Highness,” said a deep male voice.

      “And the rest of you?”

      “Yes, Highness,” came a chorus from outside the doors.

      Ella shook her head. “Seems a bit unprofessional, overall. You’d think they’d want this sort of thing kept at home, behind closed doors. Not very seemly for a kingdom official.”

      “Eh,” Finley said. “It’s not like princes have to audition for the part.”

      “True.” Ella leaned to peer past the other stalls.

      “He’s cleared out the whole stable. No one’s brave enough to go back inside.” Finley’s face scrunched. “Likes to call out ‘upon pain of death,’ evidently.”

      Prince Silas was so much larger than he used to be, so much less a boy and more a man. Aside from the sobbing, in any case. Of course he would be after all this time. Ella wasn’t sure what she had expected.

      “All right,” she said. “Let’s do this.”

      Finley straightened. “Us? No. You promised two crowns for bringing you information. I delivered the whole hog. I’m not going to be involved in—” He gestured vaguely at her. “Whatever this is.”

      “Saints,” she whispered. “Why does a man need a jaw like that?”

      Finley’s attention immediately snapped back to the prince, who had shifted so that his head dropped against the post and his long, bare neck was exposed. It was an impressive jaw but a spectacular neck. Finley cursed. “I’m definitely going to help you, aren’t I?”

      “It will make an excellent story later.”

      “As if I could tell it.”

      “I’m grateful, Finn, truly. Two more crowns once my inheritance is settled. Ten, even.”

      He sighed heavily. Then, “Wait, where are you going?”

      Over her shoulder, Ella whispered, “Entertain the guards. I’ll whistle when I need you.”
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        * * *

      

      Prince Silas, King Julian’s eldest son and heir to the kingdom, was heavier than he looked. Not being bold enough to question him right there in the walkway, Ella had crept through the narrow space behind the row of stalls then climbed through a feed slat into the stall near where the prince had settled to weep.

      He was a good bit into a long moaning sob when the sound of male laughter echoed outside the stable where Finn was distracting the guards. Two stalls down, a mare nickered, and Ella used that moment to reach through the stall door, grab hold of a single polished boot, and drag the prince, leg-first, inside.

      He struggled, of course, but she was fast, he was drunk, and she had the advantage of surprise. The gag was easy, because the first thing he’d done was open his mouth. The restraints, a good bit harder, because evidently not all princes were as soft as the tales vowed. His forearms were corded with muscle, his fingers long, and the strength in any number of his limbs threatened to overturn and pin her to the ground.

      There was just so very much of him. But Ella had worked alongside her father for years. And a drunken, sappy royal had nothing on the angry dead. She leapt to standing, staring down at a man who’d just realized he’d been trussed like a gamebird about to go on the fire. “Good evening, Highness.”

      He stared up at her, eyes wide, mouth also wide owing to the rag shoved inside, any trace of familiarity or boyishness gone. Tying him up felt somehow worse given that she was, in effect, a complete stranger, but Ella could not deny the comfort of knowing he could not possibly recognize her after so many years. Between that and the drink, he would not easily be able to identify her later. He made a—possibly—shocked grunt of—likely—protest through the gag.

      Outside the entrance to the stable, the guards laughed and sang along with Finley’s bawdy song. Inside the stable, it was warm and smelled of damp straw. The prince’s hair was very dark, his eyes were very blue, and his disheveled jacket revealed a clean, well-starched shirt. He smelled as if he’d been doused in expensive bourbon, which was not the sort served at The Cross and Cup.

      Ella knelt before him. “You should really find better guards. But, for now, I need to ask you a few questions.”

      If a man could look properly incredulous and insulted around a gag, he would have. As it was, it came across more like wounded pride than anything else.

      “I am going to remove the rag, but I need you to understand how very, very disappointed you will be if you attempt to call for help. Also, it would be cowardly, as I’m merely a woman and you’re a big, strong prince. I have a friend outside who sings songs about such things, and I would not hesitate to tell him every word.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      She nodded. Times were desperate. Ella reached forward, and when he flinched and dodged, she whispered, “Do not make me regret this, Highness.”

      The moment the rag was free, he lunged sloppily forward. But Ella had been ready, her spare hand quick with the rope. She had a knee on his chest and the rope taut, but before more force was necessary, a squat shape lumbered out from the shadows and released a terrible hiss.

      The prince attempted a backward shuffle, bootheels scraping straw where it was strewn over the stall floor, unable to gain purchase. “What is that?”

      “A badger.”

      The prince’s hands were balled into fists, and where the rope bound his wrists, his skittering had pressed his fingers to her stockinged leg beneath the edge of her pinned skirt. If she was not careful, she would lose her advantage. If he was not careful, he’d have a hand full of Ella’s thigh.

      But his gaze only flicked from the badger to Ella, then back. Voice thick with drink, he asked, “What’s he going to do?”

      “Who, Magnus? He’s just going to watch. Things get boring for him these days.” Ella always forgot her friends looked particularly terrifying in the dark because a bit of that spark still lingered in their eyes. Plus, there was the decay. It wasn’t the sort of thing she would normally employ in such a manner, but when Magnus came closer, baring his fangs in a toothy little snarl, Ella could not help herself. Turning her face away so that the prince could not make out her grin, she said darkly, “I only let him have the ones who don’t behave.”

      Magnus let loose dreadful growl.

      It was truly impressive; he must have been practicing. Ella had to press her eyes closed and beg the saints for composure.

      The prince’s fists went slack, his fingertips light against Ella’s leg as he stared at the undead badger. “It’s true,” he whispered, then his eyes rose very slowly to meet hers.

      In the dim strips of light that made it through the slats in the stall, Ella stared back at him. “What’s true?”

      “They say there’s a witch in the alleys who can raise the dead.”

      Ella pressed off him hard, her skirt falling back into place as she stood over his bent form. “I’m looking for Harold. Word is you’re keeping him hidden.”

      “Oh,” he said, in the way a person did when the utterance carried far more weight than merely simple surprise.

      But outside, the laughter had died, and the sound of scuffling boots and a man in a too-puffy jacket and festival mask attempting to shove through a narrow opening came from behind the stall. Magnus slid back into the shadows just as Finley’s feathered mask sprang into view.

      Finn crawled on hands and knees through an opening near the stall floor. Gaze lifting, he let out an anguished swear. “Ellenora, no. Ropes? You cannot tie up a prince.”

      From his place at Ella’s feet, Prince Silas slurred, “You’ll never find him without me.” Then his head lolled and he fell loudly to sleep.
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