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  For my brother, Jonathan.




  Thank you for doing the numbers-thing,




  so I got to do the words-thing.
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  Jenner




  Jenner reined his horse to a halt, and it stamped and snorted in the long blue-black shadow of the trees. He’d pushed the stallion hard.




  He glanced over his shoulder, back towards the great house. Kyneston glittered in the darkness. He didn’t think they’d seen him go. He didn’t want any of his family to witness

  if he succeeded. Or failed.




  This was Abi’s last chance. He couldn’t fail.




  Despite Jenner’s desperate appeal, Father had decreed that Abi and her parents must go to Millmoor, banished to the slavetown because of her brother’s crime. The car would come

  tomorrow, so Jenner had to get her out tonight.




  He stepped forward and placed his hand against the softly glowing Kyneston wall. The moss tickled his palm, but he pressed harder until he felt the brickwork beneath his fingers. And summoned by

  his touch, here it came – the flowing, leaping light. It was as if the mortar between the bricks had turned to liquid gold.




  Now Silyen, as the family’s gatekeeper, would know he was here. He didn’t have long.




  Jenner had first met Abi at this wall just seven months ago, when he and Silyen had brought the Hadleys into the estate. Tomorrow, Sil would cast them out again – unless Jenner could do

  something he had never managed before. As a Jardine, he could wake the gate. Being Skilless, he was unable to open it.




  His heart was in his throat as the molten ironwork took shape. Skill-light flowed upward then unfurled into flowers and vines, fire-feathered birds, and writhing beasts. As a last incandescent

  loop burned around the family monogram, Jenner marvelled at its beauty. He hadn’t allowed himself to wake the gate for nearly a decade, because it was almost worse than nothing, to be granted

  this one miracle and no more.




  ‘I remember the year you turned thirteen,’ said a voice right beside him. ‘You hardly left the wall alone. And then you stopped. I always wondered: did Father beat you to keep

  you away, or did you simply give up?’




  Jenner whipped around, outraged and disbelieving. How had Silyen got here so fast? And how had Jenner not heard him approach?




  ‘Seeing if you’ll fare any better than Leah and baby Libby?’ Silyen asked, because he could always follow up one obnoxious observation with something even worse. ‘It

  happened right about here, you know. All we need is Gavar, and Abigail herself, and we could have a little reenactment.’




  Jenner lifted his hand off the wall. He flexed his fingers, which itched to slap his little brother. He wasn’t rising to the bait.




  Or was there an opportunity here? Sil was so capricious, you never knew when he might unexpectedly prove obliging.




  ‘How about you open the gate? For Abigail.’




  ‘And defy Father’s wishes?’




  ‘When have Father’s wishes ever meant a damn to you? Or anybody’s wishes, other than your own?’




  ‘Well,’ Sil said pleasantly, ‘seeing as you put it like that . . .’

  
  His brother dusted off his hands and turned back towards the treeline, where his black horse patiently cropped the grass. Silyen must have been in the woods.




  ‘No, wait! I’m sorry.’ Jenner grabbed Sil’s arm. ‘I’m just all wound up. Please. Abi could have been killed when the East Wing exploded. And now, what’s

  happening with her brother – she’ll be in shock. Millmoor is the last place she deserves to be.’




  ‘In that case’ – Silyen turned back – ‘have a go at it yourself. It’s what you came out here for, isn’t it? To see if wishing might magically

  make it happen.’




  His brother’s voice was sing-song, taunting. And only the knowledge that Sil’s Skillful reflexes would protect him stopped Jenner from lashing out.




  ‘Do you work at being this hateful, Silyen, or does it come naturally?’




  ‘There’s only one person you hate, Jenner, and that’s yourself. But don’t let the fact that you have an audience deter you. I’ve watched you try and fail to use

  Skill your whole life.’




  Jenner hadn’t thought he could yearn to open the gate more then he already did, for Abi. But the furious desire to prove Silyen wrong blazed through him.




  He gripped the wrought ironwork and pulled. As he did, he remembered how he had seen Leah desperately doing the same, all those months ago. He’d arrived just in time to watch Gavar raise

  his gun and shoot her – an act he’d found incomprehensible at the time, and still did not understand.




  The gate favoured him no more than it had Leah and baby Libby. Despite its deceptive radiance, the ironwork was cool beneath his fingers.




  And it didn’t matter that he had known it would be so. Had known it would be useless. Rage and bitter disappointment welled inside him.




  ‘Satisfied?’ he yelled at Sil, humiliated by his own stupid hope.




  Which was when he felt it trickling inside his wrists, inside his veins. It licked warm along his fingers, as if he held them over flames. It felt as much a part of him as his hot blood.




  Skill.




  Jenner’s head snapped up to stare at his brother, and he saw in Silyen’s dark eyes a tiny flicker of fire reflected from the gate. But his brother’s face didn’t reflect

  the hope that was surely radiating from Jenner’s own. Sil was frowning.




  Which was when Jenner realized that something was very wrong. The gate still wasn’t opening. Skill might be flowing in his veins, but it was as if his wrists had been slashed and it was

  pumping straight back out again. Jenner uncurled his fingers to stare at them in disbelief, as if he might see the hot gold dripping from them uselessly.




  He clamped one hand around his wrist, as if to staunch the flow. But he knew it would be futile. And then the warmth ebbed. The last sensation of Skill drained away.

  
  Silyen was staring at him.




  ‘I thought, maybe . . .’ his brother said. Sil’s tone held none of his earlier malice. It was almost uncertain. He shook his head, wild hair falling to cover his face.

  ‘You’d better go break the bad news to Abigail and her family.’

  
  ‘What did you do?’ Jenner breathed. ‘What was that?’

  
  ‘An experiment.’ Sil raised his chin defiantly. ‘Sometimes experiments don’t work.’




  ‘How dare you?’ Jenner cried. ‘How dare you play with me like this? I’m not one of your experiments. I’m your brother – much though you and Gavar wish it otherwise.’

  
  ‘I’ve never wished you weren’t my brother,’ Silyen said quietly. ‘And I’m sorry.’




  ‘Sorry enough to open the gate, so Abi can escape?’




  The contrition left Sil’s face so fast Jenner wondered if it had been there at all.




  ‘Not that sorry, no. You should tell the Hadleys what Father intends. Leave it till the morning, though. I need to hand Luke over to Crovan tonight, and it’d be better if they

  don’t know until it’s done. They deserve a night’s sleep – and I don’t want them interfering.’




  Sil whistled for his horse, which trotted over and stood placidly as he swung himself onto its back. His gaze lingered on the wall. Then Silyen twitched the reins in his hand, and was gone.




  Jenner turned to look, too, in case by some final whim of his brother’s the gate was swinging open.




  It wasn’t, of course. Brightness was leaching from it. Birds and beasts fading back into nonexistence. Vines and flowers shrivelling. The brilliance dimming.




  Jenner examined his hands. He’d felt it there, for that fleeting minute. Skill inside him, as vital as blood or breath. How was it possible that he lived and walked and talked without

  it?




  In that instant, he would have given anything to have it.




  Anything at all.




  When he looked back up, the gate was gone.
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  Luke




  They came for Luke that night.




  At that morning’s farce of a trial, Luke had been found guilty of a crime he couldn’t remember but was certain he hadn’t committed. Then Gavar Jardine had dragged him from

  Kyneston’s East Wing. He’d slung him in here, a small chamber beneath the kitchens.




  It was stone-walled, chilly and unlit. Groping around in the darkness had identified only a thick wooden counter and some empty barrels. The air had a musty sourness that seeped into your skin.

  Kyneston wasn’t the sort of place to have dungeons, and besides, the Jardines didn’t need to lock people up to restrain them. So this place must be a part of the wine cellars.




  Which meant that close by, life was going on as normal. And Kyneston was still full of hundreds of Equals. So much had happened since the ball where Chancellor Zelston had died: the East

  Wing’s annihilation and restoration, his own trial, Crovan’s Skillful fight with Jackson and its catastrophic end. The Equals would doubtless linger at the Jardine estate to pick over

  it all. Slaves would be up and down to the kitchens and cellars regularly, too.




  One of them would have keys for this room. Or could get word to Abi, who could surely find some.




  So Luke had spent the next few hours banging on the door to attract attention. When his fists became sore, he kicked it instead – though he knew better than to imagine he might kick it

  down. He shouted until he was hoarse, then rested his voice and redoubled his pummelling, before shouting some more.




  But not even this physical commotion was as exhausting as the confusion in his brain. In whatever direction Luke turned his thoughts, he ran into the same dead ends of incomprehension and

  ignorance.




  Someone had killed Zelston, and it had to be Luke himself. But only the deed was his. Not the intention.




  Doc Jackson had defended him. Yet Jackson was an aristocrat, an Equal, and so had also deceived and betrayed him. Luke’s memories of the past twenty-four hours were a maze in which he

  wandered, utterly lost.




  As the day wore on and no one came, Luke sagged against the door, drained. Eventually he must have fallen asleep slumped against it. When he woke, it was because the door had been opened from

  the outside, causing him to spill forward over the boots of someone on the threshold. The person’s identity was hard to make out, thanks to the dazzle of a star-bright light they cupped in

  one hand.




  ‘I’m not the rescue party,’ said Silyen Jardine. ‘Sorry.’




  Get up, some tiny voice in Luke’s skull urged him. Run.




  But he was shattered, and no part of him obeyed. Neither his leaden legs nor his bruised hands. Luke opened his mouth, but only a croak emerged. The Young Master screwed up his face and slid his

  feet out from under Luke’s huddled body.




  The Equal folded his fingers and extinguished the light. The next thing Luke knew, Silyen was crouched over him in the darkness, one hand curled in the collar of his now filthy white shirt, the

  other pressed against his temples. Luke shuddered at the touch. When the Equals were done hurting you on the outside, they could always hurt you some more on the inside.




  But there wasn’t any pain.




  ‘I have questions,’ Silyen whispered. ‘And right now, you’re the best chance I have of finding some answers.’




  The Equal’s cool fingers trailed down the side of Luke’s face. When he gripped Luke’s jaw, for a mad moment Luke thought the boy was going to bend down and kiss him. But it was

  more intimate and far worse than that. Something inside him writhed and leapt at the Equal’s touch.




  And Silyen must have felt it, too, because that creepily radiant smile lit his face as if he’d conjured back his Skill-light. His hand moved down to Luke’s neck, and Luke’s

  pulse throbbed beneath the pressure of Silyen’s calloused fingers, as if it might burst and spray them both with bright, arterial blood.




  An image came unbidden into his head of Jackson on all fours in front of the Parliament of Equals, pure light exploding from every pore as Crovan triumphed. Luke closed his eyes against the

  unbearable memory. But Silyen was so close that Luke couldn’t avoid the feather-trace of his breath as he spoke.




  ‘If you don’t try to escape,’ Silyen Jardine murmured, ‘I won’t let him break you. Not beyond repair.’




  Then the hand disappeared and Luke heard himself groan with relief. He opened his eyes to see Silyen brushing the knees of his jeans as he stood up.




  ‘He’s fit for travel,’ Silyen announced, with his usual brisk carelessness. He was addressing someone who waited further along the dim passageway. ‘I’ll undo

  Kyneston’s binding at the gate so he’s all yours. Come on, Luke. Don’t keep your new master waiting.’




  The boy offered a slender hand to Luke, who stared at it then turned away and grabbed the door frame for support. Luke wasn’t entirely play-acting as he laboured to pull himself upright,

  but it gave him a few precious seconds to think.




  New master.




  He had just worked it out, when the person waiting at the end of the corridor lifted a Skill-light of his own and confirmed the deduction. Lord Crovan stood there, looking just as he had when

  Luke had taken his bag in Kyneston’s Great Hall only a few nights earlier. His overcoat was already buttoned. Fit for travel.




  In just a night and a day, Luke had become a murderer, a defendant, and now a prisoner. In the uproar after Jackson’s duel with this man in a bid to defend him, Luke had barely heard Lord

  Jardine utter the word that sentenced him. But he remembered it now: Condemned.




  Condemned and passed into the custody of Lord Arailt Crovan, for transportation to the man’s estate of Eilean Dochais, in Scotland. No word spoken of any release. No word of any review of

  that sentence. You could almost hear the sound of a thrown-away key rattling down a deep well.




  Luke couldn’t allow Crovan to interrogate him. The man’s Skill would discover Luke’s memories of the Club, and put his Millmoor friends in danger.




  Yet Luke needed to know what had really happened at the ball, to clear his name. Not just for his own sake, but for his family’s, too.




  ‘My sisters,’ he said urgently, turning to Silyen. ‘Are they okay? My parents?’




  ‘Going to Millmoor,’ Silyen replied. ‘Safest place for them, in the circumstances.’




  Luke felt winded all over again. Now that he knew what the Equals were capable of, the thought of his family far away from them was a relief. But he knew first-hand the horrors of Millmoor: the

  risky work, the casual brutality and injustice, the way Daisy’s education and perhaps even her growth would be stunted in that pitiless place.




  ‘Oh,’ Silyen added. ‘The little one stays here. Gavar’s special request.’




  Daisy was staying at Kyneston?




  But Luke was out of time for more questions. Crovan paced down the passageway and stopped in front of Luke, eyeing him with faint distaste.




  ‘Why the delay? I wish to be gone before the rabble wakes to yet another day of gossip and gluttony. You’re mine now, boy. Come with me.’




  Luke bit his lip and followed the man as he led the way back through the dim corridors of the great house. It would be madness to try and run. Even if he escaped Crovan and Silyen – which

  was unlikely – there was no way past Kyneston’s wall. He’d be reduced to hiding in the grounds. Perhaps hunting him down would provide the Equals with a day’s sport.

  Kyneston’s stables certainly held dogs and horses enough for that, and the Master of Hounds would doubtless enjoy it.




  No, the time for escape would be while they were en route. The drive to Scotland would take all day. Surely there would be stops along the way. His brain unhelpfully supplied images of Crovan

  striding into a motorway service station calling imperiously for coffee. That would certainly cause a diversion.




  Don’t try to escape, Silyen had told him. Well, Luke didn’t plan to start following life advice from Silyen Jardine any time soon.




  The rest of what Silyen had said made little sense. The Young Master had questions – presumably to do with Crovan – whose answers Luke would somehow help him obtain? It was a shame

  he hadn’t told Luke what the questions were, then.




  They were at the kitchen door of the great house, now. The one used for deliveries, from which, just a few days earlier, Luke had imagined he might smuggle himself into a vehicle and escape back

  to his friends in Millmoor. Back to the Doc and Angel. The betrayal he’d felt at learning their true identities still gnawed at the core of him.




  A slave opened the kitchen entrance at their approach, and a draught enveloped the three of them as they stepped out into the night. Luke shivered from more than merely the chill. At

  Crovan’s castle, he might be in a cell. Always cold; always in darkness. There might be a time he looked back fondly on his night in Kyneston’s cellar.




  But no. If he thought like that, then he would be a prisoner in mind as well as body. Broken and afraid. He was going to get out of this. He had to.




  Outside, another slave held open the door of a gleaming vehicle. Its engine was purring and Crovan was already getting in the other side. A third slave held the bridle of Silyen’s tall

  black horse, and the Young Master swung lightly up into the saddle as the beast pawed and snorted.




  ‘Get in,’ snapped Crovan’s voice from the car’s interior.




  ‘Please tell my family I love them,’ Luke blurted to the slave holding the door. ‘Tell them I’m sorry and I’ll see them again.’




  The woman stared ahead impassively. If she’d heard him, she gave no sign. Luke’s resentment flared, before he checked himself. It was fear of the Equals that cowed people like this.

  Jackson had taught him that.




  Jackson. Who was himself an Equal.




  Luke wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to forgive him.




  ‘Please,’ Luke begged the woman one more time, before ducking his head and getting into the car.




  The vehicle didn’t use its headlights; instead Silyen rode in front, casting a gentle glow of Skill-light. Luke craned his head to look back at the great house. Even in near darkness,

  Kyneston was majestic. Light glowed along the parapet and silhouetted the bell in the bright cupola. A few windows were still illuminated.




  But Luke’s eyes were irresistibly drawn to the golden light that writhed and pulsed along the ironwork skeleton of the vast East Wing. Luke had stood in it as it exploded, then just twelve

  hours later he had stood in it again for his trial. That impossible restoration had been Silyen Jardine’s handiwork.




  And the Equal’s words in the cellar came back to him. The ones Luke had pushed away and tried not to think about. I won’t let him break you. Not beyond repair. A promise, of

  sorts. But also a threat. Repair. But before it – breaking.




  Luke stole a look at the man next to him. Crovan was staring out of the window, seemingly indifferent to either Luke’s presence, or anything else.




  Luke was so tired of this. Of being used by the Equals. Just a pawn for Jackson. A thing for Crovan to break and for Silyen to put back together, each for their own unfathomable purposes.




  He would never be free – Britain would never be free – until there were no more Equals. Simply ending their rule wasn’t enough, because with power like that, even if they

  suffered setbacks, they would eventually win again. And again. And again.




  They’d never stop winning.




  He leaned against the car door, flexing his fists pointlessly. Despair wouldn’t help him now.




  Just as the car pulled to a halt, a dazzling brilliance flared in front, making the chauffeur swear and the vehicle swerve. It was Kyneston’s gate.




  ‘Out,’ said Crovan, swinging his legs out of the car door. He turned his head to look back at Luke. ‘Here’s where you become mine, boy.’




  And he smiled. He honest to goodness smiled, and it was the most awful thing Luke had ever seen. Luke’s legs barely obeyed him as he climbed out.




  Silyen was waiting by the gate, which fizzed with Skill-light as though made of the sparklers that Mum used to buy on Bonfire Night. What was it, this power? Where did it come from? What did it

  really do?




  ‘Time to say goodbye,’ said Silyen, his pale face luridly lit by the molten brightness. ‘For now. I’m breaking your binding to Kyneston. Try to resist the urge to punch

  me just because you can.’




  Inside Luke, something snapped. He almost heard it crack. He remembered the padlock on Dog’s cage in the kennels – how Silyen had simply plucked it off and let the shattered pieces

  fall to the floor.




  ‘You feel it?’ asked Silyen.




  He was looking at Luke intently, and Luke remembered the first time he had met this boy, after the nightmarish journey from Millmoor in the back of the Security van, when he’d had no idea

  where he was going. He’d dreaded a Security facility or a lifer camp. Instead he’d been brought to Kyneston. He’d been relieved, at the time.




  ‘You feel it?’ Silyen repeated.




  Then Luke felt it.




  Whatever Silyen had broken inside him – the slave binding to Kyneston – was insignificant compared to what still bound them. And Luke remembered what had happened at that first

  meeting. How the Equal had seemed to take him apart, like Dad working on an engine, then put him back together again with an extra piece added. How he’d felt his whole self trickling like

  soft sift through Silyen’s fingers.




  His gut heaved. What was this connection between them?




  He looked up and his gaze met Silyen’s. The Equal’s eyes were as black as that first night. However, they didn’t shine as they had then, with the brightness of stars, but with

  the reflected liquid gold of the gate. Would his great Skill burn him up from within, this boy? Would it burn Luke with him?




  A hand on Luke’s shoulder pulled him around.




  ‘Done?’ said Crovan, looking at Luke but speaking to Silyen. ‘Good. Let’s get going.’




  Beyond the gate, something thumped the air. Luke felt the whump of the chopper blades as a helicopter descended just the other side of Kyneston’s wall.




  So it wouldn’t be a car, then. And you couldn’t escape a helicopter. Luke might be desperate, but he wasn’t completely mad.




  In the split second between the gate opening and reaching the helicopter door, maybe? His eyes strained to see through the fiery gate. His few weeks as a groundsman told him they’d taken a

  route from Kyneston that led away from the road. Silyen had summoned the gate where the estate adjoined more parkland – better suited for a helicopter’s descent.




  ‘Pay attention.’




  The back of Crovan’s hand lightly smacked Luke’s cheek. It dropped lower, and the Equal traced a line across Luke’s throat as if miming slitting it. It was a surprisingly crude

  threat.




  But then Luke choked as something cinched there. His fingers came up, clawing, as it constricted his throat. But he could get no purchase. The thing was snug around his neck, and so flat and

  fine that it lay smooth against his skin.




  It was a golden collar.




  Luke’s panicked eyes darted up and met Silyen’s in mute appeal. But the Equal was smirking.




  Kyneston’s gate swung open.
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  Abi




  Jenner had delivered the unbearable news that Luke was already gone. Then the barely less awful fact that the rest of her family was to be split up: Daisy remaining at

  Kyneston, Abi and her parents going to Millmoor.




  What she needed to do had instantly become clear. Once the journey to Millmoor was underway, she had feigned travel sickness so the vehicle pulled over – and then she had run.




  That had been nearly a week ago. Now, she stood on a beach, as light from bars and restaurants spilled in bright slicks across the heaving sea. Abi inhaled the salt-sharp air. She was so close.

  Somewhere in the night was her goal: the island castle of Highwithel.




  It was the home of Heir Meilyr Tresco, the young Equal-turned-revolutionary who had betrayed her brother in an unspeakable way – hijacking his mind and body to kill Chancellor Zelston.




  Or had someone else yet unknown done that, and was Meilyr instead her brother’s friend and defender? If so, he had paid the highest price of all – his Skill – in an attempt to

  save Luke from the horror of Condemnation.




  Which was it? She was so close to finding out.




  Abi splashed into the sea and gasped at the cold. Water rushed into her trainers and saturated her jeans, making every step leaden. Coarse sand and fine pebbles shifted underfoot.




  She had to find out, because by coming here she had left behind everything that meant most to her in the world. Her little sister, at Kyneston, in the keeping of volatile Heir Gavar.

  Her parents, who by now would be in the Millmoor slavetown and distraught at being separated from all three of their children. The young man she might love, if she dared to – the Skilless

  second son of England’s most powerful family, Jenner Jardine.




  And though it seemed the smallest sacrifice in that awful tally, Abi had given up the future she’d always imagined. She was a fugitive from her slavedays. Outside the law. Whatever lay

  ahead for her now, it was unlikely to be the hospital job and neat terraced house filled with a husband and kids that she had once envisioned.




  This world was crueller than she had ever imagined when she submitted her family’s slavedays application to the Estates Office nearly a year ago. Discovering the truth of it had cost Abi,

  and those she loved, so much.




  She hauled herself up into a small boat, her long legs ungainly and the vessel rocking beneath her.




  Luke had to be rescued. And Abi would make Heir Meilyr of Highwithel help.




  The motion of the shallow hull subsided. Her jeans were soaked to mid-thigh, but she wasn’t worried about catching cold. She’d bought a snug sailing jacket, and besides, her body

  would be busy oxidizing amino acids into an adrenaline rush to send blood pumping round her body.




  She remembered the pre-med textbook in which she’d learned that. Being a doctor would have been a rewarding way to help people.




  But Luke had dreamed bigger.




  He’d fought against the slavedays and the Equals. To think that Abi had worried about his safety during the disturbances in Millmoor, when he’d been one of those causing trouble. The

  next time she saw her little brother, he’d get a scolding.




  Because she refused to accept that there might not be a next time.




  Abi dug into her jeans for the key to the boat’s engine and fumbled to fit it into the outboard motor. Growing up with a mechanic dad didn’t help much with things like this. But her

  skill set was expanding by the minute. First theft and flight; now burglary. She had acquired the key only an hour earlier – by breaking into the seal-watching tours office, down on the

  jetty.




  The engine choked into life. Abi set her hand to the tiller and turned it experimentally. Satisfied, she sighted the red and green lights marking the exit of Ennor’s inner harbour and

  steered the craft towards them.




  This was her second attempt to reach Highwithel, Britain’s most remote Equal estate, nestled at the heart of the Scilly Islands off the southwest tip of England. It had been a long

  journey.




  After fleeing the car taking her and her parents to Millmoor, Abi had hitched a ride along the A-road to Exeter. Then she’d travelled by train to Penzance and by ferry to Ennor, the

  largest of the islands. There, she’d drawn a blank.




  Ennor was a popular tourist spot. As you couldn’t travel abroad until you’d completed your slavedays, the warm, windswept Scillies were as distant and exotic a holiday destination as

  Britain offered.




  So on her first day here, Abi had tried a clueless-tourist-who’d-love-to-see-the-castle routine. This had been politely rebuffed by the local water-taxis. Abi sensed that the islanders

  were fiercely loyal to their lords. The Tresco name was everywhere, painted along the sides of humble fishing boats, and on the swinging sign of a weather-beaten pub. The locals wouldn’t be

  sharing the estate’s secrets with outsiders.




  It would be down to her resourcefulness. The Scillies were an archipelago of 146 isles, but only 145 were shown on the map she’d stolen from the drawer in Kyneston’s Estate Office,

  and none of them was named Highwithel. She tracked down an aerial photograph in Ennor’s library, and compared them. They matched. So either the image was doctored as well as the map, or

  Highwithel didn’t show up on photographs.




  She’d tried to think laterally. The Equals would need supplies: food, and all the little luxuries an aristocratic family would want.




  Ennor was a cheerful place – would all of Britain be like this if the local lords were kind, and not cruel? And amid its bright shopfronts one stood out as especially smart. Abi slipped

  inside. It was a swanky grocery, and on its shelves were a few eye-wateringly expensive London brands that the Jardines used. The only commoners who could afford such items were those who had done

  their days early and gone on to prestigious careers. She’d bet the Trescos were supplied from here.




  There was no sign of an order book – the shop’s system was computerized. But slipping round the back Abi saw boxes being carried down to the harbour, for delivery by boat. Each

  carton was neatly marked with the customer’s name and destination island. Abi was sure her instincts were correct, so it would be a matter of watching the deliveries.




  She’d spent two days on a bench along the harbour slipway, her brain fruitlessly turning over other ideas as she waited. Should she simply write a letter? No. She needed to look Meilyr

  Tresco in the eye as she demanded answers about Luke. What about contacting Jenner? She bought an over-the-counter mobile phone with some of the money she’d swiped from Kyneston, and several

  times her fingers hovered over the numbers for its estate office. But Abi wasn’t sure how Jenner could help, and didn’t want to risk involving him.




  Then on the third day a large load had come down to the jetty, each box discreetly lettered ‘TRESCO/Highwithel’.




  Abi had sprinted away from the harbour and up to the island’s highest point, a chapel where fishermen’s families had once anxiously awaited their safe return during storms. She

  straightened up, ignoring the stitch in her side, briefly terrified that she had lost sight of the boat already. But no – there it was, far out in Ennor’s west channel.




  By the time it disappeared around a distant islet, she had a clear sense of its direction. Her map showed that the route led to three areas of seemingly open sea that she had identified as

  possible locations for the hidden island.




  Her first attempt, the previous night, had found nothing. So here she was again in a different ‘borrowed’ boat, heading for the second location.




  Looking back, one hand firmly on the throbbing outboard engine, Abi could no longer see the red and green harbour lights. The wind picked up as she nosed the vessel westward, raising wavelets on

  the sea surface as the boat began a choppy bounce.




  Would she capsize and drown? Or would this little craft smash onto rocks, breaking her with it? Perhaps a current would swing her out into the wide, wide ocean, where she would perish of

  exposure and thirst. Then she’d never rescue Luke. He might die in Crovan’s keeping, and that would kill her parents with grief, too. And then Daisy would be all alone.




  Stop it, she told herself, fiercely. Stop thinking like that.




  Abi touched the lifejacket clipped round her neck. She felt the plastic tube of the emergency flare in her pocket, and patted the tide chart and diagram of currents tucked inside her jacket.

  She’d caught herself doing this sort of thing several times, in the week since she’d run – small rituals of calming and reassurance. Abi recognized it as a distress response to

  the trauma of what had happened at Kyneston. It wasn’t healthy, she knew, but it was hard to stop – not least because it helped quiet the voices.




  Voices that insisted this was all her fault. She had told Mum and Dad that Luke and Daisy would agree to do their days if they did them together. She had suggested applying to

  an estate. She had failed to get Luke out of Millmoor quickly enough, before he’d ever become mixed up with Meilyr Tresco and his deluded plots.




  And yes, she knew these thoughts weren’t entirely rational. But even so, fixing everything felt like her responsibility. And she’d do whatever it took. Including piloting a

  boat barely bigger than a bathtub through the night to an invisible castle.




  She passed dozens of islands, their pale cliffs gleaming and rocky shores lost in the blackness beneath. The moon was waning and cloud trailed over its face. The light was thinner tonight than

  it had been yesterday. Tomorrow would be darker still.




  Here was the last inhabited island in this map-grid of sea. The windows of its solitary farmhouse were yellow rectangles hanging in the night, like golden portals to some world of Skill. Abi had

  made it this far yesterday before continuing west. Tonight, she would turn north.




  Her hand on the tiller was stiff with cold, but she pulled the engine round, spitting out strands of hair as the wind whipped her sandy plait into her face and eyes. She opened up the throttle

  and sent the boat forward as fast as she dared. It skipped like a stone across the surface of the sea. Luke had always been able to skip stones so well – eight or nine bounces.




  I’ll get you back, little bro, she promised him silently.




  Sea spray lashed her face. That was all the salt stinging her eyes was. That was what she could taste, trickling down her face to her wind-cracked lips.




  Then the wind stopped. The spray stopped.




  The engine stopped.




  The boat stopped.




  Had she broken the motor by pushing it too fast? How could she have been so stupid?




  Abi bent over the engine, turning the key ineffectually. She took it out and tried again. Nothing. The sea slopped queasily beneath the little tender’s fragile hull.




  Then she fell against the engine as the boat began to move. She lay there, hands gripping the sides, as she realized what this meant.




  It was being drawn by Skill.




  All around, both sea and sky were black. She looked behind. The lights from the farmhouse were gone. She looked up.




  The moon was gone. The stars, gone. There was only a deep darkness . . .




  And then, before terror could consume her entirely, there was an island. Abi’s heart missed a beat. Missed two.




  Highwithel loomed, as lofty as its name suggested. The moon was visible again, and beneath its insubstantial light the island shone bone-white, mottled with shadow. Its flanks shifted eerily,

  like the sides of a living thing. Abi’s lurching heart slammed into frantic life as the cliffs shattered outward into a hundred fragments. Her memory reeled back to the horror of

  Kyneston’s exploding ballroom – until she realized it was seabirds. A mass of them, rising, wheeling and screaming.




  At the summit of the island was the castle. It rose seamlessly from the rock, one graceful pinnacle piled on another, buttressed by sturdy arches. There were no battlements, but turrets and

  towers rose along the walls – would they have been watchtowers once?




  Her craft moved at a steady, even speed. Abi had nothing to fear from the sea now.




  But what about the island? What sort of reception would broken Heir Meilyr give her?




  The shore was getting closer. Abi knelt upright in the boat, shielding her eyes from two lights burning ahead. One was a glowing golden ball that could only be Skill-light. The other was a

  high-wattage torch beam, white and harsh.




  She was looking at the end of a jetty. Three people stood there. One was a tall, slender woman; the Skill-light she cupped illuminated her white-blonde hair and elegant features. An Equal.

  Another, her face shadowed behind the dazzling torch, was a scrawny kid with wild corkscrew hair. Between them stood Heir Meilyr.




  The woman must be Bodina Matravers, the sister of Heir Bouda. Abi remembered how she and Meilyr had walked into Kyneston’s ballroom side by side, just as they stood now. And Abi had seen

  her again in the chaos afterwards, bent over a slave crushed by a girder, bright as an angel in her sequinned dress, and supernaturally strong. She had freed the man, then healed him.




  Were the pair of them Luke’s allies?




  Or his betrayers?




  The little boat glided towards the jetty. The kid set down the torch and crouched, throwing Abi a rope. Why didn’t Heir Meilyr do it? Abi wondered. This was his island. Did he think it was

  beneath him? One more task to leave to a slave – just like killing a Chancellor?




  Securing the boat, Abi glanced up for a ladder and found herself instead looking into the young Equal’s face. Neither the warm Skill-light held by the woman beside him, nor his trim beard,

  concealed his ravaged features.




  As part of her university prep, Abi had volunteered at the hospital where Mum worked. She’d seen faces like Heir Meilyr’s on wards there. The sort of wards where people spoke in

  gentle voices, and where you sometimes heard muffled sobbing behind the curtains. He was leaning heavily on a cane.




  ‘Abigail Hadley,’ he said, his voice hoarse. ‘I’m Meilyr Tresco. “Doc Jackson” is how your brother knew me. Welcome to Highwithel.’




  Abi braced her feet against the bottom of the boat as she stood.




  ‘This isn’t a social call,’ she said. ‘I’m only here for one reason. I’m going to get my brother back.’




  Tresco passed his cane to the slavegirl at his side, and with Bodina holding his arm to anchor him, he stiffly bent down and extended a hand.




  ‘That makes two of us,’ he said.




  She didn’t miss the spasm of pain that crossed Tresco’s face as he helped her over the top of the sea-slick ladder and onto the jetty. His duel with Crovan had wrecked more than just

  his Skill.




  They led her along the causeway to treacherous stone steps cut into the cliff. And then came a surprise. The kid with the electric torch wasn’t a slavegirl – or not anymore, it

  seemed. She introduced herself as Renie, a friend of Luke’s from Millmoor.




  ‘I’ll take Abigail ahead,’ Renie said to the Equals, without a trace of deference. ‘Explain about us all.’




  Bodina Matravers nodded, her hand still firm on Heir Meilyr’s arm.




  And as Renie and Abi started up the cliff stairs, the girl began her story. There had been a group of them, she said. The ‘Millmoor Games and Social Club’. Bodina Matravers had

  broken them all out of the slavetown as soon as Luke was transferred to Crovan’s custody.




  ‘We didn’t know she was an Equal,’ Renie explained. ‘Nor Jackson. I mean, Meilyr. That’s taking a bit of gettin’ used to.




  ‘But Dina came and found us, one by one. Said Luke had been arrested and was being questioned by one of them, so the Club might be discovered even if he wasn’t saying

  nothing. She rounded us up in a van, and the Security guards just looked the other way when she drove us outta Millmoor. That’d be the Skill,’ the girl added reflectively. ‘Always

  wondered how she did it. Figured it was just ’cause she was pretty.’




  The kid gave a low cackle that sounded old beyond her years. Renie was a natural tale-teller, and Abi found herself fascinated as the girl explained how the Club had started out simply doing

  good in the grim slavetown. She felt a flush of pride when Renie narrated her first encounter with Luke.




  ‘He rescued me from those nasty fellas, and I never did thank him properly for that. But I will. Don’t you worry, we’re all as set on getting him back as you are. The Doc

  – Meilyr – won’t rest till it’s done.’




  After Heir Meilyr had learned of the doomed Proposal to abolish the slavedays, the Club’s activities had escalated. They committed acts of sabotage against Millmoor’s adt

  ministration. And finally, there had been the January riot. ‘Luke was part of all this?’ Abi still couldn’t quite believe .




  ‘Part of it? He came up with the best bit – he shut down the Machine Park. He’s good, that boy. If a thing needs doing, he says so, and worries about the hows of it

  later.’ That sounded like Luke all right, Abi thought, scrabbling at the cliff face for purchase as her heel slipped. The seabirds circled and called distractingly overhead. She felt a pang

  at the thought of her brother’s life in Millmoor, close to these people she’d never met.




  If only she and Luke had talked more during their weeks together at Kyneston. He’d kept all this bottled up. Was that because he’d known how much she’d disapprove? Or was it

  because the assassination of Chancellor Zelston had been planned even then, and Luke was willingly a part of it?




  That was the third scenario in all of this. The one she hadn’t wanted to think about. Luke could have been used by Meilyr Tresco. He could have been used by someone else entirely.




  Or he could have volunteered to do it.




  But no. Abi could imagine Luke getting into all sorts of scrapes – yes, even the lawbreaking that Renie had described. But to shoot a man in cold blood? A man who had done nothing wrong,

  other than be the figurehead of the Equal regime. Who had even proposed the abolition of the slavedays. Luke wouldn’t have done that willingly, she was certain.




  They were dizzyingly high now. Abi paused to catch her breath and looked down – not her best idea, as the yawning darkness made her head spin. The golden glow of Skill-light was far below.

  Heir Meilyr was having a hard time of it climbing the stairs.




  ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Abi asked, watching the heir’s painful progress. ‘I mean, I know about his Skill. I was at Kyneston when it happened. But this is just

  walking up steps. You don’t need Skill to do that.’




  Renie’s pinched little face screwed up. She really cared about Meilyr, Abi realized. That spoke in the heir’s favour – but Abi would still be making up her own mind.




  ‘It’s pain,’ Renie said. ‘Terrible pain that won’t go away. That’s what Dina says. She’s tried using her Skill to help him, and so has all his family.

  Jackson – Meilyr – says he’s like a leaky bucket. He can feel them pour Skill into him, but it just runs straight out.’




  As they watched, Bodina’s soft Skill-light began to move rapidly towards them. Leaping the steps faster than any normal person could have managed, the Equal girl was soon with them. She

  wasn’t the slightest bit out of breath.




  ‘Go on,’ she told them. ‘I’m going to have to carry him, and I’d rather he had some privacy.’




  ‘Carry him?’ said Abi disbelievingly. Then she remembered that girder. This slender girl could probably carry a baby elephant if she had to.




  ‘He won’t be able to talk to you any more tonight, either,’ Dina said. ‘He sends his apologies. There’ll be a room for you near the others. Renie can show you one.

  You must be tired, too.’




  Her last words were more instruction than question. The Equal girl then turned and ran lightly back down the steps.




  Abi groaned. But it was true, she was exhausted. She’d barely slept this past week, between worrying about Luke, worrying about her parents, worrying about Daisy, and keeping half

  an ear out for the police. She’d expected them to barge into the small hotel in Ennor at any minute, where she’d checked in under a false name.




  But she had made it here. For now, just for tonight, she could rest.




  She let Renie lead her up the last few turns of the cliff stairs, and into the great, dark entry hall of the castle. Tiredness weighed on her with every step. The girl took Abi through a maze of

  narrow corridors, then finally pushed open a door. The torchlight fell onto a narrow bed made up with a thick woollen blanket.




  ‘Why don’tcha take this one?’ Renie announced. ‘I’m just across the way.’ The kid looked into Abi’s eyes, her urchin face wiser than her years.

  ‘Let yourself sleep. Don’t feel guilty. You’ll need to be strong for Luke.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Abi said, before stepping in and gratefully closing the door. She’d barely pulled off her clothes before her head hit the pillow and she was sleeping deeply for

  the first time in days.




  When she woke, it was already light. She wasn’t sure what had dragged her from unconsciousness. Some distant noise. Screaming seabirds, perhaps. Or waves crashing onto

  rocks far below.




  Abi lay there, marshalling her thoughts. Today she would find out the truth of Zelston’s killing. She’d discover if Meilyr Tresco would fight alongside her to rescue Luke. His words

  on the jetty last night had been promising.




  For the first time in a week, Abi let herself feel a small ray of hope.




  A knock at the door interrupted her ruminations and she quickly sat up, pulling at the blanket.




  ‘Abi?’




  She recognized that voice.




  But that was impossible. He was at Kyneston. How would he know she was here? How could he get here?




  ‘Abi, it’s me. Can I come in?’




  ‘Yes!’ she yelped, jumping up and tugging at the bottom of her T-shirt.




  Then Jenner was through the door and seized her in his arms. He picked her up and spun her around. Her head kept on spinning when he put her down, because he was kissing her as if he had

  believed he would never see her again.




  And Abi kissed him back, because she had believed she would never see him again.




  How could they say he had no Skill, this boy? Because his hands on her skin burned as if they were full of golden fire. His grasp on her hip was fierce enough to bruise.




  Perhaps she hadn’t lost everything. Not quite.




  ‘How did you know?’ she asked, when they drew apart for a moment to look at each other. ‘That I was here? How did you get here?’




  Jenner tipped his head to one side, and the sun through the tower window caught those freckles and the Jardine bronze of his hair.




  ‘The map,’ he said, smiling. ‘The minute I heard you’d escaped from the car, I remembered I’d seen you by the map drawer. When I checked, the one for the Scillies

  was missing. So I contacted Armeria Tresco, to alert her that you might turn up.




  ‘There was lots to do at home, after what happened. But I left Kyneston as soon as I could so I’d be close by. My family thinks I’m on an estate-management tour of some of our

  properties. Dina called me late last night to say you were here, I made it to the coast and she came for me in the chopper this morning.’




  The helicopter landing. That was what had woken her up.




  ‘Ow!’ Jenner rubbed his arm where Abi had smacked him. ‘What’s that for?’




  ‘Because,’ she scolded, after first administering an apologetic kiss, ‘you could have given me a lift. Now give me a moment to get dressed. Then let’s go find out how our

  hosts will help me rescue my brother.’
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  Luke




  When Luke opened his eyes, it was into a world as bright as Skill – like a room on fire.




  He came awake with a jolt.




  The space around him wasn’t just fiery. It was shaking. As his eyes adjusted he saw the interior of a helicopter, and it all came back: leaving Kyneston; the gate.




  The collar.




  His fingers went to his throat and found it. A flat band, flesh-warm and skin-tight.




  Luke looked up. Opposite, Arailt Crovan was studying him. The man’s eyes were hidden behind round-rimmed glasses, but the tilt of his head recalled a bird watching a worm.




  The source of the golden light wasn’t Crovan, but lay outside the helicopter’s windows. With a wary glance over at the Equal, Luke strained against his seatbelt and looked.




  It was a molten sunrise of such beauty that it took Luke’s breath away.




  During his childhood, his family had holidayed on the Yorkshire moors, or among the soft hills of the Peak District. No overseas travel, of course, because none of them had done their slavedays.

  But Luke had never minded. He loved racing Abi to the top of some windy summit, or helping Daisy count the rocks piled in wayfarers’ cairns.




  But what lay beyond the window was lovelier than anything he had ever seen. Far out was the sea. An island stretched lazily along the horizon, its ridged back basking in the dawn.




  Inland pooled an immense spill of gold – a loch. The black shape jutting at the heart of it should have marred its glory, but instead lent it a dark magnificence.




  The castle was taller than it was wide, and until halfway up there were no windows at all, only sheer walls of stone. Its upper parts were lacerated with arrow slits, their placement giving no

  clue to the layout of the space within. At the top was a vast casement, more lead than glass. Set at one corner was a turreted tower topped with battlements. The immense stronghold stood on an

  outcrop of rock at the centre of the loch. There was no bridge that Luke could see.




  ‘Eilean Dochais,’ Crovan said, with evident satisfaction. ‘The seat of my family for a thousand years. The name means “Hope Island”, which Silyen finds vastly

  amusing. But I think it rather fitting. This is where society hopes that Condemned will be contained, and where I hope to further my own researches, with the assistance of all of you.’ He

  turned from the scene outside to face Luke. The sunrise flared in the lenses of his spectacles, turning his eyes into discs of gold, resembling a death-offering to pay passage into the next

  world.




  ‘It’s where my guests hope that their punishment will end one day. Many of them hope it will end quickly.’ Crovan leaned back in his seat, his expression unreadable. Luke tried

  to ignore the fact that everything inside him had just melted into pure, liquid fear. He clenched his fists and curled his toes to remind himself of his own body. Of its strength, built up in

  Millmoor and by labouring on the Kyneston Estate. Of his determination, which he’d found in the slavetown, too. Of his family, and his friends, who were also in danger and might still need

  his help.




  He wouldn’t let this man break him. Wouldn’t submit to the horrors of this deceptively beautiful place. Wouldn’t think of Dog, who’d been a soldier and had murdered

  Equals, who Crovan had somehow reduced to a creature crawling on all fours on the end of an old woman’s leash.




  With a smooth movement, the helicopter dove towards the castle. It jerked as the pilot adjusted the controls – they were landing on the shore, not the island – then settled down the

  final few feet to the ground.




  ‘Out,’ said Crovan, and Luke complied.




  His hand went to the band about his throat. Was that Skillful compulsion? Or just reflexive obedience?




  The truth was, everyone in Britain wore a collar they couldn’t see. Millions of people, unquestioningly obeying the Equals. Slaving for ten years in appalling conditions. Subject to rulers

  they couldn’t choose or criticize. Confined to a country they couldn’t leave until their days were done. And accepting it all as normal.




  Better to wear a collar you could see. That way you never forgot.




  The chopper lifted into the air. It hovered for a moment, the metal eye of a whirlwind that flattened the yellow heather and sedge, then spun and flew back the way it had come. They both watched

  it go, then Crovan turned his back on Luke and walked away towards the castle.




  Now would be the moment to run. Despite Silyen Jardine’s enigmatic warning against trying to escape, Luke didn’t intend to be Crovan’s guest for long. He bolted in the

  direction the helicopter had disappeared.




  Running on the heather was almost impossible. The shrub bunched at ankle-height and while it appeared dense, each time Luke’s feet came down they plunged through the bush and tangled in

  the twisty stalks beneath.




  When he fell, he wasn’t sure if it was Crovan’s doing or just a misstep. Something snatched at his heel and he hurtled face first into the scratchy heather. He lay there for a

  moment, panting, trying to fight down his disappointment.




  A shoe pressed into the small of his back, where his shirt – still the one spattered with gore from Chancellor Zelston’s murder – had ridden up to expose skin.




  ‘They all try,’ said Crovan, as his heel dug into the base of Luke’s spine. ‘They all give up. You will, too. Now come.’




  Luke promptly picked himself up, and this time as Crovan strode away towards the loch he trotted obediently behind. This new compliance was Skill, Luke was certain. But it didn’t feel like

  he was being made to do anything. It was as if he wanted to. The sensation itched and crawled across his skin. Under it.




  They walked across the moor, Equal and Condemned, until they reached the gravel shore of the loch. The water was shallow and glassy, magnifying the pebbles and grit of the beach. It was

  impossible to judge how deep it was further out, where it turned to glinting black.




  Luke was no great swimmer, but the loch was landlocked so it wouldn’t have tides or current. The distance from island to shore wasn’t impossible. The water was sure to be cold, but

  the exertion would warm you up. There might be no alternative – looking up and down the beach, Luke still couldn’t see a boat or bridge.




  ‘You can’t,’ said Crovan, startling Luke from his thoughts. ‘Swim, that is.’




  ‘Why’s that? Are you keeping the Loch Ness Monster in there or something?’




  ‘Try if you wish. I wouldn’t advise it.’




  They liked this, Luke thought. All these Equals. Taunting you with their superior knowledge and their creepy power. It was pathetic. Bullies in the playground did the same, confident their

  victim’s curiosity would get the better of him, even when he knew it was a trap.




  Luke’s curiosity got the better of him.




  He needed that information. When he escaped, he’d have to get across the loch. If one option wasn’t going to work, better to know that now.




  He crouched and examined the water more closely. It looked entirely normal. The smell was almost intoxicatingly fresh, zinging with ozone.




  Then he saw it. Tiny sparkles of gold which he had mistaken for refracted sunlight. They bobbed in the water like a trick of the eye. Luke remembered a geography lesson one afternoon, when their

  teacher had been sick and the supply had played them a film about oceans. One scene had showed a kayak slicing through a sea at night, leaving a rippling blue glow in its wake. Bioluminescence.




  Luke looked at the shimmering water warily. He’d bet his entire, non-existent, worldly goods that this was no natural phenomenon. An unnatural one, maybe.




  ‘I’m sure I remember Meilyr telling us all about your bravery,’ Crovan observed.




  Luke dug his fingers into the gritty beach, fighting down his anger. Crovan was toying with him.




  But he did need to know.




  Hesitant, he dabbled his fingers into the shallows.




  And screamed as what had looked like water turned out to be acid. His whole body convulsed with the shock of it. He could feel his skin melting, his fingerbones corroding and washing away on the

  sparkling, shining wavelets. He fell backwards onto the beach, sobbing and cradling his ruined hand.




  His eyes squeezed shut with the horror of it. He’d been so stupid. So unbelievably stupid, playing the hero and planning an escape, when he should have simply focused on surviving this

  place, this man.




  ‘I forgot to mention its name,’ Crovan said, from a world made distant by pain. ‘Loch nan Deur, the Lake of Tears. My family, like the Jardines, guards its privacy.’




  Luke forced open his eyes, and through the blur saw faint amusement on Crovan’s face. Rage welled up inside him and he lunged. All he had to do was knock the man down in the shallows. If

  necessary, he’d wade in and hold him under, if it was the last thing he did.




  Which was when two things happened. The compulsion exerted by the collar slammed him to the ground.




  And as his arms came up to break his fall, Luke saw that his hand was not, after all, half gone.




  Fingers. Skin. Everything still there. Intact.




  In shock, Luke lay motionless, his cheek pressed against the coarse, gritty sand. His thoughts raced to make sense of everything. The lake wasn’t acid. Those wicked glints of Skill had

  worked on . . . what? His body, to make him feel pain? Or his brain, to make him think it? It was like the bed of blood he’d hallucinated at Kyneston after hours of Crovan’s

  interrogation. He could no longer trust the evidence of his own senses.




  Wait, he admonished himself. Wait and learn. No more escapes, no more attacks, until it’s all figured out.




  ‘Watch,’ said Crovan.




  The Equal stepped backwards into the water.




  Luke was prepared not to be impressed. It stood to reason that if it was Crovan’s or his family’s Skill that infused the loch, it wouldn’t hurt him. But what happened next was

  astonishing enough that Luke was mesmerized.




  Where Crovan moved, the water moved away from him. It flowed with a smooth, almost magnetic repulsion. For a space around the Equal, the loch bed was exposed.




  ‘Come quickly and keep close,’ said Crovan. ‘If you don’t stay on my heels, the water will claim you. I think you have an idea by now of how that would turn

  out.’




  Luke didn’t need telling twice, he scrambled to his feet and plunged after his new master.




  It was cold within the loch, and as they moved further in, the water grew deeper. Reached head height. Continued to rise. Soon, the claustrophobia was intense. It would have been pitch black,

  were it not for the gentle glow of Skill all around them. It was like being at the bottom of a well. What did they call those deep pits in dungeons – oubliettes? Forgetting-places.




  His family wouldn’t forget him, Luke knew. At least his parents and Abi would be safe in Millmoor. Mum and Dad had useful professions that the Labour Bureau would recognize, while

  Abi’s perfect grades had included Chinese, so Millmoor’s Bank of China call centre would snap her up. She’d be bored out of her mind, but she’d be away from the deadly

  intrigues of the Equals.




  He was worried sick thinking about his little sis at Kyneston, with the Jardine heir her only protection. Hopefully Gavar would grow tired of having Daisy around once Libby was old enough for

  school. Then she’d be sent to Millmoor to join the others.




  If anything happened to him here, would they even be told?




  Luke only just caught himself in time as Crovan stopped abruptly. Their passage was blocked by a wall of rock, into which was cut a series of glistening steps. They had reached the island.




  As Luke followed Crovan up, careful not to lose his footing, a chill wrapped around him. His fate here was close.




  They broke free of the water’s edge. The castle rose above them, vaster than it had appeared from the shore. The walls were blank and massive, flaring slightly at the base. Not even a

  mouse would be able to climb them.




  Set into the wall directly ahead, separate but side by side, were two doors. They stood twice Luke’s height, made of weathered wood banded with iron. Two words arched across each, incised

  deep into the stone and picked out in gold. Neither door had a knocker, a keyhole, or any visible means of opening. Mounted above both was a large stone shield carved with the device of a

  lightning-struck boat.
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