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For Hilary and Giles
 

Old friends, dear friends.


Thank you for believing in me.
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Prologue


Midsummer


The Snubbing Post, down by the river in Vauxhall, was a useful sort of place when the whole of London was looking for you. The pub was centuries old, its small windows opaque from years of pipe smoke within and traffic fumes without.


In the upper room, six people sat around a large table.


One person was missing, and Midsummer was trying not to feel anxious about her absence.


Renie had been given clear instructions on how to find the place. But the kid was now quarter of an hour late. Well, Renie was a law unto herself. She’d surely be along soon.


Her uncle Wesley was here, as was Speaker Dawson. The other three were Midsummer’s most trusted slavetown contacts: Emily from Exton, down in Devon; Mac from Auld Reekie, the slavetown of Edinburgh; and Bhadveer from Portisbury, the hellhole between Bristol and Cardiff. They were smugglers – of goods in, and people out. Occasionally, they were saboteurs – of faulty equipment, or the careers of brutal guards.


But open revolt had never been on their to-do lists. Could Midsummer change that?


‘I’ll get straight to it,’ she told them. ‘The Blood Fair was monstrous. Whispers in parliament say that what comes next will be worse. We need to end this.


‘Meilyr Tresco and Dina Matravers are dead. My dear uncle, who was Chancellor, is dead. Not one of us Equals has got it right or done enough. I need to apologize for our arrogance in thinking this was our fight to win. Because Jardine is justifying his clampdown on all of you, because of us.’


Mac was watching her, his blue eyes flat and hard. Emily nodded.


‘But I’m not giving up,’ Midsummer continued. ‘My girlfriend is expecting our first child in a couple of months, and our baby will be Skilless. I’m not here as an Equal, trying to command you. I’m here as a mother, and as a woman who has seen too many lives broken by the slavedays, to ask if you’ll let me fight with you. To work for you, to mend this broken country.’


Stop there, Midsummer told herself. Don’t do that Equal thing of imposing your will. Listen.


She sat back in the pub chair and tried not to fiddle with her lip-ring while she waited.


And when they spoke, she listened, as they asked what, where, when – and most of all, how?


‘Folk back in Scotland are already wondering,’ Mac said, ‘when we’ll be getting a Blood Fair of our own.’


‘Here’s what I’m thinking,’ said Emily, leaning forward.


Which was when Midsummer’s left-hip-pocket phone buzzed. She carried three phones and knew exactly who had the numbers of each one. The left-hip phone was for clandestine contacts outside her immediate circle in the Bore. She took the call.


‘They’ve got Renie.’


‘Jon – is that you?’


She saw Speaker Dawson sit up at the sound of her son’s name.


‘Security have got the kid down by the rivergate of the House of Light. I’m heading there now. Can you come?’ he said.


‘Tricky. I’m your boss’s public enemy number one.’


But Midsummer’s brain was already racing for a solution. She went to the pub’s antiquated sash window and, with her free hand, hauled it open. Yep. The fire escape that led down from the roof was still in place. She clamped the phone against her shoulder and swung herself out and up.


‘Where are you?’ said Jon, huffing down the phone as he ran. ‘They’ll recognize Renie from the Blood Fair – take her straight to Bouda. But maybe I can intercept them and get her out. If Bouda hears about it, I’ll say it was mistaken identity. She’ll believe me over some guards.’


‘What the hell is Renie doing over there?’ Midsummer demanded.


Then she realized – and it pierced her. The kid would be looking for Abigail.


Renie had been inconsolable in the safe house, following their escape from Gorregan Square this morning. She blamed herself for not being able to pull her friend onto one of the lions, and was convinced that Abi was back in Security’s custody. Renie had talked about cells beneath Bouda’s offices, in which she and the men of the Bore had spent the night before the Blood Fair. Scouting out a rescue must have drawn her back to parliament.


‘I’ll try a distraction – buy you time. Hang up. Go – go!’ Midsummer told him, before stuffing the phone back in its pocket and clambering onto the roof.


The Snubbing Post was an old bargemen’s pub, and it stood almost flush to the Thames. From here, you could see across the river to the crenelated facade of the House of Light.


Down near the muddy water margin, Midsummer made out three struggling figures. Renie was putting up a fight, but they had hold of her, so it would be over soon.


The Equal lifted her eyes to the roof of the great debating chamber, saw what she needed, and launched her Skill across the river. The target was crouched at one end of the roof gable, and Midsummer flinched as her Skillfull awareness slammed into it, waking it. It was much bigger than the lions she’d animated at Gorregan Square: long and powerful. She felt it shake out heavy hindlimbs, claws raking the chamber roof, its massive jaws unhinged.


Midsummer trembled as her Skill flowed into a pair of wide wings. As her power filled the creature from snout to scaly tail, she drove the wings down.


She heard an intake of breath beside her. Dawson and Emily were standing there, gaping.


‘Is that . . .’ came Mac’s voice over the edge of the roof. ‘Is that a dragon now?’


He hooted in amazement, but Midsummer hardly heard it. The Security officers were already dragging Renie back towards the parliamentary rivergate.


Faster. It needed to be faster. Yet she had to be certain of her control. If she mishandled the dragon, it might smash into the building – could crush Renie, and the guards, who she had no desire to harm.


Hurry up, Jon, Midsummer thought, as she sent her beast arching over the parliamentary quadrangle.


The guards had halted, staring upwards, dumbstruck. But she didn’t want to risk snatching Renie up in the creature’s claws. The talons might rake the girl’s skinny body, or pierce her skull. They might break her or drop her.


Midsummer didn’t want to risk it, but she would, if that was the only way Renie was getting out of there.


She turned the dragon and sent it lower. Renie was still struggling. The girl would be looking for any opening to kick a shin or bite a hand, and escape.


Then Jon burst onto the terrace.


His hands cupped his mouth as he yelled something – presumably a command for the guards to release Renie. Midsummer’s heart soared along with her gilded beast. He could take it from here. He’d get the kid away safely. Bouda could be fobbed off with a line about mistaken identity: the child wasn’t the Blood Fair fugitive, just a teen trespassing for a dare.


Which was when Midsummer caught a flash of white-blonde out of the corner of her eye.


And something rocketed up from the river and slammed into her dragon.


Midsummer twisted and groaned. Her chest felt suddenly constricted, and acrid panic burned her throat. She smacked her forehead to bring herself back to the moment.


Focus.


On the terrace stood Bouda Matravers, her hands upraised as if conducting the wind and sky.


But air wasn’t the element she was bidding. Bouda had torn a strip from the river itself. Twisted it into a coiling serpent, and sent it aloft.


Wickedly curved barbs ran the length of the monster’s spine and a lizard’s frills fanned about its head. Between teeth like icicles, a forked tongue flicked. Two broad wings spread from its back, while an endless tail thrashed in the river beneath.


A wyvern.


Who had known Bouda could do such a thing? Not Midsummer. No one had seen what the woman was capable of, before the rippling wall of water and the crushing wave in Gorregan Square this morning. And now this. A dazzling beast, veined with incandescent Skill that refracted through its watery body.


It was awe-inspiring. And it was going to ruin everything.


Sweat rolled down Midsummer’s brow and prickled her shaved scalp, as her dragon writhed in the wyvern’s grip. Bouda would have seen the girl, and not even Jon’s smooth excuses would be able to deceive her now. The guards had woken from their stupor and were dragging Renie up the steps from the shore. The only chance for the girl would be if Midsummer’s dragon could free itself and snatch her away.


Midsummer lashed out with hindclaws. The wyvern’s screech beat ripples into the river and it bent its frilled head, snapping. Some of those icicle teeth found their mark and Midsummer bit her tongue hard to stifle a scream, blood filling her mouth. Was this as bad for Bouda? Did she also have to inhabit her creature to master it, or was her wyvern merely a weapon?


Time was running out. The guards had Renie up on the terrace now, and though Jon was arguing with them, he couldn’t bar their way – one was waving a gun. Midsummer’s strength was leaching away.


The wyvern, as if sensing victory, coiled tighter. And in that moment, Midsummer realized what she could do.


She let the dragon sag. Allowed its wings to droop. Hauled in a rasping breath as she made the wyvern work to hold the dragon’s body aloft. Felt the serpent’s grip loosen as it slid up to capture the faltering, failing wings.


As the coils contracted in triumph, Midsummer flexed the dragon’s massive pinions and the wings ripped up and through the shining serpent. The wyvern exploded in a spray of shimmering droplets that rainbowed the air.


Midsummer staggered and felt arms reach for her – the others on the roof, holding her up. But there was no time to gloat, or to spare Bouda a glance. Chest heaving, Midsummer turned to look for Renie. She no longer doubted her mastery of the dragon, and could pluck the girl to safety.


But Renie, and the guards, were gone.
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Abi


‘You’re awake!’ said a voice, as Abi opened her eyes. Daisy leapt onto the bed and hugged her. ‘You’ve slept till teatime.’


Abi shifted to dislodge her sister – then recoiled as she noticed the other people standing in the bedroom.


‘I don’t usually wake up to an audience.’


‘You see,’ Gavar Jardine said to the woman next to him, ‘I told you she’d be back to her usual self.’


The old lady smiled, and her face was full of kindness, which was when everything came back to Abi in a rush: Gavar pulling her from the wreckage of Gorregan Square. The motorbike ride. This house deep in the countryside, lived in by Gavar’s old nanny, his little daughter Libby – and, just as he had promised, Daisy. The disbelieving joy of seeing her sister again.


Abi had taken a boiling hot shower and scrubbed off the filth and blood of Gorregan Square. But she hadn’t been able to scour away the bone-deep stain of witnessing people ripping like animals at someone who was helpless to resist – whatever his alleged crimes. Nor could she purge the breath-stealing terror of knowing she was next.


Worst of all was the hollow ache in her chest at the memory of Jenner’s betrayal – promising her safety then turning her over to his father. Despite escaping the crowd’s knives at the Blood Fair, something had been torn out of Abi after all: her heart.


She hadn’t been able to control her tears, until this old woman had appeared at her shoulder with a soft laundered nightdress, a mug of camomile tea and two sleeping tablets.


Abi had taken them, gone upstairs to this small guest room, and fallen unconscious for several hours.


‘Thank you,’ she said, looking over her sister’s shoulder at the old woman. Mrs Griffith was her name. ‘That was just what I needed. And thank you for having me in your home.’


‘Don’t thank me,’ said Griffith, her lined face crinkling. ‘Thank Master Gavar.’


Abi turned to Gavar. That proud face and the size of him were as intimidating as ever, but his expression wasn’t the blank hauteur to which she was accustomed. In his arms, he held his little daughter.


‘I’m not sure I’ve the words for that,’ Abi said eventually. ‘You didn’t just rescue me. You saved all of us by putting a stop to the Blood Fair.’


Abi felt her sister’s arms tighten around her. The heir of Kyneston ducked his head.


‘It was what anyone would have done.’


‘But no one else did. Only you.’


‘Well.’ Gavar cleared his throat. ‘Griff has found some clothes for you. Then come downstairs for some food and we can talk about what’s next.’


When they’d all trooped out, Abi washed and pulled on the skirt and frumpy cardi Griff had laid out. She looked in the mirror and saw the mass of hair extensions with which she’d disguised herself.


Some people, though, concealed their true self inwardly, not outwardly. How had she got Jenner so wrong? How?


She knew how. She had fed herself with fairy tales. All those novels about handsome Equal boys – Jenner had walked straight out of their pages, his Skillessness a tragic flaw that only made him more vulnerable. More lovable. What a fool she’d been.


She wasn’t ‘back to her usual self’ after finding refuge and having a few hours’ sleep. She never would be again. That Abi had died in Gorregan Square, betrayed by her own romantic illusions.


Abi forgave her past self for her naivety, but wouldn’t mourn her.


The kitchen downstairs contained a surreally domestic scene. The foursome could have been a family: a young father with his two daughters, a grandmother at the stove scrambling eggs. Abi went to join her.


‘Can I help?’


‘Bless you. Sit down and eat.’


So she did. The eggs were just how Mum did them, with lots of butter. Abi had used to fuss about the cholesterol and saturated fat, but she’d learned there were worse ways to die, so she piled her toast high.


Mum wouldn’t be cooking like this in Millmoor, judging by what Luke had told them of life inside the slavetown. Were she and Dad even housed together? Married couples usually were, but there was no underestimating the sheer vindictiveness of the people who’d sent them there.


Wherever her parents were, together or apart, Abi devoutly hoped they hadn’t been watching the television recently. For Mum and Dad to know that Luke was Condemned and detained by Crovan had been terrible enough. She didn’t want to think what learning of her own intended fate would do to them – because she doubted very much that the Jardines were broadcasting her escape.


‘What are they saying about it?’ she asked. ‘Everything that happened this morning. Because I bet no one’s talking about how Midsummer Zelston brought bronze lions to life and we all got away.’


Gavar scowled.


‘My brother read the official statement at lunchtime. He’s getting good at making my family’s excuses.’


Jenner, Abi thought. He means Jenner.


She pressed her thumb against the sharp tines of her fork and waited for her racing heart to slow, while Gavar sent the two girls into the garden to play.


‘He called my intervention “a doting father’s mistake”,’ Gavar continued. ‘Apparently, I erroneously thought I’d seen my daughter in the crowd, and merely wanted to pause proceedings while she was removed. Terrorists seized that opportunity to firebomb the platform and the crowd. And my wife saved the day by Skillfully cracking open the fountain to douse the flames and trap the suspects, who were promptly recaptured. There were lots of pictures of that wall of water, of course. The cameras love Bouda.’


‘And people believe it?’


‘The media is repeating it, which is what counts. Anyone who was there can say otherwise, but they won’t get the airtime. And those contradicting it too loudly will be hauled off to Astrid Halfdan and Silenced. Or worse.’


As cover stories went, it was paper-thin. But backed by Jardine control of the media and the rapid shutting-down of alternative versions? Well, it’d probably do the job.


‘We need to talk about you,’ Gavar said. ‘Here’s what I think. I can get you over the water to one of the Irish provinces. You could enrol at university in Dubhlinn, under a false name. People are going to be looking for you, Abi. My father and Bouda don’t like loose ends. They’ll hunt you, and all the others who escaped. Midsummer Zelston will have a price on her head bigger than the amount I owe my wine merchant.’


‘That much, huh?’


They exchanged glances, but the jokes weren’t enough to raise one smile between them.


‘I don’t think I can,’ said Abi. ‘My brother is still imprisoned by Crovan for a crime he didn’t commit. How can I abandon him?’


‘But what can you do for him, Abigail? Nothing. That castle is under ancient Crovan family enchantments. No one in their right mind would even think of a rescue.’


‘Meilyr Tresco did. And he died there for it.’


There. Abi had said it. Meilyr was gone now. Dina, too. Neither of them could be hurt any more by someone knowing the truth about how Meilyr died.


‘You mean it wasn’t suicide? I thought he couldn’t go on because of what was done to his Skill . . .’


Gavar listened in silence as Abi told the story of the botched rescue and its terrible, needless ending. When she was done, the heir of Kyneston ran a hand through that famous copper hair. It was a gesture momentarily like Jenner’s, and she winced.


‘Abi, I’m sorry, but your brother’s not getting out of that castle. I can’t save him, but I can save you. And maybe in a few years, when all this has died down, I can get your parents out of Millmoor early and send them over to join you. Daisy too, when Libby’s a bit older. That’s the least I can do after what your family’s suffered thanks to mine. But Luke . . .’


And Abi’s heart must still be beneath her ribs after all, because a corner of it iced over at Gavar’s words. Yes, he wasn’t as bad as she’d thought. Yes, he had shreds and tatters of decency. But he wouldn’t make an effort for a boy he knew was innocent. And any future in which Gavar had influence to release her parents from Millmoor was a future in which the Jardines still ruled.


She’d imagined, as they’d sped away from Gorregan on his motorbike, that Gavar might have it in him to make a stand against his family. But it looked like she was wrong.


‘Think it over,’ Gavar said. ‘You can stay while you do. You’re safe here – let me show you.’


He led her outside into the yellow late-afternoon light. Daisy and Libby were playing a noisy game of tag, and Gavar reached down to scoop up his daughter as she ran. The little girl screamed with delight as he tossed her in the air.


‘Time to show Abigail the sparkly fence thing,’ he told Libby, bumping their noses together. ‘Will you help me?’


The little girl nodded, her curls flying, and Gavar led her to the fence around the house. The fence itself was a standard-issue picket-post, neatly painted. Gavar crouched alongside it, folding Libby’s tiny hand in his.


‘It’s so cool,’ Daisy breathed into Abi’s ear. ‘Just watch.’


‘It’s not exactly Kyneston wall,’ Gavar said, ‘but it serves its purpose. It hides this place. People walk straight past. I based it on something Silyen did for my London apartment one time, when I had a few too many ex-girlfriends turning up at awkward moments.’


He placed his daughter’s hand against the fence and covered it with his own. A moment later, flickers of Skill-light wreathed his fingers, and a glow like sunset outlined the fence posts.


‘Griff, Libby and your sister come and go freely,’ Gavar explained, straightening up. ‘But you should keep a low profile for the couple of days you’re here.’


Couple of days.


He expected her to make up her mind quickly, then. He expected her to accept his offer.


She should. It was the most sensible thing to do. And she should press him to let Daisy come with her now, not at some vague point in the future. Gavar might think his precautions kept Abi’s sister and Libby safe, but the Jardines were a dangerous family to be around.


Could she do that – buy Daisy’s safety at the expense of abandoning Luke?


‘Help me pick some vegetables,’ said Griffith, as the heir of Kyneston launched into some kind of energetic rugby-for-toddlers with the two girls.


Small talk would be a welcome distraction from her circling thoughts, Abi decided. She followed the old lady around the side of the old timber-framed house towards a kitchen garden, where climbing sweet peas wound around raspberry canes, and the soil smelled thick and wholesome. This was a tranquil place, set apart from the cruel, corrupt world just beyond its fence.


‘Your house is beautiful. Have you always lived here?’


‘Heir Gavar bought it for me when my days were done. He’d visit occasionally, and since little Libby was born he’s brought her, too, whenever his father is in a rage about baseborns and blood purity. Bless his heart, he even gives me a pension.’


Griffith named a sum that Abi recognized from Gavar’s column in the Kyneston accounts book – except there, it was itemized as the monthly storage fee for his cigar collection.


‘You only looked after Gavar, or all three of the Jardine boys? I can’t imagine any of them as children.’


Griffith smiled. ‘I still find it hard to believe they’re grown men – or nearly. I had the older two, then when Silyen came along, a younger woman took over for him and Jenner.’


Abi tried to picture them. Gavar would have kept a watchful eye as Silyen rampaged round the garden, just as Abi had watched over Daisy.


And Jenner. Had he looked on, Skilless and envious? The question came out of her unbidden.


‘Do you think Jenner ever had Skill?’


Griffith sighed.


‘Not one of us who slaved in that place hasn’t wondered that, Abigail. We’re no experts, but I never suspected anything was wrong with him in those early years. Odd things happened around Jenner, just as they did around his brothers. The gardeners would joke that all they had to do to get Lady Thalia’s cut flowers to bloom, or the breakfast bowl of fruit to ripen, was to leave them in Master Jenner’s room overnight.’


‘When did the odd things stop?’


‘I couldn’t say.’ Griffith shook her head. ‘Silyen was just as demanding as Gavar, in his own way. So little by little, Jenner just faded into the background.


‘Then people started to notice that he wasn’t doing anything Skillful, and he got some attention at last – but not the sort any child would want. He’d be tested: made to stand in front of the gate and attempt to open it. Jenner got attached to the woman who looked after him, as little ones do. Well, Lord Whittam would beat her and taunt Jenner to make him stop, or to heal her, but he never could. You’d go past a door and hear her moaning and Jenner sobbing. Ahh . . .’


Griffith pulled a hanky from her cardigan sleeve and passed it to Abi. Ugh, was she crying again?


‘People criticize my Gavar. But I tell you, that boy is unusual among his family: what you see is what you get. Which is a virtue, even if you don’t much like what you see. All the rest of the Jardines, you never really know what’s going on behind those bright eyes and perfect smiles.’


And wasn’t that the truth? Abi wiped at her face – which was when the yelling started.


It was Gavar, and he sounded furious.


Abi darted round the side of the house, then froze at the corner. In the middle of the front garden, beneath the willow trees where they’d been playing, stood Daisy with her arm protectively around Libby. Her sister saw her approach and waved frantically, motioning for her to stay back. Gavar must be outside the front gate with a visitor. Whoever it was wouldn’t be able to see Abi or the two girls.


Abi strained to listen, then wished she hadn’t. Her terror was immediate and absolute.


‘I know the Hadley girl is here,’ said Bouda Matravers.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘Don’t waste my time, Gavar. She’s your daughter’s caregiver, and I distinctly heard that awful Manchester accent prattling.’


Wait. Bouda was talking about a ‘Hadley girl’, but . . . Daisy?


She exchanged glances with her little sister. Pure fear was etched on Daisy’s face.


That was enough. Abi crept forward, keeping out of Bouda’s sight line from the gate, till she reached her sister and Libby. She shook Daisy, who seemed rooted to the spot, then pointed to where Griffith stood, beckoning. ‘Go!’ Abi mouthed, giving her sister a little shove. She watched as the old lady took the two girls inside through the back door. Griff would draw all the bolts.


And then – because damn it, what could Bouda Matravers want with Daisy? – Abi crept closer. Gavar was no longer shouting; instead he spat his words out as though they tasted sour.


‘. . . understand why Father wants me in London. He wants to show that though I interrupted that atrocity this morning, I’m still part of Team Jardine. But he doesn’t need my daughter and whoever you think is looking after her.’


‘You don’t seem to grasp the gravity of the situation, Gavar. First: the unified family front is essential after what you did. Second: those prisoners got away. All of them. One I recaptured a few hours ago – that grimy brat. We need the rest. And here’s the interesting thing: the reason Renie was prowling round parliament? She thought we had Abigail. Therefore, the girl isn’t with Midsummer. She must be hiding out in London. So if her sister is at Aston House with us, she may try and make contact.’


‘You’re crazy,’ Gavar said, though Abi barely heard him because she was shaking all over. She’d just worked out that they had Renie when it hit her that Bouda wanted to use Daisy as bait . . . to trap Abi herself?


‘Why do you even need Abigail?’ Gavar continued. ‘You’ve plenty more locked up for your next Blood Fair.’


‘You heard the story Jenner put out – that they were all recaptured. That’s our version, and it’s holding, for now. But we need to produce those prisoners again before people start questioning what really happened. The Blood Fair was a showpiece, Gavar. One that you ruined.’


‘So, Father wants me to come back and play happy families – and bring Daisy Hadley with me. What if I don’t? Maybe I like my quiet life in the country.’


‘Then the next step is simple. I’m having the parents moved from Millmoor to a secure facility. If we’ve not recaptured Abigail soon, I’ll announce that we’re bringing them to Astrid’s suite for interrogation – unless she hands herself in.’


Abi bit her knuckles to stop herself crying out, or flying at Bouda, fingers clawing. Her mum and dad, in the hands of Astrid Halfdan?


‘That’s all I had to say,’ Bouda said. ‘I’d better get back. Midsummer Zelston put on some ridiculous show earlier – a direct threat to parliament. When we get her, she’ll receive the same justice as Meilyr. Trust me, you don’t want to be on the wrong side in this, Gavar. And you won’t be able to hide out here in the countryside, pretending none of it is happening.’


She called to someone just out of sight, and a car engine started up.


‘Well, hiding obviously isn’t an option, as this place is supposed to be concealed. How did you find it?’


Abi could just picture Bouda pivoting back on those high heels she always wore, smiling with that perfectly lipsticked mouth.


‘We’ve always known you come to this village, we’ve just never needed to find the house before. Even now, I can’t see it. But have you forgotten that we’re married? Our Skill touched on our wedding day. Which means I can tell that right behind you is an enclosure infused with your Skill. And you know what?’ Bouda’s voice pitched lower. ‘It’s strong. You’re so strong. You are your father’s heir. My husband. We’re your family, Gavar. Imagine what we could do together if you stopped treating us like your enemies.’


In the brief silence that followed, Abi pictured Bouda’s fingertips brushing Gavar’s face; her lips, red like a wound, pressing against his.


Then a car door slammed, and Bouda was gone.


A few moments later, Abi saw Gavar Jardine storm back to the house, drawing the back of his hand across his mouth. She hurried after him.


‘You were listening?’ His expression was ferocious. ‘Why can’t they leave me alone? Why can’t all of you leave me alone?’


‘I didn’t ask you to bring me here! And are you really going to run back to your family when your wife whistles and your father clicks his fingers?’


Gavar whipped around with a speed unthinkable for someone of his size and bulk. Abi recoiled, throwing up her arm to ward off a blow that never came. But the heir gripped her wrist and leaned in close – she could see the purple-red flush of his blood beneath his skin.


‘The only family I have is my daughter. Nobody and nothing else matters. Not them. Not you. You go to Dubhlinn tomorrow. I’ll make the arrangements tonight. I’m through with all this.’


He released her. The imprint of his fingers was on her wrist, a white shadow of his rage.


The house was almost unbearable for the rest of the day. While Gavar was bathing his daughter before dinner, Abi took Daisy outside. They walked together round the neat pathways of the vegetable garden, and Abi explained that Gavar wanted her to go to Ireland.


‘It’s a good idea,’ said Daisy, nodding. ‘You’ll be safe.’


‘But what about Luke?’


‘Think about it. If Gavar’s dad is as mad and evil as all that, how long can he last? Gavar and Bouda will take over, then he’ll release Luke. He got him out of Millmoor before, didn’t he? Gavar just doesn’t like people expecting things of him.’


Abi stared at her sister.


‘You’re eleven. How are you even thinking about politics?’


‘Isn’t politics, is it, really? Just family. ’Specially with this lot. I want you to be okay, Abi.’


And as Daisy’s arms went around her, it was easier to remember that she was only eleven. A kid, thrust into a ruthless adult world whose rules she’d had to learn too well. Abi squeezed her sister, and dropped a kiss on her head.


Back inside, she told Gavar that she’d go over the water, and the sooner the better. The heir looked relieved, and went to call someone – Abi suspected his contact had fixed up more than a few illicit requests in Gavar’s drug-taking, playboy past.


With that resolved, dinner was surprisingly relaxed. Afterwards they played a simple board game, letting Libby win. As Daisy put the tot to bed, Griffith took Abi round the house, picking out items to get her through the first few days of her exile: clothes, toiletries, a roll of banknotes.


‘You’ll need a book to take your mind off seasickness on the boat over,’ she said. ‘A smart girl like you must be a reader.’ Abi dutifully looked at the shelves.


They were crammed with chunky paperbacks. Evidently Griff had a taste for crime fiction. Abi grimaced. The last thing she needed was tales of how Security doggedly tracked people down. She dropped to her knees to inspect the lowest shelf. It held storybooks – several that she recognized from her own childhood.


‘I remember this one,’ she said, pulling out Mishaps of the Monarchs. Cartoonishly illustrated, it retold farcical stories from the time of the kings: deluded King Canute, who imagined he had Skill and attempted to turn back the tide. Gluttonous Henry I, who had choked to death eating eels. (Abi remembered Luke’s cries of disgust at that tale.)


‘Ahh, the boys loved that one. Heir Gavar used to laugh till he went purple, and little Master Silyen, well, he would have been too young for all the jokes, but he’d be so transfixed he’d finally stop fidgeting.’


‘You read this to them?’


‘That’s the Kyneston bedtime-story library down there.’


Abi looked at the book in her hand, trying and failing to imagine it in such circumstances, then crouched to replace it.


‘No, no,’ said Griffith. ‘It caught your eye, so you keep it. A familiar book may be just the comforting sort of thing you need right now. And maybe when you look at it, you’ll remember that all three of them were just children once. We are what life makes us, Abigail.’


Which sounded like wisdom if you didn’t examine it too closely. Because the world was full of people dealt harsher hands in life than the Jardine boys, who had turned out rather better. Abi bit her lip and slid the book into the bag.


The bag went on the chair beside her bed when she turned in that night. She dozed fitfully, and when she woke, it was still dark.


Abi sat up and looked around the cozy room – this refuge so unexpectedly offered by Gavar Jardine, which would continue to shelter Daisy.


But this cottage wasn’t the place for her, and neither was Dubhlinn. London was where she needed to be.


There’d be no more hiding, and no more running. Now was for fighting.


Lord Jardine and Bouda would subject this whole country to a Blood Fair, if they could. Britain itself, pinned down and torn at by the Equals for their sport.


Time to smash the country’s chains and set it free.


Abi dressed and hefted the bag. She’d stomped up the stairs earlier to test the stairwell treads. The second from bottom squeaked, so she skipped it on the way down. In the kitchen, she paused to write a few lines to Gavar.


Tell Daisy I’m in Dubhlinn, she finished. That we decided me going at night was safer.


She folded the piece of paper. Paused. Reopened it and added two final lines.


You are better than your family. I believe this, and I hope one day you will, too.


She hooked the bag over her shoulders, took what she needed from the dish by the back door, and let herself out.


In the moonlit garden, she gripped the pilfered keys tightly. There were advantages to being a vehicle mechanic’s daughter.


Though if there was one thing Gavar would never forgive her for, it was this.


A few minutes later, his motorbike roared away down the lane.
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Luke


There were advantages to being a vehicle mechanic’s son.


Luke may not have had formal driving lessons, but he was the best qualified of the three of them to be behind the wheel – albeit that wasn’t saying much. He swore as another car cut them up at the Colchester turnoff. The sudden movement raised a moan from Silyen, who was slumped in the passenger seat, his forehead resting against the window. A rasping laugh came from the back of the vehicle, where Dog was curled up like any real canine on a road trip.


Luke tried to steady his trembling hands on the wheel, and wiped his sweaty palm on his sodden knee before changing gear. But as he stared at the road, he couldn’t stop his mind replaying horrific images: Julian, being led out and chained, begging and pleading, in the middle of Gorregan Square. The blood and the screaming that followed. Then Abi, brought onto the platform to take his place.


Everything after that was like a dream: the fire, the lions, the geysering water that blasted it all away and slammed Luke across the square and into the marble balustrade. He’d blacked out as he hit it.


A slap from Silyen had brought him round, and Dog hauled him to his feet. Luke had searched desperately for Abi, frantic at having missed his chance to save her. But she’d been rescued already, Silyen had said. By Gavar Jardine.


Luke darted a look at the Equal in the passenger seat next to him. Could he believe Silyen? The boy had no reason to lie. Yet why would Gavar rescue Abi?


The heir had stopped the Blood Fair, though, hadn’t he? Had called a halt to it after seeing Renie brought onto the scaffold. Maybe it really had been too much, even for a Jardine.


Silyen had dragged Luke to the nearest road with traffic, where he had raised a hand to bring a car screeching to a halt. Dog had yanked out the hapless driver, shoved Luke behind the wheel – and they were off on the weirdest road trip in history, to Silyen’s estate of Far Carr.


Luke drummed his fingers on the wheel, trying to process his new reality. He’d seen bronze lions come to life, springing across the square to rescue the prisoners – Renie among them. Silyen had said the creatures’ animation was the work of another Equal, Midsummer Zelston. (The surname made Luke wince. She was apparently the niece of the Chancellor he had been compelled to kill.) And she had snatched Luke’s friend and the other prisoners away to safety.


Could it really have ended like that – with everyone safe except for the Blood Fair’s first two victims? If only he dared believe it.


‘You’re quiet,’ he said to Silyen, who was huddled against the window. ‘It’s making me nervous.’


‘Carsick,’ the boy replied wanly. ‘Technology. Ugh.’


‘And you’re sure it was Gavar? Why would he take Abi?’


Silyen looked over. The skin was clammy around his dark eyes, but he still managed to roll them.


‘Belatedly developing a sense of chivalry? Sticking two fingers up at our father? Gavar doesn’t even understand himself, so I gave up trying long ago.’


‘Is she safe with him?’


Silyen turned away. ‘Safer than she was with the rest of my family.’


Which was true. Luke tried to push down his fear and frustration that, after escaping Crovan’s castle thanks to Coira, he had still managed to lose his sister at the very moment he could have reached her.


He only had Silyen’s word for where she was now. But it was the best he had to go on, which was why he was in this car. That, plus the fact that he was a convicted murderer and escaped convict. As such, a public square swarming with Security in the aftermath of a major incident wasn’t the best place to linger.


Far Carr lay on the coast, several hours to the east. Perhaps Abi could come and join them – the isolated estate would be a good place to hide her.


And what about Coira? She was still at Eilean Dòchais, determined to confront the monster who was also her father – Lord Crovan. How would Crovan react? Would he throw her out? Lock her up? Worse? If only Luke could persuade her to come to Far Carr, too.


Of course, it was hardly his place to be inviting guests to Silyen’s estate, much less a fugitive rebel and a runaway secret heir. Luke still didn’t trust the boy – he knew too little of his true interests and motives. But he didn’t feel in imminent danger around him, which was a massive improvement on the company he’d kept for most of the past year.


Distracted, he was evidently driving too slowly, because another driver leaned on the horn while overtaking them. Luke snapped his attention back to the road. He had to get them to Far Carr in one piece first.


The road crossed the river estuary south of Ipswich, and the sun dazzled off the sheet metal sides of the canneries. Luke couldn’t remember the name of the slavezone here, but it operated fishing fleets and processed the catch – another way of doing your days that had once seemed preferable to the decrepit factories and offices of Millmoor. It was a neat trick, he thought: as if one kind of slavery could be preferable to any other, when it was the servitude itself that was so wrenchingly wrong.


Eventually, the landscape gentled. The sky was low-lying, with thick hedgerows and few buildings to interrupt the horizon. Roads dwindled to single-track lanes, canopied with trees, and light filtered down in every shade of green. The satnav failed, and Silyen sat up and gave Luke directions. They passed an empty, woodchip-strewn car park. Surely local people didn’t walk their dogs here?


Then the vehicle stopped dead and Luke understood. This was the closest you were permitted to the estate.


‘Home sweet home,’ Silyen announced, visibly brightening now the journey was over. ‘I wonder what my staff will make of their lord’s new retainers: his gentleman companion and his faithful hound?’


Luke choked. ‘His what?’


On the back seat, Dog rasped with hilarity.


It was one more twist of weirdness to an already bizarre situation. Luke would be walking into an Equal estate neither as a slave, nor as a prisoner, but as a guest.


Or, apparently, a gentleman companion. He cringed.


‘I could give you your own butler,’ said Silyen. ‘Would you like that? Rix has hundreds of slaves. Must have been his way of trying to spare them a worktown. Goodness knows what they all do. Cut the grass with nail scissors, I imagine.’


‘Why do you need slaves at all?’ Luke asked. ‘I mean, even leaving aside the whole slavery-is-wrong thing, it’s not like the three of us need looking after. And it might be good to have privacy.’


No one to tell tales if Abi came here. No one to snoop if Coira turned up. That would be perfect.


‘No slaves?’ said the Equal thoughtfully. ‘Privacy. Hmm, why might we need that, Luke?’


There was a disconcerting gleam in his eye, and Dog huffed again on the back seat. Please, thought Luke, screwing his eyes shut. Please let Silyen Jardine not be flirting with me.


‘It’s more the centuries of exploitation and servitude I was thinking of,’ he said carefully. ‘Not very nice, really.’


‘Well, when you put it like that . . . It would be fairly straightforward. A legal precedent exists. But I warn you, pizza delivery won’t be able to make it out here, and after a week of Dog’s rabbit pie you might be begging me to reconsider.’


Silyen swung his legs out of the car and walked off towards the woods.


Luke twisted over his shoulder to look at Dog. ‘What’s so funny?’


‘No slaves? That’s you – on cleaning rota – forever, Hadley.’


The man bared his teeth in his feral grin and slid off the back seat.


Luke hastily pocketed the car key – though not before checking the fuel gauge. Just under half a tank. Enough to get him far from here, if needed. Then he hurried into the woods after them.


The trio followed a track that Luke tried to memorize, until they reached Far Carr’s perimeter wall. It was brick, like the one at Kyneston, but it flexed in and out in sinuous curves. As they drew closer, he saw that the bricks were chalky and crumbling, the Skill-glow faint. There was a small, top-heavy lodge alongside a low iron gate.


‘Right,’ said Silyen. ‘You two duck out of the way while I do this. Turning up with one escaped murderer might be cool, but two implies a lack of imagination.’


‘You’re really going to set them free?’


‘Well, you asked nicely.’


‘You know,’ Luke said, ‘I think world peace, women’s equality and an end to global hunger would also be great.’


Silyen smirked. ‘Don’t push it, Hadley.’


Dog prodded him into the gatehouse – a dusty, disused space that made Luke sneeze – and the two of them watched through the grimy window as a brilliant flare went up from the gate. Soon after, Far Carr’s workers began to arrive, plainly drawn by some Skillful summons. A number were breathing heavily as they came to a halt in front of Silyen, having run from distant corners of the large estate. Among the assembling crowd were a number of children. Evidently Rix had tried to offer families a sanctuary in which to do their days.


Yet he had also hijacked Luke’s body to kill Chancellor Zelston. Luke’s skin crawled even though he had no memory of it, because a violation was still a violation, even if the victim couldn’t remember a thing. What Rix had done was wrong on every level. But it had also been before Jackson’s punishment and death. Before Crovan and Eilean Dòchais. Before the Blood Fair.


If Luke was handed a gun and placed before Whittam Jardine again, would Skillful compulsion be required to make him pull the trigger?


Or would he do it willingly?


The idea was disturbing, and Luke was glad when a brisk handclap from Silyen interrupted his thoughts. Several hundred people were now gathered around the Equal. Seeing them, Luke was struck by a fresh, horrible thought. Where would they go now? Would they be sent south, to the fish factories? North, to the Bore? Children forced into those awful places, which were far worse than service at Far Carr. Was this Silyen’s idea of a cruel joke?


Too late. Should have thought of that before being smart, Luke.


Silyen opened his hands wide like a conjurer at a trick’s conclusion, waiting for the audience to applaud.


‘I free you,’ the Equal said. ‘Your days are done. No matter how long your service here, even if you came only last week, you have no further debt to pay.’


Luke blinked, stunned. Free? Done? As simply as that? Plainly the crowd felt the same, because a disbelieving hubbub arose – one that quieted instantly when Silyen raised a hand.


‘A condition,’ he said, with his mocking smile. ‘Not unreasonable, in the circumstances. You go now. Right now. Anyone still inside this boundary wall within two hours I will personally have chauffeured to the Bore.’


The scene degenerated into farce rather quickly after that. Most of the people turned and ran back in the direction of the house. A few tried to thank Silyen, who looked flummoxed when one middle-aged woman bent to kiss his hand. Parents shepherded their children through the gate immediately, taking no chances. Luke could hear them issuing stern instructions that their offspring wait and not move an inch, before turning back to the house to gather their belongings. It was what Mum and Dad would have done.


Luke didn’t let himself think much about his parents. It was too hard. They were in Millmoor and safe. Daisy and Abi, though, were with Gavar Jardine. Still at the heart of that poisonous family. Where were they? Surely not still in London, at Aston House.


Luke felt for the car key-fob in his pocket. Would Silyen let him walk out of the estate gates as easily as he’d released Rix’s old retainers?


Why was Silyen so interested in him anyway?


Luke had one idea why, based on the times he’d caught the Equal staring a little too long in his direction, or sensed a certain sly insinuation in the boy’s words. But disconcerting though it was to think that Silyen fancied him, it was a lot less disturbing than any other reasons why one might catch the interest of a magical sociopath.


Reasons that could include some sort of Skillful interference or experimentation – beginning that night he’d first been dumped outside Kyneston gate, when he’d felt the Equal’s Skill reach right inside him.


Or reasons that might explain the eerie episode at Eilean Dòchais, when Crovan had attempted to access Luke’s memories of Zelston’s murder by breaking down a barrier in his mind that was Rix’s Silence. In the hallucinatory landscape where that had happened, a sun-bright, silk-fine thread had connected Luke to a blazing presence that could only have been Silyen Jardine. What was that connection?


At any rate, Silyen evidently wanted him around.


Did Luke want to stay around?


He wanted desperately to get back to Coira. But she wasn’t the only person he had to think about. Most obviously, Silyen was his connection to Gavar, who now had both of Luke’s sisters.


And the Equal had just freed hundreds of people with three simple words. Luke’s hunch was that Silyen believed reliance on the slavedays system made the Equals weak, and led them to neglect their Skillful gifts. And the boy appeared to have little love or respect for his family – in particular, his father.


Were those things enough to build a common cause? To win Silyen over to outright opposition of his father’s cruel regime? Because with someone like him on the side of justice, the Equals would have to take notice – and change might finally become possible.


‘You can come out now.’ Silyen stepped into the gatehouse. ‘They’re busy packing up and running away. We need to walk the boundary. As soon as that lot reach the first village, word will get out about what I’ve done. And once my father hears the news, you can bet we’ll have visitors. Rix never did a thing about the wall here, so the residual engrained Skill is all there is. I need to fix that.’


‘And us? You’ll bind us, like you did at Kyneston?’


Silyen tipped his head on one side. The effect was so birdlike that Luke half expected his eyelids to blink upwards, or for him to shake out glossy black wings.


‘Do I need to, Luke?’


Luke let out a long breath. He couldn’t put this off any longer. Because Silyen’s chatty manner, his acts of rescue and release – none of that wiped out the one thing for which Luke still needed an explanation.


‘Why did you let Crovan take me? You know what he does to people – how horrific that castle is. You worked out what Rix did on the night Zelston died, and you could have told your father, or parliament. Then maybe I wouldn’t have been Condemned, and maybe Jackson wouldn’t have lost his Skill. Perhaps he’d still be alive.’


To his horror, Luke’s voice tore down the middle like a piece of paper. His eyes prickled and he blinked, but it didn’t check the tears. He saw Jackson on his hands and knees, howling, bleeding gold from his eyes as Crovan ripped out his Skill. Saw him dead in the hallway of Eilean Dòchais, his blood spilling across the flagstones.


Luke would never forget those moments as long as he lived. Yes, he wanted to fight against the Equal regime because it was the right thing to do. And because he wanted revenge for the cruelty he’d suffered and had watched others suffer: Abi, offered up to die. Renie’s stolen childhood. Even Dog, his wife abused and his grief twisted into horror.


But ‘the right thing’ was just an idea. ‘Revenge’ was only anger. In Luke’s heart, driving him on, was all that he owed Jackson, and all that he had learned from him. He would never forget his mentor, who had befriended a frightened teenager alone in a slavetown, and taught him to dream bigger and dare more.


Silyen was staring at Luke like he was seeing him for the first time. Well, let him.


When the Equal spoke, he sounded defensive.


‘I made sure you were never at risk of . . . ill treatment. I told Father that what we needed to know from you made you too valuable to damage. He sent Crovan special instructions.’


‘Damage? He tortures people. He does it over and over and over again, and makes them forget each time. Did you know that? You certainly know what he did to Dog. And yet you dropped in for tea like you were the best of friends.’


‘Coffee, actually.’


Luke swung at Silyen before his brain registered what he was doing, because it would have told him it was pointless, that you couldn’t land blows on Equals. And sure enough, Luke staggered sideways, falling heavily against the gatehouse wall.


He held himself there a moment, to regain his breath. Then twisted to face Silyen, his back against the bricks. He felt completely vulnerable and knew he must look a right state, but he didn’t care. The Equal needed to see this. Needed to understand that what had been mischief or intrigue to him had caused pain and suffering for others. Had meant, quite literally, life or death. Because if Silyen couldn’t grasp that, then there was no hope for him – and no point in Luke trying to win him over.


Silyen looked . . . uncertain.


‘Luke, if you hadn’t turned up in Gorregan Square – and I still want to know how you managed that – I would have taken you away from Crovan any day now. I admit, I should have done it sooner.’


‘What was it for?’ Luke said, looking the boy straight in the eye.


‘I told you on the morning of the trial, and again when you left Kyneston. I said you were going somewhere where you’d be useful, because there were questions I needed answered. You know what those questions were: about how the act of Silence works.’


‘Useful? Questions and answers? You sent me to a madman just so you could find stuff out?’


‘Finding stuff out is the best reason there is for doing anything.’


‘Really? What about because it’s right? Or to make the world a better place?’


There was that uncertainty on Silyen’s face again. Luke could imagine the Equal’s brain whirring through all sorts of smart retorts: How would you define ‘right’? A better place for whom?


But Silyen didn’t say either of those things.


He didn’t say anything at all.


Well, perhaps that was a start.


‘This is going to be – a party,’ growled Dog, stepping past them out of the gatehouse.


Luke let his arms flop to his side, willing away the tension that gripped him. He eyed Silyen warily, and followed Dog. The Equal was close behind.


Silyen remained silent as he led them round the back of the small lodge. Then issued terse instructions.


‘Here will do. Hands on the wall, please.’


Please.


Luke laid his palms against it, as if waiting to be frisked by Security. The brick was soft, chalky and warm. Was that warmth from the sunlight? Or was it Skill? His pulse beat in his fingertips.


‘It’s so old.’


‘One of the oldest in Britain, if you discount the Zelston estate, which is built from a Roman ruin. Most of the estate walls went up after Black Billy’s Revolt, but Far Carr dates from the time of the kings and queens. What’s now the hall was once a royal hunting lodge, and this was to keep the game in – deer, boar – so the local people wouldn’t poach them.’


Was Luke imagining it, or was Silyen’s tone particularly pointed? He knew what the boy was implying: Before the Equals oppressed you, your own monarchs did, too.


How had it even happened that England had been ruled by unSkilled kings and queens, and not by the Equals from the start? Luke knew what he’d been taught at school: that those with gifts had kept to themselves, believing that unSkilled monarchs were best placed to rule over unSkilled people. They only took action when rulers were reckless or incompetent, like King John, who had been forced by the Equals to sign the Magna Carta and follow their guidance. Lycus Parva’s revolution, according to Luke’s textbooks for his now long-distant exams, happened because of King Charles I’s feebleness, not the Equal’s ambition.


Was that how the Equals saw history, too? Or were they honest, among themselves, about what they had done? How they had stolen a country from its people.


‘Ahh!’ Something fizzed in Luke’s veins.


It wasn’t electricity. Not quite. Though maybe it was a little like a school experiment – the one where a current was passed through a bowl of water and the teacher invited you to stick your hand in. The hair tingled on his scalp and the blood throbbed beneath his toenails.


Luke was a conduit. Whatever this was, it was passing through him.


It was Skill, of course. Was this what Silyen had stored up inside himself, like some kind of magical battery? No wonder the boy was permanently wired, his knees perpetually jiggling, feet and fingers tapping.


The sensation wasn’t unpleasant. It was strangely intimate – like being resuscitated, with someone else’s breath inflating your lungs. Dog wasn’t enjoying it much. A low growl came from the man’s throat, and he ground his teeth together. Was he reliving years of Skillful manipulation by Crovan? There were times Luke was glad he had no memory of Rix’s possession of his body. He remembered his interrogation by Crovan and Whittam Jardine in the aftermath of the Kyneston ball, and that was horrendous enough. Skill could twist you up from the inside. Could scour out your thoughts and leave you filled with nothing but pain.


But this was . . .


This was over. The current switched off. Silyen raked a hand through his messy hair, and frowned at the wall.


‘You can step away.’


‘What did you – just do?’ said Dog hoarsely.


‘I’ve made sure that the wall knows you, obviously. This will ensure that you’ll be able to see the wall and pass in and out of the gate, even if you’re not with me.’


Silyen’s definition of ‘obvious’ was different from most people’s. Rather like his definition of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. A Concise Silyen Dictionary would be a handy thing, Luke thought.


‘We saw it before,’ Dog pointed out. ‘When we arrived.’


‘Indeed. There was nothing special about the boundary under Rix’s stewardship. He wanted this estate to be accessible. I don’t, and I’m going to make some changes. I did something like this for Gavar’s London apartment a few years ago, when he had about three girlfriends too many. The problem was, none of his staff could find the place. When the cook never showed he ordered a takeaway, but of course the delivery guy never made it either. The way Gavar tells the story, it’s a miracle he didn’t starve to death.’


‘You’re going to . . . hide it?’ said Luke. ‘An entire estate?’


‘Just the wall, which has the secondary effect of hiding the estate. And it’s not so much hiding, as making people forget that they’ve seen it. There’s an element that’s like a Silence, but instead of being laid onto a person, I’m weaving it into an object.’ Silyen patted the brickwork. ‘The act will be lodged right here in these bricks.’


‘So, all the people leaving – the staff – they won’t be able to find their way back?’


‘No. And if my father sends someone when he finds out what I’ve done, they won’t be able to disturb us either. You two can come and go, but you won’t be able to bring anyone else in – only I can do that. You did say you wanted privacy, Luke. Well, now you’ve got it.’


The smile that slid across Silyen’s face was the least reassuring thing Luke had ever seen.


No one had seen Luke and Dog leave Gorregan Square with Silyen Jardine. And none of the slaves had seen the pair of them at Far Carr. The only people who knew that Luke was here were the two standing right next to him. One of them a deranged killer, the other an Equal who had traded Luke’s pain for answers to his research – and still had him inexplicably, Skillfully, tethered.


For everyone else, Luke had effectively disappeared.


The thought was disturbing. And yet Silyen had promised that he was free to leave. Instead of feeling threatened by the concealment of Far Carr, shouldn’t Luke be thinking about its potential? A whole estate that no one could find.


Yes, Abi could hide out here. He’d get Silyen to contact Gavar just as soon as they were done with this boundary. And Coira would be safe here, too. The two girls were his priority.


But why stop with them? Mum and Dad could be smuggled out of Millmoor and brought to Far Carr. Renie could come. Their other friends from the Millmoor Games and Social Club, too, if Luke could find them. Hilda, Tilda and Asif could bring in their tech. What about stockpiling guns? Because even Equal reflexes couldn’t prevent something they didn’t see coming, like a bullet.


Yes, you could plan an entire revolution from behind these hidden walls.


If their lord could be made to agree.
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Silyen


At Silyen’s back, Luke was brooding in silence. What was going through his head?


The boy just seemed to care so much. About his family, his friends – especially the late lamented Meilyr Tresco, aka Doc Jackson – and about quaint notions of freedom.


Was that some kind of commoner thing, caring so intensely? Was it something they developed to fill up their otherwise empty lives, in the absence of Skill and power?


Or was it, perhaps, that the Skill and power possessed by the Equals had squeezed out their ability to care about much else?


It was an interesting question. Luke was an interesting boy. There were layers to him that it might be intriguing to peel back – and not only the ones he was wearing.


Silyen smirked, and let the fraying threads of Far Carr’s wall enchantment run through his fingers as he tested them, weaving the strands together into something stronger, more complex. He closed his eyes to the everyday world, and opened them into the bright-and-dark realm of Skill to inspect his handiwork.


And gazed, astonished, at the sight. It looked as though he was braiding fire. Spitting, fizzing, flickering fire.


He blinked it away again. It was less daunting to do it by sense alone, as he had his whole life.


But the sight made him think of the fine, bright thread that had stretched between him and Luke at Eilean Dòchais, when Crovan had attempted to destroy Rix’s Silence. The three of them had been in a golden land, lofty and open, with wide plains and forests and rivers – Luke’s mind, although he doubted the boy had realized that was what it was. (The mountains had been a little over the top. Silyen wondered where Luke had dreamed those up from.)


Sil’s connection with Luke wasn’t the simple constraint that, as Kyneston’s gatekeeper, he laid on all the Jardine slaves. The standard binding merely prevented them harming family members. He enacted it on each person individually at the gate. And when they left the household – as Luke, his elder sister and their parents had done – the act was dissolved. It wasn’t about keeping people in or out. That wasn’t necessary, as at Kyneston you needed both Jardine blood to wake the gate, and Skill to open it.


What he was doing here at Far Carr was entirely different. Both simpler and far more ambitious. Forcing an act applied to people – an act of forgetting – into an inanimate structure.


It was hard to explain to others the sensation of crafting Skill. The only person he knew to be interested in such things was Arailt Crovan, plus Sil’s ancestor Cadmus, whose journals he’d studied. Sharing an interest with a psychopath and a dead man sadly offered few opportunities for discussing new ideas and intriguing theories.


And what of the figure Luke had spoken to, in that amber-lit world? The man with the crown and the stag.


Mindscapes were malleable. You could raise and level mountains. Make gardens grow and bloom and die. If you wanted a castle or a horse, a hammock or a cup of tea, then one would appear. They were spaces of pure imagination.


But you couldn’t dream up people.


Crovan had pushed himself into Luke’s mind, and Silyen had slipped in after, to observe. Luke himself was present in his own head. But there was no reason for a fourth person to be there.


And how had it been him? Because there was only one person that figure could be, crowned with twigs and accompanied by a stag: the Wonder King.


Myth. Legend. Forgotten folktale.


The only monarch – ever – with Skill.


Silyen staggered as someone grabbed him from behind.


‘Woah!’ That was Luke, his breath warm against Silyen’s neck. ‘Unless you were planning a dip?’


They had reached the beach. Silyen looked down. The sea was licking his boots. He’d been so absorbed in his thoughts, and in the painstaking craft of his hands, that he’d lost all sense of where they were.


The wall ran out at the seashore and the beauty of the expanse before them stole Silyen’s breath away. He inhaled deeply, letting the salt air sting his nostrils and throat.


The North Sea was notoriously dismal, but the alchemy of the late afternoon sun had transmuted it into shining metal. An immense gravel spit jutted parallel to the coast, and the water trapped between it and the shore gleamed like a polished blade.
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