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			Prologue

			Joan can’t hear much screaming.

			The tunnels are long, and a lot of doors line each side. The doors are heavy, metal ones, the kind you have to shut by turning a wheel. They do a fairly good job of containing the sounds of the screams within. Of course, screaming wastes breath and time, and there’s nobody to hear or help.

			Some of the Dark Ones don’t let you scream anyhow. 

			Joan’s right hand twitches. Here in this windowless white-walled room, the priests are working on the circle, making sure everything’s right and performing the last few rites they hadn’t been able to complete in advance. Joan has never done any real magic. She can’t fight either, not this time—if she got killed now, it’d be the end of everything—and she’s convinced herself of this enough to hold most of her body still. It’s just her hand that doesn’t listen.

			So Joan wraps it around the hilt of her sword. She’d rather have a gun, but the priests have said that would be a spectacularly bad idea in here. The sword’s hilt is wood, smooth from long use and solid. More solid than she feels right now.

			Behind her, the circle has started glowing blue. She knows this because the hair at the back of her neck stands on end. She doesn’t look. She doesn’t want to see the circle before she has to, and she definitely doesn’t want to meet anyone’s eyes. 

			Nobody speaks. The priests chant incantations, all fifty-seven Secret Names and the tongue-warping syllables of summoning, but nobody talks to each other. All the plans were final months ago. There’s nothing to say. Joan doesn’t want thanks or pity, and she’s not really sure she wants hope.

			So she stays silent, and she’s the first one to hear the noises: metal clanging and gunfire and wet sounds she knows too well. And now some screaming. Sometimes you can’t help it. 

			Joan wants to tell herself she doesn’t know any of the voices, but she can’t believe that, and it doesn’t matter. Everyone outside knows their duty. When the first set of claws shears through the metal door, she knows whose bodies lie in the hallway beyond.

			She jerks the sword out of its sheath and slashes at a hand almost the size of her body—too big for the tunnels, but when have the Dark Ones ever concerned themselves with normal sizes and shapes? There’s a screech and the hand jerks back. Only for a moment, though. Smaller creatures pour through the hole. But they’re not that much smaller.

			The situation is familiar now, even with the surging power behind her, the increasingly panicked voices of the priests, and the names she’s trying not to think. Fighting settles around Joan’s shoulders like a warm blanket. She stabs at things with too many eyes and dodges lashing tentacles and claws and bursts of greenish-black fire. There are others at her sides, the inner guards. She knows their presence like she knows her own hands. 

			One of the guards falls, smearing red against the wall. Another ducks, catches a glistening whip behind the heel, and is dragged forward struggling. Joan lunges forward, slashing—but someone from behind jerks her back. She starts to fight but then remembers where she is and sees human eyes glaring down at her. 

			“Go now,” says Elizabeth, her face bloodless. “Now.” She doesn’t wait for a response and shoves Joan forward into the circle. 

			Light rises around her almost at once: blue at first and then shimmering in a million different shades. Outside the barrier of light, the room spins and fades, and the floor falls away beneath Joan’s feet.

			The last thing she sees is her sword hitting the floor. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			The forest near Englefield Hall was lush and green with early summer but the view out his study window might have been invisible as far as Simon Grenville was concerned. All he could see was his aunt’s letter, the careful penmanship hiding polite rage: 

			I find it quite impossible to understand what you mean by departing so suddenly and without giving notice to any of our acquaintance save through me. Your actions seem calculated to provoke gossip, if not to give offense outright.

			You, of course, have long demonstrated that you care little for the good opinion of society. Such hasty conduct, however, cannot but reflect on Eleanor’s place in society—to say nothing of her own mind and temper. 

			He’d stopped reading then and dressed for a ride. With considerable effort, he’d kept himself from tossing the letter into the fire on his way out. 

			The devil of it was that Aunt Sarah was right. Leaving London on short notice by himself might have caused rumors. But taking his schoolgirl sister away with him, so soon after a mysterious incident at a gentleman’s house, would have the gossips talking for weeks. It hadn’t been a prudent course of action. It had simply been the only one he could take. 

			When his horse shied, Simon realized that he’d clenched his fists. 

			Easy, he told himself. The beast’s twitchy as it is. No call to spook him.

			The path wasn’t much more than a game trail, and the underbrush was thick at each side. Nearby, trees seemed to grow through one another or leaned to the side like old cripples. It was the sort of place where one almost expected to meet a druid. There had been standing stones once. Simon remembered Father joking about them when he was small. Back then, the idea had been funny. When Simon had become older, the memory had made him curious—but he’d never had time to investigate.

			Now it just reminded him of things he’d prefer not to think about. The way Eleanor had been keeping to her rooms since they’d arrived, for instance. Or the obituary in the morning’s paper: “Lieutenant Frederick Carter, a credit to his regiment and beloved by all who knew him.” 

			All except one.

			Simon shivered. At first, he attributed that to nerves. Then he realized that the light had faded and looked up to see dark clouds covering the sun. 

			Stifling a sigh, he turned Aladdin around, making for the place where he remembered the path splitting from the main trail—but the trail wasn’t there. A three-way fork faced Simon instead, each path as thick as the next. He could see no clear sign of which way he’d come because the grass was too thick for hoofprints.

			He stared at the junction, confusion and frustration rising as one. He’d turned once—

			So you thought, said a damnable little voice in the back of his head. You were hardly paying attention, you know.

			Simon drew a breath through his teeth and then took the right-hand path. One was as good as another just now, and he suddenly felt that he should be moving. It wasn’t just the darkening sky; the very air seemed thicker than it should be.

			When he first saw movement to his left, Simon told himself that it was a bird or perhaps a squirrel. There were enough of them in the forest. Then, as he caught a glimpse of something gray and low to the ground, he tried to make himself think of badgers or perhaps a stray dog. No matter that his fingers were already moving in the beginnings of a warding spell. That was just nerves. This was his family’s land. There was nothing dangerous on it. 

			Then Aladdin bolted. 

			Simon flattened himself against the horse’s neck just as a tree branch snapped and fell through the air above him, scraping his back and sending down a shower of leaves and small twigs. He swore and yanked hard on the reins, but Aladdin ran on. Simon saw no trace of gray in the undergrowth now, no movement other than theirs, but the bloody horse seemed not to care. 

			Simon darted a glance behind himself just to be sure. The forest there looked empty too, but when he snapped his head back to the front, he saw a fallen tree looming ahead. He closed his eyes and hung on. 

			The landing was hard enough to bruise, but Simon sent up a quick prayer of thanksgiving just for being alive and still on the gelding’s back. When he opened his eyes again, he saw a clearing ahead—and a ring of stones inside it. Time and neglect had covered most of the stones with vines and grass, but their shapes were unmistakable. They were square-cut dark stones, each only a little shorter than a man. 

			The ground at the center of the ring was glowing. 

			At first, the light was a blue dot, only about the size of his fist, but then it blazed like a newly lit gas lamp. Rings of the same glowing blue energy spread out from it, rippling across the mossy ground and out to the stones. 

			Some kind of energy was building here. Simon wasn’t sure he wanted to be present when it peaked, and he knew he didn’t want to be on the back of a panicking horse. He kicked free of his stirrups, tightened his fists in Aladdin’s mane, and yanked backward with all his strength.

			He was expecting to be thrown, which let him tuck his head and take most of the impact on his shoulder, but it still hurt spectacularly when he landed. Aladdin, damn his hide, bolted onward across the clearing and into the forest beyond.

			The ground hummed with power. As Simon got to his knees, he saw the stones out of the corner of his eye—dark rock outlined in blue-white fire. His hair lifted, standing on end. 

			Instinctively, he turned away from the circle, closing his eyes and throwing one arm up to shield his face. A second later, the earth shook and a light flashed blindingly bright, even through Simon’s closed eyelids. He had the momentary sense of some Power passing over him, of something great enough to terrify any mortal man. 

			Then the light was gone, leaving only a faint blue afterimage and the rapid hammering of Simon’s heart. He opened his eyes. 

			There was a girl in the circle.

			She was almost Simon’s height and slat-thin, with lightly tanned skin and darkish hair that hung down her back in a lank braid. The leather trousers and vest she wore did little in the service of modesty, but moral outrage was not the first thing that came to mind upon seeing her. Caution was. 

			The woman had a knife strapped to each wrist, another at her waist, and an angular silver pistol holstered beside the knife. She might have had more weapons yet in the large pack on her back. Simon wouldn’t have been at all surprised.

			As he began getting to his feet, she heard and snapped her head around. Her eyes were narrow, her body tense. She reminded Simon of a wild animal poised to run or fight. 

			She’d clearly been doing the latter already. Looking more closely at her in that moment of stillness, Simon saw that the upper part of her right boot and the leg of her trousers above it hung in shreds. He glimpsed red beneath the tatters and more on her vest near her collarbone. 

			“You’re bleeding,” he said.

			She relaxed, at the shock in his voice more than anything else, and felt at her face before looking down the length of her body. “Not mine,” she finally said. Her accent was strange—not quite American but close to it—and her voice was low. “Not mostly. Some scratches on the leg.”

			“You should have them seen to,” Simon said. “I’d—”

			He stopped himself for a second, wondering if he really meant to take this half-wild creature back to the house. But she was a woman alone, however well armed, and wounded, with both night and rain coming on. 

			Simon sighed. “I’m Simon Grenville. And I’d be glad to show you back to the house.”

			If I can find it.

			The woman stepped forward and offered a hand. Simon took it, unsure for a moment what she expected, but she evidently had no such doubts. She shook hands like a man. “Joan,” she said. “Daughter of Arthur and Leia.”

			Simon wouldn’t have been surprised to hear Sultana or Yen Xing—or Titania, for that matter, as unlikely a fairy as “Joan” would have made—but he’d expected nothing so ordinary. “A pleasure. I’m—”

			“Down,” Joan barked. Then she swept Simon’s legs out from under him.

			She followed him to the ground with more control, one hand darting to her belt. Her weight hit Simon’s chest, and her hair fell into his face, blocking his vision. 

			Oh, good. She’s mad. I’m going to die here. 

			There were three short, high-pitched noises. Three bursts of silvery light flew overhead. Then there were screams.

			They weren’t human screams. No human throat could make those noises. They had a shrillness and a buzzing quality around the edges that put Simon in mind of angry bees, only many times larger. 

			“Fuck,” Joan snarled, and fired again.

			Another scream stopped midway through, cut off by a quieter, much wetter noise. Then silence. 

			Joan was lying atop him, most of her body pressed firmly against his. Simon had imagined the general situation in his youth; it was not nearly as pleasurable in fact.

			For one thing, he was getting quite tired of being knocked to the ground, especially now that he had a large rock pressing into his back. For another, Joan was all angles, and one of her elbows was practically stabbing him in the ribs. Up close, she also smelled: not dirty, but rather acrid and sharp, as if she’d washed her hair with lye. Her hair wasn’t really dark at all, he realized then. It was simply covered with something viscous.

			She got off him quickly. It wasn’t a moment too soon.

			Away from her, the smell was different and worse, rank-sweet like burnt honey. Two…creatures…lay in the grass near the stones. 

			Both were more than half Simon’s size and doglike but with six legs each and horns. Hairless. Gray. Simon understood the wet noise now. One of the creatures no longer had a head, only a mass of bone and red meat. That was still less horrible than the twisted, eyeless flesh of the other and its gaping, razor-lined mouth. 

			Simon turned away toward Joan, and that was almost worse. She was looking thoughtfully at the bodies, the silver gun in one hand. Clear tubes ran out of the gun and into her arm just below her elbow, pulsing slowly. Simon could see her blood moving through them. 

			No oath could have expressed his shock, and none came close to encompassing his disgust. He made an inarticulate sound in his throat.

			Joan looked up and absently tapped the top of the gun with her free hand. The tubes detached from her arm and began recoiling. Their ends were covered with tiny teeth. Simon watched them, hypnotized by his revulsion.

			“You’re in a hell of a lot of trouble here, Simon Grenville,” Joan said.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Simon took it well. No running, yelling, or passing out. He just stepped back and kept his eyes on her. Smart. 

			“I’m not your problem,” Joan said, keeping her eyes on him but not letting them rest entirely on his face. With a lot of men, you saw lies in the hands first: little tics and shaking, those nervous habits that said, “I’m a bastard. Please put a bullet in my head now.” Nothing yet. She gestured to one of the cerberi. “You ever seen these before?”

			“Lord, no.”

			For a moment, she’d thought that they’d screwed up at home, that they hadn’t sent her back early enough. The clear horror on Simon’s face—not just “Oh, I’m screwed,” but “This can’t be happening”—put solid ground under Joan’s feet again. 

			Besides, this place was too green and the air too clear to be anything but the Old World. Simon was evidence too. She’d felt solid muscle under her for that moment when the cerberi attacked. Simon was probably even lean for this time and place, but he wasn’t just muscle and bone. His cheekbones were high but not sharp enough to cut rock, and his black hair was thick, even faintly curly. Also, his clothes—tan pants, dark green jacket, and extremely white shirt under a black vest—were whole. None of them looked armored, and only his shiny boots were leather. 

			This was a man with plenty to eat and plenty to wear. Probably a man who’d always had those things.

			Joan’s skin prickled. You’re not back home, she told herself, and tucked her hands behind her back so she wouldn’t put one of them on her knife hilt. She imagined she already looked threatening enough. The spot inside her elbow where the flashgun had attached itself to her vein still burned a little. Reattaching would be easy for the next minute or two, and the knowledge comforted her even though it shouldn’t have. She didn’t want to have to use the gun again so quickly. 

			It helped that Simon wasn’t armed. Another difference, one she almost couldn’t process just then. 

			She walked over to one of the cerberi. “They were summoned,” she told him. “People can do that.”

			“I know.”

			Joan blinked. “Most people don’t know, though. Right?” 

			Simon laughed humorlessly. “Most people would think the idea mad. I’ve some experience with magic.” 

			“Huh,” said Joan. 

			She knelt by the cerberus and opened its neck with one flick of her knife. Steam rose up. Joan held her breath against the smell. Using the knife blade, she pushed the dark-purple muscle back until she could see the bone. It was marked with a dark sigil at the base of the skull. “Like I thought. It’s somebody’s pet.”

			“I hope you don’t mean that literally,” he said, clearly trying not to breathe too much.

			“Probably not. Not here and now. Mostly, they’re hunters.”

			“Hunting…me.” He didn’t sound as shocked as Joan had thought he would. Surprised, sure. Dismayed, definitely. But it was as if once he knew about the cerberi, learning he was the target was just confirming something he’d dreaded all along. 

			“Probably.” 

			“Do you have enemies here?”

			“If anyone sent these things after me,” she said, trying to keep her voice level, “they’ve got more and weirder power than I’ve ever heard of. And we’re totally screwed.”

			He was silent for a second. Then he asked, “We?”

			“The world.” 

			Joan wiped her hands on the grass. She hated to do it because the grass was so damn green, at least where the cerberi and their bits hadn’t landed, but it was better than on her pants. She was trying to get the last of the gunk off when Simon stepped forward.

			“Here.” He held out a square of cloth. White cloth. Totally unstained. 

			Joan shook her head. “That’s—linen?” It was hard to be sure. She’d seen linen at dedications, but it had been yellow with age. “You can’t get this stuff out.”

			“It’s a handkerchief.” You crazy woman, his tone of voice added. “I’ve dozens more at home. Possibly hundreds.” 

			“Oh.”

			“If you don’t take it,” Simon said, “I’ll drop it out of a carriage window. I’ll wait for a particularly muddy day too.”

			Joan laughed dizzily and took the square of cloth. “Thanks.” Wincing again, she began to wipe off her fingers. “So. Somebody summoned these on purpose. We’re not on anyone’s territory, are we?”

			“No. It’s my family’s land. And magical claims tend to be more static.” Simon took a deep breath. “Someone sent them after me, didn’t they?”

			Joan nodded. “Cerberi—”

			“As in Cerberus?”

			“Yeah. Plural. They need something to trace. Blood’s best and then other fluids, but hair or nails work too. Even something you use.”

			Simon was staring at her. His eyes were blue and very bright. That probably didn’t mean much here. At home, he’d have been trained as a precog or maybe a clairvoyant. “My God, anyone could—it’s not as if I keep watch over my hair or my nails, and everyone loses gloves. A servant could have dropped something. Anyone could have—

			“Well,” she said, “who’d want to?”

			She knew the look on his face from times when the leg would have to come off or the men were beyond rescue. Pain. Resignation. And more than a hint of anger. 

			“Reynell.”

			Simon didn’t speak loudly. It was a breath of a word, a suggestion. It damn near knocked Joan on her ass. 

			“Reynell?” she repeated, and the sound of her voice speaking that word was loud and terrible. She flinched from it.

			“Alexander Reynell. We were—” Simon stopped and looked at Joan. 

			She was aware again of how luxurious his clothing was and how well he filled it out, and again she had to stop her hand from falling to her knife. 

			His voice turned cold and careful. “What do you know about him?”

			“What makes you think I know anything?”

			“I’m not blind.”

			Reynell had sent the cerberi, she thought. Simon clearly hated him, she thought, but she had no proof and no way to get proof. “It’s not personal,” she said. “I have…things I have to do. I don’t know that I can—”

			“—trust me? I assure you, the feeling is mutual.” 

			For a moment, they stood in silence. Joan heard the noise from the treetops for the first time: birds, of course, but more than she’d ever heard in one place before. It’s so alive here! 

			She almost looked up. In that second, Simon’s face softened again. 

			“It’s…bad, isn’t it?” he asked. “Wherever it is you’re from?”

			“You can’t imagine.” 

			“Alex Reynell and I learned magic together, for the most part,” Simon said. “Until perhaps a year ago, we were the best of friends. Then he developed habits that I couldn’t overlook. When I confronted him, he apologized and promised to reform. I chose to believe him—until a few weeks ago.” 

			“What happened then?”

			“He made my younger sister the host for a demon.” Simon’s voice was flat. 

			Ah, hell. Joan remembered the Red Room: the darkness and the priests’ steady, hopeless chanting. “Is she—”

			“One of her friends warned me in time. I managed an exorcism.” He laughed curtly. “Perhaps the shoddiest that’s ever been done, but it worked. Mostly. She’s…taking some time to recover.”

			“If she’s sane after that, you’re both lucky,” Joan said. “Not many people come back from possession.” 

			In her time, you got two weeks in the Red Room, tied up well so you couldn’t gouge your flesh. Two weeks and then someone with a knife. It was the kindest way, and it didn’t waste ammunition.

			“And then he sent demons after you.”

			Simon nodded. “I suppose he wanted revenge. I probably wounded his pride when I spoke to him at first, and I wounded more than that when I found him and Eleanor.” He rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. “Two days ago, Eleanor’s friend died. In his sleep, they say.” 

			“Young man?”

			“Not yet five and twenty. The room was locked.”

			“Wouldn’t make much difference to a grue or a succubus.” 

			The wind picked up, gusting around them. In the distance Joan heard thunder. Simon blinked, shaken out of his thoughts, and sighed. “We’d better start back toward the house,” he said, “though we’re likely to get soaked in any case.”

			“Are there people there?” Joan asked. 

			“Yes, of course. Servants, mostly, but—oh.” Simon looked at her clothes.

			Joan chuckled. “Don’t worry. I did come prepared.” She shrugged off her battered leather knapsack, opened it, and drew out the dress.

			It had taken forever to find—her height didn’t help—and the people back home had packaged it as carefully as they could in layers of plastic wrap that Joan peeled off carefully as Simon stared. When she finally held it up for inspection, he stared even harder and made a choked noise deep in his throat. It could have been laughter. Or horror.

			“Not what girls wear here, huh?” They’d known so little. When one of the teams had found the dress in a shop, everyone had felt amazingly lucky. 

			True, it had faded a bit. The black dots weren’t as dark as they’d probably been, and the fabric around them had once been a much brighter turquoise. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. The dress was long and had bows, one on the waist and one at each shoulder, and that was what everyone said women had worn back then. Plus, it was satin.

			“If I put my coat around you and we move very fast, it might do. For now.”

			“Great.” Joan started undoing her vest. Simon hastily turned around.

			Right. Nudity, taboo. She shucked her clothes and belt quickly, and then reluctantly stripped the knives from her wrists and dumped everything into her backpack.

			The dress fell over Joan with a light grace she’d never felt before, and she couldn’t resist one barefoot spin to see the skirt swirl out around her. Hot damn. Did they wear this all the time back then? Not really practical, but then it wouldn’t have had to be, would it?

			She shoved her boots back on and turned to face Simon. “So?”

			“The less said the better.” He held out his coat. Joan slipped it on. It was thick and warm, and she winced when her sticky hair hit the fabric. So did Simon. 

			“Sorry,” Joan said. “Thanks.”

			“Quite all right.” 

			Neither of them spoke again until they’d been walking for a while, Simon probably because he was looking for the path and Joan because she kept getting distracted. There was so much here that there hadn’t been at home: the sharp smell of pine, the lush green of the trees around them, and the sudden small movements and sounds of animals. It was nothing like her world. 

			When they stepped onto a broader path, Simon relaxed and then looked over at her. “Now,” he said, “I’m afraid I must insist on knowing more—your connection with Reynell, and where you’re from, and why you’re here.”

			“What year is it?” Joan asked. 

			“Eighteen hundred and eighty-eight,” he said slowly. “What year was it when you left?”

			“Hard to tell,” Joan said, not really surprised that he’d caught on. “About two hundred years from now, we think. A hundred years after Alex Reynell breaks the world.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Simon felt as if the lightning flickering in the distance had struck next to him. 

			“He lives that long?” He was almost stunned to hear his own voice.

			That wasn’t one of the questions that really mattered. He’d wanted to ask how birdsong and grass had ended up so rare, as well as how she could shrug off demons and look at linen as if it were gold. He’d wanted to ask what Reynell had done. 

			Mostly, he’d wanted to ask if Joan was sure.

			He couldn’t manage any of those questions. There was too much to get his mind around. He’d nibbled off a corner and was glad he’d managed that much. 

			“Not so far as we know,” Joan said. “But there’s a lot we don’t know—a lot that got lost. We know about the book, though.”

			“The book?” Simon made himself start walking again. 

			“The one that Reynell writes, everything you never needed to know about…” She glanced around uneasily. “There are places outside the world, and there are Things that live there. You know what I mean?”

			“I have some idea.” He’d read rumors in books and seen glimpses of places when he was scrying. All hope abandon, ye who enter here. 

			“He wrote it. Probably with…help. Then someone used it.” 

			“Used it?” Simon asked, though he knew what she meant. “Who would—”

			“Nobody knows. Some people say it started in Tokyo. There’s a song—code, we think—that talks about America. Maybe it was the military. Maybe it was a cult. Maybe it was just some guy whose girlfriend dumped him.” Joan shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Things happen. It was a hundred years ago.” 

			A hundred years in the future, then. Like almost every man of his acquaintance, Simon had speculated about what might happen in that time, what wonderful new advances mankind would make. Now he knew.

			“The spells in the book opened a doorway,” Joan said, “and the Dark Ones came through. Not just the little ones, the cerberi and their friends, but the big boys.”

			“The Lords of the Places Beyond,” said Simon, remembering the title of a book he hadn’t wanted to read.

			“Yeah,” said Joan. “Them.”

			The thunder sounded very loud. “But people survived,” Simon said. “People must have survived.”

			It was raining now. The water ran over Joan’s face, coursing down her cheeks like tears, but her eyes were calm and her voice was steady. “Sure. The old governments built tunnels for war. That’s where I grew up. That’s where everyone lives—everyone except the Dark Ones’ pets. Or livestock.”

			“And you came back? I take it this is more than a sightseeing trip.”

			Joan was silent for several minutes. In the dim light, she looked insubstantial, ghostlike. “We were losing,” she said. “We fought for four generations. We did a good job. We put some marks on the sons of bitches. But there were fewer of us every year and more of them.”

			Looking away from her face, Simon could see a long twisting scar on her upper arm. A rope might make a scar like that. Or a very thin knife. Or a tentacle.

			“About seven years ago,” Joan said, “one of our priests got visions. Very specific ones: a name, a year, and the kind of patterns you need for real power. The kind you need to send someone back and let them change things.”

			Joan’s voice fell when she spoke again, but Simon still heard her clearly. “That’s our only chance now.” 

			***

			Close to the house, the path was broader and Simon didn’t have nearly as many branches to duck under. 

			He caught himself looking at the scar on Joan’s arm again. It made the whole thing more real somehow and more appalling. Simon was a progressive man, but this was no Athena, no shining leader like her namesake. The war she fought was neither clean nor glorious, only desperate. “What do you expect to do?”

			Joan turned to look at him, surprised that he’d ask. “My primary objective is to destroy the book. My secondary objective is to kill Reynell.” 

			He’d thought as much, and he braced himself. She wasn’t going to react well, but he had to say it. “It doesn’t work that way here.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You don’t just…assassinate a man.”

			Joan stopped walking and turned to look at him. “I wasn’t,” she said in an overly patient voice, “just going to walk up and stab him. That doesn’t generally work very well. And I’m not stupid. Besides, I have to find the book first. That’s what ‘primary objective’ means.”

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“Are you serious?” Joan stared at Simon as if he had grown a second head. “He’s killed once. At least. And what he did to your sister…we slit men’s throats back home for that, and we give their bodies to the dogs. It’s worse than rape, and you get killed for that.” 

			Eleanor claimed she didn’t remember anything of the physical world between the time she was mesmerized and when she woke. If there’d been any physical violation, she hadn’t told Simon, nor had her servants. And he hadn’t known how to ask, hadn’t been able to put it as frankly as Joan did. Not even in his own mind.

			If the demon hadn’t been there, or if Simon’s punch hadn’t put Alex out, the night might well have ended in murder. Simon realized that he’d spent the last week hiding from that as much as anything else, from the possibilities that he could have killed Alex and that Alex had become someone who deserved death. 

			Still, what Joan proposed was different.

			“We hang men,” he said slowly, “but that’s a matter for the law—”

			“The law made by people who wouldn’t know a demon if one bit them in the face? Good luck with that.”

			Simon pressed his lips together for a second, reminding himself that Joan was a stranger to his world and that her mission was an urgent one, and then went on. “Of course I don’t propose telling the law about this, but we should apply the same principles. A man deserves the chance to face his accusers, the chance to know his crimes and their consequences, and to repent, if he will.”

			Joan’s eyebrows shot upward. “Reynell? After what he did?” 

			Maybe Alex hadn’t intended things to go so far with Eleanor. Maybe Lieutenant Carter had died naturally. Simon remembered Alex as the boy who’d brought him home for the holidays, knowing he’d dreaded spending Christmas with Aunt Sarah or rattling around at Englefield alone. Had that boy gone completely? Was there still some goodness left in Alex? Simon couldn’t think it likely. But—

			“It doesn’t matter what I think,” he said. “He still deserves the chance.” 

			“The chance to kill you.” Joan snorted. “Or to run away and continue his work elsewhere. To end the world—or don’t you believe me?”

			It was a struggle not to look away. Her anger was a burning thing, one that might leap from her eyes at any moment like the shots from her strange gun. Simon knew he didn’t want to be in its way, and yet, for a moment, it gave her a fey sort of beauty. 

			“I believe you think so,” he said carefully, “but unless you’re concealing something from me, neither of us knows the whole truth. It could be enough to destroy his manuscript. It could even have been enough that you’ve come here.” 

			Joan’s face was like stone. “This is why I’m here,” she said. “This is what I have to do,” she went on. “If it’s wrong, if the price is being damned, then I’ll pay it. Gladly. You don’t have to help me, but I won’t let you stand in my way.” 

			Simon thought of Lieutenant Carter’s pale and still boyish face, of Eleanor, thin and silent, of the men who’d left the gaming tables ruined because they’d crossed Alex in some way they might not even have known. He thought of a broken world.

			“I’ll help you,” he said, “as much as I can, on this condition: that if Alex must die, you allow me to do it.”

			Joan looked up at him, anger still on her face but with that turning rapidly to confusion. 

			“If I fail…well, I’ll likely be dead, and you can do as you please,” Simon said. “But he was my friend, whatever he has or will become. I can give him the chance to die like a man, at least. I want your promise that you’ll let me do that.” 

			Through the curtain of water, Joan met his eyes. “Is there any promise you’ll believe?”

			He had told her about Alex in part because she was enough removed from his circle and Eleanor’s to be safe. It hadn’t all been trust. Still—

			“Give me an oath you value,” Simon said, “and I’ll believe you.”

			Joan stepped back, reached into a slit he hadn’t seen in her skirt, and withdrew a dagger slowly, clearly not wanting to alarm him. Balancing it on one hand, she slid her forefinger lightly across the blade. Before the rain washed it away, Simon saw red there. “By blood and iron,” she said, “I swear it. I’ll give you the first chance to deal with Reynell.”

			Something hung in the air briefly as she put the dagger away, a pale echo of the power Simon had felt in the ring of stones. A shiver went up his spine as he started to walk again—and he didn’t think a hot bath and a meal would banish the feeling entirely. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			The house was a long redbrick square rising from a lake of green. Four floors of windows watched Joan as she approached, all wondering who this drowned rat was and whether she really meant to come inside. 

			“Give me your hand,” Simon said. “Try to look quiet and frightened. I’ll tell them that you were set upon in the woods, that you hit your head and lost your memory.”

			“Amnesia doesn’t work that way.” Joan rested her hand on his arm. Beneath her palm, his shirt was soaked and clammy, but the faint warmth of his body felt good.

			“Fortunately for us, I doubt any of my servants know that.” 

			Servants. Right. Joan remembered some of her briefing. She was increasingly aware of how scanty it had been. 

			“How easy is it to become a servant?” 

			“Here?” He sounded startled.

			“At Reynell’s.”

			“Difficult. He hasn’t had a vacancy in quite a while, and he’s quite thorough about new applicants. Interviews them personally.”

			“Worried about assassins?”

			“Or afraid for the good silver.” 

			She wasn’t sure what silver had to do with it, or what the difference was between good and bad, but she didn’t have time to ask. Figures were coming out of the house now, hurrying toward her and Simon with black umbrellas over their heads. She shifted her weight a little to lean against Simon and tried to look dizzy and confused. 

			That wasn’t hard. She’d had maybe an hour of sleep, and her last meal had been almost a full day earlier. It had been a good meal—they’d even found beef somewhere—and she’d gone longer than usual without eating, but she was starting to feel the lack. She lowered her voice and looked up at Simon. “Anything else I should do?” 

			“Don’t shoot anyone.”

			“Sir! Mister Grenville!” It was one of two young men, both sturdy enough to make Joan wary, neither armed, and both in clothes like Simon’s. The one talking was short and blond. “It’s good to see you, sir. We thought—oh.” 

			He looked from Joan to Simon, silent for a second, until his taller, red-haired companion kicked him on the ankle and took over. “Glad you’re all right. We’ll have you inside in no time.” He handed an umbrella to Simon—it was sort of futile at this point, but the gesture was nice—and then turned, the blond following him, and opened the doors. 

			Lots of deference, Joan noted. No suspicion of an ambush. Neither of the men had scouted the area or even looked behind her and Simon while they were talking. Back home, even in relative safety, anyone outdoors would have done those things. 

			Being attacked wasn’t just unlikely in this world. It didn’t happen. Period. 

			She would have stopped to think that over, but there was no time. And then they walked through the doors.

			Part of Joan went on thinking coolly, too trained to do anything else. It marked the exits, the lit fire in the fireplace, and the heavy iron tools by it. The rest of her mind boggled. 

			The walls and floor were pale, but not the rough, industrial gray-white of the caves. These walls were warmer colored with traces of gold and tan and polished so that they glowed in the firelight. Brighter paintings hung high on the walls, and the dark furniture that sat against the walls was made of black and gold enamel or solid reddish wood carved into whorls and curves, and it had velvet cushions. Inside glass globes, gas flames flickered, brighter and warmer than any fluorescent Joan had seen. Even light was different here. 

			It was gorgeous. It was terrifying. Again she told herself that luxury here didn’t mean what it had meant back home, that this wasn’t a trap or a sign that Simon had sold out. Still, she wished she had her gun in her hand.

			The servants Simon had mentioned came out, headed by a woman in a long gray dress with a high collar and long sleeves. She was shorter than Simon, though she’d still have been on the tall side back home—Joan was something of a freak there—and plump, with thick brown hair under her white cap. She started talking to the men who’d brought them in, giving them orders. Then she looked over to Simon…and saw Joan.

			She was disciplined in her own way, this woman. She didn’t gape or cry out. Her large brown eyes got larger for a moment, and she took a deep breath. That was all, but it was enough for Joan to recognize the look as horror and then pity.

			Joan bristled at first, but she couldn’t blame the woman. She’d read the reports back home about malnutrition, vitamin deficiency, and all the conditions people got when their food mostly came powdered. Nobody back home had been eating right for a long time, but she’d never really thought about that. Now it came home to her. The servants and Simon looked the way people should, and Joan didn’t. 

			“James,” said the woman, “go to the village and get Doctor—”

			“No,” Joan said quickly. She might be able to explain the claw marks on her leg or the scar where the flashgun had latched onto her arm, but she didn’t think people in this time had warding tattoos. “Thank you.” 

			“The scoundrels ran away at the first sign of anyone competent, Mrs. Edgar.” Simon took a step forward, lowering his voice. “But I can’t…Well…I don’t think she’s in any state for such an examination.”

			Mrs. Edgar put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, you poor dear—”

			“I don’t remember anything,” Joan said. “My head hurt for a while, but it’s stopped now.”

			Everyone was staring at her. She was aware of everything that Simon’s coat concealed: her ludicrous dress, her tattoos, and the long-healed scars from past battles. Joan folded her arms across her chest.

			“Food and rest are what’s needed, I think,” said Simon. “And privacy.” 

			“Very good, sir,” said Mrs. Edgar. “If you’ll follow me, miss—”

			“MacArthur, wasn’t it?” Simon offered.

			At least it mostly kept her father’s name. “Yes—I think so. It sounds familiar.”

			“Very good. I’ve had Rose light a fire in one of the guest rooms, and we should be able to make you quite comfortable. This way, miss.” 

			Joan followed, wincing at first when her shoes made squelching noises on the marble. Then she stopped thinking about it because she had too much else to take in. The staircase itself was a marvel with a dark wood railing carved with roses, a thick, tan carpet on the stairs, and small windows made of red and blue glass on each landing. You didn’t have windows back home unless you had to. Windows broke.

			The upstairs room into which Mrs. Edgar led Joan had blue walls and a large fireplace. The fire was starting to blaze now, and a young blonde woman in a pale dress and white apron was rising from her knees in front of it. 

			“This is Rose,” said Mrs. Edgar. “She’ll be in again shortly to draw you a bath and bring some food. If that’s all right, miss?”

			The question was an afterthought. The woman had clearly put Joan into whatever mental category she used for children and invalids. That meant less trouble for Joan, but it was still vaguely insulting. 

			“Fine,” Joan said. “Thank you.” 

			She looked around. The room was vast. The bed was vast. Joan’s briefing had covered at least a little about this time’s weird morals, or she would have asked where the other two people were. A tall dark cabinet stood in one corner, a chest of drawers with a mirror over it opposite the bed, and a desk by one of the windows. Thick blue drapes covered the windows, and a blue and gold rope hung down by the canopied bed.

			Joan watched the other women leave, waited until they’d closed the door, and then dumped Simon’s coat onto the floor. She shrugged her knapsack off on top of it, flicked the bag open, and swiftly unpacked its contents into the desk. The flashgun and the knives went into the bottom of one drawer, and she set two wrist sheaths full of poisoned darts over them. Then there were a small metal flask with a sigil on it, in case anything poisoned her, and a thin wire garrote coated in silver, because you never knew, plus a first-aid kit, a case of lock picks, and two sticks of camouflage face paint. Finally, there was another metal flask, this one smaller and with a different sigil, containing liquid fire. The priests back home had enchanted it. 

			On top of everything, including the knapsack itself, she laid the black clothing she’d brought: leather pants, shirt, gloves, and soft-soled shoes. With everything piled right, the drawer appeared to contain nothing but a mass of black cloth. Now only her tattoos and the magic-sensitive patch behind her right ear would show that she wasn’t from this time, and the sensor was almost invisible even when she was naked. She closed the drawer and stepped back just as someone tapped on the door.

			“Come in,” Joan said. 

			“I’ve come to run your bath, miss.” Rose was carrying towels and a clean white nightgown over her arm. Her eyes widened for a second when she saw Joan’s dress, but she didn’t say anything. Not waiting for a response from Joan, she opened the door on the far wall, revealing a small bathroom. She knelt by the tin tub and began to run the water.

			Joan looked away. They said this was how the Traitor Lords lived, with people waiting on them hand and foot. When Rose stood and stepped toward her, Joan stumbled backward, revolted in a way that had nothing to do with the marks on her own body or the girl herself. “I can bathe on my own,” she said quickly, forcing herself back to pleasant neutrality. “Dress myself too. Thanks.”

			“Of course, miss,” said Rose, surprise changing to sympathy on her face. “I’ll set the tray by your bed then, when I bring it up?”

			“Thank you,” Joan said.

			When Rose left, Joan took a deep breath, then closed her eyes and let it out slowly. This isn’t a bad place, she told herself, and you’re not a bad person for enjoying it. Missions have benefits. If this one’s got more than most, there’s a reason for that.

			Then she opened her eyes and shucked off the wet dress as fast as she could, peeling it down her torso and kicking it away from her legs. Her boots went too, and she finally curled her bare feet into the carpet. The thick, golden-red patterned stuff was better than even the captains or the administrators had back home.

			Talk about hazard pay!

			Joan got into the bath slowly with one foot, then the other, gradually sinking down until everything below her neck was submerged. The water was hot enough to make her wince when it hit the cuts on her leg and some scratches on her back she hadn’t been aware of, but she wasn’t complaining. No way. If she’d closed her eyes, she’d have fallen asleep then and there.

			Instead, Joan made good use of the washcloth and some soap that smelled like roses. She scrubbed hard. Seeing dirt peel away from her skin was satisfying, if a bit disturbing. It took three washings before she thought she had gotten all the demon blood out of her hair, and when she got out of the tub, the water was dingy brown. 

			The nightgown was warm and very soft. Back in the bedroom, she found dinner on her nightstand, sitting under a silver dome and smelling delicious, with a glass of red wine beside it. Joan had mostly been able to ignore her stomach before, but now it woke up and screamed like a spoiled child. She lifted the dome quickly, revealing half a chicken, hot bread with real butter, and soup with beans and carrots floating in it. 

			If she hadn’t been trained, if she hadn’t seen men die after gorging themselves on an unexpected feast, Joan would have fallen on the meal like a hungry dog. She made herself eat slowly instead. It was very pleasant torture. Nothing on the plate was gritty or hard, and the meat was so tender she almost didn’t have to chew it. And apparently this wasn’t anything special here, just a meal for a rainy day. 

			Joan couldn’t eat all of it or even much more than half. When Rose, returning, gave the tray a wide-eyed look, Joan dropped her eyes and looked away. “I hadn’t been eating much,” she said, speaking only partly to the girl. She could feel the shades of her family and her comrades watching her, their eyes hollow and hungry.

			“Yes, miss,” Rose said with another one of those sympathetic looks. “Shall I put out the light for you?”

			“Yes. Please.”

			Tired as she was, Joan woke sometime before morning. She didn’t know when. At first, she didn’t know where she was. She knew that it was dark and that she was alone.

			For a long moment, she held still, waiting to hear the sounds or see the movements that would tell her what to do next. There was nothing at first, then the slow and comfortless return of memory. 

			She was alone—alone in a world she knew even less about than she’d thought. 

			Earlier, she’d taken pleasure in being well fed and clean and in the softness and warmth of the bed. Later, she might enjoy those things again. Now, in the dark, they only reminded her of what lay ahead.

			Nothing came for free. Not even in this world, pleasant as it seemed. Joan already knew the price she’d have to pay. 

		

	




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/frontcover_fmt.jpeg
“HIGH-STAKES MAGICAL ADVENTURE WITH WONDERFUL
CHARACTERS AND A SEXY ROMANCE.”
—Susanna Fraser, author of The Sergeant'sady





OEBPS/images/excerpt_fmt.jpeg
LOOK FOR THE NEXT BOOK BY ISABEL COOPER

o € oneﬂ’“

077((17[

COMING APRIL 2012





OEBPS/images/back_blank_fmt.jpeg
rough-around
shell have to |
get close to he

5 N < "

Simon Grenville has his own reasons for wa
Alex Reynell. The man
practice. ek arts almost Killed Simos
beautiful half naked stranger Simon meets in
be the § rument for his revenge. Tt
it time
};ﬁiw m‘ o

wants Joan anywhere near Reynell.
world will save his future if she isn't i

S






OEBPS/images/titlepage_fmt.jpeg
[SABEL
CQ@PER





