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    Prologue

    “I DON’T LIKE IT.”

    Sergeant Miles resisted the urge to say something cutting as Lady Barb paced his office, her footsteps wearing a groove in the carpeted floor. Lady Barb had always been the one to take action, the one who’d been prepared to do anything — no matter how dangerous — to accomplish her goals. It was something they had in common. Neither of them was the type of person who sat back and did nothing even if it was the smartest thing to do. They had to be doing something...

    But now, there was nothing they could do.

    He watched as Lady Barb paced, finding himself — for once — at a loss for words. He knew Lady Barb disliked — hated — Void. She’d been his apprentice, once upon a time. Miles wasn’t sure of the details, or why she’d left so abruptly, but no one would leave such an apprenticeship unless they had no other choice. Lady Barb wasn't incompetent or stupid or lazy. She couldn’t have been dismissed for any of the usual reasons. He didn’t think he wanted to know the truth. It had to have been something bad.

    “Emily shouldn’t be going to him,” Lady Barb insisted. She turned to face him, long blonde hair fanning out as she moved. “There are others...”

    “Like whom?” Miles met her eyes, evenly. “There are few other teachers who can prepare her for mastery.”

    “You could,” Lady Barb snapped. “Or I could. Or Irene or...”

    Miles shook his head, curtly. “I could make a combat sorcerer out of her,” he said. “So could you. But she wants to be more than just a combat sorcerer. She hasn’t peaked yet.”

    “There are others,” Lady Barb insisted. “Hasdrubal is dead, but there are others.”

    “Maybe,” Miles said. “Hasdrubal would have been ideal.”

    “And safer,” Lady Barb said. “For everyone.”

    Miles rubbed his forehead. “Do you have the power to stop her from going to him?”

    Lady Barb shot him a sharp look. “Whose side are you on?”

    “Yours. Emily’s.” Miles looked back at her, calmly. He loved her. He really did. But training and inclination forced him to state the facts as he saw them. “The blunt truth is that there are few others who can prepare her for the future. You can’t do it. I can’t.”

    “You took her to war,” Lady Barb reminded him.

    “I know.” Miles shook his head. “The fact remains...”

    “It isn’t safe,” Lady Barb insisted, cutting him off. “And you know it as well as I do.”

    Miles knew, without false modesty, he was a patient man. He’d schooled teenagers who thought they knew everything through the long and painful process of discovering they didn’t. He’d handled aristocrats with egos the size of Whitehall itself; he’d dealt with commoners who barely had the self-confidence to raise their voices when confronted with their social betters. He knew when to be stern and when to be encouraging. It was more an art than a science and he knew he was good at it. But there were limits.

    “Emily doesn’t have any parents here,” he pointed out, calmly. He was upset too — he didn’t trust Void either — but there was no point in beating a dead horse. “Your... authority... over her vanished the moment you stepped back from teaching. Her formal — legal — guardian is Void himself.”

    “She’s more than old enough to put that aside,” Lady Barb snapped. “It was a legal fiction from the start.”

    “And one that’s proven damned convenient over the last six years,” Miles pointed out. “How many people left her alone because they thought she was Void’s daughter?”

    He pressed on before Lady Barb could try to answer. “There’s no one, not even Void himself, who can tell her not to take the apprenticeship and make it stick. And... who would?”

    “Me,” Lady Barb said, stubbornly.

    “You’d be advising her not to take an apprenticeship that could turn her into one of the most powerful sorceresses in the world,” Miles said. “This is an apprenticeship she wants. She could have had her pick of masters, if she wished. There isn’t a sorcerer who’d refuse her. She’s chosen to study under Void and we need to respect that choice.”

    “It could get her killed,” Lady Barb insisted. She rested her hands on her hips. “Or changed. The person who emerges at the far end may not be the person we know and love.”

    Miles cocked his head. “Do you have so little faith in her?”

    “You know as well as I do that he’ll put her in danger, just to see how she copes,” Lady Barb snapped. “Void cannot be trusted.”

    “There are people who say the same of you,” Miles said. “And me.”

    Lady Barb snorted. “Absurd.”

    “But true.” Miles stood and tried to hug her. “I understand your concerns. I’m sure you’ll ensure that she knows about your concerns. But there’s nothing we can do. She wants to study under him.”

    “Ha,” Lady Barb said, brushing away his hug.

    Miles nodded, trying not to be offended. He’d known Emily for six years. She’d been an odd student, even by Whitehall’s standards. Miles hadn’t understood Emily until he’d learned the truth about her origins. No wonder she was a little strange. And yet... there was no doubting her bravery, her skill at magic and, perhaps most importantly, a sense of simple human decency. Miles had met many magicians he’d thought would eventually go mad, getting themselves and others killed as they pushed the limits until they snapped. Emily wasn’t one of them. 

    “We can’t stop Emily from going,” Miles said. “And if you push too hard, you may drive her away from you. She’s old enough to rebel against her parental figures. He’s not going to have an easy time with her either.”

    Lady Barb gave him a sour look. “Do you have sisters?”

    “I’ve taught students for over a decade,” Miles reminded her. He’d never had many girls in his classes. The ones who had studied under him had been so driven that they’d often outshone the boys. “I am not entirely deprived of powers of observation.”

    He smiled. “Didn’t you rebel against your parents?”

    “No.” Lady Barb shook her head, a hint of pain in her eyes. “My father never said...”

    She grimaced. “So... what do we do?”

    “Be there for her,” Miles said. He hugged her, tightly. This time, she returned the hug. “That’s all we can do.”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb pulled back. “And I’ll warn her to watch her back.”

    “She can’t distrust her master,” Miles said.

    “She must.” Lady Barb reached for her cloak and pulled it on. “You mark my words. Void isn’t tutoring her out of the goodness of his heart. He has an agenda.”

    “You don’t know that,” Miles said.

    “I do,” Lady Barb said. “He’s up to something. And Emily may find herself in serious trouble.”

    And she turned and walked away.


    Chapter One

    “WELCOME TO ZUGZWANG,” LADY BARB SAID, as the teleport field faded. “We’re only a short walk from the tower.”

    Emily glanced at her, sharply. The older woman had been unusually short-tempered as they’d traveled from Zangaria to Zugzwang, barely saying anything beyond commands and vague descriptions. Emily could tell that something was bothering Lady Barb, but what? She wasn’t sure she wanted to pry. Lady Barb was not the sort of person to get wound up over nothing.

    She looked around with interest as Lady Barb led her through the town. It was the sort of place she’d have loved if she had time to explore. A cluster of shops — bookshops, apothecaries, general stores — dominated the center, surrounded by a number of smaller houses and a single, giant inn. The people on the streets looked prosperous and happy, unlike many other places she’d visited. She smiled as she saw the schoolchildren heading to school, looking surprisingly enthusiastic. The schoolmaster, standing by the door, nodded to them. He looked more competent — and decent — than any teacher she’d known on Earth.

    And the New Learning has made it here, she thought, as she spotted the letters and numbers carved into the wall. Who knows how far the children will go?

    She said nothing as they kept walking, passing a single pub and a stagecoach center. Lady Barb hadn’t been entirely clear on how Zugzwang related to the local aristocracy, or even if there was a local aristocracy, but Emily could tell the townsfolk enjoyed a hearty degree of independence. They wouldn’t have worked so hard if they thought there was a risk of being taxed into destitution at an aristocrat’s whim. She looked towards the distant mountains, noting the absence of any large castles. Here, so far from civilization, commoners could assert themselves. She wondered if that would change over the next few years. A dozen kingdoms were already building railways to link their towns and cities together.

    Lady Barb pointed towards a handful of houses slightly larger than the rest. “There’s a small number of magicians here,” she said. “You’ll probably meet some of them.”

    Emily nodded. Zugzwang wasn’t their final destination, but she’d been told it was traditional — Lady Barb had said it with a pronounced sneer — for apprentices to approach their master’s home on foot. Emily suspected Void didn’t care about tradition any more than she did, but... she wondered, suddenly, if Lady Barb was deliberately wasting time. They could have teleported a lot closer to the tower without ignoring tradition. It was unlikely anyone would have noticed, let alone cared.

    She said nothing as they left the town and headed up a stony path. The landscape changed rapidly, becoming a valley heading further towards the mountains. She could feel wisps of wild magic in the air, brushing against her senses. The path didn’t look particularly well-trodden. The more she looked at it, the more she thought it was a water-cut gully that could turn nasty if the rain started to fall. She glanced at the clear blue sky, wondering just how often it rained. She’d been caught in enough rainstorms, in the Cairngorms or along the Craggy Mountains, to know not to take them lightly. It was very easy to get lost — or worse — in the gloom.

    “The locals never come up here,” Lady Barb said, as if she were answering a question someone had asked. “The mountains” — she jabbed a finger towards the distant peaks — “are forbidden.”

    Emily took a breath. “Forbidden?”

    “There’s a lot of wild magic there,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was curt, hard. “Anyone who walks into the region doesn’t come out again.”

    “I can imagine.” Emily ran a hand through her long brown hair. “Why does he live here?”

    “You’ll have to ask him,” Lady Barb said, shortly. “A person like him could live anywhere.”

    Lady Barb kept going, forcing Emily to hurry. It grew warmer as sunlight poured into the valley. Sweat beaded on Emily's back, turning her dress into a sticky nightmare. She cursed the lack of warning under her breath, wishing she’d had time to wear something a little more practical. Void wouldn’t care if she turned up in trousers and a shirt instead of a thoroughly impractical dress. But he had made it clear he wanted her now. She was mildly surprised he’d let her take the time to establish Heart’s Eye before summoning her.

    And I had to leave it behind, Emily thought. She trusted her friends to handle the university as it started to grow into something real, but she wanted to be part of it. Will I be able to go back for a visit anytime soon?

    She sighed, inwardly, as she mentally reviewed the notes on apprenticeships. There were few hard and fast rules. A master was supposed to give his apprentice a through grounding in his subject, but little else. There were apprentices who were treated as children, she’d read, and apprentices who were treated as slaves. There were masters who were kind and caring and masters who had no qualms about beating their apprentices bloody. And there were no guidelines on just how long an apprenticeship should take. Jade had completed his apprenticeship in a year. Others... had taken five to ten years to graduate.

    A prickle ran down her spine as the background magic field grew stronger. It felt oddly like the tainted sandstorms around Heart’s Eye, but far — far — kinder. She felt almost as if she’d come home. And yet, something was missing. She looked around, trying to work out what wasn’t there. It took her longer than it should have to realize there were no animals shifting though the undergrowth, no birds flying through the sky, no insects buzzing from flower to flower. There was no animal life at all.

    “Nearly there,” Lady Barb grunted. “Are you ready?”

    Emily caught her breath. “Yeah,” she managed. She’d gotten a little out of shape over the past month. Sergeant Harkin would have laughed — and then insisted on forced marches until she regained her muscle tone. She promised herself, silently, that she’d exercise more over the coming months. “I think so.”

    “Good.” Lady Barb stopped as they reached the top of the gully. “Can you see the tower?”

    She stepped aside to allow Emily to peer into the valley below. It was immense, a green sea surrounded and concealed by towering mountains. The sight took her breath away. It was a whole secret valley, hidden from prying eyes. A single tower stood in the exact center of the valley, surrounded by rings of green. Emily stared, trying to understand what she saw. The tower was surrounded by grass, then a ring of trees, then more grass, then... her eyes narrowed as she saw the runes. Void — or whoever had designed and built the tower — had landscaped the surrounding environment to create a web of subtle magic. The tower might be completely invisible to anyone who hadn’t been invited. She understood, now, why the locals had never discovered the valley. It had been carefully hidden from them.

    The tower itself looked... odd. Emily couldn’t help thinking of a rook. It seemed to vary in size, being both large enough to hold a small army and small enough to let her pick it up with her bare hand. She’d seen the towers within the forests of Zangaria, the tiny fortresses designed to give the gamekeepers somewhere to rest their heads when they weren’t harassing poachers, but this... she frowned, trying to see though the haze. The tower was impossible to properly see. It looked as if part of the building existed in another dimension, somewhere the eye couldn’t see.

    Which isn’t impossible, she reminded herself. She’d been in plenty of buildings that were bigger on the inside. He could build himself an entire TARDIS if he had the power and time.

    Lady Barb stepped back, leaning against the stone. “I can’t come any further,” she said, pointing towards a path leading down into the valley. “You have to proceed alone.”

    She sounded so curt that Emily knew something was wrong. “Lady Barb...”

    “You can call me Barb now, if you wish.” Lady Barb smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes. “I’m no longer your tutor.”

    Emily met the older woman’s eyes. She’d never been the most sensitive to people's emotions, but... she knew Lady Barb well enough to know she rarely shied away from anything. There wasn’t much that could bother her, let alone stop her. She practically defined ‘stiff upper lip.’

    “Barb,” she said, carefully. “What’s bothering you?”

    Lady Barb said nothing for a long moment. That was worrying. Lady Barb had given Emily — and a number of other students — the sex talk without hesitation. She’d had no trouble talking about subjects that would — and did — make Emily blush. And she’d rushed into battle without hesitation. No one became a combat sorceress unless they were brave. Emily felt her heart sink. Anything that could bother Lady Barb to the point she started to act like a surly teenager had to be bad.

    “You shouldn’t be going to him,” Lady Barb said, finally. “I don’t trust him.”

    Emily bit her lip, lightly. “Because of what he did to you?”

    “He said, back when I was his student, that the ends justified the means.” Lady Barb’s face went carefully blank. “I’ve always found that the means make the ends. You might start with noble intentions, you might think you’re doing the right thing, but — in the end — you jump right off the slippery slope. It helps” — she smiled, sardonically — “if you’re not the one doing the bleeding. Or the dying.”

    “The path to hell is paved with good intentions,” Emily said, quietly.

    “Yes!” Lady Barb met her eyes. “There aren’t many people out there who dance in glee at their own evilness. There aren’t many people who openly rejoice at being bad people. But there are millions of people who will cheerfully do something evil for their cause, telling themselves — all the time — that it’s perfectly fine. Because it’s in a good cause.”

    Emily wasn’t sure that was true. She’d met a lot of people who seemed to be unpleasant merely for the sake of being unpleasant. But... she scowled. Many of them had thought they were entitled to take whatever they wanted, to loot, rape and kill to their heart’s content. Or simply to be in charge because of who their parents had been.

    “He’s one of them,” Lady Barb said. “He thinks he’s doing the right thing. He might even be right, from his point of view. But he’s prepared to do awful things for his mission. Missions. He doesn’t let anything get in his way.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “I know you like him. I don’t blame you. He saved your life.”

    “He sent me to Whitehall,” Emily pointed out.

    “Yes,” Lady Barb agreed. “Now tell me... was he doing what was best for you, at the time, or merely getting you out of his hair?”

    Emily felt a hot flash of anger. “He didn’t have to send me to Whitehall.”

    “No,” Lady Barb said. “He didn’t. But it got you out of his hair.”

    “He could have done anything to me,” Emily said. She owed Void for sending her to Whitehall. “He could have left me to die. Or thrown me out. Or sold me to the slavers. Or turned me into a... into anything. He didn’t have to do anything. But he sent me to Whitehall.”

    “And it worked out for him,” Lady Barb said. “Everyone thinks he has a daughter who’s changed the world.”

    “It worked out for me too,” Emily said. She’d felt sad, at the time, when Void had told her she had to go. But, in hindsight, it had worked out perfectly. “I can live with it.”

    “I know.” Lady Barb shook her head. “Emily, I understand. I know he did something good for you. I know you want to think the best of him. But I also know he moves people around like pieces on a kingmaker board. He used me. He might use you. I’d be surprised if he hasn’t already used your reputation for advantage. Having a daughter who killed one necromancer would be a huge asset. How many necromancers have you killed again?”

    “Too many,” Emily said.

    “And everyone else would say not enough,” Lady Barb said. She let out a heavy sigh. “He taught me a lot. I won’t deny it. But he also used me. He also put me in terrible danger. And, in the end, he didn’t even fight to keep me. He didn’t even care enough to badmouth me to everyone else.”

    Emily blinked. “Is that a bad thing?”

    “Not for me.” Lady Barb snorted. “But... if a master-apprentice relationship fails, it isn’t uncommon for each of them to blame the other. I certainly expected him to tell the world what a bad student I was. Or, if the master is honest enough to admit it wasn’t the apprentice’s fault, I would expect him to say so. Void said nothing. No praise, no slander, no nothing. I don’t think he really cared enough to bother.”

    She held up a hand. “I think he can do a good job, if he’s prepared to engage with you. But I also expect him to have his own agenda. You’re a priceless asset — far more than I ever was — and I expect him to find ways to use you. And you may not like what he does. And you may not like his arguments, afterwards. And you...”

    Her voice trailed off. Emily said nothing. She understood Lady Barb’s anger. She would have found it hard to forgive if she’d been used as the bait, particularly if she hadn’t been told about and consented to the plan in advance. And yet, Void had been nothing but good to her. He’d saved her life, sent her to Whitehall, given her a chance to stand on her own two feet... he’d even saved her life again, back during the Tarsier War. Dua Kepala would have killed her — or worse — if Void hadn’t intervened. She had every reason to be grateful.

    And I want to know what he can teach me, she thought. She’d met hundreds of powerful magicians, from maddened necromancers to the Grandmasters of Whitehall and legendary figures from the past, but Void was in a class of his own. He was practically a power in his own right. There were nations that lacked his power. I saw him using magics I can’t even begin to match.

    “You’re terrifyingly innovative,” Lady Barb said, after a moment. “And he’ll find a way to use that too.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. The nuke-spell alone would be utterly disastrous in the wrong hands. It was sheer dumb luck that no one had managed to work out what she’d done, let alone duplicate it. And then there were the batteries, or the portable portals... her counterpart from the alternate dimension had even managed to create a portable teleport. Emily knew it could be done, even if she didn’t know how. She’d crack that problem eventually. In a sense, she already had.

    “He doesn’t have any right to demand my innovations,” she said, carefully. “The Sorcerer’s Rule...”

    “Doesn’t apply to anything you devise while you’re an apprentice,” Lady Barb warned her. “He’ll want to know what you did, believe me. And... there have been cases of masters stealing ideas and credit from their students. Maybe you’ll be safe from that — everyone knows you’re brilliant — but you should still be careful.”

    And half the ideas they credit me with inventing came from Earth, Emily thought. Too many people already know there’s something odd about them.

    She put the thought aside, meeting Lady Barb’s eyes. “Do you want me to turn and walk away?”

    “If it were up to me, then yes.” Lady Barb looked back at her calmly. “I don’t think this is going to end well. I don’t think he can be trusted to put your safety first. And... given the impact you’ve already had on the world, there’s a strong case to be made that he really shouldn’t. You need to watch your back.”

    Emily shivered. “I know you don’t trust him...”

    “I don’t,” Lady Barb said, flatly. Her face was cold and hard. “He was a poor master. His track record with apprentices is not great. He has power and skill enough to awe anyone, even me, but... it isn’t that he’s a bad teacher. It’s that he might well put you at risk for his own purposes. Or worse. You cannot afford to assume he has your best interests at heart.”

    “I’ll be careful,” Emily promised. “And I’ll keep in touch.”

    “If you have the time.” Lady Barb smiled. It looked unnatural. “Apprentices are traditionally kept very busy. I won’t be surprised if you don’t write to me. But that won’t keep me from worrying.”

    Emily reached forward and gave the older woman a tight hug. “Thank you for caring, really.”

    Lady Barb hugged her back. “I do care,” she said. “If things were different...”

    She shook her head. “I can’t take you any further,” she repeated. “Go down the path, approach the tower and... good luck. And watch your back. Please.”

    “I will.” Emily let go of Lady Barb and stepped back. “I’ll see you soon.”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb and nodded curtly. Magic gathered around her. “I’m sure you will.”

    There was a flash of light. When it faded, Lady Barb was gone.

    Emily stared at where she’d been for a long moment, her stomach churning. She didn’t know what to make of the older woman’s warning, even though she knew it had been delivered in good faith. She’d watch her back, but... she sighed. There was no more time.

    Turning, she started to make her way down the path and into the valley


    Chapter Two

    THE PATH WAS HARDER TO NAVIGATE than Emily had expected. The wild magic in the air bubbled around her, making it harder to pick her way than it should. She wished she’d thought to levitate, even though it would have been dangerous with the magical currents swilling around the tower. The tower seemed to blur, even as she reached the bottom of the path and peered through the trees. She couldn’t see any doors or windows. It wasn’t clear how she was meant to get inside.

    The first test, she thought, as she started to walk. He won’t make it easy.

    The temperature continued to rise. Her dress stuck to her skin as she made her way through the eerie forest, her footsteps echoing oddly. She could feel unseen eyes watching her, even though she saw nothing amidst the foliage. This far from civilization, there could be anything lurking in the undergrowth. The locals talked about the other folk and stayed as far as they could from high-magic regions. Who knew what might be waiting for someone foolish enough to wander in? Who knew if the poor intruder would ever be seen again? A prickle of magic pressed against her wards as she reached the edge of the forest. The tower stood in the middle of a grassy clearing. It still looked strange, as if it was so close she could touch the stone walls and yet, at the same time, hundreds of miles away. There was just too much raw magic in the clearing.

    She braced herself, mouth suddenly dry. Lady Barb’s vague warnings echoed in her head. She’d known enough of the story to know the older woman couldn’t have wanted to talk about it. And yet... she hesitated, torn between her friend’s advice and her desire to learn more. Lady Barb’s first apprenticeship had gone sour. It didn’t mean that Emily’s apprenticeship would go the same way. Jade had mastered combat sorcery at an unprecedented pace. Cat — too — had learned the ropes at terrifying speed. She knew others who’d been shaped by their apprenticeships...

    Her thoughts spun in circles. She’d done more in six years than most sorcerers would do in a lifetime. She was hardly short of options. She could study at her own pace, if she wished, or devote her life to Heart’s Eye and the New Learning. There were hundreds of concepts she wanted to develop, if she managed to work out what was missing. The gaps in her knowledge — the gaps between knowing something was possible and knowing how to do it — were maddening. She knew it was possible to build an internal combustion engine, but how? She didn’t know. She could happily spend years trying to close the gaps. She didn’t have to go to Void. She could turn around and walk away.

    But she knew, even as she formulated the thought, that she wouldn’t. Magic called to her in a way no earthly discipline had ever done. She knew, without false modesty, that she was good at it. She knew she’d outgrown Whitehall long before she finally left. She knew... she knew she didn’t want to stop. She’d seen Void go toe-to-toe with a necromancer and hold his own. There were no other sorcerers she knew who could do that. She’d cheated to win her battles. And the magics he’d used... she wanted them for herself. She knew the dangers, but she couldn’t stop. She had to go on.

    Emily centered herself, then walked forward. The tower shimmered in front of her, maintaining a steady distance. Emily frowned. The space around the tower was warped and twisted. The distance between the edge of the clearing and the tower itself seemed infinite. She could walk for days and never close the gap. She smiled — she should have known it wouldn’t be that easy — and reached out with her mind, studying the currents of magic as they boiled around the tower. They were odd, strong and weak at the same time. She wasn’t sure what they were designed to do. Keeping intruders out seemed to be a happy accident. They seemed more focused on something else. She felt her eyebrows furrow as she realized Void — or whoever had built the tower — had combined active magic with subtle magic. She’d been told that was impossible. She wondered how they’d managed to do that without burning out the runes.

    She looked down, eyes picking out faint discolorations on the grass. She’d seen the runes worked into the surrounding foliage, but — up close — she understood just how much effort had been lavished on turning the tower into a place of power. The surrounding magic was channeled into the tower, turned into a protective field that was — in some ways — more powerful than Whitehall’s defenses. Void didn’t have a nexus point, as far as she knew, but he didn’t need it. He’d turned the local magic into his first line of defense.

    Brilliant, Emily thought. She had to admire the trick. The grassy runes would regrow if the local magic burned them out. Indeed, the power itself might be channeled through the runes without doing any damage. And very difficult to overpower.

    She studied the runes for a long moment, then started to inch forward. It felt as if she were picking her way through a minefield. The tower seemed to expect her to dance forward, following a path only she could see. She sensed greater powers lurking in the shadows as she approached, powerful spells readying themselves to blast an intruder to flinders — or worse — if someone tripped the alarm. The flares of magic grew stronger, confusing her. The magic tried to make her turn around and walk back the way she’d come. She gritted her teeth, tightening her defenses as much as possible as strands of power plucked at her thoughts. Void wouldn’t be impressed if she let herself be manipulated. Or if she had her memory wiped by his spells.

    No wonder no one comes here, she thought. Anyone who enters the valley without permission leaves with a gap sliced out of their memory.

    She walked into the wall. Emily staggered, swallowing a curse as she pressed against the stone. The magic tightened, a defensive circle around the tower. There was barely any space to move without crossing the circle and inviting certain death. She gritted her teeth and reached out with her senses, trying to find the entrance. The tower seemed dead and cold, despite magic flowing through the stone. She wondered, suddenly, if the entire tower was comprised of magic. It should be impossible, without a nexus point, but Void seemed to have power to spare. His runic structures might be able to keep a conjuring in place for more than a few short minutes. 

    The tower felt... solid. She inched along the wall, pressing her fingers against the stone as she kept searching for the way in. There was nothing, yet... she had the uneasy sense that something watched her, biding its time. She felt like a mouse, all too aware that the cat lurked on the other side of the wall. She kept moving, hoping to find something — anything — that might show her how to get inside. Last time, Void had teleported her into the tower. She looked up, wondering — again — if she should try to levitate. But the magical currents surrounding the tower were so strong that she suspected she’d wind up being smashed against the stone or thrown into the mountains. There was no way to know if she’d manage to survive...

    Think, she told herself. How does he get into the tower?

    She scowled. Void had teleported. She didn’t dare. If the wards weren’t programmed to accept her, she’d wind up scattered across thousands of miles. Or worse. Whitehall dumped unwanted teleporters in an oubliette. She dreaded to think what the tower’s defenses might do. And...

    A thought struck her. She lifted her hand and tapped on the stone. “Knock, knock.”

    The world spun. She tightly closed her eyes against a blinding light. When it faded, she stood inside a small room. It was completely barren, save for a single door leading into a room. Emily blinked, then remembered Lady Barb’s lessons. She was an apprentice now, on the verge of formally presenting herself to her master. She had to prepare herself properly. She reached out with her senses, but found nothing beyond the room itself. There had to be wards surrounding her, yet... she couldn’t feel them. She couldn’t help being impressed as she stepped into the room. Normally, she’d be able to sense the wards even if she couldn’t look past them.

    She sucked in a breath as she looked around. The bathroom was surprisingly modern, by local standards. A tub, a shower, a simple robe sitting on a chair, a large mirror... she eyed it warily, remembering the mirrors in Heart’s Eye. Her reflection looked back, evenly. There were no differences, as far as she could tell, but it would be a long time before she trusted any mirror ever again. The alternate versions of herself and her friends had been nightmarish. She hated to think that, if things had been different, the alternates might have been them.

    Shaking her head, she turned and undressed before climbing into the tub. The water was perfect, the charms woven into the tub keeping it warm and ready. She let out a long breath as the sweat and dirt left her body, resisting — as best as she could — the urge to just lie back in the bath and sleep. She’d done it before, at Whitehall. The baths had been a luxury, even for her. There were students who’d never even seen a shower until they’d gone to school.

    You can’t stay here, she told herself. You have to move.

    The water flowed through her hair... she winced, wondering if she should have cut it. Her hair was her only vanity... she dismissed the thought, irritated. Void would tell her if her hair was getting in the way. 

    She sat up, then removed the bath plug and reached for the shower. Warm water cascaded down her bare skin, removing any remnants of dirt. She smiled tiredly, then turned off the water and muttered a spell to dry herself. She’d never liked wasting time with towels, even at Whitehall. She reminded herself, dryly, that she'd been safer at Whitehall than she’d ever been on Earth. If nothing else, she had been able defend herself in the school.

    Putting the thought aside, she stepped out of the bathtub and picked up the robe. It was simple, yet elegant. Emily had never been a clotheshorse, unlike Alassa, but she knew enough to tell that the robe had been made from the finest silks. It was black, so dark she felt as if she were touching a shadow, save for a single white band around her upper right arm and a sigil just above her right breast. It was a simple interplay of red thread, four symbols drawn into a pattern that nagged at her. She was sure she’d seen something like it before, but where? It wasn’t a rune. It was her master’s colors. 

    She pulled the robe on, smiling at how snugly it fit. It had clearly been professionally tailored, designed to hint at her curves rather than revealing anything... she wondered, suddenly, how it had been done. Void had never asked her for her measurements. Magic? Probably. She studied herself in the mirror, feeling a twinge of déjà vu.  Mountaintop’s uniform had clearly been based on the apprenticeship robes. Their jackets had had white bands too. She thought, suddenly, of Frieda. Her friend had gone back to Whitehall to start her fifth year. Emily had barely had time to dash off a quick note to her before Lady Barb had teleported her to Zugzwang.

    The stone floor felt oddly warm against her bare feet as she returned to the entrance hall. She wasn’t surprised to notice a second door waiting. She braced herself and stepped into the next room. Void stood there, wearing a long dark robe that was very similar to hers, save for the absence of a white band. He was no apprentice. She felt a sudden shiver as his dark eyes met hers. He looked... younger than she’d expected, but his eyes reflected his true age. He was easily old enough to be her grandfather.

    She studied him for a long moment, waiting for him to speak. His face was pale and sharp, pitch-black hair hanging to his shoulders. He was handsome, yet... she felt no spark of attraction. She told herself, sharply, that she certainly shouldn’t. He was a lot older than her. And he was her teacher. And yet... she kept her face carefully blank. She thought she should have felt something. She’d met enough handsome men over the last six years to know she should have felt something.

    He has to speak first, she reminded herself, as the silence grew and lengthened. Lady Barb had drilled that into her head too. But how long do I have to wait?

    Her stomach rumbled. She was suddenly very aware she wasn’t even sure what time it was. She’d left her watch with her clothes — and besides, it was set to Zangarian time. Where was Void’s tower? She didn’t know. It could be anywhere. She’d certainly never had the time to look around when Void had rescued her from Shadye and sent her to Whitehall. They could be next to the school or right on the other side of the world. She simply didn’t know.

    “Emily.” Void’s voice was calm, carefully controlled. If he felt anything, if he was eager or nervous or anything, she couldn’t tell. “Are you ready to begin your apprenticeship?”

    Emily swallowed, hard. “Yes.”

    Lady Barb had told her what to do, drilling it into her head time and time again until Emily could have recited it in her sleep. She started to kneel, flushing slightly at the thought of kneeling before him... before anyone. She’d never liked showing respect to aristocrats and senior magicians. She simply hadn’t grown up in a world where people bowed and scraped to masters who could cut off their heads or turn them into frogs if they felt disrespected. And yet, Void deserved respect. Didn’t he?

    Void put out a hand, stopping her. “Don’t kneel,” he said. “You’re here to study magic. To understand magic. You’re not a servant.”

    Emily hesitated, torn between Lady Barb’s instructions and Void’s wishes. She knew his wishes were paramount — masters had huge authority over their apprentices — but she honestly wasn’t sure what to do. Was it a trick? Or a trap? She’d dealt with at least a dozen tutors who’d delighted in forcing their charges into making sadistic choices between following orders or standing up for the rules. And here... what were the rules? She didn’t know.

    She stood, clasping her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking. Void’s face was expressionless. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. She waited, telling herself to be calm. He wouldn’t have summoned her just to dismiss her. He’d been an apprentice himself, over a century ago. He’d understand what she was feeling. Wouldn’t he?

    “Welcome,” Void said, finally. His dark eyes, so dark they were almost pools of shadow, bored into hers. “Are you ready to commit yourself to magic?”

    Emily nodded. “Yes...”

    She stopped. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to call him. Sir? Master? Lord Master? She didn’t know. There was no hard and fast rule. Lady Barb hadn’t told her either.

    Void smiled. It transformed his face. “In public, you can call me Master. In private, you can call me what you like.”

    “Provided it's respectful.” Emily smiled back. “Right?”

    “Right,” Void agreed. “Insulting one’s master is not a good way to begin. Being stupid enough to do it within earshot is worse.”

    “Yes...” Emily hesitated. Calling him Void felt wrong, almost over-familiar. “I...”

    “And disrespecting one’s master in front of the other masters is even worse,” Void said, dryly. “It makes your poor master look bad.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    Void nodded, then studied her for a long moment. “While you’re here, I expect you to commit yourself to studying and understanding magic. By law and custom, I am required to give you a day off every fortnight. You may contact your friends or teleport to Zugzwang or do whatever you like on those days. Otherwise, your time is mine. Do you understand?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    Void turned. “Come.”

    Emily blinked in surprise as he led her through a door that hadn’t been there a moment ago. Lady Barb had told her that there would be oaths, oaths of obedience and secrecy and a handful of other things, but... Void hadn’t asked her to swear anything. Did he intend to do it later? Or... she doubted he’d forgotten. It wasn’t the sort of thing one forgot. She wondered if she should ask, then shook her head. Better to let him bring it up in his own time.

    “We’ll eat,” Void said. He walked into a mid-sized dining room. A single large pot sat on the table. It smelled like stew. Emily felt her stomach rumble again as she took the proffered seat. “And then we’ll talk.”


    Chapter Three

    THERE WAS NO WAY TO TELL, Emily decided as she ate her stew, if Void was sending her a message. The food was nice, but strikingly plebeian.  It wasn’t the kind of meal that would be served in Alassa’s castle or Melissa’s mansion or even Whitehall itself. A clue to Void’s origins, perhaps? Or... maybe he just liked the food. One didn’t have to be a member of a particular social class or ethnic group to like their food. Emily ate slowly, savoring the taste. The meat — she thought it was beef — was cooked to perfection. The dumplings were even better. Her lips twitched as she took a sip of water. She knew better than to develop expensive tastes.

    Void was a surprisingly animated dinner companion, once they’d satisfied their hunger. He said little about magic, or her apprenticeship, but talked about the Zangarian Civil War, Alassa’s Great Charter and the implications for the future. Emily thought he was being a little cynical, but she had to admit that the Magna Carta had lasted only a few weeks before being buried and — later — resurrected. King John hadn’t wanted the document to last — of course — but neither had some of his enemies. The Magna Carta had been a threat to their interests as much as it had threatened the king himself.

    “People will act in their own interests,” Void said. “And very few of them will deliberately compromise their interests, even if they think they have something to gain in the long term.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily countered. “But if they don’t compromise, they could lose everything.”

    “Or gain everything,” Void said. “You’d be surprised at how many people will risk everything on one last throw of the dice.”

    Emily shrugged. The New Learning had spread too far. There was no way the genie could be put back in the bottle, even if she died tomorrow. The kingdoms that failed to adapt to the new reality would be destroyed, either by internal or external factions. And the only way to adapt was to grant commoners more rights before the commoners took them for themselves. One could not build a modern economy on the backbone of slaves. The slaves wouldn’t do more than the bare minimum for their masters.

    “We’ll see,” she said.

    Void nodded, then leaned back in his chair and pushed his plate to one side. “Keep eating, if you like,” he said. “I’m afraid I’m about to lecture.”

    Emily grinned. “Oh dear.”

    “You may already know some of this,” Void added. He took a sip of water, nodding to himself. “Bear with me a little, please. There is a point to this.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    Void said nothing for a long moment, clearly composing his words. “There is a hierarchy among magicians,” he said. “Whitehall will have taught you some of this. Other aspects... are not commonly discussed. Some truths are considered uncomfortable or unsettling and are therefore quietly ignored. Others might upset the balance of power and are therefore open secrets. But you cannot afford to look away. The hierarchy touches on the innermost truths of magic itself.”

    Emily nodded, slowly.

    “Right at the bottom, we have sparks,” Void said. “They show a flash of magic, perhaps two, and little else. Some of them — the more powerful — become hedge witches. Others stumble into places of power and become voices, giving up their humanity as they bond with the wild magic. And still others become blademasters or weaponmasters, binding themselves to a blade and shaping their magic to suit it. They can be deadly enemies, under the right conditions, even to a far more powerful magician. You have to treat them with extreme caution.

    “Then, we have students... students like yourself, six years ago. They have more power, but they have to be trained in its use. They learn, slowly but surely, how to adapt spells for different purposes, coming to grips with the underlying structure of magic itself. The older ones — like yourself, two years ago — start crafting whole new spells for themselves. They see magic as a series of small elements, worked together into a larger whole.”

    “Like someone might spell out a word using letters,” Emily said.

    “Precisely!” Void grinned. “Once you start thinking of a spell as a single thing, with no awareness of the underlying components, you start crippling your ability to advance further. You might be able to read a single word, to borrow your analogy, but you might not be able to read a longer word that includes the first word. You can read weapon. You cannot read weaponmaster.  That’s why wands and staffs are so dangerous, when given to unprepared students. They give the students a slight boost, but — in the long term — they prevent them from advancing further. By the time you sit your final exams at Whitehall — the exams I know you didn’t take — you have to be able to devise spells from scratch. If you can’t, you’re not ready to advance. You might never be ready to advance.”

    His voice hung on the air for a long moment. Emily shivered, despite herself.

    “Above them, we have apprentices and masters. They focus on a certain aspect of magic and master it. An alchemy master cannot just brew every potion known to mankind. He views his subject as an integrated whole and can compose a completely new potion to suit every need. He can even refine older brews into something new. They’re often among the most innovative magicians, because they know their subject so well. At the same time...”

    He met her eyes. “What might their limitations be?”

    Emily hesitated, carefully considering her answer. “They don’t work outside their specialty?”

    “Correct,” Void said. “Masters can, on one hand, do wonders within their field. Outside their field, they can be... I won’t say incompetent, because they’re not, but they can be limited. An enchanter might not be able to brew potions; an alchemist might not be able to craft himself a pocket dimension. And some of them never realize it.”

    “They must,” Emily said. “Surely...”

    “You’d be surprised how many people fail to realize the limits of their knowledge,” Void said. “And how many people lose their skills when they don’t practice.”

    He shrugged. “And some masters never really become... real masters. They can brew anything, craft anything, as long as someone else does the work. They don’t have the imagination to brew anything new. They’re called masters, but they’re not. They don’t innovate for themselves.”

    “I see, I think,” Emily said.

    “A student may put together a cumbersome spell,” Void said. “A master can take that spell and smooth it down into something more practical.”

    Emily nodded, slowly.

    Void met her eyes. “And then there’s us. Your apprenticeship will not be in charms, or alchemy, or enchantment, or any specific subject. Your apprenticeship will be in magic itself. You will learn to manipulate magic on a scale few can match. You’ll be able to duplicate the feats of an alchemist without either a cauldron or a collection of ingredients and much — much — more. You’ll be able to do wonders, if you work hard. I believe you can do it. I wouldn’t have offered to take you as an apprentice if I had any doubts.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said, quietly.

    “You may change your mind about thanking me, afterwards,” Void said. “You are going to work harder than you’ve worked in your entire life. And you’ll be doing things for me too.”

    “I...” Emily looked back at him. A hundred questions were bubbling in her head, but only two came to her lips. “What are the downsides? What... what do you wish you’d known before you started?”

    “Ha.” Void looked pensive, just for a second. “You may find it a lonely life. Your friends will shy away from you, if they realize how powerful you’ve become. Others may try to use you as a living weapon. You’ll find that being able to get anything you want, practically speaking, palls after a while. And... you may find it hard to get a partner, someone who is comfortable with such a massive imbalance of power. If you have children, they may never live up to you. They’ll spend their lives in your shadow.”

    Emily swallowed. Caleb’s mother had been married to a mundane, but she was very much the exception. “Are people really that shallow?”

    “Mixed marriages between sorceresses and mundane men are rare,” Void said. “There’s a reason for that, Emily.”

    He snorted. “You may discover you’re no longer interested yourself,” he added. “Or that you simply can’t have a steady relationship.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “How do others cope?”

    “Different people, different ways.” Void looked down at the table. “A couple of powerful sorcerers I knew vanished somewhere near the Inverse Shadow. This was well before Shadye took it for himself. Another learned a harsh lesson and devoted the rest of his life to making up for his crimes. Another went up a mountain to study the whichness of the why and never came down. As far as I know, he’s still there. Another...” — he shook his head — “went mad and had to be brought down.”

    He looked up at her. “It isn’t just about power, Emily,” he said. “The necromancers have power. It’s about knowing how to use the power you have to best advantage. You’ll have an edge over just about everyone else, if you complete your training before you peak. And then the sky’s the limit.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. “I understand.”

    “You only think you understand,” Void said. “The real pain will begin soon enough.”

    He took a sip of his water. “I realized your potential when we first met. That alone was enough to attract my interest. It wasn’t, however, a guarantee that you’d reach a point where I could teach you effectively. You had to develop both your magic and your intellect before I dared take you on as a student. I saw to it” — he met her eyes, very briefly — “that you wouldn’t have to swear any major oaths. I didn’t want them getting in the way when I took you as a student.

    “And I won’t be asking you to swear any to me.”

    Emily blinked. She’d thought the oaths were an insurmountable requirement. 

    “That said, I do expect you to do your level best to honor the oaths as if you’d actually sworn them,” Void continued. “If you haven’t researched the requirements for master-apprentice relationships I suggest you do it over the next few days. I will do my best to honor my side of the oaths. If the apprenticeship fails, it will not be through lack of effort on my part. Any questions?”

    “Yes.” Emily forced herself to meet his eyes. “Why don’t you want me to swear any oaths?”

    “Oaths — magically-binding oaths — can impede one’s magical growth,” Void told her. “They can also impact on one’s personal development, depending on precisely what you swear. There’s no shortage of horror stories. It’s never easy to predict what will happen if you do swear, but... I don’t want to take the chance. And I think I can trust you not to take advantage of me. “That said...”

    He studied her for a long moment. “What do you think I’ll do if you do break the rules?”

    Emily swallowed. “Beat me?”

    “No.” Void’s voice was very even. “I’ll dismiss you. This is not a simple apprenticeship, Emily, and you are not a teenager any longer. I expect you to act like a grown adult and treat the forces we’ll be studying with the respect they deserve. There are rarely any second chances. If I have any reason to doubt your commitment to this apprenticeship, I’ll terminate it on the spot.”

    “I understand,” Emily said, very quietly.

    “Good.” Void studied her for a long moment. “Right now, the rules are very simple. Treat this tower as your own. I’ve told the wards to accept you. Go anywhere you like, save for the two top floors and the basement. The upper levels are mine, the basement belongs to the servants. I don’t want you disturbing them. If you need something at night, use the wards to make the request.”

    Emily nodded. She’d known Void had servants, although... she shook her head. Of course he had servants. It spoke well of him that he’d told her to leave his servants alone. They didn’t need her disturbing them. And... she’d never been comfortable with servants anyway.

    “You can use the spellchambers or the alchemy lab any time you like, when you’re not working with me,” Void said. “You may cast any spells or brew any potions you learned in Whitehall. Anything else, anything more advanced, is to be cleared with me first. I doubt I’ll be saying no. It’ll take a lot of power to weaken the spellchambers or seriously threaten the tower. If I do say no” — his eyes sharpened — “I expect you to respect it. There are plenty of isolated mountaintops where you can carry out your experiments, if you can’t do them here.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    “You have a suite of your own,” Void told her. “A bedroom, a bathroom and a private workroom. I won’t enter unless you invite me or I see an urgent need. The workroom is for studying and writing, mainly. Use the spellchambers for anything that might turn nasty. The library is open to you, save for the books on the top shelf. Don’t touch those without my prior permission and don’t take any book out of the tower, under any circumstances. The wards will assume you’re a thief and react accordingly.”

    “But I can take them to my room,” Emily said.

    “Yes,” Void said. “Although I want you to be careful. Some of those books are very old and fragile.”

    He smiled, coldly. “Like I said, you have a day free every two weeks. Use it how you see fit, but I expect you back at the tower before midnight. I don’t want you to bring anyone back here without my prior permission, no matter who it is. There have been countless attempts to break through my defenses and I wouldn’t put it past some of my enemies to try to subvert or manipulate you. Do you understand me?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    Void nodded. “I expect you to obey orders. When we’re alone, and there’s no pressing urgency, you can ask all the questions you like. I will be happy to explain the reasoning behind my orders if we have time. If things are urgent, or if we’re in a group, follow orders and don’t ask questions unless I give you prior permission.”

    His gaze sharpened. “There will be times when you’ll want to disobey orders, either because you don’t understand or because you think you know better. If you do and it works out, fine. If it doesn’t...”

    “You’ll kick me out,” Emily finished.

    “Perhaps,” Void said. “You’ll be the person on the spot. You might know something I don’t. My orders might be impossible or impractical. If that happens... we’ll see. I want you to think before you disobey orders. I’ll want to know your reasoning after the fact — what you did as well as why. You’ll probably want to know my reasoning too.”

    He met her eyes. “I hope you’ll learn a great deal from your apprenticeship, Emily,” he said, “but I don’t want you to be blind to the dangers.”

    Emily opened her mouth to point out she did know the dangers, then closed it again. She didn’t, not really. She’d been Sergeant Miles’s apprentice for a few short months, but that hadn’t been a real apprenticeship. Sergeant Miles had treated her more as an equal than a subordinate. She’d appreciated that, even though it had driven a wedge between her and the other apprentices. Here... she was going to be playing with forces most sorcerers regarded with wary eyes. Void was right. There would be dangers. And some of them — perhaps most of them — wouldn’t be obvious. She knew how to deal with overt threats. Knives in the dark were far more dangerous.

    She yawned, suddenly. “Sorry.”

    Void smiled. “It must be late for you,” he said. “Traditionally, apprentices eat breakfast in their rooms and then join their masters. I’ll expect you down here, dressed and ready for your first lesson, at nine in the morning. The servants will bring you breakfast. Ask them if you want anything special.”

    “I’d settle for anything,” Emily said.

    “You’ll probably get bacon and eggs, then,” Void said. “Plenty of energy, all of which you’ll be burning up. If you grow bored, feel free to ask for something else. The servants will do their best to oblige.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. She didn’t want to put them to any trouble. “Bacon and eggs will be fine.”

    “Just ask if you change your mind,” Void said. He put down his glass and stood. “Do you like your robe?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “It’s very comfortable.”

    “Good,” Void said. “As your master, it is my job to ensure you have everything you might happen to need. You already have spare robes and suchlike in your room. If you require anything else — within reason — just ask.”

    Emily smiled. “Within reason?”

    “Don’t take advantage of your poor old master,” Void said, with a grin that made him look years younger. “If you want a solid gold dress, expect some pretty searching questions about why you want it.”

    “I wouldn’t want a solid gold anything,” Emily said. “It would be useless.”

    “You might be surprised,” Void said. He smiled in what looked like happy memory. “You can do more with gold than just spend it. But we’ll be covering that later. Much later.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She stood, smoothing down her robe. “What now?”


    Chapter Four

    THE TOWER FELT WARMER, SOMEHOW, AS Void led her through yet another door and up a flight of stone stairs. Emily reached out with her mind, sensing the wards flicker. They felt more like Whitehall’s than she’d expected, ready to help a guest find her way around the tower while confusing any unwanted intruders. She was sure she’d have gotten hopelessly lost without them. She certainly had found it hard to navigate Fellini Mansion without magic. It had been humiliating enough to make her want to swear off magical homes forever.

    “The library is just down there,” Void said, pointing to a wooden door. “The spellchambers are on the lower levels.”

    Emily felt a pang as she glanced at the door, her growing tiredness competing with the urge to see the library. She’d always loved libraries, from the simple buildings on Earth to Whitehall and Mountaintop’s giant collections. The private libraries were often just as interesting, holding both their owner’s private notes and copies of books that were often vanishingly rare. She couldn’t wait to see what Void’s library was like. A man who’d lived and breathed magic for over a hundred years had to have a vast collection of books. She wanted to ask if they could take a look at it now...

    But she knew better. She was too tired.

    Void pressed his hand against another door. It opened, revealing a large sitting room. Emily blinked in surprise as she saw a teenage girl kneeling on the floor, her posture suggesting she’d knelt in a tearing hurry. Emily knew maids and servants were expected to remain in respectful poses while waiting, but she suspected they rarely bothered. As long as they were careful, and listened out for their superiors, they’d probably never get caught. And it wasn’t as if she would care either.

    The girl looked vaguely Japanese, Emily thought, although that meant nothing on the Nameless World. The Empire had blended so many different races together that someone having a different appearance was unremarkable, as long as it was human. She was young, probably a year or two younger than Emily, with long dark hair, downcast almond eyes, hands resting on her knees and wearing a simple maid’s dress. Emily couldn’t help being reminded of Frieda, although the maid looked very different. And yet, they had something in common. Emily wasn’t sure what.

    “This is Silent,” Void said. “She’s to be your personal maid, with orders to take care of you as long as you live here.”

    Emily glanced at him. “I didn’t ask for a servant.”

    Void lifted his eyebrows. “You won’t have time to take care of yourself,” he said. “Or are you planning to clean your own clothes, cook your own meals, brush your own hair...?”

    “I can brush my own hair,” Emily said, irritated. There were girls, aristocrats mainly, who literally couldn’t. She’d always thought they were silly. “I don’t need...”

    “You do,” Void said. “Believe me, you do.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. She’d never been comfortable around servants. The small army of maids that had surrounded Alassa at all times, as long as she wasn’t in school, had left her cold. She wasn’t an invalid. She didn’t need help to dress, or to wash, or to do anything a reasonably healthy person could do. But... she shook her head. Void had clearly made up his mind. And he might be right. Emily would just have to see to it that Silent was paid well for her time.

    “Fine,” she said, finally. “What now?”

    “Your bedroom is through there,” Void said. “Your washroom is in the room beyond. There’s also a large wardrobe. If you need anything else, let myself or Silent know.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, reluctantly.

    “Good.” Void nodded to her. “I’ll see you tomorrow at nine. Do try not to be late.”

    He withdrew, closing the door behind him. Emily closed her eyes, centering herself before reaching out with her senses. The room’s wards were surprisingly complex, designed to monitor her magic without monitoring anything else. Beyond them... she could sense an intricate web of wards protecting the outer edge of the tower. Anyone who tried to spy on the occupants would be in for a nasty shock. Emily hoped Void had made sure they were up to date. Sorcerers seemed to spend half their time spying on each other. Naturally, surveillance spells advanced at breakneck speeds.

    And there are plenty of people who want to watch me, Emily thought. They want to learn my secrets.

    She opened her eyes and looked at the maid. Silent hadn’t moved, as far as she could tell. And yet, there was something about her that suggested she wasn’t used to kneeling for more than a few minutes. She probably hadn’t grown up in a magical or aristocratic household, Emily deduced. It didn’t matter. Void could have found her anywhere. She wondered, suddenly, if Void had a castellan. Someone had to take care of the day-to-day business of running a household.

    It doesn’t matter, she told herself.

    She spoke, as calmly as she could. “You can stand, if you like.”

    Silent stood, keeping her eyes downcast. She was taller than Emily had realized, almost as tall as Emily, but her posture made it hard to be certain. She looked small, despite her height. Her hair hung down, gleaming in the light. Emily felt a stab of sympathy. Silent probably hadn’t volunteered for the job. And yet...

    She found herself at a loss for words. Alassa would have known what to say. Melissa would have known. Jade would have known. But Emily... she looked at the girl, wondering why Silent refused to meet her eyes. She snorted at herself, a second later. An aristocrat would have been seriously annoyed if the girl had. They’d have seen it as a sign of uppityness.

    “I’m Emily,” Emily said. As if Silent didn’t already know that. “I...”

    She shook her head. “Do you have any questions for me?”

    Silent spoke in a soft, oddly accented voice. “My Lady. Where do you want me to sleep?”

    Emily frowned. “Where do you want to sleep?”

    “I can sleep wherever you wish,” Silent said. “Here. At the foot of your bed. Downstairs...”

    “Not in my bedroom,” Emily said, quickly. She remembered the Shadows of Mountaintop and shuddered. She wasn’t going to have someone sleeping at the foot of her bed. She valued her privacy too highly for that. “You can sleep downstairs, if you like.”

    Silent bowed her head. “As My Lady pleases.”

    Emily felt a hot flash of anger, which she quickly suppressed. It wasn’t Silent’s fault. She’d been raised as a maid. She didn’t know how to behave... no, that wasn’t true. She knew how the vast majority of masters and mistresses would expect her to behave. Be silent, be submissive, be obedient... Emily told herself, firmly, to be understanding. Silent wouldn’t expect her to be friendly. It would take time for the younger girl to realize she wouldn’t be beaten or hexed for every little mistake.

    “You can sleep downstairs,” Emily said. She hoped that was the right decision. Servants could be just as hierarchical as their masters. Who knew? They might see Silent as lucky or condemned. “Wait here.”

    She stepped past Silent and walked into the bedroom. It was a surprising mixture of comfortable and bare, a large bed — easily large enough for three — taking up most of the space. A sizable wardrobe sat in one corner, but otherwise the walls were bare. Her knapsack and the clothes she’d left downstairs rested by the door, the latter already cleaned and pressed. The bathroom was bigger, outfitted with everything from a bathtub to a shower and a piece of equipment Emily didn’t recognize. A handful of charms hung in the air, keeping the air warm and dry. There were no visible sources of light, but that was meaningless. The wards kept the rooms illuminated. Emily checked the toilet and washbasin — both of them were clean, thankfully — and then walked back into the living room. Silent hadn’t moved. Her back was ramrod straight.

    Emily peered into the final room — a workroom, complete with a desk, a chair and a small collection of notebooks — then turned back to the maid. Silent was still looking at the ground. Emily felt a flicker of guilt, mingled with a grim awareness that it wasn’t her fault. Silent had no reason to think Emily might be decent. Even Alassa treated her maids poorly, from time to time. And she was one of the kinder aristocrats.

    “I need to sleep,” she said, finally. “You can go.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Silent said, tonelessly. “What time will My Ladyship require her breakfast?”

    “You can call me Emily,” Emily said.

    Silent looked astonished, just for a second. Emily sighed, inwardly. Asking — telling — the maid to address her by her first name probably broke a whole series of taboos. The aristocracy would have a collective heart attack if they knew. They wanted a society where everyone knew their place and stuck to it. Emily found it disgusting. There was nothing wrong with wanting to climb as high as one could. 

    “My Lady... Emily,” Silent managed. She looked as if she expected to be slapped for the heinous crime of following orders. “I... what time would you like your breakfast tomorrow?”

    Emily kept her face expressionless, somehow. “Around seven-thirty, I think,” she said. It should give her time to eat, shower, dress and report to her new master. “Wake me if I’m not already up.”

    She opened her mouth to tell Silent to stay out of her rooms, then changed her mind. The poor maid had to go in and out, just to brush the floor and tidy the clothes. It was inconvenient, and Emily would have preferred to clean her room herself, but there was no point in suggesting it now. It would have to wait until Silent got a little more comfortable with her. She sighed, inwardly. It was starting to look as if that wouldn’t happen until well after she finished her apprenticeship.

    Poor girl, she thought. And she has nowhere else to go.

    “Dismissed,” she said, firmly. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

    “Yes, My Lady.” Silent curtsied, then backed out of the room. “Good night.”

    The door closed behind her. Emily rolled her eyes. She should be used to servants by now, but... the mere concept of servants and slavery offended her on a very basic level. It was fundamentally wrong to rob someone of their freedom and put them to work, either through force or magic. And yet... the hell of it was that there were few other options for girls like Silent. If they didn’t have magic, they married someone their parents chose or they went into service or... or they went to the brothels. Emily shuddered. It just wasn’t right.

    I’ll have to do something for her, afterwards, Emily thought. Who knows? Maybe she’d like to study at Heart’s Eye.

    She turned and walked back into the bedroom. Her knapsack looked untouched, the spells protecting it still in place... although that proved nothing. Void could have undone the spells, inspected the contents and then replaced the spells without her knowing. It was his tower. He had every right to search her possessions — and herself — if he wished. She studied the bag for a moment, looking for something a little more mundane that might have been disturbed. Either the searcher had been astonishingly careful, with an attention to detail that would have daunted many of the senior magicians she’d met, or the bag hadn’t been searched at all. She opened it anyway and checked the contents. There was nothing missing, not in that sense. She was grimly aware she hadn’t had time to pack everything she might need.

    Putting her possessions to one side, she undressed and climbed into bed. It was reassuringly warm and soft, although she sensed a handful of charms designed to throw a late sleeper out of bed. Whitehall had used similar charms for first- and second-year students. Older students knew how to cancel them. Emily smiled, canceled the spells below her and set an alarm spell before pulling the covers over her head. The teleport lag was getting to her. It felt like late evening even though she was fairly sure it couldn’t be later than mid-afternoon.

    Which means we probably teleported west, she thought, as tiredness threatened to overcome her. We might be somewhere near the Cairngorms.

    The thought amused her for a long moment, although she knew it was meaningless. She’d seen nothing to suggest the Nameless World was any smaller than Earth. The gravity didn’t seem any weaker. And that meant... they could be anywhere. On a map, Europe looked small compared to Russia or America. On a human scale, it was huge. The valley could be anywhere. The Cairngorms? Or somewhere she’d never visited?

    Except you were here, once before, she reminded herself. Void brought you here...

    ^  $The alarm spell went off. Emily sat up, half-convinced there was an intruder in the chamber. She clutched her duvet to her breasts with one hand as she readied a fireball with the other, realizing — a moment later — that it was merely seven o’clock. It was time to get up. She wasn’t sure she believed it — she wasn’t sure she’d even slept — but there was no choice. Void probably wouldn’t kick her out for being late on her very first day... probably. She didn’t want to take the risk. Instead, she stood and stumbled into the bathroom. She didn’t feel remotely human until she turned on the water and stood under the shower, allowing the heat to wake her. She wished, suddenly, for Kava. Silent would bring it. Wouldn’t she?

    Not so hostile to the idea of having servants now, are you? Her thoughts mocked her. They can come in handy...

    “Oh, shut up,” she muttered. 

    She turned off the shower and dried herself with a spell, then walked back into the bedroom and picked a new robe out of the wardrobe. She’d have to get new underwear from somewhere. She disliked the idea of wearing nothing under the robe, even if she cast a whole string of protective charms to keep someone from casting a spell to flip it up. She made a mental note to ask Silent — she would be too embarrassed to ask Void — and walked into the living room. The maid was already there, pouring Kava into a mug. Emily could have kissed her.

    “My Lady,” Silent said. She still sounded quiet, but oddly firm. “His Lordship commands me to tell you to eat everything.”

    Emily blinked as she uncovered the food. There was more bacon and eggs — and what looked like farmer’s bread — on the plate than she could eat in a single sitting. She wasn’t sure she could eat half of the food, even if it had been coated with appetite-enhancing potions. A quick check told her the food was untainted. She’d have to eat it all without help.

    “I’ll do my best,” she said, as she sat down. Void would be working her hard, but there were limits. Her stomach wasn’t that big. “Will you dispose of the remainder?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Silent said.

    Emily made a face, then canceled the preservation spells and started to eat. The food tasted plain and simple, without much in the way of elegance. She remembered the stew from the previous evening, then shrugged. Void might be sending her a message, or he might be more interested in building up her energy reserves than anything else. She supposed that made sense. If she ate giant breakfasts and yet found herself painfully hungry at lunch after a morning spent doing magic, it had to be worse for him.

    “If My Lady pleases, I can change the bedding for you,” Silent said.

    “Do it every week,” Emily said. She didn’t want to work the maid to death. There was no need to change and wash the bedding every day. “And there are some things I’d like you to get.”

    “Of course, My Lady,” Silent said. “What would you like?”

    You to start calling me Emily, Emily thought. She told herself it didn’t matter. But she’d be in real trouble if she called someone else by her first name.

    She put the thought aside and listed a handful of things she needed, then smiled. “Let me know when they’re ready,” she added. She didn’t want someone else pawing through her stuff, even if they were trying to help. “I’ll want to sort them out myself.”

    “Of course, My Lady.” Silent bobbed her head. “I’ll see to it personally.”

    Emily nodded and pushed her plate aside. She hadn’t managed to finish everything, but she’d tried. The remainder of the food would be eaten by the servants, she was sure. They wouldn’t let it go to waste. She stood, brushing down her robe. She felt a thrill of anticipation, despite everything. She was finally going to start her apprenticeship.

    She wondered, suddenly, if she had time to visit the library first. She’d love to go there. But it was already far too close to nine. She hurried into the bathroom, splashed water on her face and wiped her lips, then headed for the door. Silent was already clearing the table. The maid looked up quickly, then glanced down almost as soon as her eyes met Emily’s. She looked embarrassed to have made even a second’s eye contact...

    “Thank you,” Emily said. “I’ll see you later.”

    Silent looked surprised. “Thank you, My Lady,” she said. “Good luck.”


    Chapter Five

    “GOOD MORNING,” VOID SAID, AS EMILY entered the chamber. “Did you sleep well?”

    “Well enough,” Emily said. “And yourself?”

    She looked around the room with interest. The chamber was bare, save for a single wooden table and a pair of wooden chairs. They looked cheap and unstable, the sort of furniture that one would use if one expected it to get broken. A single lightglobe hung in the air, casting an eerie radiance. Void sat on the far side of the table, his pale fingers resting on sheets of parchment. He looked well-rested. Emily smiled and sat down after he motioned for her to take the other seat. She couldn’t help feeling eager. She hadn’t felt like this since the first time she’d walked into Whitehall.

    “I seem to have forgotten a pencil,” Void said, archly. “Goodness. Whatever will I do?”

    Emily felt her smile widen. “Go upstairs and get one?”

    “Far too practical.” Void grinned back at her. “Watch.”

    He lifted his fingers. A faint light started to flicker in the empty spaces. Emily leaned forward, watching avidly as powerful magic — forces she wouldn’t have dared touch outside a spellchamber — gathered, centering on his hands. The light grew brighter, magic channeling into a single tiny space. Emily stared as the light — the magic — coalesced into a pencil. It hung in the air for a long second as the light faded, then dropped to the table below. It hit the wood with an audible clunk.

    Emily swallowed, and her heart began to race. It looked simple; achingly simple. And yet... she knew it was a demonstration of power. Real power. It was easy to turn a pen into a pencil, but... creating a pencil out of raw magic and making it stick was hard. There were experienced sorcerers who couldn’t conjure something from nothing. She couldn’t even begin to make it work without a nexus point and a lot of planning. Conjuring was no joke. It was the hardest magical discipline in the world. And Void didn’t even look winded.

    He looked back at her, evenly, as she raised her eyes. There wasn’t even a hint of strain on his face. Emily was impressed, more impressed than she could say. There weren’t many sorcerers who would conjure something just to show off. And, she realized dimly, to prove there was a reason to learn. If she mastered such power...

    “Impressive,” she managed, finally.

    Void nodded, as if he’d expected as much. “A small trick,” he said. “But one you’ll master before your apprenticeship is done.”

    Emily nodded, willing herself to believe it. She knew there was much to learn, but... she hadn’t really understood. Not until now. She was good — brilliant, even — for a sorceress of her age, yet compared to Void she was still a child. There were layers upon layers of magic she barely knew existed. She couldn’t use them. Yet.

    “Casting a spell requires three things,” Void continued. “First, you must have the power to make the spell work. Second, you must have the will. And third, you must have the knowledge. Without those three... well, you’ll be lucky if nothing happens. The worst-case scenarios are pretty bad.”

    He picked up the pencil and held it out to her. Emily took it, silently admiring his feat. The pencil was no illusion. It felt solid. The raw matter certainly didn’t feel as if it was on the verge of coming apart. She was tempted to try to write with it, just to see if it worked. A pencil was relatively simple, but still quite complex. Void would have had to craft the magic into lead as well as wood. And he’d done it...

    Void straightened. “Tell me, what was the first spell you learned to cast?”

    Emily had to think about it. “I... I think it was the magic-detection spell,” she said. “Or the basic cancellation spell.”

    “The spells that are taught to all new students,” Void agreed. “Very basic. Very hard to get wrong. Also... quite easy to forget, once you master the higher arts.”

    He smiled. “Cast the detection spell for me.”

    “Yes, sir.” Emily had to think about that too. “If I remember rightly...”

    The spell felt oddly slippery as she tried to cast it from scratch. She had to fight to build it up piece by piece, instead of just casting it as a single unified whole. It had been easier, perversely, six years ago. She hadn’t known what she’d been doing. And Mistress Irene had been very patient. The spell lit up the room. She glanced from side to side. The lightglobe had grown brighter, the walls pulsed with a faint light, the ring on Void’s finger and the bracelet around her wrist were glowing... the spell had worked. She breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn’t realized how she’d grown used to relying on her own senses, rather than the spell, until she’d tried to cast it again.

    “Very good,” Void said. He pushed a piece of parchment at her. “Write down the spell.”

    Emily lifted the pencil — she frowned as she realized it hadn’t glowed — and went to work. It felt odd to be sketching out a spell she hadn’t used for years, but she’d had plenty of practice with spell notation. If anything, the detection spell was almost too simple. There was little room for improvement. Whoever had crafted the original version had pared the spell down until complete novices could cast it. And the pencil worked perfectly.

    “There’s no room for improvement,” she said, regretfully.

    “No,” Void agreed. “Pick another spell, please.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    Void was, she discovered over the next hour, a demanding taskmaster. He made her dig up spells from memory, spells she’d stopped using years ago, and insisted she cast and recast them until they were absolutely perfect. Emily's head started to pound and her stomach rumbled angrily, even though she’d stuffed herself at breakfast. She’d grown so used to casting the basic spells — when she hadn’t discarded them — that it wasn’t easy to break them down into their component pieces. She thought she understood, now, the dangers Void had mentioned. If she didn’t know what she was doing, she didn’t have a hope of modifying the spell to suit herself.

    “I feel like a firstie again,” she complained, after Void made her practice a basic cleaning spell. “Is that normal?”

    “You have to learn to read before you can write,” Void said. He favored her with a serene smile. “And walk before you can run.”

    Emily nodded, tersely. “I think I understand.”

    “Cast a fireball,” Void ordered. “Blow a hole in the wall.”

    “Sir?”

    “You heard me,” Void said. “I want a nice big hole in the wall.”

    Emily threw him a doubtful look, then cast a fireball and threw it at the wall. There was a flash of light, a wave of heat... but the wall remained undamaged. She hadn’t even managed to scorch it. Her eyes narrowed as she studied the wards. They didn’t look strong enough to snuff out a fireball before it exploded... it had exploded. It just hadn’t done any damage. She glanced at Void, who seemed amused. She wondered what he found so amusing.

    “Tell me,” Void said. “What went wrong?”

    Emily frowned. The wards still didn’t look that powerful. And yet... was the wall itself strong? Or made of magic, rather than stone? She wasn’t sure she could have damaged a structure made of raw magic. It would require one hell of a lot of magic to create an entire tower of magic... she glanced at Void, wondering if he really was that powerful. He’d have to be practically a god.

    And then she saw it. “The wards pulled the fireball apart,” she said. “And it wasn’t concentrated enough to do any real damage.”

    “Very good,” Void said. “Try again. Put a hole in the wall.”

    Emily nodded, carefully reshaping the fireball. Sergeant Miles had called it boring but practical, pointing out that it was easier to cast a fireball to make the target duck rather than wasting time casting a more dangerous spell that could easily be short-circuited by enemy action. Fancy duelists tended to lose to practical duelists because the former wanted to show off while the latter wanted to win. But the basic spell clearly wasn’t enough to damage the walls. She altered the spell, drawing in elements from the other spells he’d made her practice, then recast it. This time, the fireball left a nasty-looking scorch mark on the wall.

    “Better,” Void said. “We’re going to work more on that later.”

    “Got it.” Emily had to smile. “Do I get dismissed if I accidentally blow up the tower?”

    “I’d be very impressed if you did,” Void said. “This tower is heavily protected.”

    Emily glanced at him. “Did you build it?”

    “No.” Void shrugged. “It belonged to my former master. He inherited it from his master in a master-apprentice chain that goes back hundreds of years. Or so I was told.”

    “You don’t believe him?”

    Void smiled. “You know as well as I do that there are gaps in the historical record. And that there are people who claim their families are thousands of years old or descended from the gods themselves. It’s hard to be sure.”

    Emily nodded. She’d read the history books. She’d also seen Old Whitehall. There were so many misconceptions and outright lies in the official records that the truth had long since been lost. Real history, as far as she could tell, dated back five hundred years at best. Too much had been lost during the endless wars, by accident or design. There was no way to know if Void’s master had told him the truth.

    “We’ll try something a little different,” Void said. He quirked his eyebrows. “I assume you know how to turn someone into a frog?”

    “I know,” Emily said. “I mastered that during first year.”

    “Most magic-born students learn those spells before they go to school,” Void commented, dryly. “It gives them a slight edge.”

    The wards quivered, lightly. Emily looked up as the door opened. A serving girl — a little older than Emily, if she was any judge — stepped into the chamber. She was surprisingly tall, with long red hair and freckled face. Her figure was barely hidden by her outfit. She looked back at Emily openly, unlike Silent. Emily had the feeling that the girl was very happy in her role. It wasn’t something she’d come to expect from servants.

    Although working for a powerful sorcerer has to have its advantages, she reminded herself, dryly. They’ll be set up for life when they leave.

    “This is Barley,” Void said. “Turn her into a frog.”

    Emily blinked. “What?”

    “Turn her into a frog,” Void repeated. “Please.”

    “I...” Emily hesitated, torn between the desire to please her master and reluctance to hurt an innocent. She’d been transfigured enough to know it was never pleasant, even when it was painless. “I don’t want to hurt her...”

    “You won’t,” Void said. “I have faith in you.”

    Barley met Emily’s eyes. “I’m ready.”

    Emily hesitated, again. She wasn’t sure what to do. But... she shaped the spell carefully, ensuring it wouldn’t last longer than a couple of minutes. Barley watched her, her face uncannily calm as Emily cast the spell. There was the faintest hint of resistance, enough to suggest the maid had some magical talent, before her body melted into a tiny green frog. She wasn’t panicking. Emily was impressed. She hadn’t reacted so calmly the first time she’d been hexed.

    “Good,” Void said. “Cancel the spell.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. A moment later, Barley stood in front of them. “What now?”

    “Change the spell,” Void said. “Turn her into a red frog.”

    Emily nodded, then carefully rewrote the spell. It wasn’t easy. Each component of the spell interfaced with the other components. Changing one might set off a chain reaction that compromised the rest. Barley watched, expressionless, as Emily readied the spell and cast it. Her form shrank into a red frog. Emily felt a pang of guilt, mingled with pleasure that she’d managed to rewrite the spell. It wasn’t the first time she’d rewritten a spell on the fly, but it was the first time she’d managed to get such precise results.

    “Good.” Void snapped his fingers. The spell broke. “Now, rewrite the spell again. Turn her into a dog.”

    “There are dog transformation spells,” Emily pointed out. “Do you want me to use one of them or rewrite this one?”

    “Rewrite this spell,” Void ordered. “The key is to modify the spell to suit yourself.”

    Emily shot Barley an apologetic look. The maid seemed unconcerned. Emily guessed Void had promised her he could fix any accidents, although that might not be true. They might be messing around with very basic prank spells, but there was a reason first-year students were discouraged from trying to reconfigure them. A tiny mistake could lead to disaster. Emily had heard enough horror stories to know it could be very dangerous.

    She rewrote the spell carefully, resisting the urge to reshape it into one of the other spells she knew. Void would know and... she wasn’t sure what he’d do, but she doubted it would be pleasant. And yet, it was harder than she thought to avoid simply duplicating the other spells. It was like trying to figure a complex sum — complete with working — when one already knew the answer. She gritted her teeth as she finally put the spell together and cast it. Barley barked as she became a small red dog.

    “Good,” Void said. “If a little cumbersome...”

    “I was trying to avoid casting one of the other spells,” Emily said. She had to admit Void was right. Her spell was a little more complex than strictly necessary. “But it worked.”

    “I can tell Miles was one of your tutors,” Void said. “That’s his attitude.”

    “He’s right,” Emily said. “If it works, it works.”

    Void shrugged. “Depends what you’re doing,” he said. He canceled the spell again. “Now, turn her into a rabbit.”

    Emily promised herself — as the morning wore on — that she’d make damned sure Barley got some kind of reward. The maid didn’t complain — she didn’t even show a hint of fear — but being transfigured time and time again had to be wearying. Void didn’t seem concerned. He merely directed Emily to twist the spell time and time again, insisting that she learn to alter one of the variables without changing the others. The spell went through a dozen versions, each slightly more cumbersome than the last. But they worked. Emily knew they worked.

    “Very good,” Void said, after Emily cast yet another version of the spell. “Have you learned something useful?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. She stared down at the sheets of parchment. She’d written down each version of the spell, rather than relying on memory. “The modified spells are more flexible, but more cumbersome.”

    “You’ll have time to work on that,” Void assured her. “Barley, inform the cooks that we’ll be eating here. Bring a tray for both of us.”

    Barley dropped a curtsy. “Yes, My Lord.”

    Emily frowned as Barley left the room. “Where do you get your servants?”

    Void shrugged. “It depends,” he said. “I hire some of them from Zugzwang. Or the White City. Or... a few other places. They don’t stay with me for very long. Barley probably won’t be here next year. She wants seed money to open a shop of her own.”

    “Good,” Emily said. “How much do you pay them?”

    “Enough.” Void shot her a sharp look. “Focus on your work. The servants are there to take care of you.”

    Emily sighed. “Yes, sir.”

    Void nodded as the door opened. Barley entered, carrying two large trays of food. Emily leaned back as the maid placed them on the table, dropped another curtsy and retreated as silently as she’d come. Void lifted the covers to reveal sausages, mashed potatoes and steaming gravy. Emily had to smile as her stomach rumbled in appreciation. More plebeian food. He was definitely sending her some kind of message.

    She rubbed her forehead, but her headache started to fade once she tucked into her meal. The food tasted good, although very basic. She wondered if the cook was offended at being asked to cook such dinners, instead of the fancy meals she’d enjoyed in other magical households. She’d met a couple of cooks who’d been very proud of their work.

    “If you have trouble keeping up, say so,” Void said, quietly. “There are limits to how far you can go in a single day.”

    Emily flushed. “I don’t want to fail.”

    “The White City was not built in a single day, tall tales aside,” Void said. “Your apprenticeship will take as long as it takes. We have time.”

    He raised his eyebrows. “Unless you have some reason to think otherwise?”

    “Jade took a year to complete his apprenticeship,” Emily said. She couldn’t remember how long Cat had taken. “And Aloha is on track to end hers...”

    “You’re not either of them, are you?” Void met her eyes. “You’re following a different path to power. Your apprenticeship may be over in a couple of years or five years or... it takes as long as it takes. It doesn’t matter. What matters is having a proper grounding before you reach for the skies.”

    “Learn to row before you take the helm,” Emily muttered.

    “Quite,” Void agreed. “Eat up. We’ll be doing something different this afternoon.”

    Emily nodded and tucked in again. 


    Chapter Six

    EMILY TOOK A MOMENT, AFTER LUNCH, to use the facilities before following Void into another — much larger — chamber. It looked more like an alchemist’s laboratory than anything else, complete with solid wooden tables, a large workbench positioned against the far wall, a pair of mundane lanterns and shelves upon shelves of ingredients. Void hadn’t stinted, she noted as he picked up a cauldron and placed it on the table. There were ingredients on the shelves she hadn’t seen outside Whitehall or Mountaintop. Some were so sensitive they couldn’t be placed in a stasis field, let alone a preservation spell. They had to be used within a short time. or discarded.

    “Your alchemy marks were consistently poorer than everything else,” Void said, as he picked up a handful of jars and placed them on the table. “Why?”

    Emily flushed. Professor Thande had been a good teacher — he’d certainly been more exciting than the teachers who’d tried to introduce her to basic science — but alchemy had never been one of her best subjects. There was something fundamentally... irrational that nagged at her, denying her the instincts necessary to take full control of her work. She could follow the instructions, but... there were times when she just couldn’t make them work. It was no surprise that she’d been quietly told there was no hope of gaining a mastery in alchemy. She had barely passed the exams two years ago.

    “It never quite made sense to me,” she admitted. “I can understand and follow charms, but alchemy seems to... depend on factors that don’t make sense.”

    Void nodded, thoughtfully. “It can be frustrating,” he said. “What is alchemy?”

    “A process that unlocks the magical potential within the natural world,” Emily recited. It had come from one of her textbooks, if she recalled correctly. “A skilled alchemist can take that potential and turn it into a potion.”

    “True enough,” Void said. He walked around the table, motioning for her to stay where she was. “But it is also true that alchemy is effectively another way of casting a spell. In some ways, it is less reliable than more mundane spellcasting. In others... with careful preparation, one doesn’t have to be a sorcerer to brew a potion. One just has to be very creative to ensure the magic surges at the right time.”

    He glanced up and smiled. “The more complex the potion, the harder it is to brew without magic,” he said. “Why do you think that’s true?”

    “Because you use your magic to shape the potion,” Emily said. “If you’re reliant on something you don’t control, not directly, you cannot shape the magic so effectively.”

    Void looked pleased. “True.”

    He nodded to the cauldron. “Why do you think I brought you here?”

    “You want me to brew a potion,” Emily guessed. “Right?”

    “No,” Void said. “I’m going to brew a potion. A very simple booster potion, something you would have done in first year. Why?”

    Emily shook her head. The potion was extremely simple, so simple anyone — even she — could brew it. It wasn’t the most effective potion in the world, but... it worked.

    “I don’t know,” she said, finally. “You’re going to teach me a different way to brew it?”

    Void smirked. “No,” he said. “I’m going to give you a chance to sense the magic.”

    He picked up a jug of cold water and poured it into the cauldron. “What’s the difference between a sludgy mess and a potion?”

    “Magic,” Emily said.

    “Quite.” Void picked up a firelighter and lit a flame under the cauldron. “I told you that, in some ways, a potion is really nothing more than a spell. Consider the implications. If you could define the magic, if you could reduce it to spell notation, what could you do?”

    “... Cast the spell without brewing the potion,” Emily said, slowly. “Right?”

    “Right.” Void nodded. “It does, of course, require an extremely capable magician to even grasp the details of the spell, let alone note it down and cast it. You won’t find it easy. Even here, in a chamber where there are no other active magic sources, it will be hard to get a sense of the spell. The most capable alchemists in the world tend to refrain from trying.”

    He tapped the table. “Come close, put your hands here,” he ordered. “And feel the magic as the spell takes shape. Don’t try to cast any analysis spells. They’d just get in your way.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She rested her elbows on the table, placing her hands on each side of the cauldron. The air grew steadily warmer. “I’m ready.”

    “Good.” Void picked up the first jar. “Close your eyes, if you like. It might help.”

    Emily nodded, reaching out with her senses as she closed her eyes. The chamber felt completely bare of magic, save for the omnipresent background hum from the wards. Void hadn’t even bothered to set up the protective charms that were compulsory at Whitehall. She hoped she could duck under the table in time if she sensed a surge of magic, the only warning she’d get that the mixture was about to explode. A rustle echoed through the air as Void tipped the first ingredient into the water. She felt a faint glimmer of magic as the herbs started to combine.

    The magic grew stronger as Void added more ingredients, the spell taking shape and form. It was weird, like a collection of bright lights so close together they blurred into one. Emily found herself struggling to pick out details, trying to figure out the components of the spell. It was difficult, almost impossible. The brewing magic was surprisingly complex, ebbing and flowing as Void stirred the brew. She could feel his magic pressing against the potion, bubbling in tune with the flow even though he was trying to keep it under control. Emily focused her mind, watching the spell take shape. It was surprisingly elegant, like crystals forming in a jar...

    There was a surge of magic. Emily grunted in pain, feeling as if someone had suddenly shone a bright light into her eyes. Her head hurt, just for a second. She gritted her teeth and reached out with her senses, picking up the complex spell as it drifted within the potion. It was... weird, reminding her oddly of DNA. Each tiny fraction of the potion held a model of the whole within it. She silently calculated just how much someone would have to drink to make the potion work. It was less than she’d thought. She wondered, idly, why no one seemed to know it. Void couldn’t be the only person who’d realized a potion was effectively a spell.

    “It’s ready,” Void said. His voice was tightly controlled. “Are you?”

    Emily opened her eyes and reached for the paper, trying to keep what she’d seen at the forefront of her mind. It was incredibly crude, yet understandable. And yet... she gritted her teeth as she tried to write the spell down. It looked... wrong, like someone had slung together a hundred spell notations at random. Professor Lombardi would have caned her hands if he’d seen her work. He’d have thought she’d forgotten everything he’d taught her.

    “It’s not complete,” she said, looking down at her work. There was a pattern there, but... imprecise. She felt like a child who’d tried to duplicate a famous painting. “I can see the pattern, but it’s not complete.”

    “No.” Void didn’t sound surprised. Or angry. “It is your first time.”

    Emily gave him a sharp look, then sat back and glared at the parchment. Normally, she could see the gaps in the spellwork and try to fill them. Now... she wasn’t so sure. The pattern looked random, even though she knew it couldn’t be. There had to be some order in the chaos. But where? 

    She was tempted to try to cast the spell, just to see what would happen. But that would get her in real trouble.

    “We’ll try again,” Void said. He put the steaming cauldron to one side, then picked up another one. “Or do you want to wait a little?”

    “Maybe five minutes,” Emily said. “What do you do with the spell?”

    “You cast it,” Void said. “You get this right, you can boost yourself without drinking a potion. Or boost someone else.”

    “I thought it was a bad idea to try to heal yourself,” Emily said.

    “It is.” Void shrugged. “If you’re in screaming agony, it’s not a good idea to try to cast a spell. Any spell. But if you’re not in agony...”

    “I see,” Emily said, doubtfully.

    Void nodded. “It can give you an edge, when the time comes,” he said. “Or allow you to create the effect without the potion.”

    Emily frowned. “Why doesn’t everyone — alchemy masters, I mean — do it?”

    “It isn’t easy,” Void said. “If you don’t understand the roots of magic, Emily, you won’t find yourself getting very far. Even the best alchemy masters have trouble thinking outside the box. They’d see a potion as being more inherently flexible, and they’d be right. And” — he winked at her — “if everyone could do it, who’d need them?”

    He shook his head before Emily could come up with an answer. “There are dangers in every field,” he said. “No matter how much power you have, you can hurt or kill yourself with a single mistake. Alchemists with the power to do this on a larger scale tend to be very careful about actually doing it. Brewing the potion can be a lot simpler.”

    “And less effort,” Emily said. “It wouldn’t have killed you to walk upstairs and get a pencil.”

    “Or send my apprentice to do it,” Void teased. “You’re right. Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you want to do it all the time, if there’s an easier and safer way to do it. But being able to do something is important too.”

    He poured water into the new cauldron and placed it on the heat. “Try again,” he said. “But start from the beginning. Don’t try to fill in the gaps.”

    Emily nodded, then closed her eyes and reached out with her senses. This time, the magic seemed both simpler and more complex. It took her a moment to realize she was automatically filling the gaps. She gritted her teeth, then forced herself to look again. The magic was steadily taking shape and form, the liquid bubbling away merrily as the power built up. A single crystalline structure hung in front of her eyes for a long second, then became something else as the power surged. She studied it, sensing how the different components interacted to become one. It was... weird. She suspected she would never truly understand it.

    She opened her eyes, reached for a new sheet of paper and started to write down what she’d seen. The spellwork was definitely odd, as if it wasn’t quite real, but it was there. She breathed a sigh of relief as she finished, putting the pen to one side. Void peered down at her work, then nodded tersely. There were still gaps, but — this time — she could fill them. She thought she knew what she was doing.

    “Good,” Void said. “Now, try to cast the spell.”

    Emily glanced at him. “On me? Or you? Or...?”

    “Just cast it,” Void said. “Hold it in the air.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    She focused her mind, then concentrated on casting the potion-spell. It blurred at once, as if it really wasn’t quite real. Or right. It almost felt like wrong-context magic. And yet, she knew it had to fit into the magic system somehow. She frowned, the spell flickering in and out even as she tried to cast it. She almost felt as if she didn’t have the power to cast it, although she didn’t feel drained. It didn’t make any sense.

    The magic flared, then snapped out of existence. Emily scowled, unwilling to raise her eyes as she glowered at her fingertips. It should have worked, yet... it defied everything she knew about casting a spell. Charms were logical. Charms made sense. Alchemy didn’t... she shook her head as she realized she needed to focus on both the spell components and the spell itself. Somehow, she had to both build it up from nothing and — at the same time — create it as a single whole.

    “Try again, if you like,” Void said. “It’s never easy to master on the first try.”

    Emily nodded, then tried again. It still didn’t work. She shook her head, then stared at the spell notation. Perhaps she could modify it to be more like a normal spell, with a firm beginning, middle and end. It wouldn’t be that hard, but... the effect would be different. She was sure of it. And she had no idea what that effect would turn out to be.

    “I’m going to have to practice,” she said, crossly. Alchemy seemed determined to be her major weak point. “It’s... contradictory.”

    “Yes.” Void seemed unsurprised by her complaint. “It’s never easy, like I said.”

    He turned off the flame, then pushed the second cauldron towards her. Emily peered into the simmering liquid. It looked like dark chicken soup, but smelled terrible. Professor Thande had told the class, time and time again, that potions were meant to taste and smell terrible. They had to discourage people from drinking them unless there was a pressing need. Emily understood the logic. She just didn’t like it.

    “Let’s try something a little different,” Void said. “Can you sense the magic within the brew?”

    “Yes.” Emily leaned forward. The smell didn’t get any better. “Not much, but it’s there.”

    “Good,” Void said. He leaned back. “I want you to draw the magic out of the brew and into your wards.”

    Emily blinked. “Isn’t that a form of necromancy?”

    “More like a form of ritual magic,” Void told her. “The power levels aren’t high enough to risk necromantic madness. You should be able to do it.”

    “Oh.” Emily wasn’t so sure. Her counterpart’s memories, tainted by madness, danced through her mind. The other Emily had thought she could handle a magic surge. She’d been wrong. Disastrously wrong. “Why...?”

    “Because you need to learn,” Void said. His voice was suddenly cold and hard. “There is a reason for everything I ask you to do, Emily. I may even share it with you, if you ask.”

    He tapped the cauldron. “Try and draw the magic out, if you can.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. It wasn’t easy to take magic from another person, outside a ritual or necromantic sacrifice. It should be easier, she thought, to draw magic from a potion. The liquid wouldn’t be fighting her, would it? And yet, when she dipped her finger into the brew, the magic felt... wrong. It felt so wrong that she almost recoiled. She had to focus her mind before she started to draw the magic into her wards...

    The potion shimmered, then... she had a sense of spellwork collapsing before the magic was gone. The potion was now nothing more than a cauldron of half-cooked ingredients and water. She felt the magic brush against her wards, uncomfortably. She felt almost as if she’d donned ill-fitting male clothing. It wasn’t hers.

    “Good,” Void said. “What can you tell me about the magic?”

    “It feels weird,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure how she felt. “And...” she frowned — “there isn’t actually very much of it.”

    “No,” Void agreed. “The vast majority of potions, even the ones that require weeks of effort to brew, aren’t particularly high-magic once they’re ready. Given time, you can negate a potion simply by drawing out the magic. You’ll be using that later.”

    “I see,” Emily said. Her fingers itched, uncomfortably. Her skin felt dirty. “Does my magic feel different from the outside?”

    “Not to me.” Void shrugged. “You should probably discharge the magic, if you don’t want to keep it. I don’t think there’ll be any ill effects, but it’s up to you.”

    Emily nodded. “Why don’t people do it all the time?”

    “First, you have to be good at magic to draw it out of a potion,” Void said. “Or anywhere, really. Second, as you said, you simply don’t get very much out of it. Drawing on a ward is a great deal harder, as well as far more dangerous. It’s actually simpler to work on developing your magic. If nothing else... you’d have to convince people to keep brewing potions so you could use them for power.”

    “And that wouldn’t be easy,” Emily said. She studied the cauldron thoughtfully. It took more magic to brew the potion than one would get out of it afterwards. “There’d be a point of diminishing returns.”

    “Pretty much.” Void smiled. “You’ll find a few magicians who do drain magic from potions for power. But they rarely get very far.”

    He put the original cauldron to the side. “I’ll have this bottled and shipped down to the town,” he said. “They’ll find a use for it. Meanwhile, we’re going to look at your spell notation. I want you to try and fill in the remaining gaps.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “I... I’m going to have to practice.”

    “Don’t practice this without my presence,” Void said. He tapped the table, firmly. “It can go horribly wrong.”

    He met her eyes. “I know, young sorcerers want to push the limits. I was a young sorcerer myself once. I know what it’s like. But don’t defy me on this.”

    Emily swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

    Void smiled. “If you want to defy me, find something more significant,” he added. “You only get to do it once.”


    Chapter Seven

    EMILY SLUNK INTO THE LIBRARY WITH a feeling of relief.

    Void had worked her hard, so hard she honestly hadn’t realized a fortnight had passed until he’d told her she’d be taking the next day off. She’d been astonished, before she’d realized she had no idea what to do. She felt too tired and worn to go walking through the valley, let alone down to Zugzwang. It had been all she could do to write a handful of notes to her friends — to reassure them she was fine and working hard — before heading to the library. She simply hadn’t had time to go before her day off.

    The library was a series of interconnecting rooms, the walls lined with shelves and a handful of glass-fronted cabinets. They were smaller than she’d realized, as if someone had turned the library into a giant honeycomb of chambers and bookshelves. There were sections that were so small and cramped she was sure they’d been designed for children- and chambers large enough to hold a dozen adults without problems. She stood in the center of the first chamber and looked around. A pair of comfortable chairs sat in the middle of the room. A reading desk had been placed against the far wall.

    She frowned as she saw the portrait hanging over the reading desk. Four boys — they looked to be on the verge of adulthood — standing next to a single older man. The boys looked remarkably alike, although there were enough differences for her to think they weren’t quadruplets. Magical twins were rare, almost completely unknown... she felt her frown deepen as she studied the portrait. There was no background, no hint of when and where the portrait had been painted. And there was nothing to say who the subjects had been, once upon a time.

    It could be anyone, she thought. Right?

    She put the thought aside as she turned her attention to the bookshelves. There were hundreds of books within eyeshot, some protected by charms that threatened to bite her hand off — or worse — if she touched them without permission. She spotted a couple of titles she only knew by reputation, by vague references in other tomes written before the printing press. Others were clearly written in older — outdated — languages. She knew from grim experience that many would defy a translation spell. Whoever had written the books wanted their readers to work. Or, perhaps, the languages had been more common before the First Faerie War and the Empire.

    Her lips quirked as she stepped into the next room. It was larger than she’d thought, dominated by a handful of map rolls. She pulled one out and examined it, finding Zangaria, Whitehall and the Craggy Mountains with ease. There was no sign of Zugzwang. Emily guessed it was too small for the mapmakers to notice. A mid-sized town would be completely unimportant to them, unless it rested in an important part of the world. The locals might feel they were important. It was unlikely the kings and princes agreed. Emily studied the map, realizing dully that it had been drawn well before the necromancers had taken over the Blighted Lands. There were a dozen countries — provinces — that had been wiped out years before she’d known they’d existed. She tried to imagine just how many people the necromancers had killed and drew a blank. The number was just too large to calculate.

    She returned the map to the shelf and walked through the rest of the chambers. A couple of rooms forced her to crawl in on her hands and knees, so small she wondered if they’d been designed for children once upon a time. The books were remorselessly adult: magical textbooks, historical textbooks, notebooks and papers from magicians who’d been lost in the mists of time... Emily suspected it would take years to go through the collection and read every book. She’d have to master a handful of lost languages just to catalog them. Void didn’t seem to have bothered. Emily guessed he knew the collection well enough to be sure of finding whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it. There was no one else who might seek access to the library.

    Except me, Emily thought. And who knows who else?

    She made her way through another chamber, crammed with books on myths and legends. A handful, written in Old Speech, talked about the rise of vampire clans and werewolf packs. Emily couldn’t tell if the author’s claims were rooted in fact, complete nonsense, or some strange mixture of the two. He wrote like a nineteenth-century explorer studying tribal communities in India or Africa. On one hand, he saw everything through a racist lens; on the other, he seemed to actively admire his subjects. Emily glanced at the title cover then put the book aside. Werewolves and vampires were rare. They’d been hunted to near extinction after the Faerie Wars.

    A well-thumbed book sat on a smaller shelf. Emily picked it up and read the first few pages. The author insisted the gods had really been magicians, supremely powerful magicians. A handwritten note stated that the author had been burnt to death for blasphemy. Emily wasn’t surprised. The priests of the various gods wouldn’t be happy if someone insisted their deities weren’t divine. And yet, they’d never invented a monotheistic religion. Their gods were powerful, but they weren’t omnipotent. They could be beaten by mortal men.

    And hopefully that will never change, she thought. The Nameless World hadn’t had any major religious conflicts. The various faiths managed to get along, somehow. This world has enough problems.

    She put the book back on the shelf, then returned to the entrance room. She had no idea where to begin. It was clear she couldn’t even begin to read most of the books. The remainder... she picked a book of magical theory off the nearest shelf, sat down and started to read. The author had either been incredibly powerful or had invented the battery long before she’d entered the Nameless World. Or he’d simply come up with spells that were theoretically possible, but practically impossible. They required more power than a dozen necromancers.

    “And maybe they would make him a god,” Emily mused. There were horror stories about people who messed around with nexus points. “What was he trying to do?”

    She put the book aside and lay back in the chair, rubbing her forehead. Her body felt... tired and worn. Void really had worked her hard. She knew she should go for a walk, that it would make her feel better if she stepped outside the tower and explored the surrounding countryside, but she couldn’t muster the energy. She didn’t have anyone to go with, either. Silent remained polite, but distant; Barley and the others were a little more friendly, yet they stayed out of sight unless they were summoned. And while she could order one of the maids to accompany her, she knew better. They wouldn’t enjoy being ordered to walk with her.

    And yet I have to do something, she thought. But what?

    She sighed. She had a whole string of projects she wanted to work on, but... she felt as if she couldn’t trust herself to add two and two together and get the correct answer, let alone perform complex magical equations. She’d probably wind up teleporting herself into the sun, or straight into a mountain, if she messed up the figures. And her counterpart... she was grimly determined to match her counterpart, just in case she wasn’t as dead as Emily hoped. It was quite possible that — in some universe — she’d survived.

    The chair felt warm and comfortable. She felt her eyes close. A nap wouldn’t kill her. It was her day off. She took a breath, feeling her mind start to drift. She felt safe, yet... there was something there. There was something watching. She wanted to wake up — she wasn’t even sure she was asleep — but she couldn’t. She felt suspended between the waking world and the dreaming. And...

    ***

    She sat up, sharply. Sweat trickled down her back as she looked around, expecting to be jumped at any second. But the library was empty. She shivered, despite the almost feverish heat. Had she been hexed? Or... she gritted her teeth, then cast a spell. It should have revealed any hostile magic in the library. The bookshelves lit up, revealing their protective charms, but nothing seemed to be aimed at her specifically. Perhaps it had just been a nightmare. They seemed to reoccur whenever she slept in an unfamiliar place.

    Emily stood, brushing down her robes. Her body ached, even though she’d done nothing more strenuous than eat breakfast and walk through the library all day. She wanted to have a bath, although it felt far too early. Or find Void... she wondered, suddenly, where he was. It was his day off too. She was tempted to send him a message through the wards, to ask him if he could talk to her. She’d never felt so alone before, not even when she’d lost her powers and feared she would never be the same again. Of course, six years ago, being alone wouldn’t have bothered her in the least. She would have welcomed it.

    She turned and walked into the next compartment, noting a handful of books that would be worth reading later. Some were forbidden — she was surprised they were shelved next to perfectly legal books — and she was tempted to read them despite her overwhelming fatigue. It wouldn’t be the first time she read an illicit book. The only thing that kept her from opening it immediately was the thought of Void’s reaction. What would he do if he caught her? She wasn’t fool enough to think the library was completely unmonitored. The wards would be keeping an eye on her, just to make sure she didn’t do anything she shouldn’t. She picked up an old history book instead and started to read. She’d known Lord Alfred when she’d been thrown back in time, but she still found the story entertaining. The author seemed to have realized that Lord Alfred had been a stage magician as much as a real magician. It was hard to be sure how many of his feats had been real and how many had been nothing more than mere illusions.

    The wards quivered around her, an hour later. She looked up as she heard someone step into the library. The maids? It was unlikely. She didn’t think any of them could read Old Speech, even if they’d mastered the New Learning. It was a rare skill, outside the upper classes. Even Imaiqah hadn’t learned until she’d been sent to Whitehall. Footsteps echoed outside — male footsteps. She wasn’t surprised when Void peered into the room and nodded at her.

    “Emily,” he said. “Are you enjoying the library?”

    “It’s fantastic!” Emily couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “Are you going to teach me to read some of the books?”

    “You’d probably need a proper tutor for that,” Void said. He reached for the book in her hand. She gave it to him, not without a twinge of regret. “I’ve never been sure how seriously to take this one.”

    “Anything is possible,” Emily said. “You just have to know how to do it.”

    Void nodded. “Plucking the moon out of the sky is impossible, at least by any magic we know,” he said. “Crafting a spell to make it look like you’ve pulled the moon out of the sky... that’s a little more possible.”

    He put the book back on the shelf. “You’ll have time to read it later,” he said. “Right now, you should relax.”

    “I can’t get my mind to focus,” Emily admitted. She waved a hand towards the cramped sections. “Why are some rooms so small I have to crawl to get inside?”

    “You can shrink yourself,” Void said, dryly. “And to answer your question, I don’t know.”

    “Children?” Emily frowned. She could shrink herself, but it was dangerous. “Or was the designer just trying to make people work to get the books?”

    “Perhaps.” Void turned and led her back to the entrance chamber. “My master never had children, as far as I know. It might have been his master who reconfigured the library or someone so far down the chain that I wouldn’t recognize the name if you mentioned it.”

    He stopped and waved Emily to one of the chairs. “Why aren’t you resting?”

    Emily sighed. She wasn’t sure what to say.

    “I just feel too tired,” she said, finally. She was all too aware she was probably whining. Lady Barb wouldn’t have put up with it. Nor would Sergeant Miles. “Tired and alone.”

    “You can teleport,” Void pointed out. “Go somewhere. Go anywhere. Just be back before midnight.”

    “I don’t have the energy,” Emily said. She corrected herself. “It’s not that I don’t have the energy. It’s just that I’m mentally tired.”

    “Then do something mindless,” Void advised. He made a show of looking from side to side, as if he expected a teacher to show up at any moment, then opened a hidden drawer in the writing desk to reveal a kingmaker board and pieces. “Do you play?”

    Emily had to smile. “I don’t think that’s mindless.”

    “Kingmaker is not about being the king,” Void said. He set the board up with practiced ease. “It’s about being the power behind the king. On the surface, you might look like a bored young nobleman or court wizard. Underneath, you pull the strings. You’re the one in charge, even if no one knows it. There are even some players who argue that you’re actually the board itself” — he tapped one of the squares — “rather than any of the pieces. What do you think of that?”

    Emily frowned. She’d never really liked kingmaker. Imaiqah had taught her the rules, but they were too complex for Emily’s liking. It was too close to chess for her to play properly. But chess had a fixed set of rules. Kingmaker's rules changed depending on what was happening. There was a degree of randomness to the gameplay that bothered her.

    “It makes no sense,” she said, finally. “The board is the territory the two sides are fighting over. It doesn’t have a will of its own.”

    “Are you sure?” Void met her eyes. “Law and custom are as much a part of the terrain as castles and counties. They can change, depending on who interprets them.”

    “Yes,” Emily said slowly, “but they’re not... they’re not part of either side. They’re just there.”

    She tapped the king. “And if I controlled the board, rather than the pieces, wouldn’t that make me a third side?”

    “Perhaps.” Void moved a piece thoughtfully. “On the surface, the king appears to have all the advantages. He has power and agency. However, he’s also vulnerable to sneak attack — and his enemies, and turncoats, aren’t always easy to spot. He has to be visible, while his opponents can hide in the shadows. The appearance of power is often just as important as the reality of power.”

    “It doesn’t matter what someone looks like,” Emily said. “If they have power...”

    Void smiled. “How many times have you run into trouble because someone underestimated you? Because you didn’t look threatening?”

    “Too many.” Emily conceded the point with a nod. “What happens if you don’t want to be threatening?”

    “Then you have to accept the price of being underestimated,” Void pointed out.

    “But at least people won’t think of you as a bullying asshole,” Emily said. She was too tired to dissemble. “Or a bitch.”

    Void shrugged. If he was surprised by her words, he didn’t show it. “There are advantages and disadvantages to everything,” he said, as he moved another piece forward. “You mustn’t forget it.”

    “I know.” Emily moved a piece of her own. “It never changes, does it?”

    She frowned, deliberately changing the subject. “Would you mind if I went down to the town?”

    “No, like I said.” Void didn’t seem bothered by the sudden change. “Go anywhere. Just be back before midnight.”

    “Yes, Dad,” Emily said.

    “You’re my apprentice,” Void pointed out. “In a sense, you are my daughter as long as you remain under my roof. I have parental responsibilities as well as rights.”

    He smiled. “And if you turn up with a hangover, I will be very sarcastic indeed.”

    “I don’t drink,” Emily said. She remembered her mother and shuddered. “You know it.”

    “It’s astonishing how many students forget the rules when they graduate,” Void commented, darkly. He moved another piece forward. “You wouldn’t be the first to see what happens when you break them. The sight of young sorcerers getting completely blotto for the first time is not for the faint of heart.”

    “I already know,” Emily said, quietly.

    She shook her head. “I’m sorry for taking you away from your day off too.”

    “Don’t worry about it,” Void said. “On a different note, what happened to the spellbook I gave you?”

    Emily flushed. “I left it in Dragon’s Den,” she said. She kicked herself, mentally. She should have thought to bring it. But there just hadn’t been time to do more than snatch a handful of bare essentials before teleporting to the tower. “I deciphered about a third of the spells.”

    “Pick it up when you have a moment,” Void said. He didn’t sound particularly concerned. “I’ll want you to try some of them later.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. Dragon’s Den... she could time the visit so she could meet Frieda. Or Lady Barb. “I’m sorry I didn’t have more time.”

    “You weren’t ready for some of the spells,” Void said. He moved another piece, then waited for Emily to make her move. “But you will be when you finish your apprenticeship.”


    Chapter Eight

    “MY LADY EMILY,” SILENT SAID, AS Emily finished her breakfast the next morning. “His Lordship wishes you to attend upon him in the Blue Room.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. Silent had been her maid for nearly a month and the poor girl hadn’t relaxed at all. My Lady Emily was the closest she’d come to calling Emily by her first name and she seemed terrified even to say that. Emily stood and brushed down her robe, telling herself that she shouldn’t pressure the maid. Her next master might be a great deal less forgiving. Who knew what would happen if Silent slipped up then?

    She put the thought aside as she allowed the wards to guide her to the Blue Room. It lived up to its name. The door was blue, the walls were blue, the couches and comfortable armchairs were blue... she frowned as she entered, feeling a twinge of déjà vu. She’d been somewhere similar, not too long ago. It nagged at her mind as Void stood to greet her. He was the only thing in the room, except Emily herself, who wasn’t blue. She was mildly surprised he hadn’t changed his robes to match the room.

    In my house, she thought, suddenly. There’s a Blue Room there too.

    “Emily,” Void said. “I trust you slept well?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She felt her frown deepen. It didn’t look like they were going to be practicing spellwork. “Why are we here?”

    “Last year, I insisted that Whitehall give you some formal grounding in soul magic,” Void said. “I understand it was very helpful. Is that correct?”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. She wouldn’t have been able to save Frieda's life — let alone prove her innocence — without soul magic. Her friend would have been enslaved and executed and Emily would have been forced to either risk everything to save Frieda or watch helplessly as she was taken away. Emily’s lips quirked. She’d had to risk everything anyway. She was lucky she’d had friends to help.

    “Good,” Void said. “Why do you think I asked the school to give you the grounding?”

    “To prepare me,” Emily guessed. Void had had no way to know she’d need the magic to save a life. “You wanted to make sure I knew the basics before proceeding?”

    “True enough.” Void gestured at the nearest couch. “Take a couch or an armchair, whichever suits you. The idea is to be comfortable.”

    Emily hesitated, unsure which one to pick. The armchair was more dignified, but it would be less comfortable if she collapsed. The couch would allow her to lie down... she frowned, then took the armchair. She could always move to the couch if things threatened to go wrong. Void wouldn’t mind. It wasn’t as if they were going to be in permanent mental contact.

    “A person’s mind is a disorganized mess,” Void said, once Emily was seated. “Their rationality is always compromised by their emotions. There is rarely any pure logic in the human mind, nothing as elegant as a well-crafted piece of spellware. People — you and I included — almost always decide what they want to do, then come up with the rationalization afterwards. You cannot, as you already know, treat a person’s mind as a map or filing system or even something as simple as a list of instructions. You have to realize that while there is cause and effect, it can be a little... random from the outside. A person’s real motivations are rarely what they say.”

    Emily nodded, slowly.

    “This is part of the reason soul magic is so dangerous — and so tightly regulated. A simple compulsion spell can be removed, once it’s detected. Indeed, the basic spells you will have seen at school are easy to detect, if not always easy to fight. You’d know you were being compelled even if you couldn’t stop it. Soul magic, on the other hand, messes with your emotions and your rationalizations. It is not so easy to realize that you’re being warped into something else.”

    “If the world is changing,” Emily mused, “and all the tools you used to measure it were changing too, would you know the world was changing?”

    “Quite.” Void smiled. “Magic tends to make the problem worse. You might, by channeling vast amounts of magic, damage your mind. Necromancers always go mad because they simply can’t handle the power they’ve unleashed. Some are better at hiding it than others, at least for a while, but they’re damaged from the moment they perform the rite. We have a lesser problem, when we work powerful magic, but we still have a problem. You can damage yourself by casting spells without proper preparation.”

    He cocked an eyebrow. “Your enemies may believe you are too powerful to attack directly,” he said. “So what do they do? They attack you indirectly. Poison... or mental attack. I know powerful sorcerers who were brought down by simple compulsions, because they couldn’t detect the spell before it took root in their minds. They killed themselves or left themselves vulnerable or... you can look up the rest of the stories in the library, when you have time.”

    “In my copious spare time,” Emily said, dryly.

    Void laughed. “How, then, might you defend against such attacks?”

    Emily leaned back into the armchair. “Through soul magic?”

    “By knowing yourself,” Void said. “You must be aware of yourself — aware of what you are, aware of how you think — to the point you know when something changes without reason. The danger is not something forcing their way into your mind and tearing your thoughts apart. The danger is someone sneaking into your mind, placing a command within your thoughts and sneaking out again. If you don’t feel the intrusion, if you don’t know you’ve been violated, why would you check for an enemy compulsion?”

    Emily shivered. “How common is this?”

    “True soul masters are rare,” Void told her. “But a powerful magician may know enough to do real damage.”

    “I see,” Emily said, carefully.

    “It’s easiest when maintaining magical contact,” Void said. “A person can touch you directly or brush their magic against yours. Or worse. Some specialists use blood to interface with your mind from a considerable distance. Others prefer eye contact or even physical contact, despite the risk.”

    He met her eyes. “And what is the risk?”

    “If I sensed it, they’d be right next to me,” Emily said. “I could lash out at them.”

    “True,” Void agreed. “But what’s the other risk?”

    Emily frowned. She had enough experience with mind and soul magics to know they could be dangerous, but... she wasn’t sure.

    “Your mind might contaminate theirs,” Void said, before she could try to answer. “If you happened to be going mad, contact with your mind might turn them mad. Your... view of the world might infect them. The results can be very unpleasant. Using blood to forge the link ensures someone can cut the link in a hurry, if things start to go wrong. It can be a great deal harder to escape if you’re right next to them. If nothing else, the links are two-way. They look at you, you look back at them.”

    He smiled, reassuringly. “It also has other advantages,” he said. “You can conceal information within your own mind. You can pose as... someone else... and, as far as anyone will be able to tell, you will be that person. It’s the simplest way to beat a truth spell. You’ll lie because you’ll think you’re telling the truth. Of course” — his smile vanished — “you’ll have to be very careful. If you don’t leave yourself a path to the hidden memories, you might never come back.”

    Emily swallowed. “I don’t think I’ll be playing with it.”

    “Certainly not now,” Void agreed. “You need plenty of practice before you start messing with your own mind.”

    He shifted until he was facing her. “My old master used to try to read my mind without warning. That wouldn’t have been so bad later on, when I knew what I was doing, but it was irritating and dangerous at the start. I’m going to warn you — at first — when I’m going to touch your mind. Later, we’ll be testing your defenses properly. Are you comfortable?”

    “Not really,” Emily admitted. She didn’t like the thought of anyone reading her mind, even someone she trusted completely. The mere thought of having her mind read caused her to think of things she’d sooner keep to herself. “Do I have a choice?”

    “It has to be done, sooner or later,” Void told her. “And your secrets are safe with me.”

    Emily forced herself to relax. “I’m ready,” she said, although she knew it wasn’t true. It was like going to the dentist. There was no way to avoid it, no matter how much one detested it. “What do we do now?”

    Void reached out and took her hand. His fingers felt cool against her bare skin. She shivered, tensing despite her best efforts. Her thoughts ran in circles, an endless series of memories and impressions she wanted to keep to herself. It was hard, so hard, to center herself, to keep her thoughts under control. And he hadn’t even begun. She wondered, sourly, if she’d even notice. Her thoughts were churning so rapidly that it would be hard to tell if one of them wasn’t hers.

    “Close your eyes,” Void advised. “Try not to focus on my touch.”

    Emily scowled as she did as she was told. He might as well have told her not to think of a pink elephant. His fingers tingled with magic, his power brushing up against hers. She was aware of him, yet... she couldn’t really see him. It felt as if she’d bumped into someone in a dark room. Her thoughts calmed as she continued to center herself, yet she couldn’t pull away from his touch. She tried to push her awareness forward, but met a solid wall. He hadn’t opened the link. She was imagining things.

    She waited, unsure what to expect. Void wouldn’t be brutal. Being brutal would tell her she was under attack. And, in her mind, she’d have an edge. It was her territory. No, he’d try to sneak into her thoughts. She felt the seconds slow, each feeling like an hour. It was easy, too easy, to start jumping at shadows. Her paranoia was going to wear her out long before he started to read her mind. She was grimly aware she might feel his touch and dismiss it as her imagination...

    Her thoughts hardened, suddenly. Something was brushing against her mind. A flurry of memories — harmless memories — ran through her awareness. She smiled, reminding herself that he’d been right. A mind was not organized like a filing cabinet. There were so many associations between different levels of thought and memory that actually reading a mind was very difficult. She braced herself, growing more and more certain that he was intruding into her thoughts. The more she felt his intrusion, the more she knew it wasn’t hers.

    Emily pushed back as hard as she could. The intrusion fell away. She felt his fingers tighten, just slightly, as she shoved him out of her mind. There was a flash of calm approval echoing down the link, then nothing. Emily didn’t open her eyes. There would be another attack, then another and another. She had to know herself before it was too late.

    Her thoughts swirled again. An image of her stepfather rose in front of her. She recoiled, suddenly feeling ten years younger. The man had been a monster. She looked down at herself and saw a child, the girl she’d been a decade ago. It wasn’t real... but it felt real. Self-loathing washed through her, combined with naked hatred. The man deserved to die... a stream of associations ran through her mind. If she...

    She was under attack. The realization showed him working his way through her memories, picking through her thoughts. She cursed mentally — she thought she felt a flicker of amusement at words she would never say in front of her tutor — and shoved, again, as hard as she could. He pushed back, trying to pin her in place while he ransacked her mind. Emily gritted her teeth, then restructured her mind. Void’s intrusion crumbled. She pushed him out before he could gather himself and keep her under control.

    “Good,” Void said. His voice was very calm. “You’re doing well.”

    “Thanks,” Emily managed. Her mind felt oddly tired, as if she’d worked it too hard. She reminded herself that it was still morning. “What now?”

    “Wait,” Void ordered.

    Emily waited, schooling her thoughts into patience. She was becoming more and more aware of the contours of her own mind, the bits that remained constant and the bits that changed as easily as she changed her clothes. It was strange to feel the ebb and flow of something more fundamental than magic running through her, something... human. Her magic was part of her, yet... it wasn’t as natural as breathing. She thought she understood, now, what Void had been trying to say. Her body breathed automatically, just as long as she forgot she needed to breathe. Magic... it was so easy to remember the whole and not the component sections.

    Her thoughts remained quiet, stable. Emily looked down at her mental kingdom, wondering — idly — what Void made of it. Her mind palace looked more like a crazy junk shop than a castle on a cloud. She suspected that wasn’t a bad thing. Castles tended to be logical, at least when they weren’t designed by magicians. A castle could be looted easily... a junk shop would force an intruder to waste time looking for loot. And yet... she frowned as she saw threads running through her mind, connecting memories to memories. Given time, someone could take everything. Alanson of House Fellini had ripped secrets from her mind when she’d lost her powers.

    She felt a flash of alarm. Had she been tricked? Had he steered her thoughts in a dangerous direction? She hadn’t sensed anything, but that was meaningless. Voyeurs didn’t put up warning signs. The thought made her smile as she ran through her memories, looking for the intrusion. His fingers tingled as he snapped into her awareness. He’d been pushing at her, very gently. And she hadn’t sensed it until it was far too late.

    Emily cursed again, then threw a collection of memories at him. They were harmless, but they should keep him busy long enough for her to throw him back out. She sensed a flash of embarrassment as her memories washed into the link. Clearly, she’d shown him more than she intended. She bit down on her own embarrassment as she isolated the link, then pushed him out. This time... she sucked in her breath as she realized he’d slipped a single command into her mind. She could see it clearly now. He’d ensured it never occurred to her simply to break physical contact. And now that she could see it, the compulsion was useless.

    She yanked her hand out of his, then opened her eyes. Void had barely moved. He was expressionless, eyes pools of darkness. She wondered, suddenly, what he’d seen before she caught him. It could be anything, from the kisses she’d shared with Jade to her brief relationship with Cat. Or... she suddenly felt very tired. Her brain hurt. It felt as if he’d tried to press her into the ground.

    “Not bad,” Void said. “You were getting better at detecting my touch.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead. “Does it get any easier?”

    “There’s no easy way to learn,” Void said. His voice was bland. “I told you. The real danger isn’t something trying to force their way into your mind. The real danger...”

    “Is someone being sneaky,” Emily finished. Her head was starting to pound, again. “You’d think it would be easier.”

    Void laughed, humorlessly. “One might be a little surprised if one cast a spell and got a completely unexpected result,” he said. “Spells are understandable. But a mind? One can hop from subject to subject, memory to memory, and never notice anything odd about it. It’s quite easy to get what you want out of someone’s mind as long as you’re careful.”

    “And you make physical contact,” Emily said. She remembered, suddenly, sharing herself with Caleb. And Cat. “Is it...”

    She blushed, furiously. “Is it possible to make contact during sex?”

    Void didn’t seem surprised — or embarrassed — by the question. “In theory, yes. In practice, it would be very difficult to maintain the link when you were... occupied. Both minds would be so consumed by what they were doing that they’d have problems thinking about anything else. I don’t think many magicians could do it successfully.”

    “Good.” Emily cringed, inwardly. She couldn’t believe she’d asked that. And yet... a memory flickered at the back of her mind. Something she’d done... no, something her counterpart had done. “I’m sorry.”

    “I will never punish you for asking questions.” Void smiled at her. “I may, of course, decline to answer.”

    Emily started to sit up, then fell back as her legs buckled. “I...”

    “Stay here, for the moment,” Void said. “I’ll have the maids bring you some lunch. And books, if you feel up to reading.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. Right now, she didn’t feel up to anything. “I...”

    “And don’t try to read their minds,” Void added. “That’s not part of their service.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “I wouldn’t have...”

    Void snorted, although it didn’t seem to be directed at her. “People can rationalize anything,” he said. “Given time, you can justify doing the most terrible things... at least to yourself.  And then you’re halfway to utter madness.”

    Emily nodded. “I understand.”


    Chapter Nine

    EMILY HAD THOUGHT SHE WAS USED to headaches, but this was different. Her entire brain felt sore, as if she’d been brutally pummeled in one of Sergeant Miles’s training bouts. She didn’t even start to feel better until Silent arrived with a tray of food and a vial of foul-smelling pain relief potion. Emily was in too much pain to even grimace at the smell. Instead, she put the potion to her lips, pinched her nose and swallowed. The pain started to fade shortly afterwards.

    “His Lordship commands you to stay here,” Silent said, as she uncovered the food. “He wishes you to summon him when you’re ready to continue.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. She was ravenous, even though she’d barely done anything. “Are you going to stay with me?”

    “I have orders to fetch you a selection of books,” Silent said. “Afterwards, I can stay with you if you wish.”

    She curtsied and backed out of the room. Emily snorted — she wouldn’t take it as a personal insult if someone turned their back on her — and turned her attention to the food. The scrambled eggs, bacon and toast smelt heavenly. She ate as quickly as she could, wondering how long it would be until pizza and burgers reached the tower. It wouldn’t be that long, she was sure. The New Learning had kicked off a massive wave of social change.

    Silent returned, carrying three small books. Emily glanced at the titles, checking to make sure she could read them. Void might have promised to ensure she learned some of the older and largely forgotten languages, but she had no illusions about the timescale. It had taken her nearly three years to master the common tongue. The more complex aristocratic language had taken longer. She wondered, sometimes, if the locals had intended to enforce a permanent gap between the upper and lower classes.

    They probably did, she thought, as she finished her meal. They would have frozen everything in ice if it helped them keep their power.

    Silent backed off, then knelt. Emily tried not to be angry. The maid’s display of submission was creepy. Void didn’t seem to demand it from anyone... she wanted to ask the maid where she’d worked, but she knew the question would be unwelcome. Silent seemed to want to live up to her name. Emily wondered, as she put the tray to one side and picked up the first book, if Silent had chosen the name for herself. It sounded more like a sorcerer’s affectation than an ordinary name.

    “You don’t have to kneel,” she said, tiredly. “Really.”

    “As My Lady pleases,” Silent said.

    Emily gave her a sharp look — the maid hadn’t moved — then gave up and opened the book. It looked rare enough to be expensive, very expensive. It was quite possible there were only a handful of copies in the entire world. She scowled as she turned the pages — her older textbooks had been crammed with references to books that were either vanishingly rare or lost in the mists of time. The writer talked about the mental arts with a frankness that surprised her, considering the danger they represented. She would have thought it was a grimoire if the writer had sounded a tiny bit less rational. As it was... she guessed the book was on the restricted list. There was an entire string of oaths most prospective soul mages had to take before they were allowed to even look at a soul magic textbook.

    The writer went into surprising detail, discussing ways of hiding a memory from oneself as well as mind readers. There were a handful of simple ways to recall the memory, although some of them ran the risk of being accidentally triggered. A note to oneself, on the other hand, was safe... as long as the memory wasn’t buried too deeply. It was quite possible for someone to accidentally throw out the key without ever realizing its significance. She remembered Light Yagami wiping his own memory and shuddered. In the real world, his plan would never have worked. There were just too many things that could go wrong.

    She frowned as she moved on to the next book. The writer seemed to believe that constant meditation was the only way to truly know yourself. He talked about lying in bed and thinking about why you did this and why you did that, analyzing your own motives until you knew them cold. Emily wasn’t sure what to make of it. People tended to claim high-minded motives, but — in her experience — their real motives were much more self-interested. King Randor had talked about keeping the barons in check, yet... he’d been more concerned with maintaining his own power than doing what was right for his country. She supposed it made a certain kind of sense. Someone who’d been born into power wouldn’t be eager to give it up.

    And they were surprised when I walked away from Cockatrice, Emily reminded herself. They couldn’t believe I’d leave the barony to its people.

    She rubbed her forehead as she turned to the final book. It felt more like a parchment than a school textbook, faded hints of powerful protective charms tingling around her fingers as she picked it up. She felt her eyes start to slip over the book, as if they didn’t want to see it. She snorted, then pushed the charm aside and opened the book. This time, there was no listed author or introduction. Instead, it launched straight into a series of stories — she couldn’t tell if they were meant to warn or entice — about just what sort of atrocities someone could commit with soul magic and a complete lack of scruples. Some of them she already knew. Others were new... and horrifying. Spells that ripped souls from bodies, spells that copied personas and implanted them in others... and more, each one more horrific than the last. She wished she didn’t believe someone would try them.

    The list of horror seemed never-ending. She resolved to work hard, if only to make sure she could keep her mind from being read or warped. It wouldn’t be easy, but... she had to do it. She’d been safe at Whitehall, protected by the Grandmaster and Void and her own reputation. Now, away from the school, she was vulnerable. Her reputation was a liability as much as a blessing. Lady Barb had made it clear there were sorcerers who’d seek to test themselves against her, just to see how strong she really was. It wasn’t going to be fun.

    She put the book aside and looked at Silent. The maid hadn’t moved. Emily reminded herself, once again, that the gulf between them was practically unbridgeable. Silent was not her equal and never would be. It would make for a horrifyingly unbalanced friendship...

    “Silent,” Emily said. “Please fetch me some Kava, then you may go.”

    Silent stood and dropped a curtsy. “Yes, My Lady.”

    Emily studied the three books as the maid returned, carrying a steaming jug in one hand and a single mug in another. She curtsied again, then left. Emily watched her go, feeling another pang of guilt. She wanted friends, not someone who’d interpret her slightest wish as a command. It was hard to admit that she felt lonely. The servants were below her and Void was far above. There were limits on how close they could become.

    Which is important, Emily reminded herself. Sergeant Miles had never been one of the boys. There’d been an unbreakable barrier between himself and his students. He’d kept it in place even when he’d taken her as a temporary apprentice. There were lines that simply couldn’t be crossed. He can’t be my master and my friend.

    She forced herself to stand. Her legs felt stronger, although she still felt a little weak. She wasn’t sure why. Void had neither hit her nor cursed her. Perhaps her body was responding to the mental conflict. It was possible, she supposed, but she didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if she bruised every time someone shouted at her.

    Your mind draws on your magic, she thought. And the magic makes the damage real.

    She paced the room until she felt better, her mind running in circles. There were all kinds of secrets in her mind, ideas and concepts she intended to develop over the next few years. How many of them had leaked out? She didn’t know. If her mind had been read... she made a face as she stopped by the window and peered over the valley. How many people had she touched over the last six years? How many hands had she shook? How many... she felt a flicker of paranoia, mingled with the awareness that soul mages were rare. It was unlikely an unregistered soul mage had had a chance to read her mind.

    Void must be unregistered, she reminded herself. He would have had to take the oaths if he’d learned the normal way.

    She poured herself a mug of Kava and drank it slowly, savoring the harsh taste. It jerked her awake, brushing the last of the cobwebs from her mind. She put the books on the table, then reached out and touched the wards. Void would know she was ready. She just hoped he wasn’t going to force her to do something too strenuous. She really didn’t feel up to doing something more complicated than reading books or studying magical theory.

    Void stepped into the room. “How are you feeling?”

    “Better,” Emily said. “But I felt terrible until I drank the potion.”

    “Most people do,” Void said. He sat on the other armchair. “It’s like flexing a muscle you don’t use very often. If you work it, you get aches and pains... for a while, before you get used to it. There will come a time, after you work on it, when detecting intrusions will be very easy.”

    Emily sat, facing him. “Can you detect someone trying to read your mind?”

    “Yes.” Void spoke as if it were a simple statement of fact. “And, because I know myself very well, I can do more than simply toss the intruder out of my mind. I can peer back at him, through the link he forged, or string together a set of memories to create a false impression. It’s impossible to lie deliberately, mind-to-mind, but...”

    “Why?” Emily caught herself, a second too late. Her face reddened. “Why can’t you lie with your mind?”

    Void looked irked. “Your thoughts are not pages in a book,” he said. “Your lies would be tainted by your awareness that they’re lies. The mind reader would pick up on that and know you were trying to lie.”

    He shrugged. “If you string together a set of memories to create a misleading impression, however, you might get away with it. Might.”

    Emily had to smile. “Might?”

    “The memories wouldn’t blur together perfectly,” Void said. “The connection between them would be thin, at best. That alone would be enough to alert a wary mind reader. And then... you could splice your memories of your first lover into your second, but there would be enough discrepancies to suggest you were trying to confuse the intruder. And, as I said, you’d have to avoid a direct lie. It would be impossible to miss.”

    “I see, I think,” Emily said. Her fingers touched the bracelet on her wrist. “Does it ever work for long?”

    “It depends,” Void said. “Like I said, you can mislead. It helps that their memories of your memories might be incomplete. But the more complex the tissue of half-truths you’re trying to sell him, the greater the risk of him seeing through it. And that would alert him to your skill in mental combat.”

    “I’m not that good,” Emily said, quietly.

    “Not yet,” Void said. “You’ll get there.”

    He leaned back in his chair. “I want you to take it easy for the rest of the day. Go to the library. Go to bed. Go do whatever you want to do, as long as it’s relaxing. Tonight... if you don’t want to join me for dinner, I’ll understand.”

    Emily shook her head. “I’ll be there.”

    “If you feel up to it,” Void said, sharply. “You cannot take another dose of potion for at least twenty-four hours. If your head starts to hurt again, go to bed and stay there. Silent will bring you something to eat.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, reluctantly. She enjoyed dining with Void. He was happy to chat about the different magical branches and how they interacted, drawing links between theory and practice she’d never been taught at school. “Tomorrow...”

    “It’s your day off,” Void reminded her. “Do you have a plan?”

    “I was going to go to Dragon’s Den,” Emily said. “I need to collect your book. And a few other things.”

    “And meet someone, I have no doubt,” Void said. “Just remember to be back before midnight.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “What happens if I get back a minute after midnight?”

    Void snorted. “Don’t play rules lawyer with me, young lady.”

    His eyes flickered with amusement. “By custom, I would technically have the right to claim you were late for your lessons,” he said. “That would give me the right to punish you. By practice... I expect you to be sensible. You need at least seven hours sleep between a night on the town and a day of lessons. If you don’t get enough sleep, you won’t enjoy the lessons very much. And I will insist on going ahead with them.”

    “A very efficient punishment,” Emily commented.

    “You’re a grown woman now,” Void reminded her. “If you don’t act like it, people won’t treat you like it. Particularly the ones who have real children. It’s astonishing how little tolerance they have for childish behavior from adults.”

    Emily nodded. “I’m not surprised.”

    “Children don’t know better,” Void said. “Adults are supposed to know better.”

    He said nothing for a long moment. Emily watched him, wondering if he was talking from experience. Did Void have children? She didn’t know. Everyone thought she was Void’s daughter, but... there was no way to know. Void was in his second century. He could have children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren by now. They could have made their lives somewhere else and left him behind.

    She wanted to ask, but she didn’t dare. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

    Void looked up at her. “Who are you going to meet?”

    “Frieda,” Emily said. “If she can make it. She said she’d try, but...”

    “She might be busy,” Void said. “She’s in her fifth year now. She’ll have a lot of work to do. Don’t push her too hard.”

    “I won’t,” Emily promised. “I remember my fifth year.”

    “The school fell apart,” Void commented, dryly. “Hopefully, her year will be a little less exciting.”

    He met her eyes. “Do you have a relationship at the moment?”

    Emily colored, caught by surprise. “No,” she managed, finally. “Cat left me and...”

    She shook her head, irritated. It was none of his business. He might be her master, but it was none of his business. Not that it mattered, she supposed. There wasn’t anyone.

    “Good,” Void said. “You’ll find it hard to maintain a relationship during your apprenticeship.”

    “I know.” Emily tried to keep the irritation off her face, but she feared he saw it anyway. “I don’t think you have to worry about it.”

    “You might be surprised,” Void said. “I have a whole collection of letters asking for your hand in marriage. I wouldn’t be too surprised if more suitors start coming out of the woodwork, now you’ve graduated. It’s something to bear in mind.”

    Emily rolled her eyes. “I thought you were going to tell them no.”

    “I did,” Void said. “But six years ago, I was your guardian. I was in a position to forbid you from marrying. Now... you’re a grown woman. You can expect to receive all sorts of missives, all asking for you to consider possible suitors.”

    “Madness,” Emily said. “They’re insane.”

    “No,” Void corrected her. “You’re a young sorceress with — as far as they know — an enviable family background. You have enough magic to ensure your children will have powerful magic too. Given the right father, they might even have more raw talent than the average sorcerer. They have every reason to seek your hand in marriage.”

    “I don’t want to marry a stranger,” Emily said. The thought was appalling. “Can’t you say no?”

    “You’re a grown woman,” Void said. “There are some things I can do for you, as both your presumed father and your master. I can forbid you from certain things, if you want an excuse. But other things... you have to do them for yourself, unless you want people thinking you’re permanently under my thumb. It won’t reflect well on you.”

    Emily nodded, reluctantly. “Can I just burn the letters without reading them?”

    “As long as that’s your decision,” Void said. “I do advise you to read them first. You might be interested to know which of your former classmates are being suggested for marriage.”

    “That would be worse than a stranger,” Emily said. The thought made her cringe. How many of the boys she’d known would be suggested to her? “How would I ever be able to look them in the eye again?”

    Void shrugged. “It’ll help if you remember they’re not the brain behind the proposal,” he said, as he stood. “Still, you shouldn’t be doing anything formal until you complete your apprenticeship. You’ll find I am an excellent scapegoat in certain matters. Just ask the White Council.”

    Emily had to smile. She’d ask what he meant later. “Thanks, I guess.”

    “Go do something relaxing,” Void said. He headed for the door, then stopped. “And try not to be too late tomorrow.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “I’ll be home well before midnight.”


    Chapter Ten

    EMILY GRITTED HER TEETH AS A wave of cold air struck her the moment the teleport field faded back into nothingness. Dragon’s Den was further north than Void’s tower, she suspected, and winter was steadily approaching, winds blowing down from the Craggy Mountains and blasting over the town. The gloomy sky promised snow, sooner rather than later. Her robes suddenly felt very thin, despite the heating charms woven into the material. She cast an extra charm as she made her way off the teleport pad and into the town. It didn’t seem to have changed at all in the last few months.

    She smiled as she made her way through the streets, remembering the first time she’d set foot in Dragon’s Den. The town had struck her as utterly disgusting, streets covered in filth and air smelling of too many humans in too close proximity. Things had gotten better after the New Learning had swept through the town, but... she shook her head. There were limits to how fast things could change. The locals were often quite conservative, even when they lived close to a magic school. They couldn’t afford to try something new and discover, too late, that they’d made a dreadful mistake.

    The streets thronged with students despite the cold. Emily felt an odd little pang as she watched them flow in and out of the shops or stopping to eat in the local cafes or restaurants. Hawkers marched the streets, selling everything from clothes to basic street food that practically promised a stomach ache — at best — to anyone unwary enough to buy it; prostitutes hung on street corners, making eyes at students with more money than sense. Emily shivered, feeling a wave of pity as well as revulsion. If things had been different, she could have ended up like that... or worse.

    She put the thought aside as she walked into the richer part of the town. The streets were quieter here, the walled houses and gardens surrounded by wards that promised nasty surprises for anyone stupid enough to enter without permission. There were fewer students in evidence, save for the ones who had relatives within the town. Emily had never been sure if she should envy them. Having one’s parents within hailing distance wasn’t always a good thing. Void had certainly never hovered behind her, ready to intervene if she made a mistake. She knew she should be grateful for his distance. It had let her learn how to handle things on her own.

    The wards — her wards — bubbled around her as she reached the gate. The Grandmaster’s old house was smaller than some of the buildings on the street, although it was still larger than anything she’d dreamed of possessing back home. She felt the wards open at her touch and stepped inside, closing the gate behind her. The house was hers, yet... it didn’t feel like home. She supposed she hadn’t had time to make an impression on it. The majority of the rooms remained unchanged.

    She undid the wards protecting the door and pushed it open. Dust hung in the air, a grim reminder that she hadn’t lived in the house for nearly two years. She’d visited, but... she shook her head as she closed the door and made her way down to the kitchen. The preservation spells had lasted, thankfully. She hadn’t been sure they would. There were limits to how long the spells could linger without inspection. She breathed a sigh of relief and removed a glass bottle of milk from the locker. It tasted as if it had been bottled only a few short hours ago.

    Home, Emily thought. It didn’t feel like home, even when she boiled water for Kava. It felt like a guesthouse, a place she would stay for a few short days before going back home. But where was home? Whitehall had been her home, until she’d left. Now... she shook her head crossly. You don’t have time to feel sorry for yourself.

    The air smelt musty as she made her way up the stairs. The master bedroom remained unchanged, including the dirty blankets she’d left years ago. She kicked herself for not changing them, understanding — for the first time — why Void had hired a handful of maids and a cook. But she didn’t want to hire one herself. It wouldn’t have felt right. She stripped the bed, dumped the blankets in a bag for later washing and headed into the next room. The secure chamber remained undisturbed. No one had tried to take down the wards. She opened it carefully, then picked up a handful of books including Void’s spellbook, a couple of advanced textbooks she’d been meaning to read and a small collection of charmed notebooks. She wanted to keep her work to herself until she had a finished result.

    And something I can show to the world without setting off an arms race, she mused, as she closed the chamber behind her. If they learned how easy it was to set off an atomic-sized blast...

    She kicked herself, mentally, for even coming up with the idea. There were ways the blast could be scaled up, if the caster didn’t care about the risks. It wouldn’t take more than a handful of crazy sorcerers to do immense damage. Memories rose up, mocking her. Her counterpart had shattered organized resistance before the local governments had realized what was happening. She’d practically come out of nowhere and destroyed the established order, smashing it beyond repair. Emily knew it could have been a great deal worse. The living would have, quite literally, envied the dead.

    The wards quivered. She carried the books downstairs, placed them on a rickety-looking bookshelf and opened the door. Frieda stood there, looking more adult than ever. Her long dark hair hung down her back, and her robes were just a little too tight... Emily was pretty sure she knew who Frieda was going to see before she went back to Whitehall. Hoban was a powerful sorcerer. He could teleport to Dragon’s Den as easily as Emily.

    “Emily.” Frieda ran forward and swept her up in a hug. “You look tired.”

    “I feel tired too,” Emily said. She stepped aside, issuing an invitation that was not — quite — a formal invitation. It kept supernatural vermin out of the house. “How’ve you been?”

    “Working hard and hardly working,” Frieda said. She looked Emily up and down. “He has been letting you sleep, hasn’t he?”

    Emily led her into the kitchen and poured two mugs of Kava. “I’ve been sleeping for nearly nine hours each day,” she said. “And it still doesn’t feel like enough.”

    “Go to bed earlier,” Frieda said. She sat at the table, resting her hands on the polished wood. “What’s he like as a teacher?”

    “Good,” Emily said. “It helps that he’s only teaching me. There’s no one around to distract him.”

    Frieda winked. “No chance to pull pranks without being noticed?”

    “I don’t have time to pull pranks,” Emily said. She doubted Void would be very pleased if she did. “I hope you’re not wasting time pulling pranks yourself.”

    “No.” Frieda shook her head. “I don’t have time. I’m working too hard.”

    “Probably for the best,” Emily said. “Have you caught up?”

    “I think so,” Frieda said. “I got lessons at Heart’s Eye. I might not get the highest of marks next summer, but I should pass. Or so they say.”

    “A lot can happen between then and now,” Emily said. She leaned against the wall, feeling the wards pulsing against her magic. They were hers and... they weren’t. Both the Grandmaster and Void had added their magic to the structure. She’d have to tear them down at some point and rebuild them. “Try to have a peaceful year, please.”

    “Peace is boring,” Frieda said. “Sergeant Miles was talking about taking me on as an apprentice next summer. He thought it would do me good.”

    Emily shrugged. “It might,” she said. “What does he do over the summer?”

    “I have no idea.” Frieda contemplated her drink. “But it will probably be more exciting than working in a shop.”

    “True,” Emily agreed, with the private thought it might be safer too. “What do you want to do with your life?”

    “Combat sorcerer,” Frieda said. She clenched her fist. Magic glittered over her pale skin. “I will never be weak again. Cat said I’d be good...”

    She looked up, suddenly. “Have you heard from him?”

    “Not a peep,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She’d always known the relationship wouldn’t last, but she’d thought it wouldn’t end quite so drastically. “I have no idea if he’d be interested in taking you as a student. Jade probably wouldn’t have the time.”

    “Nothing at all?” Frieda snorted. “You’d think he’d at least write to you.”

    Emily shrugged. Cat had felt helpless when she’d lost her magic. Like most people, he hadn’t handled it well. The chance to go off and do something must have seemed like a dream come true. She wondered if Cat had succeeded in his self-assigned mission. He was good at his job, but... she would have expected to hear something. Perhaps Jacqui was more capable than Emily had thought. She had graduated from Whitehall. She might lack raw power, and a certain degree of nerve, but she wasn’t incompetent. She might have caught Cat by surprise and... Emily didn’t want to think about it. She still hurt, sometimes, when she thought about how the relationship had ended, but she didn’t want Cat dead. Or wishing he was.

    “It doesn’t matter,” she said, curtly. Cat had never liked Frieda. “How’s Hoban?”

    Frieda colored. “I’m meeting him later,” she said. “I... I hope you don’t mind.”

    “No,” Emily said. “I hope you’re having a good time.”

    “We are,” Frieda said. “He was trying to talk me into joining him on the next dig, over half-term. But it’s back home.”

    In the Cairngorms, Emily thought. Frieda won't want to go back there.

    “They found something, he told me. He wasn’t sure what. The reports were a little vague.” Frieda looked as if she was remembering something unpleasant. “It’s too close to my father’s old hometown for comfort.”

    Emily frowned. “Your father’s hometown?”

    “He left his village, years before I was born,” Frieda said. “A little later, the village was burned to the ground. No one goes near it now.”

    “Burned to the ground?” Emily frowned. “How?”

    “I don’t know.” Frieda shook her head. “The elders refused to talk about it. It could have been anything. The kids used to whisper that the villagers had offended the awful folk, but... I don’t know. It was several years before I was born.”

    Emily considered it for a long moment. It could have been anything, from a newborn magician losing control to the local baron burning down the village after it refused to pay its taxes. Or purely for kicks. The mountain aristocracy were among the worst of the lot, in her experience. They saw their subjects as little more than cattle. Perhaps less than cattle. She could easily imagine a handful of young lords deciding to burn down a village for fun. 

    “It could have been anything,” Emily said. “Are you going there?”

    “I...” Frieda gazed into her mug. “Part of me wants to go back there and teach my family a lesson. Part of me wants to rub their noses in my power, and... show them what they threw away the day they sold me to a traveling magician. And... part of me doesn’t want to go back, as if I’d lose everything the moment I set foot in the village. They thought I was worthless. I was worthless. Even the dung-gatherer didn’t want me!”

    “Then he was a fool,” Emily said.

    Frieda raised her eyes. “Would you go back? If you could?”

    “No.” Emily hadn’t really thought about it. “Being here is so much better.”

    “Yeah,” Frieda agreed. “But you can’t go home. Can you?”

    Emily shrugged. Shadye hadn’t used his powers to yank her into the Nameless World. He’d summoned entities and used them. And they’d tricked him... Emily had no idea how to summon them herself, let alone ensure they didn’t trick her too.

    “Probably not,” she said, finally.

    “But I can.” Frieda looked down again. “I want to go back. I want to teach them a lesson. And, at the same time, I don’t want to.”

    Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. “You have every right to want revenge,” she said. She knew enough about Frieda’s childhood to be certain that, if she ever met Frieda’s parents, she’d kill them. “But... if you take revenge, it will do something to you. You might not like the person you become.”

    “Ha.” Frieda finished her drink and put the mug to one side. “At least they’d face some kind of punishment...”

    “I know.” Emily put the mugs in the sink. “And what will you do afterwards?”

    She sighed as she muttered a spell to clean the mugs, then put them back in the cupboard. It wouldn’t be easy to change the Cairngorms. The locals were too poor and too deprived to adhere to any civilized standard of morality. Frieda had been ill-treated because she was a weak and sickly girl, a child unable to add value to the family. She’d been lucky, too. Older folks — the ones too old to work — were often exposed to the winter cold. They froze to death so their children and grandchildren could live. She’d been assured, more than once, that it was voluntary, that the elders saw themselves as making the final sacrifice for their people. She rather doubted it was true.

    We can find a way to change things, she told herself. But what?

    “We’ll get something to eat,” she said, as she tugged on her robe. “Coming?”

    Frieda met her eyes. “Are you happy?”

    Emily gave the question serious consideration. She was. She certainly had a great deal to be happy about. She was learning magic, studying the different disciplines and how they went together, with a tutor who could give her his full attention. They’d worked through hundreds of spells, learning how to change them and blend them together into greater spells. Void was a good teacher. And she liked to think she was a good student.

    “I think so, yes,” she said. “I’m having fun.”

    Frieda nodded as they walked back to the door. “Lady Barb was concerned about you,” she said. “I walked in on her and the sergeant talking about you.”

    “You’re lucky you didn’t walk in on them doing something else,” Emily said. She frowned as she stashed the books in her knapsack. “Did she say why?”

    “No.” Frieda stepped through the door. Snowflakes hung in the air, portending a snowstorm. “But she did sound very concerned.”

    “I’ll write to her,” Emily promised. She’d eat with Frieda, then teleport back to the tower and write a letter. “Did you hear from anyone else?”

    Frieda shrugged. “Your namesake is very loud,” she said. “And she keeps her parents up all night. And Alassa flatly refuses to give her to a wet nurse. Little Emily is hers.”

    “Good,” Emily said. Wet nurses had always struck her as creepy. She had no idea what her mother had done, when Emily had been a baby, but she was fairly sure it hadn’t included a wet nurse. Formula, more likely. “How’s Jade coping?”

    “I’m not sure,” Frieda said. “Imaiqah said they were working on ways to put the Great Charter into practice. I think Jade had to teach a couple of aristos a lesson.”

    “They probably needed it,” Emily said. She closed the door behind her, then resealed the wards before walking down to the gate. “I might try and visit them on my next day off.”

    “They’d probably love that,” Frieda said. “And you should probably go see your other friends too.”

    “Caleb seems to have Heart’s Eye well in hand,” Emily said. “And...”

    She broke off as she saw a familiar person walking up the road. Frieda jumped, hastily smoothed back her hair and ran towards Hoban. Emily winced, feeling a twinge of irritation mingled with guilt as Frieda and Hoban kissed. Frieda had every right to enjoy her first relationship, even if it meant... she shook her head. She didn’t have to be a third wheel.

    “Lady Emily,” Hoban said, as she caught up with them. He bowed, politely. “It’s good to see you again.”

    “And you,” Emily said. It wasn’t entirely true. Hoban was one of the good guys, but there was something about him that annoyed her. She couldn’t put it into words. Perhaps it was his blunt good looks. He had muscles on his muscles. “I hear you’re going digging in the Cairngorms.”

    “Perhaps,” Hoban clarified. “They’re still trying to decide if it’s more than just another crazy rumor. The grave-robbers got stung a few years ago and no one’s let them forget it.”

    Emily nodded. “I’ll leave you two to get on with it,” she said. “Frieda, stay in touch?”

    Frieda looked torn. Emily understood. Frieda wouldn’t want to slight either of them, yet... she might not have a choice. “You can join us for dinner, can’t you...?”

    “I have to get back,” Emily said, a deadpan look on her face. She was pretty sure Hoban didn’t have dinner in mind. The lovers couldn’t have seen each other for at least a week. “You two have fun.”

    “And you.” Frieda gave Emily a hug. Hoban bowed again, face carefully blank. “I’ll see you soon?”

    “Yes,” Emily promised. She slung her knapsack over her shoulder. She’d teleport back, then spend the evening reading and writing. Void had promised her something new for her next set of lessons. She was quite looking forward to it. “You will.”


    Chapter Eleven

    Emily felt cold.

    SHE SHIFTED UNCOMFORTABLY, SLOWLY DRIFTING BACK to awareness. Her bed felt hard and cold. An even colder mist drifted across her face. She thought she heard someone, words echoing through her musty head. Her eyes snapped open. She stared up at a gloomy overcast sky, alarm flashing through her and banishing the rest of the cobwebs. She was no longer in her bed. She was... somewhere else.

    Emily sat up, glancing from side to side. She was in the midst of heavy fog. Visibility was minimal. She couldn’t see anything within the gloom. She glanced down at herself, confused. She wore her nightgown and little else. Her head spun, a memory flickering to the fore. Void had given her a potion just before she’d gone to sleep. She’d drunk it and...

    He said he was going to test me, she thought, as she stood. The ground felt solid under her feet. Where did he put me?

    She reached out with her magic, but sensed nothing beyond a faint background hum. The mist appeared to be natural, yet... there was something sinister about it. She shivered, muttering a pair of heating charms under her breath. The air grew a little warmer, before cooling again. She muttered a stronger charm, holding it in place as she ran her hands down her nightgown. There was something in her pocket, a piece of parchment... she pulled it out and unfolded it. Someone — Void, she assumed — had written a simple set of instructions. FIND YOUR WAY HOME. Emily tested the parchment for charms, then put it back in her pocket. It might come in handy for something later.

    Find your way home, she told herself, crossly. Where am I?

    She peered around but saw nothing beyond the omnipresent fog. She could be anywhere. A sorcerer like Void could have taken her halfway around the world while she slept. The potion would have ensured she didn’t wake, at least until he was ready. She scowled, reminding herself to be more careful. She’d never been a heavy sleeper. She disliked the thought of people moving her while she slept. She made a mental note to tell him so, then forced herself to think. She was lost, without any helpful landmarks to assist her. And that meant that teleporting would be very dangerous.

    I can’t be too far from the tower, she thought. He wouldn’t have given me an impossible task.

    She considered, then forced herself to run through a set of spells Sergeant Miles had taught her during survivalist training. The compass spell found north for her. It was useless, without knowing the lay of the land, but at least it was something. The pointing spell found nothing, even when Emily tried to search for Silent as well as Void. She wasn’t too surprised. The spell had always been easy to spoof. Sergeant Miles had cautioned her not to rely on it. Given a little effort, an unwary searcher could be sent off on a wild goose chase that led right over a cliff.

    I suppose I should be grateful he didn’t do that, this time, Emily told herself as she started to walk. It wouldn’t be easy to save myself if I ran into a trap.

    The fog seemed to grow denser as she headed north. There was magic in the mist, absorbing her searching and detection spells. Water drifted in the air, soaking her gown and trickling down her skin. She repeated the warming charms, time and time again, even though they refused to last more than a few minutes. Her stomach rumbled, warningly. It had been hours since she’d eaten. If she’d known she was going to be dumped into the middle of nowhere, she would have made sure to eat more. She glanced at her right wrist in frustration. Void had taken her watch, as well as everything except the snake-bracelet. She had no idea how long it had been since she’d drunk the potion. It could have been days.

    He wouldn’t have given me an insolvable problem, Emily thought. And...

    She frowned as it dawned on her just how odd the fog truly was. She’d seen fog before, during Sergeant Miles’s forced marches, but... it had never been quite so... solid. She reached out, watching the fog draw back from her bare hand. She could barely see anything beyond her fingertips. Surely, she should have walked right into something by now. Or plunged off an unseen cliff. Sergeant Miles had made it clear that the best thing to do, if visibility dropped to almost nothing, was to hole up and wait. Emily suspected that wasn’t an option in this case. She had to find her way home.

    And there’s too much magic in the fog to risk levitation, she thought, as she looked up. The fog blotted out the sun. The gloom seemed impenetrable. She wasn’t even sure where the sun was. And if I keep walking, I will walk into something...

    The fog billowed towards her. It was eerily silent. No birds sang, no insects buzzed... she wondered, suddenly, if she was somewhere in the valley surrounding the tower. It would make sense, yet... there was something deadening about the fog. It might suppress the local wildlife as easily as it suppressed her magic. The birds and the bees might be resting in their nests, waiting for the fog to clear. She couldn’t see through it. She walked and walked, but nothing happened. It was uncanny. The fog just seemed to billow around her.

    A thought struck her. If the fog wasn’t natural...

    She cast a cancellation spell. Nothing happened. She cast a detection spell. It returned mixed results. She gritted her teeth, then tried to draw on the local magic. There was a faint surge of power — it felt weirdly uncomfortable, as if she was transgressing against something — but nothing else. The fog surrounded her. It didn’t touch her. And if it was targeted on her...

    Her fingers touched the snake-bracelet, undoing the charm. Aurelius came to life, coiling around her wrist. Emily staggered, slightly, as the familiar bond slammed into her head. She was aware of both herself and the snake, as if she was in two places at once. She’d been warned to spend more time working with Aurelius, getting used to the bond, but the death viper was just too dangerous. She could touch the pretty snake safely. Anyone else would lose a hand — at the very least — if they touched the creature with their bare skin.

    Aurelius looked around. He didn’t see the fog. Emily closed her eyes, allowing the snake to see for her. She was standing in the middle of a clearing, a dozen runes carefully woven into the ground. Subtle magic flickered around her. She cursed under her breath. The rune she’d carved into her chest had stopped working after she’d lost her powers. She hadn’t realized it was still useless. The subtle magic had tricked her. She’d been walking in circles. She hadn’t been getting anywhere at all!

    Clever, she thought.

    She raised the snake to her breasts, then kept her eyes closed as she started to walk forward. This time, the subtle magic wasn’t enough to stop her. She could sense it coiling around her feet, trying to bring her down, but she knew it was there. She could ignore it. Aurelius thrummed with pleasure as she walked out of the clearing into the trees. The snake sensed all manner of life in the undergrowth. He wanted to hunt for the sheer thrill of it. Emily shivered. It was easy to understand, now, why death vipers were so feared. There weren’t many animals that hunted for sport. 

    Her eyes opened. The fog was gone, as if it had never been. She could see mountains in the distance, their peaks hidden in the mists. One looked familiar. She thought she saw a giant shape moving through the gloom, a faint hint of something immense flying through the sky. A dragon? It was possible. They tended to nest in high-magic zones, she’d been told. Wild magic was their meat and drink. 

    If that mountain is there, she thought as allowed the snake to wrap around her wrist, then the tower is over there.

    The air grew hotter as she started to move again. This time, nothing tried to steer her in circles. Her nightgown clung to her skin, itching uncomfortably as it dried. She silently thanked Sergeant Miles for forcing her to walk barefoot, even though she’d hated it. Her feet felt dirty, thoroughly unclean, but she wasn’t in pain. She smiled at the thought of a pampered princess walking without shoes. Even if she was fine with it, her parents and her governesses would be horrified.

    She reached the bottom of the valley and looked down at the town. She still hadn’t visited... she made a mental note to visit soon, then turned and headed up into the valley. It had rained in the last few days, water trickling down the valley and vanishing into the distance. She knelt beside a tiny pool, scooped up some water in her hands and muttered a cleansing spell. The water was probably clean, but there was no point in taking chances. It was a high-magic zone. Who knew what would happen if she drank the water without testing it?

    Aurelius crawled off her wrist and sipped water. He wouldn’t be in any danger. Emily smiled, then waited for the snake to finish before it crawled up her leg, through her nightgown and back onto her wrist. It would have been certain death for anyone else. She made sure the creature was comfortable, then kept walking. She’d walked the same path with Lady Barb. The tower was in the next valley...

    A giant wall of rock barred her way. Emily stopped, dead. Had she taken a wrong turn? She looked back, silently comparing her memory to the sight before her. It was impossible to be sure, but it certainly looked identical.  The rock hadn’t been there before, which meant... she touched it, lightly, with her bare hand. It felt real. Void could have shaped the rock out of raw magic. It would be easier, in some ways, than creating a pencil. Or... she braced herself, then pushed. The rock snapped out of existence. She breathed a sigh of relief. An illusion. It had been nothing more than an illusion. But a very convincing one.

    She inched forward, feeling a hint of claustrophobia as the valley walls looked over her. A handful of charms were woven in, threatening to slam the walls closed or send rocks crashing down on unwanted guests. Emily felt cold as she started to unpick the charms long enough to slip past. She could sense them, she could evade them, but what about the townspeople below? How many people had wandered into the valley and been killed by the charms?

    They’d have had to get through the illusions first, she thought, as she reached the end of the pass and peered down into the valley. The tower sat in the center, as before. It was still hard to tell how large it truly was. Void must have lifted it for us when Lady Barb brought me here.

    She made her way down to the valley floor, then walked towards the tower. A lone figure stood by the walls. Silent looked... as downcast as ever. Emily glanced down at herself, feeling a twinge of pity. Her nightgown was a mess. The poor maid would have to mend the tears, then wash the garment... unless she decided it was unsalvageable and sold it for rags. Emily knew that was unlikely. If Silent believed it wasn’t suitable for her charge, she’d pass it on to someone lower down the social scale.

    “My Lady,” Silent said. “I...”

    Her eyes went very wide. She started to move back, only to bump into the wall. Her face, already pale, went so white she looked like a ghost. Emily stared, unsure what had happened. She didn’t look that bad or indecent, did she? Her nightgown covered everything between her neckline and her ankles...

    Oh. Emily could have kicked herself. Silent had seen Aurelius. She’d almost forgotten the snake was there, but to Silent... Emily might as well have committed suicide. The Death Viper was unmistakable. Her wrist should have dropped off by now, while the poison worked its way through her bloodstream, ensuring she died in screaming agony. Damn it.

    She hastily turned the snake back into a bracelet. Silent knew what it was now... Emily sighed, inwardly. She’d done her best to keep Aurelius as a secret weapon, but too many people knew the truth. Lady Barb, Sergeant Miles... Nanette, who hadn’t known until it was too late. And now Silent. She wondered, idly, if Void knew. She hadn’t brought it to his attention.

    “It’s safe,” she said, as reassuringly as she could. The familiar bond made it harder to understand Silent’s fear. “It can’t hurt you.”

    “Yes, My Lady.” Silent sounded as if she didn’t believe Emily. “I...”

    She stumbled forwards. “His Lordship wishes you to wash and change, then attend upon him. He has a reward for you.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. She allowed Silent to tap the wall and lead her into the tower. The charms woven into the stone felt odd, as if the tower wasn’t quite ready for her. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

    Silent said nothing, but her stiff back said it all. She’d been deathly frightened... not without reason. One couldn’t negotiate with a death viper. It would kill... Emily would have been safer picking up a poisonous spider or playing catch with a werewolf or baring her neck to a vampire. She made a promise to herself that she’d find some way to make it up to the maid. She should have realized that anyone who saw Aurelius would be horrified. They couldn’t even look at the snake without being creeped out.

    Emily allowed herself a sigh of relief as they reached her room. The air felt warm and dry. She stripped off her nightgown, dumped it in the washing basket and hurried into the bathroom. Silent had already drawn her a bath. She sank into the water, reminding herself she couldn’t stay long. Void wanted to see her. She yawned, fighting the urge to simply close her eyes and go to sleep. The charms on the tub would keep her from drowning. She heard Silent moving, laying out a fresh set of robes. The maid really would need some kind of reward.

    She stood, charmed herself dry and dressed quickly. There was no point in forcing Void to wait for too long. He might react poorly. She took a moment to run through everything that had happened, from the moment she’d opened her eyes to her return to the tower, then headed downstairs. Void sat in one of his workrooms. A pair of strange-looking garments sat on the table. She thought they looked like folded dresses.

    “Emily,” Void said. “What did you learn?”

    That my rune doesn’t work any longer, Emily thought. She’d have to redo it. She wasn’t even sure that was possible. Her skin had healed long ago. And that I needed another pair of eyes to see through the fog.

    “That I could be tricked by subtle magic,” Emily said. “And that it was focused on me.”

    “Correct,” Void said. “It was more than just subtle magic. It was a spell tuned to you personally. There were a number of ways to escape, but they would have required you to realize what was happening. You could, for example, have simply destroyed the runes.”

    Emily frowned. “That’s why the detection spell revealed very little,” she mused. “The magic was mine.”

    “Close enough not to trigger the spell,” Void said. “Of course” — he smiled, thinly — “if you’d rewritten the cancellation spell so it affected everything, it would have worked too.”

    “But it would have ruined my wards too,” Emily said.

    “Maybe, maybe not.” Void shrugged. “You coped well, all things considered. I’ve seen people waste away in those traps, unable to escape.”

    “I had an unfair advantage.” Emily touched the snake-bracelet lightly. “I didn’t use my eyes to escape.”

    “And the alternatives were either starving to death or being dismissed for gross failure,” Void said, dryly. “Would you prefer either of them?”

    Emily shook her head. “No, sir.”

    “I thought not.” Void stood and picked up one of the garments, unfolding it. “Have you ever seen one of these before?”

    “No,” Emily said. The garment looked like a burka. There was a thin mesh over the eyes, but otherwise it was just a featureless black gown. She disliked it on sight. “What is it?”

    “Protection,” Void said, vaguely. He draped the garment over himself. “Put yours on.”

    Emily felt her fingers skitter over the cloth as she picked it up. It felt light, but weirdly confining. The mesh let her see more than she’d realized, yet... she felt a flicker of pity for someone who was forced to wear it every time they left the house. It stripped her — and everyone else — of every last gasp of individuality.

    Void took her arm. “We’re going somewhere you’ve never been before,” he said. His grip tightened, as if he was trying to hold her upright. “In a sense, you could say we’re going to fall off the edge of the world.”

    “Pardon?” Emily stared at him as she sensed the teleport field. “Where are we...?”

    And then they were somewhere else.


    Chapter Twelve

    EMILY STAGGERED.

    Something slammed into her, the blow so strong that she thought — just for a moment — she’d been hit. Something... it was a presence, it was a stench, it was... something so utterly unbearably wrong that she wanted to take to her heels and run for her life, convinced she could not remain there a second longer. Her skin crawled, as if a hundred unwelcome hands had left trails of slime over her body. Void held her as her legs buckled. She would have fallen if he hadn’t held her up. She gritted her teeth as she opened her eyes – unsure of when she’d closed them — and looked around. She was standing in utter darkness.

    Her mouth tasted foul, as if she’d been eating rotten food. It was hard to speak. “Where are we?”

    “The South Pole,” Void said. “We’re a very long way from home.”

    Emily looked around. The darkness wasn’t fading, but... her eyes were growing accustomed to it. There were dark shapes all around them, each a hint of something her eyes couldn’t quite see. There were no stars overhead, no moon or... she looked down, half-expecting to see ice beneath her boots. It was hard to be sure, but the ground looked more like shiny ash than anything else. The air was surprisingly warm. There weren’t any charms woven into the garment, as far as she could tell. She’d always assumed the South Pole would be cold.

    “Don’t take off your cloak, unless I do so first.” Void let go of her and stepped back. In the darkness, he was just another shape. “If we get separated, for any reason at all, teleport straight back to the tower and wait for me there. The wards will let you in. Do you understand?”

    Emily nodded, then realized he couldn’t see her. “Yes, sir.”

    “Good.” Void turned and started to walk through the darkness. “Follow me.”

    The ground felt unstable under her feet as she did as she was told. The... stench, more mental than physical, grew stronger. Emily guessed the garment was protecting her from the worst of it. Void didn’t slow as they walked up a short incline, then stopped on the edge of what looked like a giant crater. A dark city rested in the shadows, illuminated by faint hints of uncanny light. It looked utterly alien, utterly inhuman. Her eyes hurt as she stared, trying to take it all in. It looked as if the towering structures went in directions no human mind could comprehend. The darkness loomed over the city like a cloud of smog. It was eerily quiet.

    Just like the fog, she recalled. He was trying to prepare me for this.

    “The Dark Ziggurat,” Void said. His voice was very quiet.  The darkness seemed to swallow all sound. “According to legend, this is where the Faerie dwelled when they waged war on mankind. This is where they brought their captives. This is where they birthed monsters and sent them out to terrorize the world. When they were finally banished, the city was deserted for years. Until...”

    He stopped. Emily frowned, remembering the Dark City near Whitehall. The Dark Ziggurat was very much like it, but on a far greater scale. It looked... intact, as if it had been abandoned instead of destroyed. Her head started to pound as she studied the buildings, her eyes drawn in strange directions that left her wanting to look away. She forced herself to look down, feeling the pain ebb and flow. The city hadn’t been designed for humans. 

    She found her voice. “Until what?”

    “We’re far from the Allied Lands,” Void said. “The city became a haven for the very worst of society, for magicians who practiced forbidden arts and exiles who knew they could never go home again. There is no law and order here, nothing beyond the rule of the strong. Here you can do anything, if you have the power and the will. Or find yourself a plaything of someone who does.”

    Emily shuddered. “And no one does anything about it?”

    “It isn’t easy to get here,” Void pointed out. “The magic here is weird. Tainted. You can’t open a portal. You can’t send a fleet. Even if you could, it might cost you everything. The Allied Lands prefer to pretend this place doesn’t exist. They’re scared of what might happen if they intervene too openly.”

    He snorted. “There are people who would be calling for your head, Emily, if they knew you had so much as looked upon this place. And others who would grovel at your feet, if only you would bring them here and introduce them.”

    “I don’t know anyone here,” Emily pointed out. She peered at his dark shape. “Why did you bring me here?”

    “Because you need to see it,” Void said. “And there are some people you should meet.”

    He took her hand, his grip gentle but firm, and led her towards the city. The towering buildings grew ever larger, as if they climbed all the way into orbit. Emily had the sense they were looming over her, ready to topple at any moment. She kept her eyes low, watching as they entered the city itself. The streets were wreathed in silence. The vast majority of the population wore protective robes themselves, their faces hidden behind black mesh. The ones who didn’t looked... inhuman. Their bodies moved oddly, as if they were humanoid insects. No two looked alike. She saw someone who looked like a twisted dwarf and felt sick. He couldn’t hope to live a normal life. None of them could.

    The stench grew stronger as they walked into a giant marketplace. It was hardly the first one she’d visited, but it was different. The stalls were covered in giant tents, protecting the sellers and their customers from the environment. Even inside, no one removed their hoods. Emily rather suspected they were concerned with secrecy as well as safety. She’d never seen anyone sell human organs before, from bottled and preserved brains to penises and wombs. It was a sickening sight. Jars of blood rested behind the counter, each one covered with scribbled notes. Blood from virgins, blood from children, blood from the newly-dead... she was sure the victims had been murdered, just for their blood. She didn’t want to think about why anyone would want such ingredients. Potions that involved blood were rarely good news.

    She forced herself to watch as transactions took place in absolute silence. A customer would hold up a handful of coins, haggling with the seller until they reached agreement. She wondered, morbidly, if there was any quality control at all. The alchemist guilds weren’t going to be enforcing quality and standardization over here. They’d be horrified at the mere suggestion. Who knew if the blood was truly virgin’s blood? She winced at the thought, then remembered that anyone who wanted the blood would have no qualms about extracting bloody revenge if they felt cheated. 

    Void led her from stall to stall, never stopping more than a few minutes. One stall sold forbidden texts and tomes, ranging from titles she knew to books she’d never even known existed. Some of them promised the most elaborate curses, spells to kill one’s enemies in ways that would terrify everyone else; others promised the secrets of the deepest and darkest magics. She leaned forward, looking to see if there was anything on soul magic. There was nothing, as far as she could tell. And yet... she scowled as she saw a pair of books that had clearly come off a printing press. Someone was reproducing forbidden volumes for a hefty sum.

    And probably doing it here, she thought. If anyone can bear to stay here for long.

    Her legs started to hurt as they kept moving, going from tent to tent. One giant tent, easily large enough to host a small circus, was a slave market. Naked slaves — male and female — knelt on the stage, slave collars fixed around their necks. Emily felt Void’s grip tighten as the slaveowner forced a young girl to display herself to the crowd, the bids coming in fast and furious. Emily wanted to reach for her magic and destroy them all, the slave dealers and the bidders alike, but she couldn’t. The tent was draped in powerful wards. The next tent sold charmed weapons, ranging from the simple to the extremely complex. A handful were actually designed to kill their wielder. She could imagine someone finding a use for those.

    “Slaves,” she muttered.

    “You can buy anything here,” Void muttered back. “And no, you can’t do anything about it.”

    Emily glared at his back as they walked on, passing from stall to stall. A couple of small stalls — open air stalls — sold food and water. It looked repulsive. The sellers — a pair of warped people — didn’t seem surprised at their lack of custom. Emily wondered if they were trying to eke out a living or simply claiming a higher status than the slaves. Who knew what would happen if they didn’t have a stall? They might be snatched off the streets and put to work.

    Her eyes narrowed as they turned the corner. There were fewer people here, some clearly more important than others. They had escorts, cloaked men carrying very visible weapons. Void guided her to one side as a handful of men — she assumed they were men — strode past. Everyone else gave them plenty of room. She sensed waves of magic surrounding them, powerful enough to daunt anyone below a combat sorcerer. They could do whatever they liked and, as long as it stayed well away from the Allied Lands, no one would care.

    The city itself began to wear on her. The streets twisted in ways that hurt her mind. It felt as if she was crawling over a giant living thing, an entity so huge she couldn’t even begin to grasp its size. She remembered the creature she’d seen in the interdimensional space and shuddered, helplessly. It had created the Manavores and God alone knew what else. Had it had a hand in creating the Dark Ziggurat?

    It couldn’t have survived in our world, she told herself. But it could have created tools to manipulate us.

    Void turned, slightly. “Not long now,” he said, reassuringly. “We’ll be there soon.”

    Emily nodded, keeping her thoughts to herself as they walked through a smaller section of the marketplace. It struck her, suddenly, that the dark wizards and sorcerers had set up home in an alien realm, just as rats and insects moved into abandoned cars and made them their own. She wondered if the sorcerers understood the city’s creators any better than the rats and insects understood the human world surrounding them. It was quite possible they’d set up shop in the car’s engine. One day, the owner might come along, turn on the engine and roast the entire nest without having the slightest idea of what he’d done. Who knew what might happen here?

    Magic hung in the air as they entered a large building. Emily could feel hundreds of spells crawling through the air, some so old she wondered if they dated all the way back to the Dark Ziggurat’s creation. Lanterns hung from darkened walls, the light seemingly soaking into layer upon layer of black stone. She had the oddest feeling she was walking into the mouth of a terrible beast. The light illuminated black letters, carved into the wall... they faded in and out of visibility, lingering at the corner of her eye. She didn’t recognize the language. It looked so alien she wasn’t sure it was a language. The letters might have been runes or sigils instead.

    She sucked in her breath as she saw a giant hulking beast kneeling in front of an inner door. It looked like a stone gorilla, with strong muscles and nasty-looking teeth. It stood as they approached, moving with a strange humming sound that suggested it could move like lightning if the whim struck it. She had the feeling it was perfectly capable of hunting down and crushing any intruders without hesitation. It was definitely tough enough — she could sense nasty charms woven into the stone — to give anyone below a combat sorcerer a very hard time. And it reeked of tainted magic.

    Void held up a gloved hand. There was a long chilling pause, then the stone guardian returned to its kneeling pose. Void walked past and pushed open the door. Emily followed, feeling the back of her neck prickle as she stepped past the guardian. It didn’t move, but she had the feeling it was watching her. Void might be welcome here, wherever here was. She wasn’t so sure about herself.

    “Don’t try to come here without me,” Void said, as the door closed. “If you get caught, they’ll do worse than kill you.”

    Emily eyed his back. “And where is here?”

    “A meeting place, off the grid,” Void said. He walked through a second door, into what looked like a comfortable gentleman’s club. A handful of guests sat in armchairs, reading books or talking in low voices. Their faces and words were blurred by privacy charms. Tobacco smoke hung in the air. “And you can take your hood off now, if you wish.”

    He swept off his own. Emily hesitated, then followed suit. There were so many wards in the chamber that the background stench of the city was almost unnoticeable. And yet... the more she thought about it, the more she felt it nagging at the back of her mind. She felt uncomfortable, as if she were trespassing in the lair of a deadly creature, one that might wake up and attack at any moment. It was hard to escape the sense she was being watched by something utterly inhuman.

    Her hair felt damp and cold as Void led her past a cluster of blurred guests and into another room. It looked like someone had taken a sitting room and blended it with a spellchamber; a pair of armchairs, a comfortable sofa and a sizable drinks cabinet dominating a corner, with the rest of the space open for spellcasting. An older man sat in one of the armchairs, with a younger man standing behind him. Emily glanced at him and saw him looking back, quizzically. He didn’t seem to recognize her. She wasn’t too surprised. There weren’t many paintings and pictures of her that looked anything like her. The artists had worked from third or fourth-hand descriptions and it showed.

    “Emily,” Void said. “This is Master Lucknow. And his apprentice, Jan.”

    Emily remembered her manners and dropped Master Lucknow a rough curtsy, studying him through lowered eyes. He looked to be in his sixties, with short white hair and a severe face that suggested his apprentice wasn’t having an easy time of it. And yet, she felt the magic crackle around him. Master Lucknow was powerful. His form gave an impression of strength that made it clear anyone who messed with him would regret it. His tight black suit made him look like a ghost at the feast.

    She lifted her eyes to Jan and saw him studying her with equal intensity. He was tall, with slightly tinted skin, brown eyes and short dark hair. She thought he was about as muscular as Cat or Jade, but it was hard to tell. His robes hid everything below the neckline. Magic glowed around him, tightly focused and controlled. She felt a flicker of attraction, mingled with guilt for letting herself be distracted.

    “Matters in Dragora are threatening to grow out of hand,” Master Lucknow said. His voice was as stern as his appearance. “It may require a personal intervention.”

    Void sounded unconcerned. “Was Lady Damia right, then?”

    “We believe so,” Master Lucknow said. “King Clarence is a fool.”

    Emily glanced from one to the other, feeling as if she’d come into the discussion well after it had started. Alassa had mentioned Dragora once, claiming the king wanted her to marry his son, but it wasn’t going to happen for political reasons. The kingdom was right on the other side of the Allied Lands. Emily wished she’d paid more attention. Alassa had dismissed the suit so quickly that it hadn’t made more than a brief impression on Emily’s mind.

    She caught Jan’s eye and saw him wink at her. She winked back, feeling completely out of place. She and Jan could talk somewhere else, without their respective masters... she shivered as she remembered Void’s warning. They couldn’t go off alone, not here. The Dark Ziggurat was far from safe.

    “Kings usually are,” Void said. “And this one is more foolish than most.”

    His voice hardened. “Leave the matter in my hands. I’ll deal with it.”

    Master Lucknow indicated Emily. “Don’t you already have your hands full?”

    “I’ll be the judge of that,” Void said. “Emily, would you and Jan like to spar?”

    Emily blinked. “Sir?”

    Void grinned at her. “You can show us what you’ve learned... what both of you have learned,” he said. “It might teach you both a handful of useful lessons.”

    And keep us out of your hair, Emily thought, tartly. She rather thought she didn’t have a choice. She could argue with Void in the tower, but not here. Jan probably had the same problem. Master Lucknow looked like the type of tutor who’d beat an apprentice for answering back. Which of us will learn the most?

    “Yes, Master,” she said. “Jan?”

    Jan looked as if he was no more pleased than Emily herself. “If that is your wish, Master, I shall obey.”

    “An excellent attitude,” Master Lucknow said. His voice was so flat it took Emily a second to realize he was teasing his apprentice. “What a shame you display it so rarely.”

    Jan winked at Emily, again. “Well? Shall we?”

    “It looks like we have no choice,” Emily said. “Do we?”


    Chapter Thirteen

    EMILY HAD NEVER LIKED DUELING. She’d been taught the basics at Mountaintop, and Gordian had made her set up a dueling club at Whitehall, but she’d regarded it as little more than play-fighting. Sergeant Miles had taught her that duels — with fixed rules, penalties and referees — bore very little resemblance to actual fighting. A duelist was supposed to operate within the rules, while a real fighter fought to win. And there were no rules in actual fighting.

    She eyed Jan warily as she stepped over the protective runes. The spellchamber wards felt strong, as if they were used to adult sorcerers spending hours trying to kill each other. She supposed that was a good thing. Jan wasn’t trying to intimidate her, which suggested he knew what he was doing. A person who tried to scare their opponent, in her experience, would almost certainly be a blowhard. And they wouldn’t know what to do if she shrugged off their attacks and fought back.

    Jan nodded to her, curtly. “Mountaintop rules?” Or League rules?”

    “Mountaintop rules will do,” Emily said. She frowned, thoughtfully. He didn’t look much older than herself. If he’d been at Mountaintop, they might have met. But she didn’t remember him. “I don’t want to blow up the building.”

    “That would be bad,” Jan agreed, dryly. “On three?”

    Emily braced herself. Jan wasn’t wasting power on posing. He stood like a boxer, ready to close with his opponent or put some distance between them. She counted down the seconds silently, feeling the wards growing stronger. Jan lifted his hand and launched a simple hex at her. Emily stepped to one side, allowing it to strike the wards and harmlessly dissipate. Jan’s smile grew brighter. He was either teasing his master or trying to amuse her. She couldn’t tell.

    She cast a spell herself, careful to maintain a thread of magic linking her to the hex. Jan had no trouble dodging it. She yanked on the thread, steering the hex into his back. Jan pretended to jump in pain as the hex struck his wards and vanished. Emily rolled her eyes at him. She knew the hex wasn’t that powerful. She knew it wouldn’t have punched through his wards. She knew he was playing the fool.

    Master Lucknow cleared his throat. “Are you just going to cast random spells for the next hour?”

    Jan shrugged, then brought down his hand. A stream of hexes erupted from his fingertips and flashed towards Emily. She shaped a shield in her mind, then cast the spell and thrust it back at him. His hexes snapped out, a second before the rest of her shield slammed into his body. He was shoved back, hard. His back hit the wards as Emily launched a force punch at his chest. He barely had time to counter it before she could smash his ribs to powder.

    He tapped his head in salute. “Brute force,” he said. “Very... brutal.”

    Emily didn’t give him time to recover. She cast another series of spells, trying to hit him from multiple directions. Jan jumped up, flipping himself over as he levitated and rained spells on her from above. Emily ducked, then reached out with a spell of her own and yanked him back down. Jan was good, she admitted. A year or two ago, she would have been slammed to the floor, hard. Jan caught himself, flipping himself back over even as he cast more spells. He was very good.

    Emily smirked, her heart racing as she pushed forward. Her magic shimmered around her, a series of spells she’d taken apart and rebuilt over the last few weeks. Jan looked surprised, then worried, as they locked horns. He had no shortage of raw power — and he knew what to do with it — but Emily was breaking down his protections through a combination of skill and force. Jan frowned, then cast a full-power cancellation spell. His wards shattered, but so did her attacks. He came at her, fist extended, before she could rebuild her spells. Instead, she dodged.

    No point in trading blows with someone bigger and faster, she told herself, as Jan spun around. His magic was rebuilding with terrifying speed. And his defenses are still weak.

    She hit his wards hard enough to force him to rebuild them again, then tried to sneak a smaller hex through his defenses. The spell should have turned him into a frog — or at least forced him to waste time countering it. But it did nothing. Emily realized, too late, that he’d tuned his wards to absorb magic, an instant before he shoved a spell at her. The force of the impact picked her up and threw her right across the circle. She slammed into the wards with terrifying force, slid down and landed on her bottom. Jan laughed. She gathered her power and struck back, picking herself up as quickly as she could. He’d caught her by surprise.

    “Clever,” she said. Her magic billowed out as he ran towards her. “Very clever.”

    She transfigured the ground below his feet to ice. He slipped. His magic flipped him over, too late to keep him from hitting the ground. Emily didn’t give him time to recover. She brought her magic down as hard as she could, practically landing on top of him and tearing his wards apart. Jan looked irked as his defenses weakened. He was caught in a bind. If he devoted his power to solidifying his wards, she’d beat him; if he tried to strike back at her, she’d beat him quicker. She felt his wards start to give way and locked eyes with him. The rules said he could surrender now, if he wished. He didn’t have to be battered into submission.

    Jan brought up his legs, nearly throwing her off. He was strong. Emily gritted her teeth and pushed down, resisting the urge to crush his throat. Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb had taught her to end a fight as quickly as possible, even if it meant harming or killing her opponent. But Jan didn’t deserve to die...

    He relaxed. “I give up,” he said. “Alas! All is lost!”

    Emily rolled off him and sat up. Her body was aching. Her magic felt as if she’d pushed it to the limit. Jan looked just as tired. A nasty bruise was forming on his cheek. She wasn’t sure just when he’d hit it. Perhaps it had been when she’d smacked him to the ground. Her lips quirked, remembering the times she’d tested herself against Cat. The poor man had had his ribs smashed in one contest.

    “You did well,” she said. “You caught me by surprise a couple of times.”

    “Likewise.” Jan sat up. “That shield trick was quite effective.”

    Emily looked up. Void and Master Lucknow were still talking in low voices. They didn’t seem interested in their apprentices. She stood, brushing down the gown. Jan stumbled to his feet beside her, then shrugged. He didn’t seem to want to disturb his master. Emily tended to agree. She didn’t want to disturb them either.

    “We’ll have to do it again,” Jan said. “Somewhere else, though.”

    Emily nodded. “You studied at Mountaintop, didn’t you?”

    “I was in the year above you,” Jan said. “I don’t know if you remember me.”

    “No.” Emily tried to look apologetic. Older students at both Whitehall and Mountaintop were not encouraged to befriend their younger counterparts. Her peers had been shocked when she’d befriended Frieda. “I don’t remember many people outside the dorm.”

    “I don’t blame you.” Jan headed over to the drinks’ cabinet. “Do you want something to drink?”

    “Juice, please,” Emily said. “What do you think of” — she waved a hand at the wall — “this place?”

    “I would sooner clean out cesspits for a living than come here again,” Jan said, flatly. “They say anyone who comes here regularly goes insane. Or ends up looking like a monster.”

    “I can believe it,” Emily said. “There’s too much tainted magic in the air.”

    Jan passed her a glass of juice, then sipped his slowly. “I never even knew some of the things they offer here were even possible,” he added. “It’s... disgusting.”

    “People will do anything, if they think they have a right to do it,” Emily said. King Randor had broken every law and convention in the book while he’d fought to keep his kingdom. “And... it’s sickening.”

    She peered at the wall. It looked normal, but she could feel the pulsing alien city beyond. It buzzed against her mind, disturbing her thoughts. She hated the mere idea of sleeping here, surrounded by a relic from an alien world. If Void suggested it, she intended to argue soundly. She’d sooner walk home than stay overnight.

    Jan let out a breath. “Why did they want us to duel?”

    “I guess they wanted to keep us busy,” Emily said. “Or... what are you studying?”

    “Charms,” Jan said. “And a few other things I’m not allowed to talk about.”

    Which would make you an excellent duelist, Emily thought. Was that why Void arranged his meeting?

    She frowned. “I think they’re about ready to stop talking,” she said. “I’ll see you again?”

    “Can I walk out with you?” Jan looked shy and determined at the same time. “You pick the time and place?”

    “My next day off is in a fortnight,” Emily said. She was surprised at herself. She’d known Caleb and Cat for years before she’d let herself get into a relationship with them. “I’ll drop you a note? We can explore the town or walk in the mountains?”

    “Sounds like a plan,” Jan said. He winked at her. “And here they come.”

    “I heard that,” Master Lucknow said. His face was expressionless, but Emily thought he was displeased about something. “Why didn’t you use the more... interesting... spells I taught you?”

    “Not permitted by Mountaintop rules,” Jan said. “I didn’t want to kill her.”

    Void snorted. “Emily, cover yourself,” he said. “We’re going to have to walk out of the city before we can go home.”

    “I’ll be in touch,” Master Lucknow said. “Are you sure...?”

    “Yes.” Void pulled up his hood. His voice was suddenly muffled. “Make the arrangements. I’ll handle it from there.”

    Emily glanced at Jan, wondering what their masters had been discussing, then pulled the veil into place. It felt odd, as if she’d put a barrier between them. He raised a hand in salute as Void led her through the door, through a maze of twisting corridors and back onto the streets. The stench of the city — once again – hit her like a physical blow. Emily swallowed to keep from throwing up. There was something deeply wrong with the city. It really wasn’t a human place.

    “This way.” Void took her hand, again. His touch felt oddly reassuring. “It’s only a short walk.”

    It felt like hours as they made their way down creepy streets. It felt as if the darkness was never ending, as if the city was permanently wrapped in shadow. She couldn’t tell if it was morning or evening or anything in between. The darkness absorbed everything. The crowds didn’t seem to care. They moved through their lives, heedless of their surroundings. Emily couldn’t help feeling sure they were making a terrible mistake.

    She glanced at Void as they reached the edge of the city. “How many people live here?”

    Void seemed to shrug. It was hard to tell. “No one knows. There’s no authority here. Even the gang lords rarely last long. You can move in or move out and no one will try to stop you.”

    “There seem to be a lot of people,” Emily said. She’d seen hundreds, perhaps thousands on the streets. She wouldn’t have expected so many. “And they’re all criminals?”

    “In a manner of speaking,” Void said. “You’re looking at the human waste of an entire world. Even if a tiny percentage of the population came here, there would be more than enough to fill the city. Maybe. No one really knows how big the city is either. The maps aren’t reliable past a certain point.”

    Emily nodded, sourly. “And certain people find it useful, don’t they?”

    “Oh, yes.” Void stopped as they crossed the crater and headed into the inky darkness. “You can do things here you couldn’t do elsewhere. Find specialists in forbidden arts. Learn secrets that will either propel you to greatness or throw you into the shadows. They’ll deny it if you ask, but most of the magical families and kingdoms have people here. In theory, they’ve been disowned. In practice, they’ll still do favors for their families.”

    He stopped once they were clear of the city. “Rules are for little people,” he added, as he paced out a circle on the ashy ground. “Just ask King Randor or Fulvia.”

    Emily said nothing. “And we can’t free the slaves?”

    “I doubt it.” Void tightened his grip, just slightly. “Emily, some of the slaves are kidnapped and brought here. Poor bastards, yanked off a ship or sold by their families. Others willingly sold themselves to pay their debts. And still others used to be someone great, before they fell from grace. There are slaves back there who were once slaveowners themselves.”

    “It’s disgusting,” Emily said. “They don’t deserve it.”

    “Their former victims might disagree,” Void said. “Or would you argue with them?”

    Emily swallowed. “I don’t know.”

    She felt the teleport field build around them and closed her eyes. The world lurched violently, then settled. She opened her eyes and saw the tower. They’d materialized just outside the wards. She didn’t wait for orders. She pulled back her hood and let the sunlight stream down on her bare face. It felt wonderful, yet... her skin felt as if she’d taken a bath in mud. She wanted to scratch herself bloody. It was all she could do to hold herself still. She wanted — she needed — to wash herself as quickly as possible.

    Void gave her a reproving look as he let go of her hand and pulled off his hood. “What did I tell you about keeping your hood on until I said otherwise?”

    Emily flushed. “I...”

    “It’s safe here,” Void told her. “Next time, you might be somewhere a little more dangerous.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, reluctantly. He was right. It felt unfair, but... She couldn’t deny it. “I... I didn’t think.”

    “Clearly,” Void agreed. He stroked his chin, drawing out the next few words long enough to make her sweat. “And, for punishment, you can break Hawley’s Housing down to its bare essentials and then put it back together again. Carefully. I’ll be testing you on the results.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. She knew it was a mild punishment. And one she deserved. She could have been seriously hurt — or worse — if she’d uncovered her face anywhere near the Dark Ziggurat. And yet, it still felt humiliating. She was glad no one else had seen it. It would have been embarrassing...

    “Yes, sir,” she said. It would have been a great deal worse if she’d done it in front of someone else. “I’m sorry.”

    “Not as sorry as you would have been, if you’d done it back there,” Void said. “You’re learning dangerous magic, Emily, and visiting dangerous places. And you’re under my care until you graduate.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    She ran her hand through her hair, trying to distract herself. It felt grimy, as if she hadn’t washed her hair in weeks. She felt unclean. She had the feeling she wasn’t going to be sleeping comfortably for a few days. She’d be seeing the alien city in her nightmares.

    “I...” Emily swallowed and started again. “Can I go for a shower first?”

    “Yes.” Void headed for the tower. “And, when you write to your friends, I suggest you don’t mention where you’ve been.”

    Emily nodded. She hadn’t been planning on saying anything about the brief visit to them anyway. “Yes, sir,” she said. “How do they even live there?”

    “Humans are very adaptable,” Void said. He didn’t look around. “It helps if they don’t have a choice. Some of the people living over there would be hung without a trial if they went back home. Others are just too... different... to fit in here. The people who let themselves be warped... some of them are dangerous, some are merely pitiful... they’d be killed or driven out if they came over here. I know people who think the tainted magic opened the way for newer and stranger gifts …” 

    His voice trailed off. 

    Emily frowned. “Is that true?”

    “I doubt it.” Void turned and looked at her. “There’s some evidence in support of the theory, but nothing too clear. Nothing reliable. And half of the poor bastards are insane. It’s hard to tell if they’ve truly gained across to worlds beyond worlds or if they’re just mad. I think the researchers are deluding themselves.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “Why...?”

    “Why do people delude themselves?” Void’s voice was suddenly hard. “Because the truth is often too hard to bear. Because they don’t want to think about it. Because it’s better to cling to a comforting fantasy than face cold hard reality. Those poor warped bastards have nothing, not even hope. And there’s nothing we can do about it.”

    “We could set up a place for them to live,” Emily said.

    “Yes, you could,” Void agreed. “And who would want to live next to them? It’s hard enough to convince communities to take refugees from their homeland. Strangers who are literally inhuman? It won’t work. No one would trust someone who had a brush with tainted magic.”

    He led the way into the tower. “Go have your shower, then see to your punishment,” he said, coldly. “I’ll review your work after dinner.”

    Emily nodded. “Yes, sir.”


    Chapter Fourteen

    “WELL,” VOID SAID, AS THE MAIDS cleared the table. “Did you bring your punishment?”

    Emily nodded, feeling her ears burn. The maids would have heard every word. They’d be talking about it after they retired to their room. She tensed, then forced herself to relax as she picked up the parchment and held it out to him. Hawley’s Housing was an extremely complicated spell, designed to craft and secure a mid-sized pocket dimension. A full-fledged enchanter would have found it difficult. Emily had nearly given up twice before she worked out how it went together.

    Void took the parchment and made a show of carefully reading it. Emily watched, knowing that the slightest mistake could lead to utter disaster if the spell was actually cast. Enchanters normally had their spells checked and rechecked before they actually tried to use them, unless they knew the spell inside and out. Better to be sure, her tutors had told her, than to risk disaster. It was extremely difficult to fix an enchantment on the fly. Too many things depended on the spell fitting together perfectly.

    “Interesting,” Void said. He studied the parchment one final time, then passed it back to her. “What’s wrong with it?”

    Emily frowned. She’d gone through it time and time again. She was fairly sure it all went together perfectly. She’d accounted for everything. And yet... Void thought something was wrong? She took back the parchment and worked her way through the spellwork, one final time. The notation was perfect. It practically sang. There was nothing wrong with it.

    “Nothing,” she said. Perhaps it was a trick question. She wouldn’t put it past him to force her to check her own work for errors that simply didn’t exist. “The spellwork goes together perfectly.”

    “More or less,” Void agreed. “That’s not the problem.”

    Emily looked down at the parchment, then back up at him. “Oh.”

    “Oh,” Void echoed. “There are actually two separate problems. First, your spellwork is so complex that it would be difficult for a single enchanter to cast the spell. You’d need to get a team together, which wouldn’t be easy. And second” — he raised a hand before she could object — “you’d need a nexus point. You’d never be able to amass the power you’d need to cast the spell anywhere else.”

    “You’d just need a burst of power,” Emily said. She swallowed a curse as she realized her real mistake. “Once the spell was in place, it would be maintained by background magic.”

    “Yes,” Void said, with heavy patience. “But you’d still need a colossal burst of magic to cast the spell. No magician ever born could sustain it, even a necromancer. And he’d have to keep his mind together long enough to make it work. It wouldn’t be easy.”

    His eyebrows rose. “Unless you have an alternate source of power.”

    Emily hesitated. She did have an alternative. She also knew it was only a matter of time before the secret leaked out. Too many magicians had seen her cast overpowered spells, in Cockatrice and Zangaria. The portable portals she’d crafted in Alexis were flat-out impossible, as far as anyone knew. But she’d proved they weren’t. Given time, someone would work out what she’d done. Lady Barb, Jade and Cat already knew the secret. Did it matter, she asked herself, if Void did too?

    “Yes,” she said, finally. “I do.”

    Void frowned. “You think you can draw power from a nexus point and channel it here? Or draw power from the local wards? Or...?”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. “I invented a battery.”

    “A battery?” Void sounded puzzled. The word meant nothing to him. “What is a battery?”

    “A power storage device,” Emily said. “I devised a way to store magic for later use.”

    Void’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

    Emily took a breath. “You craft a pocket dimension, tied to a small ring,” she said. “You channel magic into the dimension through the ring. The magic has nowhere to go as long as the ring remains closed, so it doesn’t bleed away. When you’re ready to use the power, you release it in a single burst.”

    “Which would drive you mad,” Void said, coldly.

    “You don’t channel the power through your mind,” Emily explained. “You channel it through a wand — I call it a valve. You set the spell in the valve, connect it to the battery and open the gate. The magic rushes through the valve and triggers the spell.”

    “I see,” Void said. “Does it work?”

    “Yes.” Emily met his eyes. “That’s how I created a portal in Alexis. It lasted as long as the magic held out.”

    “Not that long,” Void said.

    “Long enough.” Emily decided it would be better not to point out that she’d ended up captured and on her way to the chopping block. “We managed to get Alassa and Imaiqah out of jail.”

    “Clever,” Void said. “But you could only use it once. Right?”

    “The first batteries were one-shot devices,” Emily said. “I have an idea for modifying the device so it can be turned on and off, but I simply haven’t had time to experiment.”

    “You’ll have time here,” Void said. It sounded more like a command than a statement. “And I may have some insights. Let me think about it for a bit.”

    Emily nodded, hoping she hadn’t made a terrible mistake. Lady Barb, Jade and Cat had all agreed to keep the batteries secret. They wouldn’t use them unless there was no other choice. Void, on the other hand, was unlikely to give his word so rapidly. He’d have plenty of reason to keep the trick to himself, yet... would he? Emily could imagine hundreds of uses for batteries. The impossible spells might suddenly become very possible.

    She picked up the parchment. “I could cast this spell, with a battery,” she said. “I’d have to craft the spellwork first and place it inside the pocket dimension, then use the battery to blow it up like a balloon. I don’t think you could create something like Whitehall, but you could make a small house within the pocket dimension.”

    “Which many sorcerers would regard as inherently unsafe,” Void said, dryly. “Did you ever hear about the sorceress who built a castle in the clouds?”

    Emily frowned. “What happened?”

    “She ran out of magic,” Void said. “And she took a rather long fall to the ground.”

    “Or someone cast a spell to disrupt hers,” Emily pointed out. “Right?”

    “It’s possible,” Void agreed. “But no one ever took credit for it.”

    Emily nodded. She’d been oddly disappointed when she’d discovered that real witches and wizards didn’t fly on broomsticks, but it was easy to understand why. A skilled magician would have no trouble flying on a broom, yet another skilled magician would also have no trouble canceling the spells and sending the unlucky rider plummeting. Done properly, there would be no hope of arresting the rider’s fall before he hit the ground. And that would be that.

    “The castle must have been bleeding magic,” she said. “And the demands just got too high for her to meet.”

    “No one’s quite sure,” Void admitted. “But you’re right. She would have been bleeding magic a long time before her spells fell apart.”

    He took back the parchment. “An unconventional approach, to be sure,” he said. “What would you do if you didn’t have a vast source of outside power?”

    Emily gathered her thoughts. “I’d have to split the spell up into several separate sections,” she said. “At least five... possibly six. If I couldn’t convince five other people to help me, I’d have to put them together one by one and fiddle with the time gradient to ensure the sections didn’t fall apart before I had them all ready to fit together. It would be complex, almost impossible, but I could do it.”

    “You’ll have your chance to try,” Void said. “Would you be linking the pocket dimension to the mundane world?”

    “I’d have no choice,” Emily said. “Better to be thrown out of the dimension than simply blinked out of existence.”

    “True,” Void said. He returned the parchment. “You’ll be trying this spell later. And no, you won’t be using a battery.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    She took a sip of water. It could have been worse. She could have messed up the spellwork completely. Void wouldn’t have let her get away with even a tiny mistake. It would have proven fatal if she’d tried to cast the spell. And yet, she felt embarrassed. It was hard to remember, sometimes, that other magicians didn’t have access to nexus points. She really should have borne that in mind.

    “People have been trying to find a way to store magic for centuries,” Void mused. “They’ve always run into the point of diminishing returns, when they don’t drive the sorcerer mad or kill him outright. Your solution is quite clever. Limited, but... workable. We can find a way to make it work better.”

    Emily had to smile. “We will.”

    Void glanced at her, his expression suddenly sharp. “How many others know about this?”

    “Jade, Cat and Lady Barb,” Emily said. “Although... there might be others. Knowing something is possible is half the battle.”

    “True,” Void agreed. “That said, most of the reports from Zangaria were horrifically confused. One report claims you stormed the Tower of Alexis with a small army of magicians and left the tower in ruins.”

    “And they never thought to check to see if the tower was still intact,” Emily said. She knew she’d damaged the tower’s defenses, but she hadn’t reduced it to a pile of rubble. Alassa wouldn’t have knocked it down, even though she hadn’t enjoyed her confinement. She’d need a prison to house enemies of the state. “Why didn’t they go look?”

    “That would be clever,” Void said, archly. “Point is, they’re not going to figure out how you did it if they don’t know what it was.”

    “I hope not,” Emily said. “The batteries will change the world.”

    “Change is inevitable,” Void said. “Even without you, Emily, things were going to change.”

    He shook his head. “Did you enjoy your reward?”

    “No.” Emily remembered the Dark Ziggurat and shuddered. “It’s a horrible place.”

    “Yes,” Void agreed. “But too many people find it useful.”

    Emily scowled. “It should be destroyed.”

    “Too many people find it useful,” Void repeated. “And those who agree with you, Emily, are concerned about what might happen if we destroy the city. Too many rumors about things sleeping under the city, too many whispered warnings from the wars... they want it destroyed, but they’re afraid of unleashing something worse. We don’t know.”

    He shrugged. “And how are you going to stop people from going there?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “Why did you take me there?”

    Void met her eyes. “You didn’t grow up in this world,” he reminded her. “You had some hard lessons to learn, when you came here. Whitehall... was prepared to make allowances for you. Mountaintop wanted something from you. Zangaria... you’re a national heroine in Zangaria. The population would be quite happy to forgive anything from you.

    “But your exposure to the rest of the world has been limited. Lady Barb took you to the Cairngorms, which weren’t so tolerant of you. Sergeant Miles took you to war. Other places... are darker and more dangerous than anything you’ve seen so far. There are levels of magic, and secrets, that you would never have seen at Whitehall. I wanted to introduce you to some of them under controlled circumstances. If you fell into them without warning... the results might not be pleasant.”

    He quirked an eyebrow. “Does that answer your question?”

    “I would have slept better without seeing the dark city,” Emily said, although she couldn’t disagree. “How many other dark secrets are there?”

    “You’d be surprised,” Void said. “Every so often, you’ll disturb a rock and something nasty will crawl out. And then... sometimes, you’ll find yourself fighting for your life.”

    He sighed. “My master had a theory,” he added, after a moment. “He said... the more significant you were, the more you drew others to yourself. Your magic — not magic, if I understood his ravings properly — attracted challengers. You’d be cursed to live an interesting and dangerous life. Or so he said. He made it sound like you’d be casting a bad luck charm on yourself.”

    Emily considered it. “If that is true, in some sense, surely you’d be able to cancel the charm.”

    “If you knew it was there.” Void shook his head. “I was never sure what to make of it. He was... he was of somewhat questionable sanity towards the end of his life.”

    “So you wanted me to see it before I graduated,” Emily said. “Thanks, I guess.”

    “You’re welcome,” Void said. “I know you don’t want to thank me, but believe me... better you saw it now, when you had someone with you, than later.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    She yawned, suddenly. How late was it? She wasn’t sure. It felt like midnight. Teleport lag was starting to catch up with her. Void would have sent her to bed well before midnight, wouldn’t he? He’d certainly kept reminding her to get plenty of sleep.

    “Silent will give you new clothes tomorrow,” Void said. “Put them on, then meet me in the lower spellchamber.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, automatically. New clothes? “Why...?”

    “You’ll see.” Void smiled at her. “You probably should go to bed. Silent will wake you tomorrow morning.”

    “If I’m not up already,” Emily said. She’d made a point of casting alarm spells before going to bed each night. She stood, then stopped herself. “Can I ask a question?”

    “Of course,” Void said. “I may not answer...”

    Emily nodded. “I... I told Jan I’d like to meet up with him, on my next day off,” she said, carefully. “But I don’t know how to contact him.”

    Void laughed. “Was that deliberate carelessness or accidental carelessness?”

    “It was an accident.” Emily colored. She’d never been the type of person to deliberately forget such details. “It wouldn’t have been a problem at Whitehall.”

    “No,” Void agreed. “It’s a little harder to avoid someone there, isn’t it?”

    He leaned back in his chair. “You can send him a message through Master Lucknow,” he added. “Put it in the box for dispatch and one of the maids will post it. Bear in mind his master may read his mail. And... if you do meet up with him, you cannot bring him back here. Master Lucknow would sell his soul for a look inside the tower.”

    Emily blinked. “He’d force Jan to talk?”

    “Perhaps.” Void held up a hand. “I am not averse to you having friendships, obviously. But I expect you to remember, as long as you are my apprentice, that your duty to me comes first.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “I won’t forget.”

    “And Jan will have the same problem,” Void added, coldly. His voice was suddenly very sharp. “His master will always take precedence. Do you understand me?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She bowed her head. “I’ll send him a letter tomorrow and see what happens.”

    “If you must.” Void looked unconcerned. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

    Emily dropped a curtsy and made her way up the stairs. Silent had already cleaned the room, emptying the laundry basket and wiping the floor. Emily hoped the hooded garment was safe for the maid to handle, but there was no way to be sure. She made a mental note to ask Void as she stumbled into her bedroom, closed the door firmly behind her and hastily started to undress. The urge to get into bed without bothering to remove her robes was almost overwhelming.

    And I told Void about the batteries, she thought, dully. She wasn’t sure if she’d done the right thing or not. It would be nice to share notes with someone who might have some genuine insights into the devices, but... she knew she couldn’t control what he did with the secret afterwards. He might tell the entire world.

    She shook her head as she eyed herself in the mirror. She had the odd impression she should look dirty, or scarred, but her skin was untouched. The Dark Ziggurat had left its mark on her, even though she’d worn protection. She felt a stab of pity for the demihumans wandering the city, monstrous creatures who wouldn’t be welcome anywhere else. Was that the fate that awaited everyone who lived there? Was that why the Allied Lands had chosen to turn a blind eye to its existence? Or was she merely imagining things? The city had disturbed her on a very primal level.

    Her fingers touched the faded rune between her breasts. It had been maintained by a tiny trickle of magic, a trickle that had faded when she’d lost her powers. There was no hope of repairing the damage, not now. She could heal the flesh, but could she redo the rune? Lady Barb hadn’t been sure. She’d warned that it might not be possible to replace the rune without dangerous side effects. If it started to interfere with her studies...

    Emily studied it for a moment longer, then turned and clambered into bed. There was no point in worrying about it any longer. She’d seen something... Void had been right. She’d had to see the city, if only to understand how dark and dangerous the world could truly be. The Cairngorms had been an eye-opening experience, even though they were technically part of the Allied Lands. The locals hadn’t been quite so respectful of her. 

    Worry about it later, she told herself, as she closed her eyes. Her body was tired, so tired she could barely think any longer. Tomorrow is another day.

    But it still felt like hours before she dropped off to sleep.


    Chapter Fifteen

    SILENT WAS WAITING FOR HER THE following morning, when Emily climbed out of the shower and walked into the bedroom. Emily had to bite down an angry remark, knowing that Silent was only following orders. The maid could have waited in the living room, couldn’t she? Silent passed her a pair of black trousers and a dark shirt that felt as if they were made of silk, soft and comfortable against the skin. Emily couldn’t help feeling as if she were wearing a pair of expensive pajamas. They were a far cry from her apprentice robes.

    “You wear them well, My Lady,” Silent said. “I won’t have to do any adjusting.”

    Emily scowled at herself in the mirror. She looked as if she were on the verge of going back to bed. The garments were comfortable and loose in all the right places, but... they just felt odd after weeks of wearing robes. She headed into the living room and ate her breakfast as quickly as possible before hurrying down to the spellchamber. She hadn’t slept very well, but it didn’t matter. Void wouldn’t be happy if she was late.

    “Emily,” Void greeted her. He was kneeling on the ground, drawing out a runic pattern around the warding circle. “I trust you slept well?”

    “Well enough,” Emily said. She looked around the room in surprise. Spellchambers were usually bare, save for the wards, but this one looked as if it had been crammed with everything from barrels to empty bookshelves. It was a large chamber and yet it felt cramped. “What are we doing today?”

    Void smiled at her. “You tell me.”

    Emily looked down at herself. “Going back to bed?”

    “I’m afraid not,” Void said. He finished drawing out the pattern and stood. “Do you have any serious suggestions?”

    “No,” Emily said. “I don’t...”

    “We’re going to be practicing advanced dueling,” Void said. “I was watching your contest with Jan. You were clever, but you held back. You could have ended the duel much sooner if you’d wished.”

    “I didn’t want to actually hurt him,” Emily said. “I...”

    Void met her eyes. “Do you think the next necromancer you encounter will hold back?”

    “No,” Emily said. “And when I meet him, I won’t hold anything back either.”

    “Necromancers are powerful, but they often lack skill,” Void said. “You know that as well as I do, by now. A magician, on the other hand, may be weak in raw power yet skilled enough to give you a very hard time. Or simply kill you. Jan lacks your power, Emily. He may have enough skill to beat you. And he would have gained one hell of a reputation if he had beaten you.”

    “He didn’t,” Emily said.

    “Your next opponent will not be so considerate,” Void said. “You know the basic tagging spell, don’t you?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “Sergeant Miles taught me.”

    “Good.” Void walked around the circle. “Normally, you’d be expected to stay inside the circle. Depending on what set of rules you’re using, you’d either be penned inside by the wards or automatically considered the loser if you cross the circle. We are going to turn the entire room into our battlefield. You can go anywhere, as long as you stay in the room itself; you can make use of anything surrounding you... or not, as you wish.”

    He turned to face her. “A necromancer will not try to hit you with an elaborate spell,” he said. “It doesn’t matter. A major hit from a necromancer will, at least, seriously dent your wards. I’m going to pretend to be a necromancer, a generous necromancer. If I hit you twice, game over. You lose.”

    Emily swallowed. “And what am I supposed to pretend to be?”

    “Your job is to stay alive for ten minutes,” Void said. “You can do anything you like to stop me from hitting you. Ten minutes... are you ready?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She shifted, readying herself. “I’m ready.”

    Void jabbed a finger at her. A flash of light blasted through the air. She threw herself aside, dodging as another flash of light darted towards her. Void didn’t seem to be trying to close the range, she thought, as she ducked behind a bookcase. That was odd, if he was playing at being a necromancer. A smart necromancer would try to get close to his target. But then, few necromancers were particularly smart. They were so powerful, so wrapped in magic, that they could shrug off spells that would seriously injure or kill a more conventional magician.

    The bookcase shuddered, then ripped itself from the wall. Emily pushed on it with her magic, shattering the wood and throwing the debris towards Void. Void snorted, aiming another tagging spell at her as his wards deflected the wood. Emily darted to the side, muttering locomotive spells in hopes of keeping furniture between Void and herself. The tagging spell did nothing more dangerous than turn its target green. He’d have to use different spells to clear the way so he could tag her. 

    She threw herself onward as the furniture was ripped out of her grasp. Void hadn’t moved from his place. She rolled over, realizing — too late — that she was exposed. A flash of green light flared around her. Emily cursed, grimly aware that she couldn’t take another hit. She forced herself to think, trying to decide what she could do. It would be easy to cancel the tagging spell before it hit her, but she couldn’t do that to a real necromancer. He’d smash her flat if she tried.

    Anything, he said, she thought. 

    She reached out with her magic, throwing a hail of prank spells into his face. Void raised his hand to deflect them, giving her time to duck around the circle and find a brief moment of safety. Void launched another flash of green light at her, seemingly unbothered by her spells. She wasn’t surprised. The spells hadn’t had much hope of burning through his wards. She kept moving, picking up chunks of debris and hurling it at him, followed by a powerful haze spell. It might just keep him off balance... she created an illusion and sent it in one direction, then made herself invisible and crawled in the opposite direction. It wouldn’t fool Void for long, she was sure, but if he was pretending to be a necromancer... she braced herself, ready to jump, as the haze spell shattered. Void seemed to be tracking the illusion. He hit it, a second later, with a tagging spell. Nothing happened.

    I should have made it jump better, Emily thought. The more unrealistic the illusion, the more likely someone would see through it, but... she shrugged. Under normal circumstances, she would have had a clear shot at his back. He might not have seen through it long enough for me to take him down.

    Void whirled, filling the air with tagging spells. Emily cursed and jumped, too late. Her skin turned green, again. Her invisibility spell faded. She scowled as she stood, fingers brushing uselessly at her skin. Void nodded to her, then glanced at the clock. It didn’t look as if she’d lasted more than five minutes.

    “That was a neat trick,” Void said. “You should have configured the illusion to react to my spells.”

    “It wouldn’t have lasted,” Emily said. She wiped sweat from her brow. “You’d already hit me once.”

    “I still wouldn’t have known where you were,” Void said. “Why didn’t you hit my back?”

    “It wouldn’t have worked on a necromancer,” Emily pointed out. “Would it?”

    “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Void motioned for her to take his place. “Same rules, more or less. I want you to hit me twice.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “We should be doing this in the open air.”

    “We will,” Void said. He assumed a casual pose, arms crossed over his chest. “Are you ready?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She shaped a spell in her mind. “And go...”

    She threw the spell. Void moved so fast he was almost a blur, falling up to the ceiling, running over her head and dropping back down behind her. Emily spun around, but he was running around her, jumping up and down like a rubber ball. She couldn’t get a clear look at him, let alone hit him with a spell. He wasn’t even trying to use what remained of the furniture for cover. Instead, he was relying on speed and skill. Emily could think of a dozen ways to stop him, or at least to slow him down. But they’d be no use against a necromancer.

    Void hit the ground. Emily tried to hit him, but it was already too late. He turned a cartwheel, then launched himself up towards the ceiling again. Emily gritted her teeth, casting spells so rapidly they might as well have come out of a machine gun, but it was useless. He was moving too quickly, never staying still for more than a second or two. She found it hard to believe he was old enough to be her grandfather. Sergeant Miles or Lady Barb would have been hard-pressed to match him.

    “And... we’re done.” Void dropped down behind Emily and tapped her lightly on the shoulder. “Ten minutes are up.”

    Emily scowled as she turned. “I could have stopped you, if I hadn’t been limited to a single spell.”

    Void smiled. “Are you sure?”

    No, Emily admitted silently. I’d have found it hard to localize the spell around you.

    “We’re going to be practicing that, again and again,” Void said. He motioned for her to step into the protective circle. “I want you to put up the strongest wards you can muster.”

    “Yes, sir.” Emily focused her mind as she stepped into the circle, casting the wards one by one. They’d make it harder for her to move, but she had a feeling that wasn’t going to be a problem. “Ready.”

    Void lifted his hand, launching a fireball towards her. It struck the wards and splattered out of existence. Emily nodded to herself, silently grateful she’d woven protections against physical attacks — as well as magic — into the wards. Bullets wouldn’t be deterred by wards that dissolved spellwork and absorbed raw magic. Void nodded back at her, then cast another spell. Emily gritted her teeth, feeling as if he was literally trying to drill through her wards. She had to fight to hold them together, drawing on her magic as he burned through her defenses. It was all she could do to hold him at bay.

    I’m holding you, Emily thought, as she tightened the wards. Void’s spell seemed to halt, as if it was pressing against her defenses without actually trying to break them. You’re not going to get inside...

    Her defenses crumbled. She yelped in shock, her spells suddenly turning against her. She jumped back, a fraction of a second too late. The magic struck her, freezing her in place. It was a simple spell, one she’d learned to counter years ago, yet... this time, she couldn’t escape. Her own magic seemed to be holding her still. She couldn’t even blink. Void walked up to her, looked her up and down, then nodded to himself. An instant later, the spell holding her vanished. Emily fell to the ground, hard.

    “Not bad,” Void said. “But tell me... what did you do wrong?”

    “I missed something, didn’t I?” Emily picked herself off the ground. Her muscles were protesting loudly. “You distracted me while you worked your way into my wards.”

    “That’s one mistake,” Void said. “What was the other?”

    Emily looked down at her hands. “I should have moved,” she said. “If I’d dodged, you would have had a harder time.”

    “Yes.” Void gave her a stern look. “You let me batter away at your defenses. You made no attempt to hit back, either to cancel my spells or lash out at me personally. You stood there and took it. Good for intimidation, if you are sure you can hold out; bad for victory, particularly if you’re wrong. I drilled into your defenses, then held you still while I dismantled your wards around you. And that was the end.”

    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Emily admitted.

    “It’s a rare technique,” Void said. “It requires both power and incredible concentration. You will master it before you graduate.”

    Emily shuddered. That sounded surprisingly like a threat.

    “And it’s useless against necromancers,” Void added. “Why might that be so?”

    “Because they have too much raw power,” Emily hazarded. “Their wards are too crude to let you slip into the spellwork and start rewriting it?”

    “Yes.” Void’s voice was calm. “A strength can easily become a weakness, if handled properly. Or vice versa.”

    He strode around the room. “You will not find it easy to master the more advanced fighting spells,” he said. “Some of them are too dangerous to practice safely, even under controlled” — he snorted — “conditions. Others are simple enough to cast here, in reasonable safety, but too tricky to cast in the field. It’s often easier, as you will have heard time and time again, to rely in simpler spells that can be cast in the middle of a battle. And trying to be clever during a real fight is a good way to end up dead.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “Sergeant Miles said as much.”

    “And he was right,” Void confirmed. “You should know it by now.”

    He paced the room. “We’ve already discussed your mistakes,” he added. “What was my mistake?”

    Emily forced herself to think. Void hadn’t committed himself to the drilling spell. If she’d managed to cancel it, he wouldn’t have been injured or killed by the feedback. He might have pushed harder, but... if he’d tried, she might have realized what he’d been doing before it was too late. And then... she wasn’t sure what she would have done. Canceled her own wards or simply jumped out the way? Or...

    “You could have tried to overwhelm me sooner,” she said, reluctantly. “It might have worked.”

    “I held back,” Void said. “I didn’t want to crush your defenses... or you. I wanted you to have a chance to win.”

    Emily blinked. “You held back that much?”

    “I did,” Void said. “You should know, by now, that your tutors hold back.”

    “... Yes.” Emily frowned. There’d been a boy in Martial Magic, a couple of years older than herself, who’d been cocky enough to challenge Sergeant Miles to a fight. Sergeant Miles had offered to handicap himself, but the boy had refused. Sergeant Miles had flattened him in less than ten seconds. “I know.”

    “You wouldn’t learn anything from a string of defeats,” Void said. “If you can’t win, why bother to try? Your next opponent might not be so kind, though. He might not care about anything but victory.”

    Emily swallowed. She knew she could be beaten. Jade and Cat had been her equals. Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles were a long way ahead of her. But...

    She met his eyes. “Would you do that to me?”

    Void quirked his eyebrows. “You want me to kill you?”

    “No.” Emily blushed. She wasn’t sure how to put her feelings into words. She needed to know, to believe, that she could be beaten quickly. “But fight me without limiting yourself.”

    “Raise your wards,” Void said. “I won’t limit myself quite so much.”

    Emily nodded, raising her wards one by one. “Ready.”

    Void studied her for a long moment. “Last chance to change your mind.”

    “I need to know,” Emily said.

    Void nodded, then came at her. Emily barely had a second to realize she was under attack before her wards shattered, before his magic tore into her. She felt like a tiny child being picked up and manhandled by a strong man. She hadn’t felt so helpless since she’d lost her powers. The world spun, plunging into darkness. Something soft, yet heavy landed on her head. It took her longer than it should have done to realize she’d been transfigured.

    The darkness faded. Void peered down at her, holding her shirt in one hand. Emily stared back at him, stunned. She’d known he was powerful, but that powerful? She could barely move. He could rip her apart in a second if he wished. Or...

    “The spell will wear off shortly,” Void said. He placed her shirt on the floor. “You can join me for lunch, then have the rest of the afternoon off. We’ll be studying something different tomorrow.”

    He turned and walked away. Emily watched him go, her entire body quivering. What had he done to her? Her vision felt odd, as if it wasn’t remotely human? A slug? A snail? Or... she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. The door slammed closed behind, leaving her alone. A moment later, the spell started to wear off. Emily breathed a sigh of relief as her body returned to normal.

    I’m naked, she thought, numbly. She wasn’t just physically naked. Her wards had been stripped away in bare seconds. He could have done anything to her, if he’d wished. And she had been helpless to resist. He could have...

    She stood and forced herself to dress. She’d have to work harder and harder, just to make sure he couldn’t do that to her again. Or anyone else... someone else might have the same level of power and skill. She understood, now, what he’d been trying to tell her. He was so powerful that he made other magicians, even skilled sorceresses like Alassa or Aloha, look like children. And they’d always be a little scared of him.

    They won’t be scared of me, Emily thought. She headed for the door, wondering if she had time to get a shower before lunch. I’ll see to that, somehow.

    But she knew, deep inside, that she might not be able to keep her word. 


    Chapter Sixteen

    EMILY BREATHED A SIGH OF RELIEF as she stepped into the library and sat on the nearest armchair. Lunch had been... awkward, even though Void had done his best to make conversation about harmless subjects like travel, mountain-climbing and the weather. She felt oddly unsettled whenever she looked at him. She wasn’t sure why it bothered her so much. She’d always known he was far more powerful than she was. Hell, she’d spent most of her life knowing that other people had more power than she did.

    She brushed down her trousers, shaking her head. It was one thing to know it, she supposed, and another to believe it. She hadn’t really believed in magic, the first time she’d seen it; she hadn’t really grasped it was real until it had been used on her. She’d thought... she shook her head. She still had nightmares about waking up and discovering that it had all been a dream. She wasn’t sure what she’d have done if someone had told her she’d been in a coma for the last six years. She couldn’t have handled it.

    The armchair felt soft and comfortable. She leaned back, forcing herself to relax. She’d asked Void to show her how powerful and capable he truly was. In hindsight... she told herself, firmly, to see it as a challenge. She’d be that powerful herself, one day. Until then... she’d just have to be careful. If nothing else, perhaps she could use a battery to craft a necromantic ward. It would be too solid for him to rip apart in a tearing hurry.

    She looked at the nearest table, wondering who’d collected a pile of books and put them down for later reading. They seemed to cover a dozen subjects, from healing to advanced transfiguration. Void might have been brushing up a little, she thought, or... who knew? Maybe Barley or Silent or one of the other maids could read after all. Maybe they were hoping to go into magic later in life. Or... she shrugged as the door opened. Barley stepped into the room.

    “My Lady?” Barley always kept her distance from Emily, just like Silent. “His Lordship sent me to ask if you needed anything.”

    Emily took a breath. “Can you pass me a writing board, some parchment and a pencil?”

    “Of course.” Barley opened the writing desk and started to collect the parchment. “Do you require refreshment?”

    “Please, could you bring me a jug of Kava?” Emily asked. “And perhaps some of those biscuits?”

    Barley dropped a curtsy. “Right away, My Lady.”

    Emily took the writing board, rested it on her knees and stared down at the blank parchment as the maid withdrew. The parchment seemed to mock her, daring her to write down something — anything — before she lost her train of thought completely. Emily scowled, then forced herself to think. Her counterpart had managed to teleport without either casting a proper teleport spell or opening a portal. How?

    You can’t teleport unless you know where you are, relative to where you’re going, Emily thought.  She couldn’t have set the spell up ahead of time.

    She rubbed her forehead, barely aware of Barley as she entered, placed a tray on the table beside the armchair and withdrew. Her counterpart couldn’t have known where she’d be when she needed the spell. She could hardly have set it up on the fly either. Had she crafted a teleport spell into the surrounding wards? Heart’s Eye had a nexus point. It would be easy to use them to teleport, but... Emily was sure that wasn’t the answer. It wasn’t safe to teleport within a heavily-defended building. She’d been lucky the one teleport she’d tried within Whitehall hadn’t ended with her atoms scattered over the entire world.

    And my counterpart survived, Emily thought. How did she do it?

    She poured herself a mug and slowly sipped it, trying to understand how the trick had been done. Her counterpart could have kept the spell in readiness, perhaps suspended within a pocket dimension, but she’d still have had to rewrite it just to ensure the spell knew where she was. Even if she could only leap to a preselected destination, she’d still have to program her departure point into the spellwork...

    But she didn’t have time, Emily reminded herself. She was on the brink of collapse. She couldn’t have rewritten the spell.

    She recalled the teleport spell, mentally going through the spellwork. It would be easy to set the spell up ahead of time, but it would be pointless. The spell would become useless the moment she moved more than a meter or two. She could always dart back, she supposed, but she knew her counterpart hadn’t done that. Emily’s thoughts kept returning to the same point. Her counterpart could not have known when she’d need the spell. She certainly could not have programmed the spellwork in advance.

    So the spell must have been keyed to calculate such details, Emily mused. Did she combine the teleport spell with a locator spell?

    She sketched out a handful of thoughts on the parchment. Locator spells weren’t always reliable. It would be easy to make a mistake and get splattered. But... if someone could get around that problem, perhaps by trying to locate something that couldn’t be hidden, it would be easy to calculate one’s location through triangulation. Had her counterpart primed her spell to navigate by the stars? She’d been told it was impossible. But was she wrong?

    And I’m overthinking it, she thought, irked. The realization struck her like a physical blow. She doesn’t have to navigate by the stars. She can just use the nexus points.

    Emily stared down at the parchment without actually seeing it. In hindsight, it was obvious. In hindsight... it was brilliant. There was no way anyone could hide the nexus points. Her counterpart had programmed the teleport spell to locate the nexus points, use them to triangulate her exact position and then teleport her to the pre-programmed destination. It would be a very tricky piece of work, but doable. And then... the moment the teleport spell realized her counterpart was in trouble, it teleported her to safety. Emily had to admire the cunning. Her counterpart had solved a problem that had perplexed countless generations of sorcerers.

    If it works, she reminded herself. The theory might not prove workable.

    She started to work, feeling a rush of enthusiasm as she started to sketch out the bare bones of the spell. The nexus points would be easy to locate. Once located... she worked carefully, drawing up a locator spell from scratch. If she keyed the spell to find both Whitehall and Heart’s Eye, she could triangulate herself. And then... she put the rest of the spell together. It would have to rest in her wards, or in a pocket dimension, until it was needed...

    It will work, she told herself. I’ll just have to test it.

    Void would want to see it first, she knew. He’d made it clear he wanted her to run any experiments past him before she actually tried them. Emily was tempted to take the spell somewhere nicely isolated and try it anyway, but she knew he’d find out about it the next time he tested her mental defenses. She hadn’t had much luck hiding things from him. It would be better to ask him first. Besides, she had no reason to think he’d say no.

    She found a fresh sheet of parchment and carefully wrote out the entire spell, from beginning to end. Void didn’t need to see her scribbled notes, including the sections she’d crossed out for being poorly-crafted or simply useless. The spell had to be neatened up before she dared use it, even if it was going to rest in her wards ahead of time. She sighed, then put the parchment to one side and reached for a new sheet. She was on a roll. She didn’t want to stop when she was in an inventive mood.

    The mimic-spell danced in front of her mind. The spell itself was fantastically complex — she wasn’t sure she could have cast it without a lot of preparation — but she could slim it down before pointing it at a necromancer. It should work, she told herself. The necromancer wouldn’t have the power to overwhelm the spell before it was too late, nor the skill to realize what the mimic actually was and get rid of it. And if he did, she could just modify the spell and send another one. If it worked...

    If it works, we might be able to get rid of the necromancers once and for all, Emily thought. There would be other necromancers — the rite was so simple that nearly anyone with a hint of magic could do it — but if the Blighted Lands were cleared, they’d find it harder to build up a power base before they were destroyed. And who knows what that will do for the world?

    She sighed, inwardly. It didn’t matter. She’d beaten several necromancers, all through a mixture of careful planning, outright cheating and dumb luck. Shadye had come very close to destroying Whitehall. If he’d managed to punch through the Craggy Mountains and invade the fertile lands below, there wouldn’t have been anything capable of so much as slowing him down for hundreds of miles. Dragon’s Den would have been effortlessly crushed, the population slaughtered or enslaved as the nightmare raged on. Sooner or later, her luck would've run out. And then the Allied Lands would've fallen.

    And the only thing holding them together is the necromantic threat, she mused. They’re lucky the necromancers are no better at working together.

    She spent the next few hours carefully fiddling with the spell, trying to get it into a form she could cast quickly and easily. It seemed impossible. She could ready the spell in advance, but... she shook her head. It would have to do. And she’d have to make sure the next target couldn’t stop her before she cast the spell. She wouldn’t have been forced into a death-duel with King Randor if he hadn’t thought to take out the stored spell before she could cast it.

    He always was clever, Emily reminded herself. And he knew more magic than the average necromancer before he took the plunge.

    She stood and started through the shelves again. It looked as if dozens of books had been picked up and put down randomly, ensuring there was no coherent order. Emily shook her head, wondering if Void knew his books well enough to find something when he wanted it. Perhaps he could. There weren’t many other people in his library. She frowned as she spotted a book on blood magic sitting next to a tome on ritual magic.  The latter was a title she knew from Whitehall. The tutors had been at pains to point out that the rituals didn’t work. She had no idea why Void had it on his shelves.

    Maybe they just didn’t want us trying the rituals, Emily thought. If we thought they might work, we might have succeeded...

    There was a sound behind her. She turned, lifting one hand. Silent stood there, flinching. Emily felt a stab of guilt. She shouldn’t be doing something — anything — the poor girl would take as a threat. And yet... Silent had slipped up on her. The maid really did live up to her name. 

    “My Lady.” Silent lowered her eyes. “His Lordship requests the pleasure of your company for dinner.”

    Emily glanced at the clock, then flushed. She was late. She was terribly late. And Void had sent the maid to find her... she turned and hurried back to the entrance, scooping up the parchment as she passed. Void wouldn’t be pleased she was late, but if she showed him the paperwork she thought he’d be distracted. She promised herself she’d write to Jan later, before going to bed. She hadn’t realized it had gotten so late. 

    Void sat at the table, an untouched casserole in front of him. He looked more amused than angry as Emily hurried into the room, hastily dropped a curtsy and practically jumped into her chair. It dawned on her, suddenly, that he’d probably managed to get lost in his own thoughts too. She caught her breath, waiting for him to say something. Who knew? Maybe he wasn’t that angry.

    “Let us eat,” Void said. He removed the lid, revealing sausages and potatoes in gravy. It smelt thick, as if the cook had used alcohol as well as beef stock. “I trust you were busy?”

    “I wasn’t wasting my time,” Emily said. She put the parchments on the table as Void served her. “I came up with something new.”

    “Very good.” Void placed her plate in front of her, then served himself. “I trust Lady Barb taught you manners?”

    Emily flushed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was just excited.”

    “I know the feeling.” Void winked at her. “Don’t do it in front of the older generation. They tend to get unhappy about bad manners from youth.”

    “You’re old enough to be my grandfather,” Emily said, dryly. “Aren’t you part of the older generation?”

    “Matter of opinion,” Void said. “I’ve certainly never really had the patience to enter magical society. They don’t think kindly of me and I don’t think much of them. But they do have their uses from time to time, so accidentally slighting them is a bad idea. If you’re going to do it, do it deliberately.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “Why don’t you? I mean... why don’t you live in one of the magical communities?”

    Void shrugged. “You must have realized by now that most of the magical aristocracy is obsessed with status, rather than magic itself or securing the borders against the necromancers. Or rebuilding the community we enjoyed before the wars. They’d sooner remain where they are than reach for the stars, if it meant one of their fellows getting the credit. Fulvia was an unpleasant person, but she was hardly the worst. There are people out there who could give her lessons in backstabbing, just to maintain their power.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. 

    “And there are people who’d want me to involve myself in their petty scrabbles. To assume a leadership role, even though I don’t want it. To get married and have children, the more the better. I’ve had more marriage proposals than you, Emily, either from the girls themselves or their parents. Fulvia even offered me Calicle Ashworth’s hand in marriage. Close enough to the mainline to make me part of the family, far enough to ensure I didn’t wind up running the family.”

    Emily blinked. She’d only met Calicle once, but... “She’s my age, isn’t she?”

    “A year older, I think,” Void said. “And do you think Fulvia cared one whit about her happiness? Or mine? Or anything, apart from what I could do for her?”

    “I’m glad you rejected her,” Emily said, seriously.

    “As am I.” Void lifted his glass and studied it thoughtfully. “The magical families have no vision, Emily. Nor do the mundane aristocracies. They can’t work together against the necromancers. It’s hard to convince them to make agreements covering minor issues and they rarely stick to them.”

    “I had the same thought,” Emily said. “Why don’t they care?”

    “The necromancers don’t teleport,” Void said. “They don’t use ships. There’s only one confirmed case of them using portals. Just one. How far is Zangaria from the Blighted Lands, as the crow flies?”

    Emily had to think about it. “Around... three thousand miles?”

    “More or less,” Void agreed. “It would take an army a very long time to cover that distance, even if the army is composed of orcs. Far enough, perhaps, for Queen Alassa to forget they exist. Or to decide they’re someone else’s problem.”

    “Alassa wouldn’t,” Emily said. 

    “Are you sure?” Void cocked his head. “She has a lot of other problems, all of which are much closer to home.”

    “I’m sure,” Emily said. “Her father became a necromancer.”

    “We’ll see,” Void said. “Point is, it’s easy to be distracted by the problem right in front of you and miss the much greater threat looming in the distance.”

    He finished his dinner and pushed the plate aside. “What did you bring me?”

    Emily passed him the parchments. “I think I solved the teleport problem,” she said. “It should work...”

    Void said nothing for a long moment. “It might work,” he said. “How do you account for the curvature of the planet?”

    “I tuned the spell so it would curve around the planet, instead of digging a straight line through the planet,” Emily said. “I didn’t think it would give me the correct location if it didn’t account for the curvature.”

    “You might want to use points a little closer to you,” Void said, slowly. “Locator spells aren’t always reliable.”

    “Yes, but the nexus points don’t move,” Emily countered. She could see his point, but anything lesser than a nexus point could be hidden. “It just makes the spell a little more complex.”

    “A little,” Void repeated, dryly. “What’ll happen if you get this wrong?”

    “I was planning to test it with something inanimate first,” Emily said. “And then maybe experimenting with an animal.”

    “I see.” Void looked at her, thoughtfully. “I’m going to go through this very carefully, to make sure it works. And then we can try it out.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. “I want to try it...”

    “You will.” Void corrected himself. “We will. But first, let me check your math.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, sullenly. 

    Void met her eyes. “Haven’t you got into enough trouble by rushing ahead without bothering to check your work? Or to get someone else to check it for you?”

    “Yes, sir.” Emily sighed, inwardly. “I had that lecture at school.”

    “Perhaps you should have listened a little bit more,” Void said. He looked mock-astonished. “When did I become the mature one? I’m old!”

    He grinned. “We will try it, if the math works out,” he said. “Until then... get some rest. We’re going to try something different tomorrow.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.


    Chapter Seventeen

    “SO,” VOID SAID, WHEN EMILY ENTERED the workroom the following morning. “Can you identify this potion?”

    Emily leaned over and peered into the cauldron. The liquid was a sickly yellow color that looked distressingly unsafe. It smelt even worse than it looked. She knew, from grim experience, that it tasted a lot worse than it smelled. Professor Thande had taught her how to make it, back in third year. He’d called it a broad-base counter-potion. It wasn’t always reliable, because it wasn’t tuned to any specific potion, but it generally worked on anything a student might encounter before entering their fifth year.

    “A basic counter potion,” she said, shortly. She hadn’t slept too well. “You add...”

    Void held up a hand. “I’m not going to ask you to brew it,” he said, as he decanted a small portion of the liquid into a glass. “I want you to sense the magic flowing through the potion.”

    He passed her the glass. Emily frowned, noting that he’d ladled out a precise dose. It smelt worse up close, as if something had thrown up in the liquid and then died. She shuddered, recalling how hard it had been to drink it the first time. Professor Thande had warned her she might have to use compulsion spells to force someone to drink it, before it was too late. The thought made her scowl as she rested the glass on her hand, carefully feeling for the magic running through the liquid. It was both surprisingly simple and devilishly complex. She had the odd feeling that the potion was suspended on the brink of activation. It needed a flash of magic — or potion — to make it work.

    She forced herself to work out the whorls and spirals of power running through the liquid. There was a pattern, a logic she could follow, yet... she felt her frown deepen as she plotted it out. The magic was a whole, not a set of individual components that she could put together at leisure. She thought she understood, for the first time, just why alchemy was such a difficult art. The slightest mistake could lead to a useless cauldron of slop — or an explosion.

    “Hold the pattern in your mind,” Void said. “I want you to be ready to cast the spell.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. It hadn’t worked out well, the last time he’d forced her to try to duplicate the magic. It was just so different from everything else that it was terrifyingly hard to make it work. She had a nasty suspicion that the art was dangerous, that it might impede her ability to learn higher magics, although it was so complex she wasn’t sure. Void certainly didn’t seem worried. But then, he had ensured she only tried one potion every two or three days.

    “I have it,” she said, slowly. The spell hung in her mind, glittering like a piece of priceless jewelry. It seemed to draw away from her as she focused, as if it blurred every time she looked at it too closely. “I think...”

    “Good,” Void said. “Are you ready?”

    Emily looked up. “Ready for what?”

    Void paced across the room and opened a door, beckoning for her to follow. The door opened into a smaller chamber, a patient’s bedroom. Barley lay on the bed naked, her hands resting by her sides. She was so inhumanly still that Emily thought, for a fearful moment, that she was dead. It wasn’t until she saw Barley’s chest start to rise and fall that she knew the maid was alive. But... Emily hurried forward, blanching. There was a nasty tinge around the maid’s mouth. She’d drunk something dangerous. She’d drunk something poisonous.

    Emily stared at Void. “What have you done?”

    “Barley has drunk a dangerous potion,” Void said. His voice was so calm he might as well have been talking about the weather. “You are going to cure her.”

    “You...” Emily bit off the angry response that came to mind and turned to the maid. “What did she drink?”

    “I am not going to tell you,” Void said. “Cure her.”

    Emily hesitated, then forced herself to hurry through the healing procedures Lady Barb had drilled into her. Barley’s skin was cool, dangerously so. Her heartbeat was slow; her eyes were open, but staring at nothing. Emily prodded the girl’s chest and shuddered at the lack of reaction. She would have preferred a punch in the face to the maid lying there and taking it. A punch would have proved the girl was still fighting for life. Whatever she’d drunk had been strong.

    She scowled. Barley lived in a sorcerer’s tower. She knew better than to drink something dangerous. No, Void had ordered her or forced her to drink... Emily felt sick, even as she cast a pair of diagnostic spells. She hoped Barley had volunteered, although... Emily wouldn’t have volunteered to be a test subject for an apprentice mage. A tiny mistake could easily get her killed.

    “Cure her,” Void repeated.

    Emily glanced at him, then carefully shaped the potion-spell in her mind. Barley felt cooler now, even though a faint sheen of cold sweat had appeared on her brow. Emily rested her hand on the girl’s forehead, trying to gauge what had happened to her. Magic — grey magic — flowed through Barley’s body, steadily getting stronger. She couldn’t tell what it was doing, but... she shook her head. It didn’t matter. It was killing the poor girl. And the spell Void had forced her to learn might be her only hope.

    “Go back and get some of the potion,” she snapped, heedless that she was barking orders at her master. “If I fail...”

    “She’s already too far gone to drink the potion,” Void told her. “Cast the spell.”

    Barley quivered under Emily’s hand. Emily swallowed hard, then shaped and reshaped the spell before placing her palm on Barley’s chest and casting the spell. A rush of magic shot through the maid, blossoming out from her stomach and flowing into the rest of her body. Emily smiled, almost despite herself, as the maid’s body grew warmer. It was starting to reject whatever she’d drunk...

    The spell nearly came apart. Emily gritted her teeth, then forced herself to hold the magic in place. Barley jerked again, her face reddening as sweat beaded on her brow. She twisted to one side, her mouth opening and closing as she swallowed hard. Emily forced herself to stand still as the maid vomited, throwing up the remnants of the poison. She’d seen worse. She told herself, firmly, that she’d seen worse.

    Barley sat up, dislodging Emily’s hand. She stared from Emily to Void and back again, then seemed to realize she was topless and grabbed for the towel. Emily hesitated, then muttered a spell to remove the vomit and sweat before casting a pair of spells to check the girl’s condition. The potion she’d drunk, whatever it was, seemed to have faded into the background. It didn’t look as if there’d be any long-term effects.

    “My Lady,” Barley managed. “I...”

    “It’s alright,” Emily said. She knew she was angry, but she wasn’t angry at the maid. “Sit still for a moment, until you feel up to walking.”

    “You can take the rest of the day off,” Void added. It was difficult to tell what he was feeling. His voice was almost painfully devoid of emotion. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

    Barley nodded. “Thank you, My Lord.”

    “You could have killed her,” Emily protested, swinging around to stare at him. “If I’d gotten the spell wrong...”

    “You didn’t,” Void pointed out. “You countered the potion.”

    Emily glared. She ignored the tiny gasp from behind her. “She could have died!”

    Void looked, just for a second, irritated. “But she didn’t,” he said. “She drank suspension fluid. The worst that could have happened, barring a terrible mistake on your part, is her spending the next week in a coma. And you countered the potion before it really took effect.”

    “And if it had been something else,” Emily said, “I might have killed her...”

    “It wasn’t,” Void said. “Normally, when people learn to juggle, they don’t start with swords.”

    He turned. “Take a moment to compose yourself, then join me in the workroom.”

    Emily watched him go, torn between anger and a certain grim understanding. Lady Barb and her other tutors had forced her to practice on the injured or the cursed, but none of them had been deliberately wounded so the class could practice. But Void... she understood his logic, she understood the need to test her magic, yet... she shook her head. Void had been right there, right behind her. He could have saved Barley if Emily had failed.

    “I thought he was going to kill you,” Barley whispered. “I... My Lady, I...”

    “Don’t worry about it,” Emily said, tartly. “How are you feeling?”

    Barley clutched the blanket to her chest. “Cold,” she said. “But otherwise fine.”

    “Good.” Emily took a breath. “Go back to your room, have a warm bath and then rest. And if you feel anything else, anything at all, come straight back to us.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Barley said. “Thank you.”

    Emily leaned forward, suddenly. “Where do you come from? I mean... why do you work here?”

    Barley colored, slightly. “If I work here for five years, I get a nest egg for my future,” she said. “I want to open my own shop, not spend the rest of my life in the fields.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. She’d never liked the idea of being a farmer — or a farmwife — either. The life was hard, even without the local aristocracy taxing the peasants into destitution. It was astonishing how much more the farmers produced when they weren’t losing most of their crops to their overlords. “Good luck.”

    Barley stood, dropped an unsteady curtsy and headed to the door. Emily shook her head, then turned and walked back into the workroom. Void was seated at the table, examining a pile of ingredients that looked rare and expensive. His face was unreadable. Emily felt her heart skip a beat. She’d mouthed off to him. She knew from Jade and Cat that masters didn’t like their apprentices being cheeky. And she’d done it in front of the maid...

    “I understand your feelings,” Void said, as he motioned for her to sit in front of an empty cauldron. “But sometimes you have to put your feelings aside for the greater good.”

    “You could have killed her,” Emily said, flatly. “I hope you’re going to reward her.”

    “Yes,” Void said. He stood and picked up a jug of water, pouring it into the cauldron. “I’m going to brew a different potion. I want you to cast the spell alongside me, following the magic as it takes shape. If it falls apart, start again from the beginning. Don’t try to pick up where you left off.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    “Close your eyes, if you have to,” Void advised. “You don’t want any distractions.”

    Emily nodded, resting her elbows on the table as Void lit the flame under the cauldron. The heat brushed against her skin. She closed her eyes, reaching out with her senses as Void put the first ingredient into the water. The base liquid started to change, magic flowing through the water and flowering into something new. Emily followed it as best as she could, shaping the spell in her mind before casting it. It shimmered over her fingers, feeling as if it was constantly on the verge of jumping away from her. The magic shifted as Void dropped more ingredients into the liquid, changing and changing again. Emily felt sweat trickling down her back as she tried to keep up, holding the magic in place by sheer willpower. The spell grew more complex...

    She cursed as it shattered, pieces of magic flashing in all directions. She kept her eyes firmly closed as she rebuilt the spell from scratch, trying not to skip even a single step. She’d learned the dangers of taking shortcuts a long time ago. Void didn’t stop brewing the potion, even though he must know she’d lost the spell. Her heart started to race as she locked the spell in place, then started to twist it. The magic crackled in her hand, then exploded. A wave of power slammed into her, picking her up and hurling her across the room. She hit the far wall and fell down, crashing into the ground hard enough to hurt. The sound of smashing debris echoed through the room as she struggled to pick herself up. Her legs felt sore, as if she’d sprained them.

    “That could have gone better,” Void said. “Can you stand?”

    Emily frowned. The table was a pile of charred debris. Her chair was broken. Void’s chair was lying on the floor. There was no sign of the cauldron or the remaining ingredients. Void himself was walking from the debris, hurrying towards her. His robe was covered in the remnants of the potion. She scowled as she forced herself to stand. She’d thought she was done with alchemical explosions when she’d left the school.

    “That definitely could have gone better,” she agreed. Her legs hurt, but didn’t appear to be seriously injured. The bumps and scrapes on the rest of her body didn’t count. “What happened?”

    “You lost control,” Void said. “And all the magic you channeled into the spell exploded.”

    Emily nodded, running a hand through her hair. It felt unclean. “Are you alright?”

    “I’ve been in worse explosions.” Void smirked, then looked her up and down. “Do you want to call it a day?”

    “Maybe.” Emily met his eyes. “What’s the right answer?”

    “There isn’t one.” Void turned. “I’ll have to find a new table. And a cauldron. You shattered my old cauldron.”

    He chuckled. “You’re lucky I don’t take it out of your allowance,” he teased. “You never thought to ask about that, did you?”

    “I don’t need the money,” Emily pointed out. She looked down at herself. Her robe was torn and stained. “You’d probably have to charge me for a new robe too.”

    “That’s the price of an apprenticeship,” Void said, suddenly serious. “I’m not allowed to charge you for anything you need for the apprenticeship itself. And if you need anything, like I said, let me know.”

    Emily nodded. “Thanks.”

    Void eyed the debris for a moment. “I’m quite pleased with the result,” he commented. “On one hand, it was a failure. On the other, it showed that your control has improved significantly since your early years.”

    “I still don’t understand alchemy,” Emily said. “If I master all the potion-spells” — she paused as a thought struck her — “I could cast the spells without having to brew the potions.”

    “That’s the point,” Void reminded her, dryly. “But it’s easier to brew the potions.”

    “If you have the ingredients,” Emily countered. “What happens if I don’t?”

    “Then you’d better master the spells quickly,” Void said. He picked up a piece of charred wood and eyed it for a moment, then hurled it into the bin. “And consider yourself lucky you’re not studying alchemy itself.”

    “I do,” Emily said.

    Void glanced at her. “The alchemist masters poison their apprentices and force them to brew the antidote before they die,” he said. “Or give in and drink the master’s antidote. It’s supposed to be a test of nerve as well as skill.”

    Emily shuddered. “And students keep taking up apprenticeships?”

    “Yes.” Void seemed surprised at her question. “A trained alchemist can live and work anywhere.”

    “I see,” Emily said.

    Void shrugged. “Go back to your room and wash, then go to the library until lunchtime,” he said. “We’ll be doing something else after lunch.”

    “As you keep saying,” Emily said. “It’s not easy to keep everything straight in my mind.”

    “No,” Void agreed. “But the most interesting magics are always the hardest. Or the ones that come with dangerous aspects that have to be smoothed over.”

    Emily nodded and headed for the door. Her robe clung to her uncomfortably, droplets of potion pressing against her skin. She hoped she didn’t have a bad reaction to the half-completed potion. It was quite possible the magic had been warped by the explosion, twisted into something dangerous. She could feel the magic warring with the charms woven into her robe. It probably wasn’t dangerous, she decided, but it might be irritating.

    A small pile of letters awaited her as she entered her room. She glanced at the handwriting, frowned as she realized that several of them came from strangers, then hurried into the shower. The letters could wait. She put the robe in the basket, made a mental note to warn Silent to be careful, then washed herself thoroughly. The warm water left her feeling human again. It had been an interesting day, but...

    He’ll make me practice on another maid, she thought. She was sure of it. He’d need to test her spells under controlled conditions. And what am I going to do then?

    She sighed as she dried herself and changed into a fresh robe. There was nothing she could do, not if the maids volunteered. And they might well volunteer, if Void offered them extra pay... even the chance to make their money and leave his service early. And... Emily swallowed. She’d never been comfortable with people selling themselves, even though she knew too many people had no choice. It was easy to pass judgment when one was warm and comfortable. It was harder to cling to morals on the streets.

    I’ll just have to be careful, she thought, as she picked up the letters, stuffed them in her pocket and headed to the library. And make sure none of them get hurt.


    Chapter Eighteen

    THE AIR FELT FRESH AND CLEAR, cool enough to be comfortable without being too cold for her to enjoy the walk. Emily felt invigorated as she walked down the mountain path towards Zugzwang, hearing the sound of birds cheeping as they flew through the air. She passed a pair of shepherdesses, young girls watching the flocks while their fathers and brothers worked the distant fields. They looked at her with a strange mixture of awe and fear, as if she were a creature from another world. She might as well be, Emily reflected, as far as the locals were concerned. Her life as a sorcerer’s apprentice was so different than theirs, there were few points of comparison.

    She let out a breath as she left the young girls behind and followed the tiny river down to the town. It had been a hard couple of weeks. Void had pressed her, forcing her to rewrite a dozen spells on the fly and then drilling her mercilessly in everything from mental defense to practical wardcrafting. There were times when she thought she saw magic as a whole, a glimmering promise at the corner of her eye, and times when she thought he was simply working her to death. She’d found herself waiting for the day off almost desperately, even though she was enjoying her apprenticeship. She simply needed a break.

    Zugzwang was larger than she’d realized, she noted, as she reached the foot of the mountain and peered through the streets. There were dozens of homes half-hidden within the trees, as if someone had blended a mid-sized town with a woodland park. Magic hung in the air, dozens of protective spells blurring together into a faint haze. Zugzwang played host to hundreds of magicians, she reminded herself. They wanted to remain aloof from the aristocratic power struggles. She wondered what the rest of the population thought of the magicians in their midst. Protectors? Tormentors? Or just people?

    She walked past a row of shops, selling everything from books — she was amused to note a pile of blue books in the window — to more mundane food and drink. A blacksmith’s shop sat next to a cobbler, just across the road from a fishmonger and an apothecary. There seemed to be more shops than the town could support, although that could be an illusion. People could come from all over the country. Her lips quirked as she spotted an entire street full of pubs. There seemed to be more pubs than the town could reasonably support.

    The thought amused her as she made her way down to the coachhouse. A large stagecoach sat outside, two black horses neighing impatiently as a pair of elderly women were helped into the vehicle. They looked wealthy enough to be important, Emily decided, although they could easily be big fish in a small pond. She’d met aristocrats who were small fry at court, but lords and masters in their own domain. They seemed to be happier ruling their people than kowtowing to the king.

    A line of children ran past her, whooping and hollering as they fled the schoolhouse. Emily felt a twinge of envy mingled with pity. A small town where everyone knew everyone else would be a great place to grow up, perhaps. She could see the appeal. People were friendly, neighbors helped each other out... as long as they conformed. People who didn’t fit in were shunned. There were advantages to growing up in a big city too, but... she shook her head tiredly as she rounded the coachhouse. Jan stood outside the inn, waiting for her.

    “Emily,” he called. “How are you?”

    “Tired,” Emily said. She found herself oddly hesitant. “How are you?”

    “Tired too.” Jan dropped a bow. “My master is too lazy to dismiss me, so he’s working me to death instead.”

    “I think there’s a flaw in his logic,” Emily said. She tried to remember if she should curtsy too, then decided it didn’t matter. “Surely it would be easier to dismiss you.”

    Jan’s eyes widened with mock horror. “All that paperwork!”

    Emily had to laugh. “How terrible.”

    “Yeah.” Jan held out a hand. Emily hesitated, then took it. “How’ve you been?”

    “My master is working me to death too,” Emily said. “But I’m also learning a lot.”

    “Me too,” Jan said. “He’s got me stringing so many charms together that I keep losing track of what I’m trying to do.”

    “I know the feeling,” Emily said. She glanced down the street. “I’ve never been here before. Where do you want to go?”

    “Over there.” Jan pointed to a small inn. “I’ve never been here either, so we might as well pick at random.”

    Emily nodded and allowed him to lead her into the building. It was larger on the inside than she’d realized, with a small cluster of chairs and tables positioned against the walls. A large blackboard hung against the far wall, listing the local specialties. The prices were higher than she’d expected. She guessed the inn catered to stagecoach passengers, rather than the local population. They wouldn’t haggle quite so much over cheese toast or a game pie.

    A young girl hurried over to them, wearing a simple black dress. “Welcome,” she said, waving to the tables. “Sit wherever you like, please.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said.

    The girl curtsied. “What can I get you?”

    Jan glanced at the menu. “I’d like a game pie with water,” he said. “Emily?”

    Emily frowned. “I’ll try the game pie too,” she said. “And perhaps a glass of milk.”

    “Of course,” the girl said. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

    Jan grinned as the girl hurried off. “Master Lucknow wants me to buy some cheese before I go home,” he said. “Zugzwang is known for its cheese.”

    “And not its magic,” Emily mused. “Why is that?”

    “Some places just prefer to be quiet,” Jan said. “And others are supposed to remain unknown.”

    Emily nodded, feeling suddenly at a loss for words. She’d gone out to dinner before, with Caleb and Cat and Jade and her girlfriends, but... she wasn’t sure what to say. It wasn’t as if they could talk — much — about their apprenticeships. Void had made it clear she wasn’t to talk about any of the specifics, with anyone. She found it hard to believe Jan intended to spy on her, but... she scowled, inwardly. Sorcerers seemed to spend half their time spying on each other. Master Lucknow might be trying to spy on Void.

    “You graduated from Mountaintop,” she said. “What was that like?”

    “Before or after you turned the place upside down?” Jan winked at her. “It was... interesting. I learned a great deal from my tutors. On the other hand... I also learned how cruel some people could be.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Something clicked in her mind. “You’re a newborn, aren’t you?”

    “First in my family to have magic,” Jan said, with a hint of pride. “I guess I was lucky. My... master, when I was a Shadow, expected me to do more than just polish his boots and brush his coat. He drilled me in magic, filling in the gaps in my knowledge. It helped that I was from a merchant family. I already knew how to read and write before I was sent to Mountaintop.”

    “And now you have an apprenticeship,” Emily mused. “What do you intend to do with your life?”

    “Charms master, perhaps,” Jan said. “They said I had a facility for combat magic... a couple of my tutors thought I should aim to become a combat sorcerer, or at least serve a term guarding the borders. I haven’t decided. I wanted to become a teacher, then I had nightmares about teaching some odious little brat called Jan.”

    Emily smiled. “Your guilty conscience catching up with you?”

    “I’ll have you know I was a very well-behaved student,” Jan said with a deadpan expression on his face. “The reports in my file are lies, all lies!”

    “Oh dear,” Emily teased.

    Jan grinned. “I probably wasn’t the best of students,” he admitted. “In my dream, I was rebelling against myself.”

    “A very guilty conscience,” Emily said. “What did you do?”

    “Nothing I want to talk about,” Jan said. “How about you? You were born to magic.”

    “In a manner of speaking,” Emily said. She felt a pang of guilt. She couldn’t tell him the truth, yet... she didn’t want to lie either. “I had some basic training as I grew up, but nothing too serious until I entered Whitehall. My father didn’t want to push me too hard.”

    “That can be dangerous,” Jan said. “Kids who come into their magic too early rarely survive long enough to reach adulthood.”

    Emily nodded, one hand playing with the snake-bracelet. Aurelius — the original Aurelius — had had a daughter who’d come into her magic too early. He’d put her in stasis in a desperate bid to save her life. And... he’d thought Emily might have done the same and survived. And he’d been wrong. He’d wanted to force her — and Void — to give up a secret that simply didn’t exist.

    “I know,” she said. “I wish I’d learned more earlier, though.”

    “And then you might have killed your first necromancer a year or two earlier,” Jan said. “Or you might have died when your magic overloaded and killed you.”

    Emily said nothing as the serving girl returned, carrying a heavy wooden tray. The game pies were larger than she’d expected, although she knew from experience that the pies wouldn’t be bursting at the seams with meat. She took a sip of her milk, nodding to herself. She’d never understood how people could write paeans to fresh milk until she’d drunk it herself. It tasted heavenly.

    Jan picked up a spoon and dug into his pie. “What’s the meat?”

    “It could be anything,” Emily said. “Venison and pheasant to beef and chicken...”

    She took a bite herself. The meat was cooked in a strong sauce, probably to hide the flavor. Something common, then. She considered it for a moment, then shrugged. It didn’t matter. The pie was delicious. She didn’t need to know what had gone into it. She might not like the answer.

    “When do you think you’ll graduate?” Jan looked up from his food. “Master Lucknow says I have another year to go.”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She’d long since given up hope of matching or exceeding Jade’s record. “Every time I think I know what I’m doing, I discover another aspect of magic. I’m only scratching the surface.”

    “I know the feeling.” Jan took a sip of his water. “I feel like my head is going to burst with all the spells I’ve memorized, yet... they just keep coming.”

    Emily frowned. “Are you rewriting the spells? Or devising new ones?”

    “Both,” Jan said. “Rewriting the spells is easier, believe me. Master Lucknow says I haven’t really come up with anything new.”

    “It gets harder,” Emily agreed. “All the really great discoveries have already been made.”

    “I do wonder about that,” Jan said. “We seem to be brushing the limits of what we can do. But what if we find a way past those limits?”

    Like a battery, Emily thought. Or a spell processor.

    She groaned, inwardly. She’d tried to devise a spell processor. It hadn’t worked. She’d wound up with something that looked and acted like a magical typewriter, something she could use to write her essays... but very little else. She was sure it was possible to find a way around human limitations, yet... she wasn’t sure she should. The nuke-spell was quite bad enough. What would happen if everyone got access to magic-manipulating tools?

    “I think we’d have to understand the limits first,” she said, carefully. “And then we can start trying to figure out a way to break them.”

    “I know,” Jan said. He finished his pie and pushed the empty bowl to one side. “But it’s frustrating. I keep coming up with absolutely brilliant ideas and Master Lucknow tells me someone else got there first. Even me, at one point.”

    Emily blinked. “Pardon?”

    “I wrote out a spell,” Jan said. “And then I wrote out a second spell that was so like the first Master Lucknow told me I’d plagiarized myself.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. She finished her own pie, then nodded to the serving girl. “Can we have the bill?”

    “Let me pay for it,” Jan said. “My treat.”

    Emily glanced at the prices, unsure if she should let him. “If you’re sure...”

    “Master Lucknow gives me plenty of pocket money,” Jan said. “It’ll be fine.”

    Emily nodded, then hid a tip under the bowl. The serving girl would have a chance to make it disappear before her superiors saw it. Emily had no idea how things worked in Zugzwang, but she knew — all too well — how they worked in Dragon’s Den. Better to give the girl a chance to choose for herself, rather than force her to own up to getting the tip. Who knew? The girl could be anything from the owner’s daughter to an indentured servant.

    Jan led the way outside, brushing down his robes. “I should look at the shops,” he said. “Or do you have something else in mind?”

    “The shops would be nice,” Emily agreed. She’d been taught to get the lay of the land as soon as possible. “And afterwards, if we have time, we can walk in the mountains.”

    “As long as we don’t walk into a high-magic zone,” Jan said. “We might come out with two heads.”

    “Two heads are better than one,” Emily said, although she knew it wasn’t true. There were stories of magicians who’d grafted two heads onto one body. They tended to end badly. It was possible, she’d been told, to transplant a head onto a headless body, but it was officially forbidden. She suspected that meant the procedure had simply gone underground. “But you’re right. It wouldn’t be safe.”

    Jan gave her a sharp look. “Why does your master live there, then?”

    “Ask him,” Emily said, vaguely. “He certainly never told me why he lives here.”

    She grinned as Jan led her into the shop. “Where do you live?”

    “Celeste,” Jan said. “Have you visited?”

    “Once,” Emily said. “But I didn’t stay long.”

    She smiled as she looked around the bookshop. It was crammed with books, from fictional stories with lurid covers to factual textbooks about everything from farming to accounting. They’d all come off a printing press, as far as she could tell. Even the magic textbooks had clearly been printed, rather than hand-written or duplicated through magic. She picked one up and leafed through it. The tutors had complained about cheap books replacing their valued textbooks, but it was clear their objections hadn’t registered. Textbooks were expensive. Anyone who found a way to make them cheaper would be a hero, as far as the students were concerned. A poor student might have to depend on outdated works in the library.

    Until now, Emily thought, with a flash of pride. Everyone can read and write now.

    Jan chatted happily as they walked from shop to shop, purchasing a handful of items for later use. Emily listened, enjoying the chance to relax and talk about nothing. It wasn’t quite like meeting her friends — and she had the feeling a meeting with Cat would be awkward — but it was better than staying in the tower. She promised herself she’d write to the others when she got home. The chat parchments lacked a certain something.

    Thunder rumbled, in the distance. “I think you’d better get back home,” Jan said. “It looks like rain.”

    Emily nodded. “Walk with me to the valley?”

    They fell into a companionable silence as they made their way through the town and up towards the grazing patches. The shepherdesses were already hurrying the sheep to the barns, sparing no attention for the pair of magicians in their midst. Emily hoped they’d get back home before it really started to rain. The clouds were so dark she was sure it was about to get very heavy indeed.

    “I’ve enjoyed today,” Jan said. He stopped and turned to face her. “Did you?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She felt oddly light-headed. Her heart was pounding in her chest. “I would certainly like to do it again.”

    “You could come visit me next time, when we both have a day off,” Jan said. “I could show you ‘round the city.”

    “I’d like that,” Emily said. He wanted to kiss her. She could tell he wanted to kiss her. And part of her wanted to kiss him back. “I didn’t see much of Celeste when I was there.”

    “There are wonders,” Jan said. “There’s supposed to be more magicians in the city than anywhere else.”

    He leaned forward. Emily lifted her head, allowing him to kiss her lightly. He hugged her gently, then let go. Emily wanted him to kiss her again, even as she was surprised at her own behavior. She’d known Caleb and Cat for years before she’d allowed them to kiss her. 

    “I’ll see you again,” Jan promised, as he stepped back. “I’ll write.”

    “Me too,” Emily said. Rain started to fall, cold droplets splashing against her hair. “I promise.”

    Jan bowed, then turned and hurried back to the city. Emily watched him go, feeling oddly conflicted. Part of her wanted to call him back. Part of her wanted time to process her feelings. Jan was a nice guy. And there would be advantages to a long-distance relationship...

    She shook her head. It was time to go home. She’d worry about Jan later. If nothing else, it might be quite some time before they both had another day off on the same day. It might be a while before she could see him again. 

    And if I don’t hurry back, she thought as she started to walk, I’ll be soaked to the skin by the time I get home.  


    Chapter Nineteen

    EMILY HADN’T BEEN SURE WHAT TO expect when she arrived home after her date. Void would be perfectly within his rights to interrogate her, to demand to know what she might have told Jan — and, through him, Master Lucknow. But Void said nothing about it the following morning as they plunged back into their studies. They worked through endless spells, practicing until her fingers ached, her head pounded and her magic felt as if it had been pushed right to the limit. Void dueled with her, teaching her trick after trick for cracking advanced wards... tricks he’d used to break his own wards. She thought he was pleased with her progress, but she couldn’t tell. It was all too clear she had a long way to go.

    The days started to blur together, despite her best intentions. Emily barely had time to write anything beyond brief notes to her friends, not when she couldn’t keep up with her studies. Void seemed to be aware of her limits, but he kept pushing her to break them. There were days when she could only emerge from the workroom, stumble into bed and awaken the following day to do it again and again. She felt as if she was constantly on the verge of breaking, even as he added more and more to their lessons. There were times when she seriously considered telling him to go to hell and walking away. And there were times when she was honestly unsure why she shouldn’t.

    “We’re going to be having a small party tonight,” Void said, one afternoon. “Wear something nice.”

    Emily felt a twinge of alarm as she nodded tiredly. It was customary, according to the books on apprenticeships she’d been ordered to read, for the master to feast his apprentice before a particularly dangerous test. She wasn’t sure just how long it had been since her last test — she couldn’t have sworn to a week, a month, a year — but she was uneasily aware that one was looming. What would she have to do this time? Her imagination provided too many possibilities, each worse than the last. She tried not to think as she headed back to her room, washed thoroughly and changed into a blue dress. Queen Marlena had given it to her, years ago. She winced as she pulled the dress over her bare shoulders and let it hang down to her ankles. The poor queen had never been the same since her husband had gone mad.

    “You look lovely, My Lady,” Silent said.

    “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. She hadn’t heard the maid enter the chamber. “But I feel too tired for anything.”

    She silently promised herself, as she headed down the stairs, that she’d spend half of her next day off in bed and the rest in the bath. It would feel good to lie back and soak the pain out of her muscles, although it wouldn’t do anything for her magic. She’d barely noticed how much she was eating, her appetite growing with her magic. She would be really putting on weight if she wasn’t burning through the calories quicker than she put them on. As it was, she had a feeling she was actually losing weight.

    Void stood by the table, waiting for her. He was alone. Emily felt a flicker of disappointment, even though she hadn’t really been expecting any guests. Void could have invited her friends, if he’d wished, but... her eyes narrowed as she saw the roast pheasant and potatoes on the table. It looked as if the coming test was really going to be bad. She took the chair she was offered, then watched as he picked up a bottle and poured red liquid into a glass.

    “A friend of mine brews this for magicians,” he commented, as he passed her the drink. “It creates a pleasant sensation, but doesn’t actually interfere with the magic.”

    “Or make you so drunk you do something you regret in the morning,” Emily said. She sniffed the drink warily. It smelt odd, as if there were something insubstantial about the smell. “What is it?”

    “He calls it Liquid Sunshine,” Void said. He smiled as he poured himself a glass. “Suffice to say it probably isn’t real sunshine.”

    “Probably not,” Emily agreed. “And it’s safe to drink?”

    “It won’t make you drunk,” Void said. “And it shouldn’t impede your judgment.”

    He sat down. “Please, help yourself to food,” he said. “The cook has excelled herself.”

    Emily frowned down at the liquid. Her mother had drunk so heavily that Emily would sooner have died of thirst than taken so much as a sip of alcohol. She still shuddered whenever she remembered watching her mother throwing up in the toilet, then staggering into the kitchen to drink some more. There were potions and spells that could make someone quit drinking, she remembered. She would have loved to pour one down her mother’s throat. But would it really have fixed the underlying problem?

    She took a sip. The liquid tasted faintly of roses... and something else, something she couldn’t identify. It was nice, but... she promised herself she wouldn’t drink more than a glass. It was easy to think one could handle alcohol or drugs or anything else until one went too far and discovered, too late, that one couldn’t.

    “I hope she and the others will finish the scraps,” Emily said. The pheasant was a huge bird. She didn’t they could finish it between them. “You’ll make sure of it?”

    Void shot her an amused look. “They’ll have whatever is left,” he said. “And they’ll also have prepared something for themselves. Cooks always do.”

    Emily nodded slowly as she filled her plate. Void passed her the gravy, then started to slice meat for himself. She took a bite, savored the taste, then started to eat in earnest. Void said nothing as they ate, seemingly enjoying the food as much as she did. She wondered, suddenly, just what his childhood had been like. Was he a newborn like Jan? A magical child like Melissa? Or somewhere in between, like Alassa and Imaiqah? She’d known him for six years and still knew very little about him. It was quite likely that most of the people who’d known him as a child were long dead.

    And they wouldn’t have named him Void, she thought, dryly. His birth name has been lost in the mists of time.

    Void leaned back in his chair, holding his drink in one hand. “Why do you think we’re having this party?”

    Emily was tempted to point out it wasn’t much of a party, with only two guests, but she kept that thought to herself. “You’re going to throw me in the deep end again.”

    “True enough.” Void didn’t look surprised by her statement. “You have been doing well, over the past few weeks, but only in a controlled environment. It’s time for you to be tested. Again.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “I take it there’s no point in arguing.”

    “You can argue,” Void said. “It just won’t get you anywhere.”

    Emily nodded. “I’ll write out a long and detailed set of arguments later.”

    Void sipped his drink. “Have you considered the nature of power?”

    “Sometimes,” Emily said, refusing to be thrown by the sudden change in subject. “Why do you ask?”

    “Tell me,” Void said. “What is the nature of power?”

    Emily considered the question for a long moment. A dozen answers came to mind, but she didn’t think any of them were the right answer. And yet, they could all be right answers. Power was... power. She snorted at the thought. Power was...

    “It’s the ability to manipulate the world around you,” she said, finally. “That’s power.”

    Void cocked his head. “Explain.”

    “If you have power, you have the ability to get what you want,” Emily said. “Fame, fortune, sex... anything. You could just take whatever you wanted. You could make whatever you wanted to happen... to happen.”

    “An interesting argument,” Void said. “Is a king more powerful than a sorcerer?”

    Emily took a breath. “Yes and no,” she said. “A sorcerer might be more powerful than a king, in absolute terms. But a king could command other sorcerers if he isn’t a sorcerer himself.”

    “Who might ask why they should follow the king,” Void pointed out. “The really powerful sorcerers don’t get involved in mundane affairs. Why should they?”

    “They don’t need to,” Emily said. “They can already get what they want... unless they want the pleasure of telling people what to do.”

    Void smiled. “You’d be surprised how many people I meet want that pleasure.”

    I wouldn’t, Emily thought.

    “Power is a complex beast,” Void said. “A king may have legitimacy. A pretender might have a huge army behind him. Who has the real power?”

    “The pretender could kick the king off his throne,” Emily said. “But that wouldn’t make him accepted.”

    “It’s astonishing what someone will say or do if you put a sword to their throat,” Void pointed out, dryly. “Everyone will loudly declare the pretender to have been the real king all along, conveniently forgetting whatever oaths they swore to his predecessor. The former king — who will probably be quietly executed — will be scrubbed from history. And that will be that.”

    “Until the next pretender comes along,” Emily said.

    “Quite,” Void agreed. “Those who rise to power tend to have an excellent, some would say intuitive grasp of both power and its limits. They rarely make missteps and, when they do, they manage to recover quickly. Those who don’t earn their power rarely understand its limits. They don’t realize they need to keep a tight grip on their power until it’s too late.”

    “Like a prince inheriting his throne from his father,” Emily said. “They don’t learn the ropes until it’s too late.”

    Void nodded. “It’s not easy to train a prince in wielding power,” he said. “But failing to teach him can lead to utter disaster. Power — understanding power — is the key to reaching the top and staying there.”

    “And that’s why you’re making me go through everything,” Emily said. “You want me to understand my power.”

    “Yes.” Void met her eyes. “I want you to understand yourself.”

    He leaned forward. “How do you think they see you?”

    Emily hesitated. “I think I disappoint them.”

    “You have a fearsome legend,” Void said. “At the same time, in person, you don’t look that impressive. A girl — a young girl. Someone who doesn’t push herself forward as hard as she could, if her legend was true. How many people look at you and think the legend isn’t remotely real?”

    “Too many,” Emily said. “But I don’t want to push people around.”

    “A show of strength can save you from actually having to fight,” Void said. “You don’t have to push people around. But you do have to show them you won’t be pushed around.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. “And that’s power?”

    “Yes,” Void said. “Or part of it.”

    “It reminds me of a riddle,” Emily said. The locals would understand if she told them about Game of Thrones, perhaps a little too well. She tried to remember the precise wording, but drew a blank. “There’s a sellsword, standing in front of a king, a priest and a rich man. The three of them tell the sellsword to kill the other two: the king claims he should be obeyed because he’s the king, the priest insists he should be obeyed because he speaks for the gods, the rich man points out that he can pay. Which one should the sellsword obey?”

    Void smiled. “Sellswords are rarely loyal to anything beyond money,” he said. “He’d take the rich man’s coin and butcher the other two.”

    Emily blinked. “Is it that simple?”

    “It can be,” Void said. “What does the sellsword want?”

    He looked into his glass. “The king may represent legitimate authority. But if there’s a sellsword in a position to kill him, he’s already lost actual authority. Siding with the king might mean getting killed when the real power shows up. The priest can promise nothing, beyond words that might or might not be redeemed after death. The rich man can promise money, but what’s to stop the sellsword killing him and taking the money?

    “Of course, money might be worthless without legitimate authority. Even gold and silver is of purely limited value if the country isn’t stable. Having a king alive, and on the throne, will help with that. But the king might not be grateful when all is said and done. The priest might promise a different kind of stability, yet... religious movements tend to veer sharply into madness when they gain power. And they hate sellswords. The poor bugger may find he’s cut his own throat. And... the rich man’s money may be worthless, depending on where you are.”

    He smiled, coldly. “But a sellsword might try to put a rich man on the throne,” he said, slowly. “Why not? A man who understands the root of his power might not be so quick to discard the sellsword. Or... why can’t he simply kill all three of them and take power for himself?”

    “He might not be able to take power,” Emily said. “Or maybe he doesn’t want power.”

    “Everyone wants power,” Void said, flatly. “They just differ in what they’re prepared to do to get it. How would you answer the riddle?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said, honestly. “The writer who came up with it suggested that power lay where people believed it lay.”

    Void chuckled. “You don’t look very impressive, Emily. A fool who saw you might dismiss you as a mere girl, one in need of a man to guide her in all matters. Would his perception drain one iota of your power? Would you lose the ability to turn him into a frog — or simply kill him outright — because he’s a fool? Because he looked down his nose at you?”

    Emily colored. “No.”

    “Precisely,” Void said. He held up a hand. A fireball danced on his palm. “I may look less impressive than a king, all decked out in gold and purple, but I have more power. The average hedge witch could give a king a plague of boils, if she wished.”

    “If he didn’t have magic himself, or magicians on the payroll,” Emily said. “Magic doesn’t make you invincible.”

    “No.” Void nodded. “Tell me... who has the power? The one who has the crown? Or the one who has the huge army?”

    “The army might not fight against the king,” Emily said. “It might hesitate...”

    “I doubt it,” Void said. “Your queenly friend had no trouble recruiting troops to fight her father. Or am I mistaken?”

    “No.” Emily conceded the point. “But if you take the throne by force, someone else can do it to you.”

    “Which is true, even if you decide to draw back instead of snatching the crown,” Void countered. “Just because you’re not willing to take the crown by force doesn’t mean that someone else won’t try. And if they bring enough force — and credible threats — to the table, the crown will be theirs.”

    “Until the next pretender shows up,” Emily reminded him.

    Void nodded. “If you forget what makes you powerful, if you do things that convince insiders and outsiders you’re losing your grip, you can expect to be challenged. You can be right. You can have legal right on your side. But without the power to make your voice heard, to make sure your interests are taken into account, so what? You’re powerless.”

    He shrugged. “There’s a kingdom over there” — he waved vaguely towards the wall — “that has some pretty strict laws intended to protect the peasants. The previous king genuinely wanted to protect them from their predatory landlords. What do you think happened? The laws weren’t repealed, the laws weren’t rewritten to allow a dozen loopholes for abuse, the laws remain on the books... they’re just ignored. The landlords have clawed back their power and the peasants cannot do anything about it. In theory, they can appeal to the king. In practice, not a chance. The new king is too dependent on his nobility to take a stand against them. The peasants are trapped.”

    “That will change,” Emily said. She remembered Mao and scowled. “You’re saying that power comes out of... comes out of force?”

    “The ability to use it, yes,” Void said. “Why should anyone care about someone who cannot fight for themselves? About someone trapped in a legal web so tight there’s nothing they can do that won’t make things worse? Anyone who believes otherwise is living in a fool’s paradise. They may not live long enough to see it collapse. Their children probably won’t be so lucky.”

    Emily yawned, suddenly. “I... I’m sorry.”

    “Think nothing of it,” Void said, as she yawned again. “Your riddle?”

    Emily nodded. “What about it?”

    “Most people don’t care about who has legitimate authority,” Void said. “They don’t care who sits on the throne. They want the laws to be simple and few, they want justice to be swift and impartial and, perhaps most importantly of all, they want to be left alone as much as possible. The sellsword might have an interest in choosing a side. The vast majority of the countrymen simply want someone who’ll give them what they want and then stay out of the way.”

    “I...” Emily yawned, then started as a thought struck her. “I... what did you put in the drink?”

    “Something to make you sleep,” Void said. His voice was very even. There was no hint of guilt or shame in his tone. “Your test is about to begin.”

    Emily opened her mouth to protest, but it was too late.


    Chapter Twenty

    EMILY SLOWLY — VERY SLOWLY — MADE HER way back to awareness.

    Her body hurt, although it didn’t feel as if she’d been beaten. It felt more like her entire body had cramps. She was lying on her side on a rocky surface... a flash of alarm ran through her as she realized her hands were bound behind her back. Rope... no, not rope. Something else, something metallic without actually being metal. Her ankles were bound too. She could barely move.

    He drugged me, she thought, numbly. She hadn’t thought to test the drink. She kicked herself mentally. Six years in a world where people thought nothing of slipping potions into someone’s glass and she hadn’t thought to test the drink. Lady Barb would slap her silly if she ever heard. He drugged me and he left me... somewhere.

    She opened her eyes. It was dark, so dark she honestly wondered if she’d been blindfolded — or blinded. The darkness was almost a living thing. She could hear the faint sound of dripping in the distance, but nothing else. She reached out carefully with her senses, but found nothing. Her magic felt as if it was being muffled, as if she only had access to a tiny fraction of her power. She guessed she was surrounded by powerful wards. Anything could be beyond her, anything at all.

    The sound of dripping echoed through the air. She focused her mind, trying to cast a cancellation spell. It worked — she thought — but nothing happened. He hadn’t blinded her. She couldn’t feel a blindfold. It truly was that dark. And that meant... a cave? A cell? Or something else, something dangerous. She remembered the Dark Ziggurat and shuddered. Void could have taken her anywhere, anywhere at all.

    She tested her bonds, trying to pull them free. Void — or whoever had tied her — knew precisely what to do. There was no leverage at all, no way to get free without magic. She couldn’t even feel a knot. It felt almost as if someone had cuffed her and then welded the cuffs shut. She gritted her teeth, reaching out with what scraps of magic she could muster. A spell drifted over her wrists, keeping the rope in place. Normally, she could have banished it with a wave of her hand. Now, she had to work — piece by piece — to pick it. The spell hung in place for a moment longer, then shattered as she pulled it apart. The metallic tie disintegrated a second later. She pulled her hands free, brushing off the dust. Void must have conjured the rope, using the spell to lock it in place. It would have been impressive if the sound of dripping wasn’t steadily growing louder.

    Emily reached out, feeling the floor beneath her. Her fingers felt a drop, bare inches to her right. There was no way to tell how far she’d fall if she rolled off the ledge. She forced herself to sit up, undoing the bonds on her ankles, before she tried to summon a lightglobe. It flared brightly, then snapped out. She blinked away sudden tears — the flash of light had nearly blinded her — and tried again. This time, the lightglobe refused to materialize. She cast a night vision spell and frowned. It used less magic than the lightglobe, but — again — it refused to work.

    Damn it, she thought. The muffling wards made it impossible to cast anything above a certain level. Where the hell am I?

    She hesitated, then carefully — very carefully — summoned a fireball. It danced in the palm of her hand, brightening and dimming as the wards pressed down on the spell. Emily looked around, peering into the darkness. She was sitting on top of... something, something that felt almost like a stone pillar — or a tabletop. If she moved too far in any direction, she would walk off the ledge and plunge into darkness. She inched to the edge and peered down, directing the fireball to drift downwards too. The pillar — it was a pillar — was surrounded by water. And the water was slowly — but steadily — rising. It snuffed out the fireball before she could call it back.

    Shit, Emily thought.

    She started to summon another fireball, then had a better idea. It wasn’t easy to cast a luminance spell, but it took very little power. The chamber filled with eerie radiance, revealing a series of pillars heading towards the far wall. Emily stood and peered down, realizing the water was starting to rise faster. There was nowhere else to go, no hope of teleporting or levitating out of the chamber. She braced herself, then jumped to the next pillar. She landed badly, nearly spraining her ankle, but there was no time to heal herself before jumping again. The water was growing closer. She had a nasty feeling that swimming in the liquid would prove very dangerous.

    Anything could be in there, she thought. She felt her heart begin to race as she jumped to the next pillar. She could see a far wall, a ledge... and a door positioned at the far end of the ledge. She shivered — she’d never enjoyed mountain climbing — but jumped towards it anyway. There was no other way out. Where am I?

    She reached the final pillar, water splashing against her boots, and jumped one final time. The rock felt slippery as she landed on the ledge. She teetered for an awful moment, half-convinced she was going to fall back and land in the water before catching on to a piece of rock and holding on for dear life. Sheer terror ran through her, nearly holding her in place. She had to force herself to inch down the ledge, knowing that the slightest misstep might prove fatal. The rock twisted, magic pushing against her... trying to push her off. She barely managed to cancel the spell before it was too late. Void hadn’t just put her in a death trap. He’d booby-trapped the chamber too.

    Batman would be proud, she thought, with a flash of humor. The water was starting to press against her boots, soaking the ledge. His bad guys could hardly have done a better job.

    She smiled at the thought, even though she could feel water trickling into her socks and pressing against her skin. The door was coming closer, but she was running out of time. She couldn’t move faster, even though the water was touching her ankles. She didn’t dare lose her grip. The door loomed up in front of her. It was locked. Of course. She hesitated, reaching out with her magic. The door didn’t seem to be magically locked. She tested the lock, wondering if she had time to pick it. She doubted she could do it without tools.

    Summon a flame, she told herself. Melt through the lock.

    The fire started to sputter the moment she summoned it, struggling against the muffling wards. She pressed it against the lock, hoping and praying it lasted long enough to melt through the metal. The water had reached her knees, soaking her dress. She kicked herself, again, for not wearing something more practical. It would have been a great deal easier to move if she’d worn a shirt and trousers, or even her apprenticeship robes. The lock snapped under her pressure, the door slamming open into darkness. Emily lost her footing as the water poured past, the force carrying her down a long passage that sank into the distance. She tried to grab hold of something — anything — but there was nothing. The water carried her down until she came over an unseen ledge and fell into another pool. She kicked desperately, fighting to stay afloat. Her boots made it impossible to swim. Her dress was so waterlogged it was dragging her down. She managed, somehow, to kick off her boots and struggle to the surface. The water was bitterly cold. She thought she tasted salt as she treaded water, trying to cast another luminance spell. The muffling wards seemed weaker, somehow. She forced herself to look around as the chamber lit up. She was in the middle of a small pool, surrounded by strange buildings. They looked old, but reassuringly human.

    Emily breathed a sigh of relief as she swam to the side of the pool — the lake, she corrected herself — and clambered out. The air was cool, her dress clinging to her skin. She cast a pair of drying spells, followed by a heating spell, as she looked up. The buildings looked as if they’d been on the surface once, before something — an earthquake, perhaps — had buried them deep underground. They weren’t that different from buildings she’d seen on the surface. She guessed that whatever had happened hadn’t been that long ago.

    Although that might be meaningless, she reminded herself. Everyone who lived here is surely dead.

    She heard water behind her and glanced back. A steady stream of water was falling into the lake, which was threatening to break its bounds. She swore — it wouldn’t be long before water lapped at her feet again — and looked around, searching for a way out. Direction spells proved useless. The magic either failed or provided nonsensical results. She saw what looked like a tunnel in the distance and hurried towards it, glancing into two of the abandoned hovels as she passed. They were bare and empty, as if they’d been stripped of everything long ago. The only thing they’d left behind was the female sleeping cage. She’d only ever seen those in the Cairngorms.

    The thought taunted her as she reached the tunnel and peered into the darkness. If she was in the Cairngorms... she shook her head. Right now, it was utterly meaningless. She didn’t know her precise location, nor could she cast a teleport spell even if she did. Instead, she directed the luminance spell along the tunnel. It seemed to head up. She glanced back at the lake, which was starting to spill into the village, then hurried up the tunnel. The muffling wards seemed to grow stronger, pressing down on her. She had to fight to keep the light as the tunnel grew steeper, climbing up towards the surface. She wondered, suddenly, how deep she was. She couldn’t be that far underground, could she?

    She scowled. There was no way to know. She’d seen underground chambers miles below the surface, chambers that might as well be hundreds of miles below the ground. Her heart started to pound as she realized it might take her hours to escape... if she didn’t take a wrong turn or plunge to her death. The tunnel widened suddenly, revealing a larger chamber. A single building — it looked like a temple — stood, half-buried in solid rock. Its door gaped open, invitingly. She shivered, her instincts warning her to be careful. Temples, even abandoned temples, could be very dangerous. And this one had been abandoned for decades, perhaps centuries.

    A flicker of movement caught her eye. Emily turned, just in time to see a skeleton detach itself from the shadows and dart towards her. She darted back as bony hands snapped at her, trying to catch hold of her neck. Shadye had made similar servants, she recalled, as she summoned a fireball and threw it at the skeleton. His had been different... there was a flash of light as the fireball struck its target, then evaporated without doing any harm. Emily blinked in surprise, barely managing to dodge as the creature came at her again. It shouldn’t have been immune to her power. The muffling wards hadn’t canceled the spell.

    They might have weakened it, Emily recalled. And if they did...

    She darted back, thinking hard. The creature stood between her and the temple, between her and what — she feared — was the only way out. She could hear water behind her. She ducked another blow, then picked up a rock and used a locomotive spell to hurl it at the skeleton with extreme force. The skeleton shattered, pieces of bone flying all over. Emily didn’t wait to see if they would start to put themselves back together. Instead, she hurried past the remains and into the temple. Her light died the moment she crossed the door, but it wasn’t dark. The chamber was lit with an eerie green glow that sent shivers down her spine.

    Her heart started to pound. There was a single large stone positioned in the exact center of the chamber. It was dark, stained by something she knew — beyond a shadow of a doubt — was human blood. She could hear whispers surrounding the stone, promising her everything she ever wanted if she took the stone and made it hers. There was magic in the voices, she was sure; magic so strong it pulled at her even though she knew it was dangerous. She bit her lip hard, concentrating on the pain as she inched around the chamber and headed for the far door. The voices called, begging and pleading for her to come back. She ignored them. Whatever the stone was, it was dangerous.

    A wave of pure fear struck her as she stepped into the next chamber. Her knees buckled, sending her to the ground. Her head spun, images from her worst nightmares dancing in front of her eyes. Emily felt her entire body shaking in fear. Her stepfather, Shadye, King Randor... she saw images of loss and defeat, of servitude and slavery and total helplessness. Reality itself seemed to quiver on a knife edge. It felt as if the images could be made real...

    No, she thought. She gritted her teeth, then forced herself to stand. This isn’t real.

    She walked onward, looking neither left nor right. Her stepfather loomed over her, leering. She walked right through him. Shadye reached for her, his clawed hands snapping at her throat. She remembered his death and kept walking. King Randor stared down at her, his red eyes promising madness and death. Emily smiled at him as she headed onward. She’d killed him too, despite his power. And the curse he’d thrown at her as he died.

    The sense of relief grew stronger as she kept moving. Her tormentors became shadows, then receded into the past. She knew she’d beaten them. They had no power over her, not any longer. Her lips quirked as she saw her stepfather’s image fade. Who knew? Maybe he’d been blamed for her disappearance. Maybe he was even in jail? It was a pleasant thought as she saw the light at the end of the tunnel. The sunlight was so welcoming that she threw caution to the winds and ran. She couldn’t help herself.

    She burst into the light, the sunlight beating against her skin. The mountains were familiar, very familiar. She was on the other side of the mountain range, she thought, but couldn’t be more than a few short miles from the tower. Void stood nearby, watching her. He looked pleased, yet wary. Emily felt too good to snap at him, even though he’d put her life in danger. She knew it wouldn’t last, but — for the moment — she was happy.

    “Well done,” Void said. “I knew you’d make it.”

    Emily nodded, smoothing down her dress. It was torn and tattered and totally ruined. “You wanted me to concentrate on the small spells, didn’t you?”

    “The more precise spells,” Void said. “And to face some of your demons.”

    “I suppose I did.” Emily sat on the grass, enjoying the sunlight. “What was that thing? The stone?”

    “It belonged to a very dangerous cult that used to rule the region,” Void said. He sat next to her. “They preyed on travelers and anyone else unfortunate enough to fall into their clutches, practicing dangerous magics that have been rightly forbidden.  The Emperor ordered them destroyed, and so they were. The stone altar itself was deemed too dangerous to move.” 

    “And so it was just left here,” Emily said. “What happened to the villagers?”

    “They were cultists,” Void said, flatly. “They were all killed, their homes buried beneath landslides. And everyone forgot they ever existed.”

    “Except you,” Emily said.

    “My master was one of the magicians who fought them,” Void said. “He told me stories about the horrors they wrought, in the name of their god. Of sick rites and rituals that would disgust even a necromancer. I was never sure how many of them were real and how many existed just to spread terror. They clearly tapped into something from the Darkness, but what?”

    “And they were destroyed,” Emily said.

    “They were monsters,” Void said, flatly. “Sometimes, there’s no hope of rehabilitation. You can only kill the monster or monsters and hope to all the gods you nipped it in the bud.”

    He stood. “You did well today. Better than some apprentices.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. “Did you have to drug me?”

    “You can be surprised at any moment,” Void said. “I have your best interests at heart. The next person who slips something nasty into your drink might intend to do something far worse.”

    Emily shivered. “You do know I’m going to be testing everything you give me from now on?”

    “So you should.” Void didn’t seem offended. Emily knew sorcerers who would have been outraged at the merest hint of distrust. “And you should know how to do it — now — without making it obvious.”

    “We’ll go back to the tower,” he added. “You can shower and rest and tomorrow... we’ll try your teleport spell.”

    Emily stood. A shower sounded heavenly. “You think it’ll work?”

    “I think it’s worth testing,” Void said. He held out a hand. “Shall we go?”


    Chapter Twenty-One

    EMILY FELT ALMOST HUMAN AGAIN AS she followed Void out of the tower, through the hidden valley and up a path leading further into the mountains. She hadn’t had time for a proper rest, but she’d showered and eaten a hearty lunch and generally felt ready for anything. The only downside, as far as she could tell, was discovering her dress was beyond repair. It was so far beyond repair, the maids had insisted, that it wasn’t even worth being turned into rags. Emily hadn’t decided what to do with the dress, but she didn’t want to throw it out. It had been a gift from a queen, after all.

    Void showed no sign of his age, walking as confidently as a younger man as he picked his way through the path and down into the next valley. Emily thought she saw things move through the undergrowth, although she wasn’t sure what they were. Mundane animals or supernatural creatures? The sense of being watched prickled at the back of her mind as Void found a clearing and came to a halt. Emily looked around, warily. It was easy to imagine eyes looking back at her from the shadows.

    “I took your spell apart completely, then put it back together again,” Void said. “I smoothed it out in places, as you’ll see, but otherwise I haven’t changed anything.”

    Emily took the parchment he offered her and carefully read it. She wouldn’t put it past Void to make a tiny change that would render the entire spell useless — or worse. Professor Lombardi had done the same thing in class, publicly humiliating any student who didn’t think to thoroughly check the wording before actually trying the spell. She checked every line, mouthing through the spellwork piece by piece. Void didn’t seem to have done anything, beyond what he’d claimed. She had to admit the improved version of the spell was a little neater.

    “I’ve designated the arrival point as the edge of the valley,” Void explained, as she looked up. “There’s no point in jumping around the world on your first try.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, although she was a little disappointed. “What do you want us to teleport?”

    Void removed a glowing green gem from his robe. “I designed this gem to hold a spell,” he said. “It isn’t quite as flexible as hosting the spell within your wards, sadly, but it should suffice. We’ll put the spell in the gem, then teleport” — he pointed to a rock on the ground — “that rock to the arrival point.”

    He frowned. “I tried to figure out a way to teleport something a little larger than a couple of people,” he said. “But the power requirements were simply too high.”

    Emily nodded. The more mass one tried to teleport, the more power one needed. “And then you run into the point of diminishing returns.”

    “More like the point of infinite power demands,” Void said. “And then your spell fails before you finish casting it.”

    “Which might be a good thing,” Emily said. “Someone could really abuse a mass teleport spell.”

    Void shrugged and passed her the gem. “You can go first,” he said. “Remember to input the spell piece by piece.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. The gem felt heavy in her hand, pregnant with possibility. “I’m ready.”

    She took one last look at the parchment, then closed her eyes and focused on the spell. She’d been taught basic wardcrafting and enchantment, but this was an order of magnitude more complicated. The spell fought, almost as if it didn’t want to take shape. She gritted her teeth and pressed on, trying to lock it firmly in place. Void would probably make it look easy, when he tried. But she wanted to do it for herself...

    And who gets the credit, she asked herself, when the spell becomes public knowledge?

    She put the thought aside as the spell slipped into place. It glowed as it rested within the gem, ready for activation. She set a keyword, then pulled her mind back and opened her eyes. The gem glowed, pulsing with power. She inspected it for a long moment, then passed it to Void. He studied it, turning the gem over and over again as he probed it with his magic. She found herself unable to breathe. If he found a flaw in her work...

    Nothing is ever perfect the first time, she reminded herself, stiffly. Void had said as much. So had her earlier teachers. Behind every success sits a hundred failures.

    Void looked up at her. “It seems perfect,” he said. “And ready to be tested.”

    Emily let out a breath. “Can I?”

    He passed her the gem. Emily carried it over to the rock and placed it carefully on top. The teleport gem shouldn’t need to be secured to the rock. Or so the equations claimed. Her lips quirked. The gem teleporting without the rock would be embarrassing. They’d have to either tie the gem to the rock or fix the spell.

    “Ready,” she said. “Can I say the magic word?”

    Void nodded. “Keep your distance,” he advised. “You don’t want to get caught up in the spell.”

    Emily nodded, then raised her voice. “America!”

    The gem glowed, brightly. Emily raised her hand to cover her eyes as there was a sudden flash of light. The gem — and the rock — vanished. Emily breathed a sigh of relief, lowering her hand. If everything had gone according to plan, the rock should be at the planned destination. If not... it might have landed on someone’s head. It was theoretically impossible for a teleporting sorcerer to interpenetrate with someone or something at the far end, but she wasn’t keen to test that theory. Protective spells only went so far.

    Void glanced at her. “America?”

    “There aren’t many people here who’ve even heard of America,” Emily said. “It isn’t something anyone here would say.”

    “Good thinking,” Void said. He inclined a hand towards the edge of the clearing. “Do you want to check on your rock?”

    Emily felt nervous as she turned and walked back to the foot of the valley. If the rock wasn’t there... she let out a breath as she saw the rock, the gem lying beside it. The force of the teleport must have knocked it loose. She picked up the gem and prodded it, gently. The spell was gone. The internal structure Void had crafted felt badly damaged, on the verge of falling apart. She guessed the surge of power had been enough to weaken it beyond repair.

    “It worked,” she said, as she carried the gem back to the clearing. “But the gem was badly damaged.”

    Void took the gem and examined it. “It can be repaired, with time,” he said. He brought another gem out of his robes. “Do you want to try another rock? Or do you want to test the spell yourself?”

    “Myself,” Emily said. “If I rest the spell in my wards, the power surge should be less damaging.”

    “Be careful,” Void said. “And let me see the spell before you cast it.”

    “Yes, sir.” Emily stepped into the clearing, closed her eyes and put the spell together. “I think it’s done.”

    Void’s magic poked and prodded at her for a long moment. Emily kept her eyes closed, resisting the urge to push him away. It felt unpleasant, but she knew better than to cast the spell without his permission. It could easily get her killed. And yet... she thought hours went by before Void grunted his assent. He didn’t sound pleased.

    Emily opened her eyes and looked at him. “Is the spell alright?”

    “I would prefer someone else to cast it,” Void said, flatly. “But you won’t let anyone else, will you?”

    “No,” Emily said. “The risk is mine.”

    She cast the spell. A rush of magic shot through her. Blinding light tore at her eyes. The ground heaved under her feet. She felt as if she’d been thrown through the air, an instant before she hit the ground. The force of the impact knocked the breath out of her. She had to fight to stay conscious. Her body wanted to plunge into darkness. Someone was talking, saying something to her...

    “Emily!” Emily couldn’t place the voice. “Emily!”

    “I’m fine,” she managed. Void. It was Void who was speaking. “I’m...”

    She felt hands on her back. “You are not fine,” Void said, sharply. “You’re bleeding in a dozen places.”

    Emily shivered as she felt his magic running down her body. She was lying on her front, unable to move. Pain quivered at the edge of her awareness, as if she was too stunned to realize she should be screaming. Void’s magic grew stronger, healing the damage before he rolled her over. She found herself staring into his face.

    “I’m fine,” she said, again. She lifted her hand and winced. Dirt and pebbles had practically been ground into her skin. Blood stained her robes. “I... I think I lost my footing.”

    Void gave her a sardonic look. “You think?”

    Emily forced herself to sit up. Her body was starting to hurt, despite his healing spells. She suspected she looked as if she’d come off worst in a fight. Her hands hurt, nasty little pains shooting up and down her arms. Void studied her, worriedly. It felt good to know he cared.

    “I must have rotated during the teleport,” she said. That was odd. A normal teleport spell didn’t flip her upside down. “That’s why the gem fell off the rock.”

    “Perhaps we should have started with something more fragile,” Void said. “We’ll have to fiddle with the spell.”

    Emily touched her forehead. It felt like it was going to bruise. “Why would it turn me on my side? It shouldn’t have...”

    “It might have orientated you relative to the nexus points,” Void said. He sat back on his haunches, watching her. “Or there’s something we miss when we teleport normally. I’ll have to give it some thought.”

    “As will I,” Emily said. She considered the problem for a moment. “We don’t normally rotate while the spell is taking shape, but... maybe it isn’t tied solidly to me. I might not have been properly connected to the spell.”

    “We know it works,” Void told her, primly. “The simple fact you teleported is proof enough.”

    “Yes, but I wasn’t tied to the spell,” Emily said. She searched for an analogy. “I... if you stash your luggage on a stagecoach roof, you have to tie it down. If it isn’t tied down, it gets thrown off...”

    “Which is not the most reassuring thing you could say.” Void stood and held out a hand. “Can you stand?”

    “I can try.” Emily took his hand and forced herself to stand up. “It’s painful, but I can walk.”

    Void nodded. “It’s probably a good thing you didn’t try to teleport around the world,” he said. “You might have landed on your head.”

    “I might.” Emily gritted her teeth. Nothing was broken, but she had aches and pains in her legs too. She could feel blood trickling down into her boots. “We’ll fix the spell.”

    “Of course.” Void held her arm as they started to walk. “And we’ll try again in a week or two.”

    Emily sighed. She wanted to fix the spell and try again immediately. She hated the idea of waiting until she earned another reward. But she knew Void was right. She had to continue with her apprenticeship. And besides, it would probably be a good idea to sit down and think of other ways to test the spell. She’d been very lucky. She could have easily hit the ground hard enough to break bones, if the impact didn’t kill her.

    The pain worsened as they inched through the pass and down into the hidden valley. Her palms felt as if someone had driven nails into her skin. She shuddered as she looked at her free hand, at the pieces of stone lodged within. It wouldn’t be easy to remove them. She’d once watched Lady Barb remove pieces of cauldron that had nearly killed a careless student. It hadn’t been easy to take the pieces out without making things worse.

    And they might have picked up magic from the teleport, she thought. It might not be safe to use magic to take them out.

    Void summoned Silent as soon as they reached the tower. “Help Emily to the washroom, then do whatever you have to do,” he said. “I’ll be brewing a healing potion.”

    Silent curtsied. Her eyes were very wide. Emily winced as Void let go of her, but forced herself to walk into the washroom. Her arms and legs felt terrifyingly numb. Silent followed, slipping past her to turn on the taps. The washroom looked as if it hadn’t been used since the day Emily had first entered the tower. She stared at her face in the mirror, barely recognizing herself. Her face was so badly scarred that she was half-convinced she had lost a fight.

    She winced as Silent carefully undressed her. Her body was covered in bruises that stretched all the way down to her ankles. She looked as if she’d been beaten to within an inch of her life, then whipped like a petty thief in the marketplace. Blood stained her skin. She swallowed hard, reminding herself to collect the blood before it could be taken and used against her. Void wouldn’t hurt her, she was sure, but he might do something to remind her to take precautions. It was one mistake she had no intention of making again.

    “My Lady.” Silent sounded stunned as she picked up a cloth and started to wipe away the blood. “What did he do to you?”

    Emily laughed, despite the pain. “Nothing,” she said. “I did it to myself.”

    Silent shot her a doubtful look. Emily sighed inwardly, realizing the maid thought Void had beaten her... she shook her head. Masters might have the legal right to beat their apprentices, but there were limits. A master who gained a reputation for sadism would find himself without students. No one would want to put their lives in his hands.

    “It’s true,” she said. The cloth stung as Silent started to remove the dirt and pebbles. “I did something stupid. and bang.”

    “As My Lady pleases,” Silent said. She washed Emily’s chest, then legs. “Is My Lady ready for a bath? Or a shower?”

    Emily winced at the mere thought of climbing into a bathtub. “A shower would be preferable,” she said. “You might have to help me get in.”

    She waited until the maid had wiped her clean, then stumbled into the shower. The water stung so badly she thought she’d accidentally washed herself with iodine, but the heat made her feel better. She leaned into the water, feeling her legs threatening to buckle again. The force of the impact had stunned her. She closed her eyes, recalling the spell. Perhaps if she altered the teleporting constants...

    “Drink this,” Silent said, holding a glass. “His Lordship says it will make you feel better.”

    Emily took the glass, making sure to test the potion before she drank. It tasted foul, as always, but she slowly felt the rest of the pain fade. The bruises began to heal, one by one. She stepped out of the shower and glanced into the mirror. It still looked as if she’d been in a fight, but at least she didn’t look as though she’d been whipped bloody or battered halfway to death. Silent passed her a robe, then started to collect the dirty clothes. Emily hastily cut the links between her and her blood before she let the maid go.

    “His Lordship is in the dining hall,” Silent said. “He wishes you to attend upon him.”

    “I’ll be there,” Emily said. “And thank you.”

    The maid curtsied. “It is all part of my job, My Lady.”

    Emily nodded and staggered up the stairs. Her legs didn’t feel as if they were going to collapse — or shatter — at any moment, but she was still gasping in pain when she reached the dining hall. Void stood beside the table, reading a broadsheet. Emily had to smile. He looked surprisingly mundane for a sorcerer who was over a century old.

    “Emily,” Void said. “How are you feeling?”

    “Sore, but alive,” Emily said. She took the proffered seat with a sigh of relief. “I think I know what went wrong...”

    “We’ll work on it later,” Void said, firmly. “I’d like you to take tomorrow off, instead of Friday. You should rest before we go back to work.”

    Emily hesitated. She hadn’t been sure what she intended to do on her day off. Jan had hinted he might not be able to make it, but there were plenty of other options. She could meet Frieda or travel to Zangaria or...

    “You were injured,” Void said, before she could ask why. “And I’d prefer to give you time to recover before we plunge back into our studies.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. A day in bed sounded heavenly. “Can I at least go to the library?”

    “Depriving you of the library would be cruel and unusual punishment,” Void said. He smiled at her. “Yes, you can. But I don’t want you practicing any major spells.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, again. “I understand.”

    “I want you to obey as well as understand,” Void said, bluntly. “You were injured. There’s no shame in taking time to recover. And I want to make sure there are no ill-effects. You tested a dangerous spell. There could be all sorts of complications.”

    He gave her a nasty smile. “Don’t worry. The day after tomorrow, you’re going straight back to work. And I won’t be going easy on you.”

    “I believe you,” Emily said.


    Chapter Twenty-Two

    EMILY COULDN’T HELP FEELING A TWINGE of fear, two weeks after the teleport experiment, when Void called her to another party. He’d worked her hard over the last few days, forcing her to practice everything from dueling to mental arts and what he called focused intimidation. She had the nasty suspicion, as he poured her a glass of dark blue liquid, that she was about to be thrown into the deep end again. The drink seemed harmless, but that proved nothing. There were ways to slip drugs past a sorcerer’s spells if one was careful.

    She met his eyes. “Is this another test?”

    “Yes.” Void didn’t bother to deny it. “But it’s also a little more than a test.”

    He took his seat. “Sit. Eat. The cook will be very unhappy if you don’t.”

    Emily scowled at him. “You could tell me what’s in store now.”

    “Etiquette demands I feed you first,” Void said. “And I don’t want to upset the cook.”

    “I’ve never seen your cook,” Emily said. She knew she was acting poorly, but she found it hard to care. “Do you cook for yourself?”

    Void lifted an eyebrow. “Do you think I have time?”

    Emily sat and eyed the table. The cook — whoever she was — had prepared roast lamb, roast potatoes and all the trimmings. It was something she would have expected to eat at King Randor’s table, although she’d never liked eating in front of an audience. The king had needed to lay a good table, she’d been told. He couldn’t afford to look poor. And yet, he’d wasted enough food to feed the starving in the city below. She hoped Alassa was doing better.

    “No,” she said, finally. “You hired a good cook.”

    “I’m easy to please,” Void said. “She was quite happy to hear you were coming. She seems to think you have a more refined palate.”

    Emily shook her head. On Earth, she’d learned she couldn’t afford to turn her nose up at anything. It didn’t matter if it was tasty or disgusting beyond words. It was food. She had more options on the Nameless World, but she still knew better than to reject something just because it wasn’t fancy. Commoner food was still food.

    “I can eat anything,” she said. She took a slice of meat and helped herself to potatoes and gravy. “I’m not fussy.”

    She glanced at him. “Can I ask a question?”

    “You can ask any question you like, as I believe I’ve told you before,” Void said. He served himself meat and potatoes. “I don’t promise to answer.”

    “I’ve been to a few other magical households,” Emily said, carefully. “They compete to serve the fanciest food, the most expensive wine... they’ll shun anything that isn’t worth its weight in gold.”

    “Your weight in gold isn’t that much,” Void pointed out.

    Emily ignored the comment. “But you don’t. You eat well, but everything you eat is very plebeian. Very basic.”

    Void cocked an eyebrow. “Are you feeling deprived?”

    “No!” Emily colored. “I’m just puzzled.”

    “There’s no great secret,” Void said. “My father was not well-liked by his family. He had a lot of magic, a great deal of imagination and a complete lack of scruples when it came to asking what would happen if he did... well, anything. By the time my brothers and I were born, he was practically isolated by the rest of his clan. Our clan. We weren’t poor, nothing like your friend Frieda, but we weren’t rich either. We simply couldn’t afford the lifestyle.”

    “You and your brothers?” Emily was curious. “You have family?”

    “It’s just me now,” Void said. “Why do you think I gave you that ring?”

    Emily looked at the family ring on her finger. “What happened to them?”

    “Father died in one of his experiments,” Void said. “No one was remotely surprised. Mother died shortly afterwards. Two of my brothers died in an experiment of their own, the third... died later. I’m the last.”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said, quietly. Something was nagging at her mind. Something she’d heard... it refused to come into focus. “I...”

    “Don’t be,” Void said, dryly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

    He turned his attention to his food, effectively ending the conversation. Emily tested her food, just to make sure it wasn’t drugged, then started to eat. The lamb and potatoes were cooked to perfection. She felt a stab of pity for the cook, who clearly enjoyed her work. Maybe she could ask for something special... she shook her head. She might be an apprentice, but she was only a guest in the tower. She couldn’t give orders to the staff unless they’d been assigned to her specifically.

    Void glanced up at her. “Have you made any plans for your next day off?”

    “No, sir,” Emily said. She hadn’t really thought about it. She’d been too busy. “I don’t have anything planned.”

    “Good,” Void said. “You would have had to cancel them.”

    Emily blinked. “Sir?”

    “I have a job for you,” Void told her. “A mission. A test too, in a sense. I’d hoped it could be delayed, but time is not on our side. You may be able to handle it.”

    Emily frowned. “What is the mission?”

    Void met her eyes. “I am not going to tell you.”

    “Pardon?” Emily looked back at him, as evenly as she could. “You’re not going to tell me what you want me to do?”

    “Figuring out the mission is part of the test,” Void said. “You have to figure out what I want you to do... what you should do... and then do it. And you may have a time limit.”

    Emily scowled. That didn’t sound very reassuring. “I may?”

    “You may,” Void said. “The mission depends on things beyond my control. There are too many factors involved for me to predict the outcome.”

    “And you won’t tell me what you want me to do?” Emily shook her head. “Why...?”

    “Because, in some ways, you are the perfect choice for the mission,” Void said. “In others, you are a weaker choice... but I’d be a weaker choice still.”

    Something clicked in Emily’s mind. “This is what you were discussing with Master Lucknow, isn’t it?”

    “Yes.” Void nodded. “He wanted me involved.”

    Emily stabbed at a piece of meat. They’d said the King of Dragora was a fool, if she recalled correctly. But they hadn’t discussed any real details in her hearing. 

    She nibbled her food thoughtfully. “Why? I mean... why does he want you involved?”

    “Master Lucknow and I — and a handful of others — have been... involved... with protecting these lands since well before your birth,” Void said. “We share notes. We compare our thoughts. When we have no choice, we act. I was operating on their behalf when I spied on Shadye. I don’t think that ended too badly, do you?”

    “No.” Emily frowned. “A quarrel? Like those at Mountaintop?”

    “More like an association of like-minded friends,” Void said. He smiled, rather humorlessly. “Friends might be too strong a word. We don’t all get along, but we do understand the value of gritting our teeth and working together.”

    “I see, I think,” Emily said. “And you’ve decided to turn their request into a test for me?”

    “Yes.” Void took a sip of his drink. “I can kill three birds with one spell.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “Three birds?”

    “There are some uneasy rumblings along the border,” Void said. “Shadye’s old territory has been claimed by another necromancer. There are hints the newcomer, whoever he is, intends to force the Craggy Mountains and invade Whitehall. Now you’ve left the school...”

    “They weren’t that scared of me,” Emily protested.

    “They were.” Void grinned, savagely. “A magician with barely a few months of training, beating a necromancer who was around for fifteen years or thereabouts? They were scared. Of course they were scared. You shouldn’t have been able to win.”

    His grin widened. “And then you killed three more,” he added. “They became terrified.”

    “And now they’re threatening Whitehall?” Emily looked down at her hands. “Should I go back?”

    “Not yet, I think,” Void said. “Let me assess the threat, while you handle the mission and your test.”

    Emily scowled. “I don’t like working blind.”

    “No one does,” Void said. “And you don’t have a choice.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, sullenly.

    Void chose to overlook her tone. “I’ll teleport you to your destination tomorrow morning, after breakfast. Silent has already packed a bag for you. Anything else you need, you should be able to get there. She’ll also lay out your clothes overnight. I want you dressed formally at all times.”

    Emily winced. “Dress robes?”

    “Not quite that bad,” Void said. “But you will be dressed for the role.”

    He smiled at her. “Silent will accompany you, as your maid. She’ll take care of you during the stay. She doesn’t know what you’re supposed to do, so don’t try to force it out of her.”

    “I don’t need a maid,” Emily protested.

    “You do,” Void corrected, bluntly. “And I would be happier if you were traveling with a small army of servants. You are a very important person.”

    “One maid will do,” Emily said, flatly. “I don’t need hundreds of servants to look after me.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” Void said, blandly. “Once you’ve completed your mission, come back here for debriefing. I’m sure we’ll have a lot to talk about. And one other thing?”

    Emily frowned. “Yes, sir?”

    “You are not to contact anyone who isn’t already there,” Void said, flatly. “No writing to Lady Barb for advice. No writing to anyone without an extremely good excuse. Do you understand?”

    “Yes, sir.” Emily tried not to groan. “I understand. And I will obey.”

    “Good.” Void’s eyes bored into hers. “Lives are at stake. You do not want to make a mistake.”

    Emily shook her head in disbelief. “If lives are at stake, shouldn’t you deal with the problem yourself, rather than sending me...?”

    “You are the best choice for the mission,” Void said. “And, like I said, there are limits to how openly we can intervene. You represent a third option, instead of either meddling openly or doing nothing. And” — his eyes were suddenly hard — “the situation represents an excellent chance to test you without a safety net. I won’t be holding your hand, Emily. I won’t be ready to catch you if you fall.”

    “And you’re leaving lives at risk,” Emily said, flatly.

    “Those lives are already at risk,” Void said. “And you might be the only one who can save them.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead. “I see,” she said. Void had put Lady Barb in a very dangerous position, one that could have easily gotten her killed — or worse. Now... he’d put her in a position where lives depended on her, without knowing what she had to do. “And I...”

    She met his eyes. “What happened between you and Lady Barb?”

    Void looked back at her. “I thought she told you.”

    “She told me part of it,” Emily said. Lady Barb hadn’t wanted to talk about her brief apprenticeship. She hadn’t even made it clear, at first, that it was an apprenticeship. “Why?”

    “There was a sorcerer who was experimenting with dangerous magics, forbidden magics,” Void said. “Rumor claimed he had a way to make necromancy practical. An insane necromancer can be handled, if only because they’re too mad to think straight. They have vast power, more even than me, but lack the skill to use it. We feared what might happen if someone managed to actually make it work. A sane necromancer might be unstoppable.

    “His fortress was heavily warded, so heavily that even I couldn’t get inside without setting off the alarms. I had to send Barb into the fortress as a spy, charmed so completely that even a full mental probe wouldn’t reveal her true nature. The enchantments were borderline slave spells. We had no choice. She knew the risks.”

    He shrugged. “Afterwards, she demanded to be released from her apprenticeship. I let her go.”

    “You turned her into a slave,” Emily said, quietly.

    “She knew the risks,” Void said. “I believed she had potential. I was wrong.”

    Emily shook her head. “No wonder she hates you.”

    “I know.” Void held her eyes. “I did what I had to do. Just like you.”

    “I...” Emily wanted to deny it, but she knew there was some truth in his words. She’d put her own life in danger time and time again. And Caleb had dumped her because she’d put defeating the mad god-thing over his sister’s life. And... she sighed. She saw his logic. But she also understood Lady Barb’s anger. “Was it worth it?”

    “We proved he wasn’t experimenting with necromancy,” Void said. “And he blew himself up shortly afterwards, without any help from us.”

    “And it cost you an apprentice,” Emily said.

    Void snorted. “It’s easy to say, in hindsight, that someone made a mistake. It’s easy to put idealism ahead of practicality when you’re a long way from the danger zone. Sometimes... you’ll put a lot of money and magic into something that turns out to be a complete waste of time. But, when literally everything is at stake, you must be practical. You cannot afford to put sentiment ahead of saving the world. Maybe they’ll hate you for saving their lives.”

    He smiled. “At least they’ll be alive to hate you.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She took a sip of her drink. It tasted slightly unpleasant, as if someone had salted blueberry juice. “I see your point.”

    “Lady Barb did not,” Void said. “It’s what kept her from reaching the very highest levels of magic.”

    He leaned back in his chair. “Tomorrow, have your breakfast first, then shower, dress and report to me at eleven o’clock. I’ll teleport you directly. Silent will follow later. And after that... good luck.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. “How long do you expect the mission to take?”

    “I have no idea.” Void considered it for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Days. Weeks. Months, even. It depends on how long you take to figure out what you’re meant to do. If you come back early, you can stay in the tower until I return. The maids will take care of you. Or you can go see your friends.”

    Emily stood. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said. “And... I just don’t like working blind.”

    “I could give you all the answers, if you like,” Void said. “But that would make it impossible for you to actually learn anything. What would that do to your studies?”

    “Ruin them,” Emily said. Oh, she understood the logic, but... “When I get back, can we try the teleport spell again?”

    “Of course,” Void said. “Just as long as you wait until I get back. Understand?”

    Emily nodded, dropped a curtsy and hurried up the stairs. A blind mission... she scowled as she walked into her bedroom, thinking hard. She’d learned a great deal about the Nameless World in the six years since Shadye had kidnapped her, but she was painfully aware of her limitations. She wouldn’t know anything about where she was going, unless it was Zangaria... no, it wouldn’t be Zangaria. She had a feeling the first part of the mission would be to figure out the lay — the lie, as Sergeant Miles would have said — of the land. Void wouldn’t send her somewhere she already knew, which removed Zangaria from the list of possible destinations. It would be somewhere else.

    Which leaves around twenty-three possible countries, she thought. And he was talking about Dragora.

    Silent stood by the table, a heavy trunk resting beside it. “My Lady,” she said, as she opened the trunk. “I’ve packed everything for you.”

    Emily glanced into the trunk. Dresses, all black; undershirts, underwear, nightgowns... Silent had done a good job. She made a mental note to stuff her knapsack and chat parchments into the trunk too, before it was taken downstairs. Void had said she couldn’t communicate with anyone outside... outside wherever she was going, but she’d feel better if she had them. She’d sooner give up the apprenticeship than let people die when she could have saved their lives.

    “Put some dried food in too,” she said. “I don’t know where we’re going.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Silent said.

    “And I’m sorry you’re being dragged along,” Emily added. She told herself, firmly, that it was Void who’d given the orders. It wasn’t her fault. “I’ll try to give you time to see the world.”

    Silent looked surprised. “It is my duty to accompany you, My Lady,” she said. There was a hint of excitement in her tone. “And I’m looking forward to it.”

    Emily felt a twinge of pity. She understood the urge to travel, but she had a feeling Silent was going to be seeing the servant quarters and not much else. It wasn’t fair. The poor maid’s world wouldn’t be much bigger than her hometown. The next country might as well be on the far side of the world, for all she knew about it. Young girls without money, title or magic rarely traveled. They never went too far from home.

    “Go take some time to see the sights,” she said. “And if anyone gives you any trouble, refer them to me. I’ll deal with them.”

    “Thank you, My Lady,” Silent said. “Will you require anything else tonight?”

    “No,” Emily said. She dismissed the maid with a wave of her hand. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

    She headed into the bedroom and closed the door behind her, then undressed and climbed into bed. She’d have plenty of time to wash in the morning after breakfast, before Void took her on — her lips quirked — a magical mystery tour. She felt a thrill of anticipation, combined with apprehension. The last place Void had taken her had scared her on a very primal level. She told herself he wouldn’t expect her to carry out a mission there...

    ... But what was the mission?

    I’ll find out soon, she thought, as she started to drift off to sleep. And then I’ll carry it out.


    Chapter Twenty-Three

    “I FEEL LIKE AN IDIOT,” EMILY grumbled.

    Void gave her an odd look. “Because you’re wearing formal dress?”

    Emily looked down at herself. The black dress had been designed by someone who knew how to combine style and practicality. It was loose enough to hint at rather than reveal her curves, tight enough to make it easy to move if she had to run or fight. A single gold badge hung above her left breast, glowing faintly with magic. She didn’t recognize the sigil.

    “It doesn’t feel like me,” Emily said. It had taken her months to get used to dresses. “Why do I have to wear it?”

    “Because you represent me,” Void said. “And because you need people to take you seriously.”

    Emily nodded curtly as she ran her hands down the dress. Whoever had designed it knew how to design for a magician. There were pockets hidden within the gown, almost invisible to those who didn’t know to look. She’d stuffed a handful of possessions, from a coin pouch to a couple of tools and potions vials, into the dress. The material had to be carefully charmed. She felt as if she weren’t carrying anything. 

    I’ll be the center of attention, she thought, sourly. She wasn’t particularly comfortable with that. Alassa, Void and Lady Barb dominated rooms as soon as they walked in, but she’d always preferred to stay in the background. She had the feeling that wasn’t going to be an option any longer. Everyone will know who I am.

    Void smiled. “You’re clear on your instructions?”

    “Figure out what you want me to do, then do it.” Emily tried to hide her scowl. “And don’t communicate with anyone outside... outside wherever you want me to go.”

    “Precisely,” Void said. “I’m sure you’ll do well.”

    “It would be easier if I knew what I was doing,” Emily pointed out. “I’m not comfortable knowing that lives might rest on my decisions...”

    “That’s been true for six years,” Void said. “And the choices you make will show us who you are.”

    Emily shook her head. Void wasn’t going to budge. She’d just have to hope she figured out her mission before time ran out. If there was a time limit... Void had been cagey on that point. Perhaps he would lose patience and summon her back if she didn’t solve the puzzle in a week or two. Or... he was off to the Blighted Lands. He might have devised the whole mission as a way of keeping her out of his hair while he sneaked up on the necromancers.

    She braced herself. “I’m ready,” she said. “What about Silent?”

    “I’ll bring her later,” Void promised. He held out a hand. “Shall we go?”

    Emily took his hand, magic crackling around his fingertips. The tower was his. He could teleport in and out as he pleased. And yet, she couldn’t help feeling a flicker of fear as the spell formed around them. Teleport spells weren’t very forgiving at the best of times. Now... the slightest mistake could get them both killed. She squeezed her eyes shut as the world exploded with light, the ground heaving underneath her feet. This time, thankfully, she didn’t materialize upside down.

    She opened her eyes. They stood in a small antechamber. The stone walls were decorated with tapestries, each showing a dragon in a heroic pose. She felt a frisson of recognition, mingled with a grim awareness that she was being misled. The room reminded her of Alassa’s castle, but it wasn’t. The wards humming through the air weren’t unfriendly, yet... they weren’t welcoming either. There was layer upon layer of wards, each elaborate enough to be difficult to unpick. She would have bet half her fortune that it would be impossible to dismantle them without setting off a dozen alarms.

    Void let go of her arm. “I do hope we’re not too late,” he said, in a tone that suggested he was faintly displeased. “I was expecting to perform introductions.”

    A door opened gently, as if whoever had opened it didn’t want to make a sound. A small elderly man stepped inside. No, he wasn’t small. He looked as if he was only a head shorter than Emily, but he walked in a manner that made him seem a dwarf. His skin looked like chestnut, tinted odd; his eyes were soft, brown and good natured. Emily found herself liking him at once, even though she wasn’t sure why. Subtle magic? Or just someone who was good at projecting the right image? She reached out gingerly with her senses. The newcomer was surrounded by magic, tightly controlled magic. He might not be as powerful as others she’d met, but she was sure he was skilled.

    “Lady Emily, Baroness Cockatrice, Necromancer’s Bane, Child of Destiny,” Void said, formally. “Allow me to introduce Arbiter Rogan, Arbiter of the Allied Lands.”

    “My pleasure.” Arbiter Rogan spoke in a voice that was soft and calm, yet hinting at hidden power. “I’m glad you’re here.”

    Emily dropped a curtsy, taking advantage of the move to study Rogan further. He wore fine clothes, without any sigils or rank badges beyond a single white rune sewn into his black shirt. A golden chain hung around his neck. Magic surrounded it, although she couldn’t tell what it was supposed to do. His skin was marred by tattoos, each a complex rune in its own right. She had the feeling he had his own defenses against everything from subtle magic to outright compulsions. She made a note to tighten her own defenses. Wherever she was, it wasn’t safe.

    “Thank you,” she said. Arbiter Rogan looked like a kindly uncle, the sort of elderly relative who would happily slip a child a sweet and swear blind he’d done nothing of the sort. “It’s good to be here.”

    Void nodded. “I’ll be seeing you,” he said. “Good luck.”

    He stepped back and vanished in a flash of light. Emily took a moment to gather herself, then turned back to Rogan. He was studying her intensely, his eyes suddenly sharp and cold. She shivered, realizing there was a great deal to the arbiter he kept hidden. He wanted — he needed — to be underestimated. She understood. She felt the same way.

    Rogan opened the door. “If you’ll come with me,” he said, “I’ve prepared a small welcome.”

    Emily frowned as she followed him into the next room. It looked very much like a castle’s guestroom. Dragons were everywhere, from the doors to the paintings on the walls. A large window, covered with spells rather than glass, looked over a distant mountain range. She walked to the window and looked out, gazing over a city that looked very much like Alexis. The castle, if castle it was, struck her as odd. There were no walls surrounding the keep, no guards on visible battlements...

    “I trust you drink Kava,” Rogan said, as she turned to face him. He was sitting at a small table, pouring two mugs. “I don’t keep wine in this chamber.”

    “I do,” Emily confirmed. There were a hundred questions she wanted to ask, but they’d make her sound ignorant. She didn’t dare ask any of them. She’d happily confess ignorance to her friends, but to a stranger? “I was told to ask for an up-to-date briefing.”

    “A good thought,” Rogan said. He motioned for her to take the seat facing him. “How much did your master tell you about the crisis?”

    Emily sat, smoothing out her dress. “I need to hear your truth,” Emily said. “And your take on the crisis.”

    Rogan studied her for a long moment. She couldn’t tell if he believed her. The person on the spot generally knew more about what was going on than someone in a distant tower — she’d learned that from Sergeant Miles — but he wouldn’t expect her to be completely ignorant... would he? What had Void told him? She didn’t dare ask that, either. If he knew she was ignorant, he might lie. Or present a version of the truth designed to be misleading.

    “It’s been three weeks since the king died,” Rogan said. He took a sip of his drink. “It was my hope that I could smooth out the succession crisis before one or more of the parties resorted to violence. I thought it would be relatively simple. There’s no dispute over who should be king. It’s who should be protector that bothers people.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “The king is too young? Or mentally challenged?”

    “Crown Prince Willis, Dragon-in-Waiting, is ten years old,” Rogan said. He stared into his mug, as if he was choosing his next words very carefully. “He will not be able to rule in his own right until he’s at least fourteen. Before then, whoever becomes Lord Protector will be in possession of the king and able to arrange matters to suit himself. The king may not be able to put things right when he takes the throne.”

    “I see,” Emily said. Dragon-in-Waiting? The title meant nothing to her. But then, she supposed Prince of Wales would mean nothing to someone who hadn’t heard of Wales. “And there’s no dispute about his parentage?”

    “King Clarence, Dragonschild XVII, apparently tested the boy-child repeatedly, after his mother died giving birth,” Rogan said. “There is no question that King Clarence fathered the boy. Queen Beatrice, Lady Harmony, was apparently renowned for her chastity.”

    And the king wouldn’t have married her if there was any doubt about it, Emily thought. The merest hint of a dispute over parentage could plunge the country into crisis. If she had affairs, she would have kept them very discreet.

    “I see,” she said. “And who are the factions?”

    “There are three,” Rogan said. “The king’s second wife — Queen Aquiline, Queen Dowager — is either in command of one faction or its figurehead. The king’s younger brother — Duke Hardcastle, the Dragonsbane — controls a second. Dragora’s Parliament controls a third, represented by Sir Mowbray. Whichever faction takes control, the other two have reason to fear they’ll be ground down before the king assumes power in his own right.”

    “If he ever does,” Emily mused. Dragora. She was in Dragora. Master Lucknow had mentioned Dragora, hadn’t he? He’d said the king had been up to something. “Why are we here?”

    Rogan shot her a sharp look. “Officially, my mission is to mediate between the factions and try to convince them to come to terms before I pass judgment on who takes the Protectorship. Unofficially, I — we — need to determine who murdered the king. He didn’t die naturally.”

    Emily leaned forward. “What happened to him?”

    “Dark magic,” Rogan said. “According to the reports, he spent the evening in his private chambers before retiring to the royal bedchamber, where the servants found him dead the following morning. There’s no doubt it was murder, Lady Emily, but, as yet, I have no clear suspect.”

    “And everyone is pointing fingers at everyone else,” Emily guessed. “Right?”

    “The queen blames the duke, as you might expect,” Rogan agreed, calmly. “The duke blames the queen. Parliament is divided into a dozen factions, many of which stand to gain if there’s a minority government. If I make the wrong choice, I’ll give the power of the monarchy to a murderer. Your master promised me you could pick out the murderer before it was too late.”

    Emily blinked. Void wanted her to solve the murder? It didn’t make sense. Void hadn’t wanted her to involve herself in political affairs. He’d tried to convince her not to support Alassa during the Zangarian Civil War. She found it difficult to believe Void would care about some random monarch, even if he had been killed by magic. It wouldn’t mean anything to him. And yet... it might be a test. Lives would certainly depend on finding the murderer before it was too late.

    And if we accuse the wrong person, or even the right person without a lot of proof, we’d be in real trouble, she mused. We have to prove the murderer’s guilt beyond any possible doubt.

    She sipped her drink for a long moment. If the king was dead... any coup plotter worthy of the name would have a plan for taking control in the aftermath. The plotters in Zangaria had prepared carefully, despite the risk of word leaking out ahead of time. They’d had an army in the city, ready to storm the castle and lock the royal family in their own dungeons.  But here...?

    “The murderer must have had a plan to take control,” she mused. “Did anyone try to take power immediately after the king’s death?”

    “No,” Rogan said. “That’s baffled me, too. Neither the queen nor the duke made any attempt to take control of the Royal Guard. They both brought small armies to the city within the first week — they’re camped on the commons, on opposite sides of the city — but they didn’t try to take power. Officially, they and their supporters have both sworn to uphold the prince’s claim to the throne. That hasn’t stopped them jockeying for power and position.”

    “Of course not,” Emily said. “And Parliament?”

    “Parliament doesn’t have an army, beyond the City Watch,” Rogan said. “They couldn’t have tried to take power...”

    Unless they’ve built up an army in secret, Emily thought. If they have access to gunpowder and firearms, they could give the aristocrats a nasty surprise.

    She glanced at the window. Who knew what was happening out there? The aristocrats might not be paying attention to the commoners. God knew King Randor had paid as little attention to them as possible until it was far too late. But... she shook her head. This was Dragora, not Zangaria. She didn’t know what was going on. She’d have to correct that as soon as possible, then... she scowled. She knew very little about catching murderers. It would be simple enough to round up the suspects and interrogate them with truth spells, but that would open a whole new can of worms. It was forbidden to treat aristocrats like commoners unless there was clear proof of misdeeds.

    “So we have three possible suspects,” she mused. “Except... someone else could have done it on their behalf, leaving them ignorant. They’d swear they didn’t kill the king and, as far as they’d know, they’d be telling the truth. They would be telling the truth...”

    “Yes.” Rogan shook his head. “And the king had hundreds of enemies.”

    More like thousands, Emily thought. King Randor’s enemies had ranged from the very highest in the land to the lowest. And someone could easily have murdered the king in the hopes of starting a civil war.

    “I’ll give the matter some thought,” she said. She’d have to start with the body. If she was lucky... she’d pick up enough of a magical signature to know who’d cast the spell. “How long do we have?”

    “The Lord Protector needs to be appointed within a week,” Rogan said. “I’ve been stalling as best as I can, but they’re running out of patience. The armies are getting stronger. It’s only a matter of time before someone coughs in the wrong place and someone else takes it as a sign to start something violent. And then all hell will break loose. The entire country could come apart.”

    And that wouldn’t bother Void in the slightest, Emily thought. If he didn’t care about Zangaria, why does he care about Dragora?

    She finished her drink and put the mug on the table, politely declining the offer of a refill. She was missing something. She was sure of it. Void wouldn’t normally care about a murderer... even a dark wizard. Was there a necromancer in the country? In the castle? It was possible, she supposed. King Randor had managed to hide what he’d become for several weeks, even though he’d been on campaign. But here, with everyone watching...

    Rogan met her eyes. “The White Council has a strong interest in Dragora remaining stable,” he said. “It is imperative that we don’t put a murderer in power.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. Perhaps that was Void’s interest. The White Council might have asked him to intervene. But why send her? “I’ll do my best.”

    “Please,” Rogan said. “Time is not on our side.”

    Emily stood and walked to the window. It looked as though it was late afternoon, although she couldn’t be sure. Armed men patrolled the streets, weapons glinting in the sunlight. There were only a handful of civilians in view, all keeping their distance from the soldiers. It looked as if the city was bracing itself for trouble. She peered into the distance, spotting the wall surrounding the city and the army camp beyond. The wall didn’t look capable of stopping an army. She suspected the army — both armies — already had plans to seize the gatehouses and advance into the streets.

    And then things will get bloody, she thought. She’d seen war. There was no honor, just endless horror. The aristocrats spoke of glory and bragged of their exploits. The commoners were raped, killed or simply robbed of everything they owned. The commanders will lose control in the chaos and then all hell will break loose.

    There was a knock on the door. She turned, in time to see a redheaded young girl in a golden dress step into the room.

    “Lady Princess Elena,” Rogan said, in surprise. He stood, so quickly he nearly knocked over the table. “I...”

    “I’ve been asked to escort Lady Emily to her room,” Elena said. Her voice was very firm, as if she were channeling the ladies of the court, but there was a hint of... something in her tone. “Her trunk is already there.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. Really?

    “It will be my pleasure,” she said. She thought she knew what was going on. “Arbiter, I’ll speak to you later?”

    “Of course,” Rogan said. He looked faintly amused. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    Chapter Twenty-Four

    EMILY STUDIED PRINCESS ELENA AS THEY went through the corridors and up the stairs. She was young, probably no older than fourteen. She had long red hair hanging down her back, but otherwise — in so many ways — she reminded Emily of Alassa. And yet... Alassa’s certainty of being born to rule was missing. Emily had no idea if it was because of Elena’s youth, or Elena's awareness of Emily’s power, or simply because Elena wasn’t born to rule. A faint hint of magic, on the verge of breaking into bloom, hummed around the girl. She was almost certainly on the verge of coming into her power.

    And she came to escort me to my room, Emily thought. That’s... interesting.

    She watched the princess as she opened the door, revealing a guestroom fit for a baroness — or a sorceress. Her trunk sat on the floor, but there was no sign of Silent or anyone else. Emily glanced at Elena as she prattled on about the bathroom, the servant facilities and a dozen other nothings. It was clear the princess wanted to talk about something, but what? She was looking around as if she expected her governess to materialize out of nowhere.

    Emily smiled to herself. The princess moved gracefully, like a dancer, yet there was a hint of strength in her movements that suggested she rode and hunted with the other aristocrats. Emily felt a stab of pity, even though the princess lived in luxury. Elena would be of marriageable age soon. She might be bundled off to marry a man she’d never met... who knew? The Protector might want to get her out of their hair as quickly as possible.

    She sat on a chair that was too elegant to be properly comfortable. “So,” she said, resting her hands in her lap. “What do you want to talk about?”

    Elena flushed. “What... how?”

    Emily smiled, as reassuringly as she could. “A royal princess comes to escort me to my rooms? It’s clear she wants to have a private chat.”

    “Yes, I...” Elena swallowed, hard. “Can we be overheard?”

    “Give me a moment.” Emily cast a pair of privacy wards, carefully locking them in place. “Right now, no one can hear us.”

    Elena nodded. “I think my stepmother murdered my father.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have any proof?”

    “Her father keeps trying to claim more and more power for himself.” Elena’s hands twisted in her lap. “It has to be her. And him behind her. She was never my father’s true love.”

    “I see,” Emily said. She understood the feeling, all too well. “But we need proof.”

    “You have to find that proof,” Elena insisted. “Who else could have done it?”

    Emily nodded, carefully weaving a pair of spells into the air. One to encourage the princess to talk, one to make it hard — if not impossible — for the princess to lie. The spells were subtle enough, she hoped, to remain undetected, at least by a girl who hadn’t come into her magic. She just hoped it wouldn’t occur to Elena to wonder why she was being so talkative. But then, she wouldn’t have arranged the conversation if she hadn’t wanted to talk.

    “I need some background,” she said. “Tell me about your family?”

    Elena looked irked, then nodded. “I was my father’s first child. Some courtiers insisted he was unhappy to have a girl, but he never showed it to me. He certainly never rejected my mother. Four years later, she had a boy. And then...”

    The pain on her face made Emily’s heart twist. “She died giving birth to my brother.”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said, sincerely.

    “Father had to remarry. There were a hundred possible choices, but he fell in love with... with her. Aquiline. A woman of lowly family, a woman with hundreds of relatives all wanting honors and titles and lands... a woman who rapidly gave birth to two more children. She bewitched my father. She must have. Why else would he want her?”

    “I’m sure your father thought to check for magic,” Emily said. She felt another twinge of pity. Elena wouldn’t have been allowed a real childhood. She would have been watching the courtiers — and their power games — ever since she could walk. “Maybe they just fell in love.”

    “He shouldn’t have,” Elena said. “That woman is a grasping...”

    She let out a long breath, controlling herself. “Willis is the Dragon-in-Waiting. There’s no doubt about that. But four years is a very long time. That... hag... could kill Willis too, leaving her son in place to inherit the throne. And then she’ll be Protector and Regent until Robert grows up. And then... I don’t know. Maybe she’ll kill her own son too.”

    Emily frowned. “And your uncle?”

    “He knew he’d never be king,” Elena said. “He pledged himself to Willis. But he doesn’t like the queen. They’ve never got on. He was smart enough to see her as a threat.”

    “I see,” Emily said. It was starting to sound like a snake pit. Or worse. “What about yourself? Do you want the crown?”

    “Father promised me I could study magic,” Elena said. “Willis would need a sorcerer at his back, protecting him. That was going to be me. But if the queen and her father take power, they’ll send me away as quickly as possible. Willis needs me.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. She wondered, idly, if Rogan could suggest Elena as the Protector. But Elena was still too young. “And you’re sure the queen murdered your father?”

    “Yes!” Elena’s eyes were bright with tears. “Who else could have done it?”

    She stood and started to pace. “She has access to the royal bedchamber. The wards would have let her come and go as she pleased. She could have enchanted him or poisoned him or... or done anything to him. No one else could have gotten inside. The wards would have stopped them.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “Even you?”

    “We’re never allowed in the royal bedchambers or my father’s private chambers,” Elena said. “The wards kept us out.”

    “I see,” Emily said, carefully. The queen did seem a possible suspect. She certainly would have been close to the king when he was at his most vulnerable. And yet, if she murdered her husband, there was no guarantee she’d wind up with the protectorship. She hadn’t moved to take power in the wake of her husband’s death. If she was the murderer, she was either stupid or insanely confident. “And your uncle?”

    “He’s hardly ever at court,” Elena said. “Too busy knocking heads in the north. The family has to keep someone up there or else they’ll rebel. They hate the south and everyone who lives in it.”

    Emily frowned. “How so?”

    “The Dragonschild lineage comes from the north,” Elena said. “They’ve never really forgiven us for moving south. Or so I’ve been told. I’ve never been up north myself.”

    “I see,” I think. “Did your father get on with your uncle?”

    “I think they had some minor disagreements,” Elena said, carefully. “Land was always a sore spot between them. They had a tearing row when my father married the hag. But otherwise... they’re brothers.”

    Which proves nothing, Emily thought. History was littered with brothers who fought against brothers, sons who rose up against their fathers... pretenders who became monarchs only to be overthrown in turn. Her uncle could easily have carried out the murder himself and blamed it on the queen.

    She stared down at her hands. “You mentioned the queen’s father,” she said. “What’s he like?”

    “Greedy,” Elena said. Her face twisted with hatred. “Whatever he has, he wants more. I’d bet he was the person who threw the woman at my father. He’s used his kinship to the queen to make himself rich and powerful and, no matter what he has, it’s never enough.”

    “I know the type,” Emily said. She doubted the queen had enchanted the king. A love spell or potion would have set off alarms. But she could easily believe her father had encouraged her to seduce the king. Anne Boleyn had certainly seduced Henry VIII, taking advantage of his desperation to beget a male heir. “And... do you think your uncle would make a good protector?”

    Elena frowned. “I don’t know,” she said. “But he’d be better than the queen or her father.”

    Emily watched the princess as she sat back down, smoothing out her dress. Elena believed everything she was saying, but... it didn’t mean she was telling the objective truth. Emily had hated and feared her stepfather for years, with far less than an entire kingdom resting on the match. She understood Elena might well hate her stepmother, even if she didn’t have an objective reason to hate. Her conviction the queen was a murderer wasn’t proof of anything, Emily reminded herself. It was easy to sympathize with the princess. But Emily couldn’t let herself be swayed.

    A handful of possible suspects, none of whom moved to take advantage of the king’s death, she thought. Her mind kept returning to that, again and again. Could it be the king’s death truly was an accident?

    She considered it quickly. Accidents happened. She knew that as well as anyone. Accidents happened and, sometimes, they changed the course of history. A king fell off a horse and cracked his skull, a prince sailed into a storm and drowned, a queen died in childbirth... no one could have predicted the deaths, yet they changed the worlds around them. One moment, everyone knew their place; the next, everything was in flux.

    And yet, Rogan said they found traces of dark magic on the king, she mused. That couldn’t have been an accident.

    Her mind raced. Rogan was right. Putting a murderer in power would be disastrous. And yet... if they couldn’t identify the murderer, they might have no choice. And then... she considered the options, as she knew them. The queen had a strong motive to push her son’s claim to the throne, even if it meant displacing her stepson; the duke had a strong motive to put his nephew aside and take power for himself. Who knew what would happen when the king assumed power in his own right? She doubted anyone would want to take a chance on him ruling wisely, or even leaving the status quo in place.

    “Lady Emily?” Elena sounded doubtful. “What are you thinking?”

    “I’m considering ways to get proof,” Emily said. “We need to prove the murderer’s guilt beyond all doubt.”

    “Search her chambers,” Elena said. “She never lets anyone into her private room.”

    “Neither do I,” Emily pointed out. “Does that make me the murderer?”

    Elena colored. “My Lady, you’re a sorceress. The hag is pretending to be a queen. She should have ladies attending on her at all times. She should have demanded that I wait on her. I’m the senior lady of the court. Why doesn’t she have me helping her to dress?”

    Because you clearly hate her, Emily thought, and you’d be holding something sharp far too close to her neck.

    She kept her face impassive. The queen might have the right to demand service from her stepdaughter, but a wise queen — one who’d picked up on her stepdaughter’s hatred — might have decided to quietly let it pass. It wasn’t as if she needed to push too hard to establish the pecking order. She was already above every other woman at court, save — perhaps — for the king’s daughter.

    “I’ll have to ask her,” she said, neutrally. “But that doesn’t prove anything.”

    “It’s suspicious,” Elena insisted.

    Emily shook her head. Alassa had complained, time and time again, of the sheer lack of privacy at court. There were eyes everywhere, from courtiers to maids and manservants who could be bribed or coerced into spilling the beans. They monitored everything, from her needlework to her periods. Alassa had put a stop to that when she’d become queen. Emily didn’t blame her. She wouldn’t have willingly spent her entire life in a goldfish bowl.

    And I don’t blame the queen for wanting a little privacy from time to time, Emily thought. She would have known she couldn’t trust her servants.

    “Tell me about the rest of your family,” she said. “How many others are there?”

    Elena gave her a sharp look, as if she’d expected Emily to know the answer already. “Willis and I are my father’s legitimate heirs,” she said. “The hag gave birth to Eve and Robert, the bastards. Eve’s eight. Robert is four. He’s technically second in line to the throne.”

    “They’re not legal bastards,” Emily pointed out.

    “Ha.” Elena glared at the wall. “The line of succession runs Willis-Robert-Uncle Hardcastle. It should run Willis-Hardcastle. Uncle’s got a couple of boys of his own. Either one could carry on the family line if something happens to Willis.”

    And that’s a motive for your uncle to take the throne himself, Emily mused. He might tell himself it’s for his children, rather than himself.

    “There’s no one else, no one who has a direct claim,” Elena said. “A number of families up north can claim a kinship to the royal line, but... their claims are vague. There’s no one who has enough of a claim to put himself ahead of the pack. It would be a nightmare.”

    “I can imagine,” Emily said. “And what about Parliament?”

    Elena snorted. “Parliament just wants to paper over the cracks until Willis is old enough to rule,” she said. “Sir Mowbray is an old man. He’s not going to provide strong leadership if we go to war. He’s not going to be able to keep the northerners under control. He needs to be put out to pasture, not put into power. Parliament... is weak and useless.”

    Perhaps, Emily thought. We’ll see.

    She leaned back in her chair. “You have my word that I will do everything in my power to find your father’s murderer,” she said. “Whoever they happen to be.”

    “Start by searching the hag’s chambers,” Elena said, again. “She works her spells there.”

    “She’s had quite long enough to hide or destroy anything incriminating,” Emily said. “Is she a magician?”

    “She has power,” Elena said. “I don’t know how much.”

    Which makes her a prospective suspect, Emily thought. But she was already a suspect, wasn’t she?

    There was a sharp knock at the door. Elena started. “I... you can’t tell them what I said.”

    “I won’t,” Emily promised. She quietly banished her spells, then raised her voice. “Come in!”

    A stern-faced woman in a long dark dress opened the door and stepped into the room. She looked hard and cold, her black hair in a tight bun and her face so angular that she seemed to look down on everyone. The curtsy she dropped to Emily was so precise Emily thought she could hear the woman’s dress creasing. A governess, she guessed. Elena’s minder, at least until she went to school or married. She felt another pang of sympathy for the princess. The woman seemed the type to believe that sparing the rod spoiled the child.

    “Lady Ash,” Elena said. “I...”

    “You are late for your recitation, Your Highness,” Lady Ash said. Her voice seemed to grow colder. “I do trust you have not been bothering Lady Emily?”

    “It’s quite all right.” Emily stood. “I enjoyed her company.”

    Lady Ash looked as if she wanted to say something, but didn’t dare. Emily could sense hints of magic around her, nowhere near strong enough to be a serious threat. She could turn a mundane into a toad, but a first-year student should be able to make mincemeat out of her. Things would change, when — if — Elena went to school. Emily wondered if the governess was bright enough to realize it.

    “This way, Your Highness,” Lady Ash said. “Now.”

    She dropped another curtsy to Emily, then marched her charge out of the room. Her hand twitched, as if she wanted to grab Elena by the ear. Emily frowned as the door banged closed, wondering who’d appointed the governess. The king? The queen? It could be either of them. The king might want to make sure his daughter’s governess didn’t go easy on her.

    Or the queen wanted to keep her eldest stepchild under tight supervision, Emily reflected, grimly. Elena would have had to plan carefully just to get away long enough to meet me.

    There was another — lighter — knock. “Come in!”

    Silent stepped into the room, her eyes lowered. “My Lady,” she said. She sounded tired, even though it hadn’t been that long since she’d arrived. “You have a dinner invitation. The queen requests the pleasure of your company in the regal dining room, one hour from now.”

    Which could be anything from a private chamber to a massive dining hall, Emily reflected, crossly. She isn’t wasting any time, is she?

    “Very good,” she said. She rubbed her forehead. Teleport lag was starting to get to her. She’d have to force herself to sleep when night fell or she’d be really out of sorts in the morning. “I’ll freshen up, then go.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Silent said.

    “And while I’m gone, I want you to request books about the kingdom,” Emily said, after a moment. She knew she was flying blind. She needed to know what she was dealing with before it was too late. “Histories. Biographies. Lines of succession. Anything that might give me — give us — some background information.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Silent said, again. “Do you want me to unpack your trunk?”

    “Not yet,” Emily said. She wasn’t the only one suffering from teleport lag. “Get something to eat. You can deal with it later.”


    Chapter Twenty-Five

    EMILY KEPT HER EYES OPEN, LOOKING around with interest as the queen’s maid led her through a maze of corridors. The dragon imagery was truly everywhere, from the guardsmens’ armor to the flags hanging on the walls. Emily wasn’t sure what to make of it. No one she’d met, not even King Randor or Vesperian, had put their heraldry everywhere. It suggested a certain insecurity. And the castle was meant to be their stronghold...

    She frowned as they walked past a pair of guards who bowed their heads in salute. There were guards everywhere, as if the queen — or whoever was calling the shots — expected to be attacked at any moment. Who was in charge of the Royal Guard? The king was dead. His heir was a minor child. The queen? The duke? Someone Elena hadn’t thought to mention? Emily hoped it wasn’t the latter. A person in command of a small army could do one hell of a lot of mischief, if no one thought he might be a threat until it was too late.

    The maid opened a door into a small dining room. “Lady Emily, Baroness Cockatrice, Necromancer’s Bane, Child of Destiny,” she said loudly, in much the same manner Void had. “Lady Emily, Her Majesty Queen Aquiline the Queen Dowager.”

    Emily scanned the room. A middle-aged woman — the queen, she assumed — stood to greet her. Elena sat at the table, looking thoroughly displeased. A pair of young boys — one little more than a toddler — sat beside their older sister; a smaller girl looked down at the table, unwilling to even look at Emily. Willis, Robert and Eve, Emily guessed. The queen had gone to some lengths to make it look like a simple family dinner.

    “Lady Emily,” Queen Aquiline said. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said, awkwardly.

    She studied the queen thoughtfully as she indicated a chair. Queen Aquiline was short, blonde and absolutely stunning. She wore mourning blacks, as was fitting for a woman who’d lost her husband, but they were cut tightly to show off her breasts and hips. Emily suspected the look was more alluring than a woman who showed off bare skin. She had to admit the queen had a presence. It was easy to believe the king had fallen in love with her.

    “My stepson, the Dragon-in-Waiting,” Queen Aquiline said, indicating the oldest boy. “And I believe you’ve met my stepdaughter already.”

    Emily curtsied to the prince, hoping she’d gotten the protocol right, then took the proffered seat. The prince was a nice-looking young boy, with short brown hair cut in a distinctly adult fashion. His clothes were adult too, as if he was a child wearing his father’s outfit. Emily couldn’t help thinking he looked younger than he was. She wondered if that was the impression he — or his stepmother — wanted to convey.

    She met Elena’s eyes — very briefly — then looked at the younger children. They were both blond, but Robert looked like a typical toddler — bright and bubbly — while Eve was too shy to even look at her. Emily felt an odd twinge. The poor girl wasn’t going to have an easy life, no matter who came out on top. Her half-brother would have problems deciding what to do with her. It might be better if she went to school and simply never came back.

    “I’ve heard so much about you,” Willis said, echoing his stepmother. “Is it true you killed a necromancer in single combat?”

    “Willis!” Queen Aquiline flushed. “That is not a suitable subject for the dinner table!”

    “Father said I should learn from the best,” Willis said, with all the innocence of youth. “Is Lady Emily not one of the best?”

    “It’s quite all right,” Emily said, gently. “Yes, I did kill a necromancer.”

    “How did you do it?” Willis grinned at her. “I’m going to lead an invasion of the Blighted Lands when I grow up. I’m going to rid the world of the necromancers once and for all!”

    “It took me everything I had,” Emily said. She couldn’t sense any magic from Willis, but he was young. It would be years before his power started to surface. “And he came very close to killing me.”

    “You must be awesomely strong,” Willis said. “How did you do it?”

    I ate all my greens, Emily thought, mischievously. And I did everything I was told.

    “Years of practice,” she said, instead. “I spent six years learning everything I could about magic.”

    “I’m already studying armies,” Willis said. “My uncle says I have great promise. I could be a general.”

    “King Randor led his armies in battle,” Queen Aquiline said, forbiddingly. “I don’t recall that working out well for him.”

    Willis looked at Emily. “Is that true?”

    “More or less,” Emily said. Randor was the necromancer she’d beaten in single combat. “If he’d been killed in battle, things would have been different.”

    She found herself liking the young prince as he bombarded her with questions. He didn’t seem to care that she was a girl, he didn’t seem to care about her murky origins... he just wanted to plan his war against the necromancers. Emily was fairly sure none of his plans would ever get off the ground — one simply didn’t march into the Blighted Lands — but it didn’t matter. It was clear the youngster was fascinated by the military. She hoped he’d learn there was more to being king than just fighting.

    The maids entered, carrying trays of food. Queen Aquiline seemed determined to keep things as informal as possible, even though the food was strikingly fancy. The queen explained they were all local specialties, if ones only available to the rich. Emily wasn’t surprised. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

    “Her Ladyship is from the south,” Elena said, in a tone Emily would never have dared use with Lady Barb. Emily would have been slapped, at the very least. “She doesn’t enjoy northern food.”

    Queen Aquiline gave her stepdaughter a look that promised trouble later. “I wanted to introduce our guest to southern food,” she said. “The duke will happily introduce her to northern food.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “What’s the difference?”

    The queen sniffed, as if she’d smelt something unpleasant. “Northern food is very bland, very blunt. They’ll feast for hours on barely-cooked meat, never stopping to actually taste. They’ll drink themselves silly on beer, force themselves to vomit and then drink themselves silly again. We in the south are much more refined.”

    “Which is probably why the north conquered you,” Elena said, nastily. “You were too soft to put up a fight.”

    “We taught you civilization,” the queen snapped. “And you learned from us.”

    Emily cleared her throat. “How long ago was this?”

    Elena reddened. “It depends on who you ask,” she said. “They say at least five hundred years ago.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “And everyone takes this seriously?”

    “The north believes the south is full of effeminate men and even more effeminate women,” Queen Aquiline said, tiredly. “The south believes the northerners are all hairy barbarians who don’t wash or shave or try to keep themselves clean. And there’s enough truth in it — for both sides — for there to be a line between the two communities.”

    “I’ll unite both sides,” Willis said. “We’ll go to war...”

    “And get a lot of people killed for nothing,” Queen Aquiline said. Her lips twitched in disgust. “War! What is it good for?”

    “Stopping the necromancers,” Willis said, earnestly. “Are they going to stop if you ask nicely?”

    “No,” Emily said. “But war isn’t a game.”

    “It’s the game of princes,” Willis insisted. “And I will play with the best.”

    You’d be better off competing in the tournaments, Emily thought. Tournaments were more than just knights in armor trying to knock each other off their horses. They were practically war games, allowing knights a chance to develop the skills they used in war. But the tournaments are no longer a reflection of what the wars will be like.

    She met Elena’s eyes and winced, inwardly. The poor girl loathed her stepmother. Emily herself wasn’t sure what to make of the queen. Queen Aquiline looked harassed, rather than evil, but she’d learned to keep a mask in place as she’d grown older. It was possible she’d murdered her husband, Emily supposed. It was also possible that Elena was allowing her hate to blind her. She might not have realized there was more than one suspect.

    The awkward dinner party rumbled on. Willis talked about war constantly, devising and revising plans to take the war to the necromancers. Emily really didn’t have the heart to tell him that none of the plans would work. Queen Aquiline seemed tired, constantly snapping at Elena after her stepdaughter sniped at her. And the two younger children just seemed bored with the adult talk. Emily sympathized. She was bored, too.

    If the queen was the murderer, Emily mused, wouldn’t she be encouraging her stepson to go to war? It might get him killed.

    She made a mental note to trace the aristocratic lineages and work out who stood to gain if Willis died. Alassa had taught her that aristocratic marriages were never about love. The bloodlines came first, always. Someone would be put out if Willis was no longer heir to the throne. Others would be pleased, ready to take advantage of the chaos. Who would win? Who would lose? And who might have an interest in kicking off a civil war?

    And why, she asked herself, did Void care about the whole affair?

    She cringed in embarrassment as Queen Aquiline and Elena started arguing. Loudly. The queen sounded as if she were on the verge of screaming or resorting to violence. Emily had the oddest feeling Elena was trying to provoke her, which made no sense. Elena believed her stepmother had killed her father. Why wouldn’t she fear being killed herself? Unless... had Elena murdered her father? She might just be able to outsmart a truth spell, particularly one that relied on being subtle. Emily silently replayed the conversation in her mind. Elena might just have danced around the issue without ever actually lying.

    “I’m sorry, Lady Emily,” Queen Aquiline said, breaking into Emily’s thoughts. “My stepdaughter was raised by a northerner.”

    “She’s lost her father,” Emily said. She didn’t blame Elena for missing her father. She’d lost both her parents now. They’d never see her grow up, they’d never see her study magic or get married or have her first child. “I quite understand.”

    “It doesn’t excuse rudeness,” Queen Aquiline said. “Elena, behave or go to your room.”

    Elena stood, stomped across the floor and out the door, slamming it behind her. Emily was torn between amusement and a flicker of sympathy for the queen. Elena could hardly be more of a teenager if she tried. But then, she was a teenager. It wasn’t easy going through puberty at the best of times. Elena was trying to cope in the aftermath of losing her father to dark magic.

    “I’m sorry,” Queen Aquiline said. “I beg your pardon on her behalf.”

    “There’s nothing to forgive,” Emily said. Her mind raced. Was Elena acting? Was Queen Aquiline? Or was she overthinking it? “I have taken no offense.”

    Queen Aquiline nodded. “I understand you rule a barony,” she said. “How do you cope?”

    Emily nodded as a piece of the puzzle fell into place. She was an aristocrat! King Randor had made her Baroness Cockatrice. Alassa had promoted her after the war. Void had sent her — he might have sent her — because her word carried weight among her fellow aristocrats, because it might be enough to convince them that she’d found the real murderer. It made sense...

    But it still doesn’t explain why he cares, she mused. He didn’t want me to be ennobled at all.

    “I do as little as possible,” she said. “My people have as much freedom as I can give them.”

    Willis coughed. “You don’t tell them what to do?”

    “No,” Emily said. She didn’t like telling people what to do. She’d never been comfortable with servants, let alone people who were technically chattel. The law might say they weren’t slaves, but she’d never seen any real difference. “I find it’s more profitable.”

    “Really?” Willis frowned. “That makes no sense.”

    “Ten percent of a thousand is greater than fifty percent of a hundred,” Emily told him. “The former baron took everything he could from his people. He barely left them enough to keep them alive. So what did they do? As little as possible. They didn’t grow crops, because they didn’t get to sell them and they rarely got to eat them. They didn’t raise animals, for the same reason. And the smart ones, the ones who might figure out how to get more out of the ground, ran off to the cities to hide for a year and a day. Why would anyone bother to work if they knew they weren’t going to reap the rewards of their labor?”

    She smiled at the young prince. “So I gave them freedom,” she said, putting it in a way she thought he’d understand. “I gave them a framework of law and little else. And I let them keep most of what they grew. On paper, my taxes are low. In practice, I still bring in more money than the rest of the barons.”

    Or I used to, she reminded herself. The Great Charter gave everyone the same rights I gave my people.

    “I don’t understand,” Willis said. There was no malice in his tone, just puzzlement. “You were born to rule.”

    Queen Aquiline cleared her throat, nervously. Emily felt a twinge of sympathy. Willis had just stepped on what might as well have been a landmine, if he’d been talking to someone else. She hadn’t been born to rule. Everyone believed she was a bastard. She’d received her title as a reward, not handed down from her parents. Willis had delivered, by local standards, a terrible insult.

    “Just because you can do something,” Emily said primly, “doesn’t mean you should.”

    “But you gave up your power,” Willis protested. “Why?”

    “Because I earned more by not using it,” Emily said. She wondered what his tutors had been telling him. That he was born to be a king? That he was born to tell everyone else what to do? That he was just... better? “You can see the paperwork, if you like. I earned more last year, before the war, than my predecessor earned in his entire life.”

    “But they’re commoners!” Willis stared at her. “How could you be sure they’d do the right thing?”

    Emily took a breath. “People will do what they think is in their best interests,” she said. “If I allow them to keep most of what they earn, they’ll do everything in their power to earn more because it’s in their best interests. If, on the other hand, I steal everything that isn’t nailed down, they’ll do nothing because that’s in their best interests.”

    “It makes no sense,” Willis muttered.

    Queen Aquiline smiled wanly as the maids cleared the table. “I think it’s time to put the little ones to bed, Lady Emily,” she said. There was a hint of desperation in her voice. “We’ll chat properly later.”

    Without anyone asking dangerous questions, Emily added, silently. Queen Aquiline was bordering on the verge of rudeness, but Emily didn’t mind. Both of your stepchildren seem to want to dump you in hot water.

    She stood, curtsied to the young prince and left the room, her thoughts churning as she made her way back to her suite. The castle was surrounded by powerful wards, including a heavily-modified labyrinth spell, but they weren’t enough to stop her. She suspected they’d been stronger while the king had been alive. It was definitely odd. Elena had a point, she conceded reluctantly. The queen was the prime suspect. She was the only one who might have had a chance to get close to the king.

    Unless someone got their hands on his blood, she thought, as she entered her chambers. Any magician with half an ounce of sense knew better than to let that happen, but she knew from experience it was possible. They might have been able to curse him from a distance.

    There was a small pile of books resting on the table, ranging from a couple of older volumes to a handful of books fresh off the printing press. The topmost volume was open, showing a map. Emily studied it, carefully placing Dragora on the northern shore of the Inner Sea, only a few hundred miles from Mountaintop. The mountains were hard to cross, if she recalled correctly. Getting an army to cross would be almost impossible. The Empire’s rule had been very light until it had all come crashing down.

    Prince Willis would do better to build a navy instead, she decided. The Inner Sea was known for terrifying weather, yet it would be safer than trying to march to the Blighted Lands. But even that would be a gamble.

    She glanced at the clock. It was nearly eight in the evening, but she still felt as if it were lunchtime. She picked up the book, promising herself she’d read for an hour or two and then go to bed. She’d be headachy if she used sleeping spells, but it was the only way to get accustomed quickly to the local time zone. Teleport lag was definitely starting to bite. She hoped Silent knew to go to bed and sleep before it caught up with her.

    And tomorrow I’ll have to have a look at the king’s body, she told herself. She picked up the book and sat on the bed. And see if I can determine who killed him.

    But she already knew, as she started to read, that it wouldn’t be that easy.


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    EMILY DIDN’T SLEEP WELL.

    She tossed and turned, her body — and six years of experience — fighting the spell that should have plunged her into sleep. She fell in and out of awareness, snapping awake long enough to remember where she was before the spell dragged her back down again. It was almost a relief when the spell broke, the following morning. 

    Silent materialized before Emily had a chance to shower and dress, carrying the breakfast tray in one hand and a new outfit in the other. She looked remarkably composed for someone who couldn’t have slept any better than Emily, although Emily supposed Silent had managed to get up a little earlier. Emily felt a flash of irritation, which she angrily suppressed. The maid hadn’t had a choice. Teleport lag or no teleport lag, Silent had had to get up.

    “I’ll run you a bath, My Lady,” Silent said. She looked utterly unchanged. “There’s no shower in the washroom.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead. Showers weren’t a new invention, but they were rare outside magical dwellings. Even King Randor’s castle hadn’t had hot and cold running water until recently. She sighed, then took the breakfast tray as Silent bustled into the bathroom. She wouldn’t feel clean until she’d had a proper shower... she wondered, suddenly, if she could teleport to her house to wash. Or would Void consider that cheating?

    She quickly ate, washed as thoroughly as she could and then donned the new outfit. It was just like the old one, so close in style that she wondered if someone had simply conjured the dresses into existence. She didn’t think so, but it was possible. Void certainly had the power to do it, although it would have cost him. She glanced at herself in the mirror, brushed her hair and headed for the door. The castle wards hummed around her, growing stronger as she stepped into the corridor. It was unlikely she could evade their watchful eye.

    Not that I’m trying to, she thought, as she reached out and queried the wards. They can guide me to the king’s resting place.

    She kept her face carefully expressionless as the wards pointed her up a flight of stairs and down a long corridor. There were guards everywhere, glancing from side to side as if they expected to be attacked. A small army of servants ran from place to place, wearing livery that suggested they belonged to a dozen different masters. The duke and his supporters had moved into the castle, she reminded herself, as had the queen’s father. If she knew aristocrats, the king’s body had barely had time to cool before they started arguing over precedence and positions within the new administration. The only thing keeping the disputes from breaking into open violence was the simple fact that no one knew what shape the administration would take.

    And who’ll be in charge of it, she mused. She stopped outside a solid stone door, marked with the dragon insignia. Backing the wrong side now could prove fatal.

    “And where,” a voice demanded, “do you think you’re going?”

    Emily turned, sharply. A man — a giant — stood behind her, close enough to block her retreat without getting too close. He was huge, easily the largest man she’d ever seen. Magic crackled around him, strange magic. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted the sword on his belt. The magic seemed focused around the sword... a blademaster, she realized grimly. Void had made her read about them. His magic had been bonded to the sword, giving him the power to punch well above his weight. The clothes he wore — pure dragonskin — merely added to his power. There weren’t many spells that could punch through dragonskin.

    She stood her ground as he seemed to loom over her. His red hair and reddish beard reminded her of King Randor, although Randor hadn’t been quite so unkempt until the final battle. He seemed a lumbering brute, yet she thought she saw cold animal cunning within his eyes. And she was sure that most of his mass was solid muscle. She made a mental bet with herself that the man could move a lot faster than he looked.

    “I am going to inspect the king’s body,” she said. She couldn’t back down, not now. He’d take ruthless advantage of any hint of weakness. “And try to determine who killed him.”

    “My brother’s body should rest undisturbed,” the man — the duke — thundered. “He should go to the gods like a man.”

    “And his murderer needs to be caught,” Emily said. She quietly tested the magic surrounding the duke. It was odd, a strange combination of crude and subtle. A normal spell might not last long enough to strike him, but a heavy object thrown with great force would pass through the protective charms as if they weren’t there. “I have my duty.”

    “And I have mine,” the duke said. “Do you know who I am?”

    Emily smiled. “How many brothers did the king have?”

    The duke ignored her. “I am Duke Hardcastle, the Dragonsbane,” he said. “I am the rightful regent, protector of my nephew until he comes into his own. And I will not let anyone stand in my way. I have fought in hundreds of battles and never come close to losing.”

    “There’s always a first time,” Emily said. She carefully inched the ring off her finger as the duke’s eyes bored into her. It was small, but it would do a lot of damage if she slammed it into his chest with great force. “And I have never lost a real battle either.”

    “It was prophesied that I would never lose,” the duke said. “No man can defeat me.”

    Emily blinked, then smiled. “No man?”

    She tapped the space between her breasts. “Do I look like a man to you?”

    The duke stared. “... What?”

    “I know what you’re thinking.” Emily pushed on before he could recover himself. “You’re thinking that man means mankind, not man in the sense of men. But if you heard a real prophecy, it came from a demon. And demons are notoriously untrustworthy. It could easily have told you the literal truth, while carefully misleading you so you’d fall into a trap.”

    She smiled, coldly. “And if the prophecy was a fake,” she added, “then anyone can kill you.”

    The duke’s eyes narrowed. “A woman cannot kill me.”

    “I’ve killed so many necromancers I’ve lost count,” Emily said. “Do you think you can beat me?”

    She waited, bracing herself. The duke might just draw his sword and try to kill her. If he did... there was nowhere to run. She’d have to kill or be killed. The ring rested in her palm, magic pulsing around it. If she killed the duke...

    “I intend to find the murderer,” she said. “Are you going to stop me?”

    The duke eyed her for a long moment, then took a calculated step back. Emily breathed a sigh of relief that there were no witnesses. It would be a great deal harder for the duke to back down if someone else had been watching, even a lowly servant. And if anyone had heard what she’d said... she tried not to smile. Warrior women were rare — the duke might not have encountered one — but they existed. His enemies would probably start hiring female sellswords and sorceresses if they thought that was the key to taking down the duke.

    “You may enter,” the duke said. “Treat his body with utmost respect.”

    Emily nodded, readying her defenses as she turned and pressed her hand against the stone door. It opened, revealing a large chamber. The king’s body lay on a bier. She could sense a stasis spell surrounding the corpse, keeping it safe until the funeral. She’d read the books on local customs. The former king’s body would be cremated once his successor took the throne, as the final act of the coronation. She wondered, morbidly, if the king’s body would be stored until Willis could rule in his own right.

    She was aware of the duke standing in the doorway as she made her way over to the bier and peered at the body. The king looked very much like his brother, although his beard was neatly trimmed rather than an unkempt mess. His sword rested on his chest, his hands wrapped around the hilt... it didn’t feel like a magic blade, but Emily guessed it would be buried with him anyway. Or perhaps passed down to his heir. The books hadn’t made it clear.

    “The Court Wizard found nothing, beyond a few traces of dark magic,” the duke said. He spoke as if he were ordering dinner. “Can you do any better, Necromancer’s Bane?”

    Emily ignored him as she circled the bier. There were no obvious causes of death. The morticians could do wonders, but there were limits. Whatever had killed the king had been subtle, surprisingly so. He hadn’t been cursed to take a fall when he went riding, or accidentally slip and tumble down the stairs. She frowned as she completed her circle, considering the possibilities. Whoever had killed the king had done it in a manner that ensured everyone knew it was no accident. And yet, they should have been able to do something more subtle. Hexing the top of the stairs would have been a great deal simpler — and safer. By the time anyone thought to look, the magic would have faded into the background.

    Unless they wanted everyone to know the king was murdered, she mused. And that suggests a third or even a fourth party.

    She lifted her hands and held them over the king’s head, reaching out with her magic. The stasis spell flickered underneath her as she probed the body. Below it... she winced as she sensed the traces of magic, magic tainted with malice and hatred and a hint of fear. She felt dirty, as if she’d put her hand somewhere unclean. Her skin crawled. She gritted her teeth as she struggled to parse the magic. It should be possible to figure out what the spell had done when it had killed the king. But it felt so fragmented that she couldn’t pull what she was seeing into a coherent whole.

    Odd, she thought. Very odd.

    She braced herself, then scanned the king’s body from tip to toe. He was in remarkably good shape, for a man who was supposed to lead the drinking and carousing. She couldn’t find any major damage, nothing that could have killed him. There was nothing more dangerous than a handful of half-faded scars. The dark magic didn’t seem to have done anything, as far as she could tell. There was no cause of death.

    As if the king’s body had simply decided to shut down, she thought. She knew hundreds of killing curses — and more mundane spells that could be used to kill — but they all left signs of what they’d done. A man’s heart could explode in his chest, his lungs could fill with water until he drowned miles from the sea, his brain could overheat, his gonads... there would be something left behind, a clear sign of what the curse had actually done. But there’s nothing.

    She looked up. The duke hadn’t moved. He was watching her, his eyes cold, hard and utterly merciless. Emily couldn’t help thinking she was in the presence of a wild animal — or a sociopath. Elena had spoken highly of her uncle... Emily wondered, grimly, if the princess had ever seen this side of him. The duke was a practiced aristocrat. He might be perfectly capable of projecting one image to his family and another to the rest of the world.

    “The magic doesn’t seem to have done anything,” she said. “Was your brother a magician?”

    “We all are.” The duke crossed his arms over his dragonskin breastplate. “He wouldn’t have used dark magic.”

    Don’t be so sure, Emily thought. Randor had used dark magic, even before he’d plunged into necromancy. The king could have accidentally killed himself... she shook her head. She would have found traces of what he’d done. There’s no hint of anything, save dark magic that doesn’t seem to do anything.

    She scanned the body one final time, inspecting every last nook and cranny. But there was nothing. No cause of death. Nothing that might have caused his death. He’d drank too much — her lips thinned in disapproval — but his liver hadn’t been on the verge of collapse. She studied the traces of magic, hoping to pick up a signature. But there was nothing. The magic was too vague, too unfocused, to do anything. The only proof the king hadn’t cast the dark magic on himself was that it had lingered after his death.

    And he would have had to be insane, Emily mused. Healing oneself makes sense, but cursing oneself...?

    She stepped back. “Did you get on with your brother?”

    “He was my brother,” the duke said. His expression hadn’t changed. “We were bound by blood.”

    Emily nodded. “And you never fought with him?”

    “We were brothers,” the duke said. He didn’t seem inclined to talk. “We had arguments.”

    “And none of those arguments ended badly?” Emily considered trying a spell, but the duke’s defenses were too strong. The spell might fail... or it might be detected. Either could prove disastrous. “You never exchanged blows?”

    “We were brothers.” The duke’s tone hadn’t changed, but he managed to convey the impression he thought she was an idiot. “We fought. But we also knew we had to stick together.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. It sounded as if she wasn’t going to get much out of the duke. He had a motive for murder, and he’d tried to stop her examining the body, but he also had good reason not to want his brother dead. And, perhaps, good reason to want his brother to rest in peace. It wasn’t proof of anything. She filed it away for later consideration, then headed to the door. The duke stepped aside to let her pass.

    “I trust you have satisfied your... curiosity,” the duke said. He made it sound as if she’d been peeking. “The body will be moved to the crypt tonight.”

    “Good,” Emily said. “I need to see the king’s private chambers.”

    The duke smiled, very briefly. “You’ll need to see the Court Wizard. The chambers are sealed.”

    Emily cocked her eyebrow. “And you cannot open them?”

    “No,” the duke rumbled. “They’re my brother’s chambers.”

    He closed the door. Emily could feel wards snapping into place. “The castle wards will direct you to the king’s private chambers,” he said. “I’ll have the wizard meet you there.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said.

    The duke stared at her for a long moment, as if he was trying to decide which of them should bow or curtsy, then turned and strode down the corridor, moving with surprising speed for a man of his bulk. Emily studied his back, wondering just how much of what she’d seen had been an act. The duke was no fool, that much was clear. He’d tried to intimidate her and...

    He took the prophecy seriously, she mused. She thought that hadn’t been an act, although it would be easy to check. He wouldn’t have been so surprised by my loophole abuse if he’d made it up himself.

    She considered it as the wards directed her down the corridor. She’d seen demons. She’d watched them give prophecies. They simply couldn’t be trusted. They might be bound to tell the truth at all times, according to Aurelius’s collection of forbidden tomes, but they could easily mislead while telling the exact and literal truth. It was quite possible that the demon had left a gigantic loophole. It was also possible that someone had made the whole prophesy up. Soothsayers, astrologers and fortune tellers were rare — the art was strictly forbidden in the Allied Lands — but they did exist. She could easily believe an aristocrat had ignored the law and consulted one...

    Her lips quirked. Eowyn would be proud of me.

    The wards seemed to grow stronger, as if they weren’t sure she should be admitted, even as they led her down a richly-decorated corridor and up to another pair of stone doors, covered with a dozen runes. Emily felt an urge to turn and walk away, an urge that grew stronger with every passing moment. It was too strong to be natural. She cursed the loss of her rune as she centered herself, walking through the subtle magic. The king’s chambers were heavily warded. She reached out to touch the wards...

    ... And they lashed back. A deluge of power washed over her, pressing against her defenses. The king — or whoever had designed the spell — clearly believed there was no such thing as overkill. The spells were trying to freeze her and transfigure her and enslave her and kill her, all at the same time. She silently blessed Void as she fought them off, twisting her magic around her to block or deflect every spell. If he hadn’t forced her to practice time and time again, one or more of the spells would have got her.

    She stepped back as the magic faded, breathing a sigh of relief. The duke had known... of course he’d known. Had he thought she’d be killed? Had he thought it would be an easy way to get rid of her? Or...

    “That’s impressive, My Lady,” a voice said. “I’ve never seen anyone else escape the trap.”

    Emily turned. A young man stood behind her. “The Court Wizard, I presume?”

    “Indeed,” the man said. He bowed, deeply. “Court Wizard Simon Daniele, at your service.”


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    “IT’S A GREAT HONOR TO MEET you, Lady Emily,” Simon Daniele said. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

    Emily had to smile. The Court Wizard was young — she didn’t think he could be more than a handful of years older than her — without any of the pretensions she’d come to expect from his ilk. He didn’t have a beard, he didn’t have an air of respectability or lingering menace... although, she supposed, in this castle he’d be up against some pretty stiff competition. He wore a simple white robe rather than a fancy or expensive outfit. His face was oddly unfinished, as if he hadn’t completely grown up. And yet, there was something infectious about his smile. He looked like someone too kind-hearted to fit into the castle.

    “I’m afraid most of it is exaggerated,” Emily said. Under other circumstances, she would have liked the young man. He reminded her a little of Caleb. “And I’m afraid I cannot say the same about you.”

    “There’s not much to tell,” Simon said. “I studied at Whitehall — I actually left the year before you arrived — before returning home. His Majesty was kind enough to offer me a job here.”

    Emily nodded. “And what did you do for His Majesty?”

    “The usual,” Simon said, vaguely. “His Majesty demanded total secrecy, I’m afraid. It was a condition of my employment.”

    “And you didn’t try to get your mastery?” Emily frowned. That was odd. Most Court Wizards she’d met had been masters in one subject or another. “Why not?”

    “I had too many interests,” Simon admitted, with a shrug. “I wanted to study everything at my own pace. His Majesty was happy to accommodate me.”

    Emily turned back to the door. “Can you get inside?”

    “No,” Simon said. “The king himself designed the wards and did most of the work. I merely provided a little support. They’re keyed to his bloodline, specifically. I can’t get inside.”

    And the duke can’t get inside either, Emily thought. There were plenty of wards that could be keyed to a single person, but it was odd to see them in a castle. King Randor’s wards had been keyed to Alassa as well as himself. Or was he lying to me?

    She stepped back. “We need the Crown Prince,” she said. She briefly considered trying to take a blood sample from the king’s corpse, before deciding it wasn’t likely to work. The blood had had ample time to decay. “Where is he...?”

    “He’ll be in his lessons,” Simon said. “My Lady...?”

    “Take me there,” Emily said. “Please.”

    Simon hesitated, as if he wasn’t sure which of them had the right to issue orders, then shrugged and led the way down the corridor. Emily followed, glancing at the endless stream of wall-mounted paintings, all of which seemed to follow the same basic theme. A man — it was always a man — riding a fire-breathing dragon. Her eyes narrowed as she realized it was always the same dragon. Dragon-riders were rare, more legend than fact. And yet, she’d ridden a dragon herself.

    She heard the sound of clashing blades before they reached the prince’s chambers. Willis was standing in the middle of a room, holding a sword in one hand and a dagger in the other. His tutor was facing him, holding a blade of his own. It looked oddly dull, as if it had been charmed not to cut the prince. Emily wasn’t surprised to note the prince’s blade had no such protections. The fencing master was clearly expected to be at the top of his game or risk serious injury.

    Although Sergeant Harkin used to say we wouldn’t be dulling our blades 'til there was a reasonable chance of us hitting someone, she reminded herself. Willis was good, better than she’d been the first time she picked up a blade. He’ll have been taught swordplay from the moment he could walk.

    “Lady Emily,” Willis said. “Watch!”

    He lunged forward, lashing out at his tutor. The tutor darted back, barely dodging the prince’s swing. Willis had left himself exposed... the tutor turned, striking out at the boy’s chest. Emily winced. If the blade hadn’t been dulled, Willis would have been disemboweled. The tutor would have been executed without a trial. Even with the spells, Willis was going to have a painful collection of bruises. The tutor clearly belonged to Sergeant Harkin’s school of teaching.

    Willis looked more annoyed at himself than the tutor. “Lady Emily,” he said. He held up the dagger. “Look at this!”

    Emily frowned. The dagger looked old, almost decayed. And yet, it was surrounded by a very nasty charm, woven in and out of the metal. It felt lethal, dangerously so.

    “My father gave it to me,” Willis explained. “He said it would kill anything.”

    “A useful weapon to have,” Emily said, dryly. “Can we borrow you for a moment?”

    The tutor cleared his throat. “His Highness...

    “Will be perfectly happy to accompany you,” Willis said. He grinned and scampered to the door. “Where are we going?”

    “Your father’s chambers,” Emily said. “I want to see if you can get in.”

    “My uncle said I couldn’t,” Willis said. Emily heard the tutor gasp. “He said the chambers wouldn’t open for me.”

    “We have to try,” Emily said. Willis was his father’s heir. It was just possible he might be able to get inside. “It might work.”

    “And it gets me out of class,” Willis said, as they hurried down the corridor. “Do I really need to learn everything?”

    Simon caught Emily’s arm. “The wards aren’t keyed to anyone but the king,” he said. The prince ran ahead of them. “The kid won’t be able to get inside.”

    “We’ll see,” Emily said. There were ways to dismantle the wards, but they’d have to take down the entire network to do it. “Let’s see if Willis can get inside.”

    “Father never let me enter,” Willis called back. “He said they were his private chambers.”

    Emily kept her thoughts to herself as Willis tried to open the door. The wards shifted uncomfortably, but neither opened nor lashed out. Emily walked up behind the prince and rested her hand on his shoulder, carefully testing the wards. Willis had magic... magical potential, she corrected herself. His father had probably intended to arrange private tuition when the prince came into his magic. She wondered if that was why Simon had been hired. The Court Wizard could give the prince a proper grounding without ever steering him towards a lone mastery.

    “It didn’t work,” Simon said. “Lady Emily, the wards are sound.”

    “Give me a moment,” Emily said. Void had taught her a lot about wardcracking. The wardmaster was dead. They couldn’t be linked to a living mind. And that meant they could be tricked. Willis had his father’s blood within him. The trick was convincing the wards he was his father. “I think...”

    The wards twisted, then drew back. Emily stepped forward and pushed the door open. A wave of musty air struck her. The chambers were dark, as dark and cold as the grave. She glanced at Simon, who looked astonished, then crafted a lightglobe and steered it into the darkness. The chambers were bigger than she’d thought. They looked more like a sorcerer’s workroom than a private man cave.

    “Let me see,” Willis said. He pushed past Emily and peered into the room. “I can...”

    Emily caught his shoulder. “Don’t be so hasty,” she snapped. “There could be traps everywhere.”

    Willis looked mutinous, but stayed still as Emily probed the room. There were hints of magic everywhere, none particularly dangerous. They felt oddly unfocused, just like the dark magic infecting the king’s body. She felt her eyes narrow as she inched forward, watching for traps. A sorcerer who wanted to keep his innermost lair secure wouldn’t stop with just wards. But there was nothing. The room seemed clean.

    She frowned as she swept the rest of the chambers. A bathroom, no larger than the one assigned to her. A bedroom, with a surprisingly small bed. It looked fit for a child, not a grown man. And a storeroom, crammed with everything from potions ingredients to magical tools. She gritted her teeth as her eyes began to itch. No one had dusted the chamber in the weeks since the king’s death, let alone inspected the bottles and jars. Something — clearly — had started to leak.

    “This was where he spent his time?” Willis didn’t sound impressed.  “It’s boring!”

    Emily shrugged, testing the wards. Now the room was open, they didn’t seem inclined to lash out at the visitors. “You can go back to swordplay, if you like.”

    She watched the wards as the prince left, then turned her attention to the bookshelves. The king had gathered a hundred textbooks, ranging from rare manuscripts to newly-printed volumes. There wasn’t anything truly rare within the collection, nothing she hadn’t heard of, but... she picked up a volume on dark magic and shuddered. The king shouldn’t have even touched it. What had he been doing with it?

    “He was a keen collector,” Simon offered, when she asked. “He’d outbid anyone and everyone to buy books on magic.”

    Emily flicked through the book. It looked more like a sorcerer’s notebook than a proper textbook, for better or worse. There was no sense of order, no sense of the spells steadily growing harder or nastier. A curse she recognized — Randor’s death curse — lay next to a charm for making someone speak the truth and nothing but the truth. She frowned as she parsed the curse. It looked as if someone had been trying to make it easier to cast.

    But they didn’t have the power to make it work, she thought. She knew she should be relieved, even though it was just a matter of time. Someone would figure out how to use a battery to power the curse. They still need someone to sacrifice themselves to cast the spell.

    She looked up. “He was more than just a keen collector,” she said. “He was a practicing magician.”

    “The entire royal family consists of practicing magicians,” Simon said. “Even the weakest of them are dangerous.”

    “I can believe it,” Emily muttered. She recalled the magic surrounding the duke. “How many of them are blademasters? Or weaponmasters?”

    “The king was a weaponmaster,” Simon said. “Willis will be, when his magic develops. Or so the king said.”

    “I see,” Emily said. She looked him in the eye. “Do you know who killed the king?”

    “No.” Simon colored. “I wasn’t able to track down the killer.”

    Emily took a breath. Simon had sworn oaths to the king. She’d bet her entire fortune that one of them would kill him if he so much as whispered one of the king’s secrets to her. And yet, there were ways to evade an oath...

    “If you can tell me,” she said carefully, “was the king working on anything that could have gotten him killed?”

    Simon said nothing for a long moment. “Not to my knowledge,” he said, finally. “But I am not at liberty to say more.”

    “I know.” Emily studied him for a long moment. “The king is dead. Doesn’t that release you from your oaths?”

    “No.” Simon shook his head. “My oaths will endure until my dying day.”

    And that means... what? Emily considered it. That the king wanted to take his secrets to the grave? Or that he knew it would be a major scandal if the truth came out, even after his death? Or... or what?

    “Don’t worry about it,” she said, softly. “Do you have any idea what — precisely — killed the king?”

    “I found traces of dark magic on his corpse,” Simon said. “But... I don’t know what curse was used. Or who cast it.”

    Emily sighed. “And you didn’t call for experts?”

    Simon reddened. “Parliament insisted on summoning healers to examine the king’s corpse,” he said. “They’re the ones who wrote the report that was forwarded to Arbiter Rogan. They didn’t find anything more than I did!”

    A report I’ll have to read, Emily thought. But I wouldn’t be here if they had identified the murderer.

    She scowled. “Another question,” she said. “How... how popular was the king?”

    Simon looked uncomfortable. He cast a privacy ward before answering the question. “He was a... complex person, My Lady. He could veer between hot and cold as the mood struck him. In the castle... his servants loved him. He didn’t order the maids or the manservants into his bed. But his courtiers feared as much as they loved him. He was supposed to have had a hand in every plot against him, allowing them to get only so far before he squashed the plotters like bugs.”

    He looked at the floor. “Outside the castle, he was both loved and hated. He was a strong ruler, with all the good and bad that comes with it. He...”

    His voice trailed off. “I think you should ask someone else.”

    Emily smiled. “What did you think of him? And his family?”

    “He was a good master,” Simon said. “And quite an understanding one.”

    “And his family?” Emily leaned forward. “What do you think of them?”

    “The duke’s a more extreme version of his brother,” Simon said. His voice was very quiet. “The Crown Prince is a decent kid, but doesn’t want to learn. His sister is a lot smarter than she lets on. She asks me questions about magic all the time. The younger children are... children. They’re not really people yet. I mean... right now, they just cling to the queen’s skirts.”

    “And the queen herself?” Emily pressed, as hard as she dared. “What do you think of her?”

    Simon’s face went blank. “I don’t know her that well,” he said. “There were — are — rumors flying around the court. She practices Courtly Love and... some of the younger fools get a little obsessed. But I don’t believe she ever cheated on her husband. He would have killed her on the spot. I suppose... I suppose if she married the duke, everything would be fine.”

    Which is the sort of solution one might devise if one didn’t give a damn about either of them, Emily thought, coldly. She couldn’t see it working for more than a few seconds. The duke didn’t seem the kind of person to give his wife any leeway. One of them will batter the other into submission, and that will be that.

    “Thank you,” she said. “You’ve been very helpful.”

    Simon looked relieved. “Would you care to join me for a drink? Kava? Or something stronger?”

    Emily had to smile. “Kava would be fine,” she said. “Just give me a moment.”

    She gathered herself, then carefully altered the wards to ensure she could get in and out again whenever she wanted. The king had been extremely confident in his protections, she thought: on one hand, he’d layered down hundreds of wards to protect his chambers; on the other, he hadn’t done anything to keep someone who did manage to enter from altering the wards from the inside. It didn’t quite make sense. Had he planned to teach Willis how to enter? Or... or what?

    “We should search the room and remove the potions supplies,” Simon said, as they left the room. “That’s my job...”

    “Leave everything in place for the moment,” Emily ordered. She layered a ward of her own over the doors as she pulled them closed, a simple spell to let her know if anyone tried to enter without permission. “And don’t come back here without me.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Simon said. “If you’ll come with me...”

    Emily followed him down the stairs, keeping her thoughts to herself. The king had clearly been up to something, but what? She remembered Void and Master Lucknow’s conversation and scowled. They’d clearly known something was up before the king had been murdered. And Void... did he know who’d cast the fatal spell?

    “These are my chambers,” Simon said, as he opened the door. “Please, come in.”

    He bustled about as Emily sat, filling a jug with water and muttering charms to heat it as he searched for mugs, biscuits and plates. She looked around, noting how Simon had managed to turn the chamber into home. There were comfortable chairs and bookshelves mingled with workbenches and potions cabinets. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted the ingredients. Either Simon had a large budget or he was independently wealthy. She doubted it was the latter.

    She took the mug he offered her with a nod of thanks. “Did you give anyone formal lessons in magic?”

    “Not really.” Simon sat, sipping his drink. “I was required to give the Crown Prince lessons in magic theory and how magic can be used in warfare, and Princess Elena asks me hundreds of questions, but actual magic? No.”

    Emily was surprised. “The princess didn’t ask for lessons?”

    “She hasn’t come into her magic,” Simon said. “I believe her father intended to send her to Whitehall. Or Laughter. I don’t think he wanted her to stay here.”

    He shrugged. “But I wasn’t privy to his plans, My Lady.”

    Emily tested her mug, then took a sip herself. “One final question,” she said. “Why did the king hire you?”

    “I believe he wanted a generalist, as I said,” Simon explained. “And I was already one of his loyal subjects.”

    “A Southerner,” Emily commented. 

    “Yes.” Simon didn’t seem surprised. “I believe he wouldn’t have trusted a sorcerer from the north. Or a foreigner. People from the south... we’re not seen as so untrustworthy.”

    “Strange,” Emily said. “Why not?”

    Simon smiled. “The northerners believe in strength,” he said. “They’re constantly jockeying for position. If you show weakness, they’ll jump on you. The south is a little more civilized.”

    “Everyone says that,” Emily said. “Is it true?”

    “Of course,” Simon said. “But then, I might be just a little biased.”

    Emily laughed. 


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    “THANK YOU FOR OPENING MY HUSBAND’S chambers,” Queen Aquiline said, as Emily joined her and her family for dinner. “I trust I’ll be allowed to enter?”

    “I need to keep the chambers closed until they can be properly searched,” Emily said. She’d checked with Rogan. Technically, she had the power to insist the king’s chambers remained sealed... at least until the Crown Prince was crowned. “We can’t risk disturbing the evidence.”

    The queen looked thoroughly displeased. Emily tried not to look at her. There was something so achingly vulnerable about her expression that it was hard not to give her whatever she wanted. She knew she was being manipulated and yet the act threatened to disturb her composure. The nasty part of her mind noted Queen Aquiline could probably have had any man eating out of the palm of her hand in five minutes or less.

    Particularly if she’s weaving a little sorcery into the act, Emily thought. She couldn’t sense anything, but there was so much magic running through the castle that that was effectively meaningless.  It was easy to understand why so many people had accused Queen Aquiline of bewitching her former husband. She could turn anyone into her willing ally.

    She leaned back in her chair, pretending to look unbothered. It wasn’t easy. Under other circumstances, she would have felt sorry for the queen. The poor woman had to seize power — as her son’s protector and regent — or become a pawn in someone else’s games. She could easily be locked up or separated from her children if the wrong person took power. God alone knew what would happen to the kids. They weren’t bastards, not in any legal sense, but they represented a potential threat to the royal bloodline. Emily hoped Willis liked his half-siblings. He might be all that stood between them and death.

    Elena leaned forward. “Did you find the murderer?”

    “No.” Emily looked back at her, evenly. “I have yet to find proof I can use to point to the murderer.”

    Emily scowled. She still didn’t know what had killed the king. She would have said his body simply shut down if she hadn’t known it was impossible. Bodies simply didn’t... come to a stop. The king had to have been cursed, or poisoned, but there was no trace of poison in his body. She frowned as she considered the possibilities. There were quick-acting potions that didn’t have a hint of magic, according to her tutors, but they all left traces. Had someone devised an untraceable poison? Or... or what? Had someone healed the king even as he died?

    He was alone when he died, she reminded herself. She’d talked to a dozen witnesses, from the maids who’d found the body to Simon and the Court Scribe. They’d all agreed the king had been alone, in his bedchamber, when he’d died. The queen was in the Great Hall when she heard the news.

    She schooled her face into impassivity. She’d searched the bedchamber thoroughly, looking for secret passages that could have allowed an assassin to enter and leave without being seen, but she’d found nothing. There’d been hints the king had plans to punch a hole in the floor if he needed to flee — he’d woven charms into the wards that would send the entire bedchamber plunging if they were triggered — but they’d never been used. It made no sense. In her experience, castles always had secret passages. The king wanted to be able to move around without being seen too.

    “And I hear you met the duke,” Queen Aquiline said. Her voice was painfully bland. “I trust it was an enjoyable meeting?”

    “We locked horns, briefly,” Emily said. “Is it true there was a prophecy about him?”

    The queen sniffed. “If you believe the story...”

    “Father wouldn’t have lied,” Elena said. “The story’s true.”

    Emily held up a hand. “What is the story?”

    Queen Aquiline sniffed, again. “According to family legend, there were severe complications when my... dear... brother-in-law was born. His mother, who died shortly afterwards, consulted with hedge witches and soothsayers. One of them apparently helped her to give birth and told her that no man would ever defeat her son in battle. It is, of course, nonsense.”

    “It’s not nonsense,” Elena insisted. “Uncle has never lost a battle.”

    “That’s true of everyone, until they do,” Queen Aquiline said, in a tone that made it clear the subject was closed. “We’ll have no more talk of northern nonsense here.”

    She turned to Emily. “My father has requested a meeting, if you’d be so kind,” she said, calmly. “Might I request the pleasure of your company?”

    “When I have time,” Emily said. She saw the expression of naked hatred that flashed across Elena’s face and winced, inwardly. If the queen took power, Elena might be in some trouble. She might even be married off as soon as she came of age. “Please let me know the possible times.”

    She sighed as the queen nodded, pleased. So far, her investigations had turned up nothing. The king was dead, killed by dark magic... but no one knew how he’d been killed, let alone who’d killed him. Emily had to admit she disliked the duke, yet mere dislike wasn’t enough to brand someone a murderer. She had no proof, no reason to suspect anyone beyond the obvious. For all she knew, the murderer was a third party... she recalled the maps and scowled. None of the nearby countries had the time or inclination to invade. And the necromancers were on the other side of a dangerous ocean.

    And we’d know if they were invading, she mused. It’s not the sort of thing anyone can hide.

    Willis beamed. “I beat my tutor twice, Lady Emily! How’s that?”

    “Impressive,” Emily said. If Willis was still bruised, he didn’t show it. “How did you win?”

    She listened to a long recitation of the duels, crammed with obscure fencing terminology, without — somehow — letting her boredom show. Sergeant Harkin hadn’t bothered with fancy terminology, nor had his successors. They’d been more interested in teaching their classes how to stab the pointy end into someone’s chest. She wondered, idly, if the tutor was helping or hindering the boy. They’d be limits to how far he could go. How would Willis fare when he faced a real opponent?

    He’ll have taken his knocks, she reminded herself. She’d watched the princes showing off as they’d competed for Alassa’s hand. The risk of death — or serious injury — had been ever-present. Princelings weren’t coddled, even by indulgent parents. And he’ll hopefully have learned from them.

    “That was very interesting,” Queen Aquiline said, when Willis finally came to a halt. “But now we should eat.”

    She signaled for the maids to bring the first course. Emily tested the food, then started to eat. It was lucky, she supposed, that the queen wasn’t allowed to eat in public until the formal mourning period came to an end. And she wasn’t allowed to eat in private with any unrelated men, either. There could be no dispute over who had fathered her child, if she was pregnant. Emily wondered if the duke could share a meal with his sister-in-law. Technically, they were no longer related.

    Not that it matters, she thought. She didn’t think the queen was pregnant. There was no reason for her to be isolated for three months. There were plenty of spells that could confirm or deny a pregnancy. And there are no shortage of paternity spells either.

    The queen shushed her children when they tried to start talking while they ate. Emily concealed her amusement as she looked from face to face. Elena was as resentful as ever, Willis looked eager to resume the discussion... Eve still wouldn’t even look at Emily. She mulled it over for a moment, then shrugged. Children were very sensitive. It was quite likely Eve knew something was wrong, even if she didn’t know what. And she’d know her father was gone, never to return. Emily felt a stab of sympathy. She knew what it was like to grow up without a father.

    “I’ll speak to my father,” the queen said, when the meal was finished. “And let you know when we can meet.”

    Emily nodded, recognizing the dismissal. “Thank you for inviting me,” she said. “And I’ll see you in the morning.”

    She stood and left the room. Her thoughts churned as she made her way back to her bedroom. She had to meet Lord Eddisford, if only to get his take on the whole affair. But... she shook her head. She’d drawn a blank. She honestly wasn’t sure what to do next. She put the thought to one side as she entered her bedroom, unsurprised to see Silent folding her dress and placing it in the wardrobe. The maid turned and curtsied as soon as she saw Emily.

    “My Lady,” she said. “Do you want me to draw you a bath?”

    “No,” Emily said. She sat down on the bed. “Have you heard anything from the other servants?”

    Silent looked faintly embarrassed. “They’re very surprised your... ah... master only sent you with one servant.”

    “I’m sure they are,” Emily said. She wondered what they’d have said if she’d turned up with no servant. “What did they have to say about the king?”

    “They’re placing bets who killed him, My Lady.” Silent wrinkled her nose in disapproval. “The odds appear to favor the queen, although the duke is a close second. They don’t know, though. Or so they say.”

    Emily nodded. “What else did they have to say?”

    Silent looked down. “The king was... respected, if not liked. The maids talked highly of him, which is rare.”

    “I know,” Emily said, disgustedly. Servants, particularly young female servants, had no rights. The former baron of Cockatrice, a man whose name could no longer be spoken on pain of death, had made a hobby of deflowering young girls. And he’d set the tone for his subordinates. It was astonishing how many had left the barony after she’d taken control. It spoke well of the late king that he hadn’t abused his servants. “I suppose that’s a point in his favor.”

    “As My Lady pleases.” Silent paused, then went on. “There’s no suggestion he was anything other than kind to his servants. They dislike the queen and fear the duke, the former because she brought in her own servants and the latter because he’s... unstable. They’re afraid there will be war and” — she looked up — “and they’re hoping Arbiter Rogan can patch things together before there’s a real explosion.”

    “I hope so too,” Emily said. She found herself considering desperate measures. “Can we legally demand they submit to a truth spell before they assume the protectorship?”

    “I wouldn’t know, My Lady,” Silent said.

    Emily dismissed her with a wave, then sighed heavily as she stood and started to undress. The answer to the question was probably no. The innocent would be just as angry as the guilty. They were aristocrats. They couldn’t be put to the question like commoners. The innocent would protest loudly, even if the guilty party was uncovered. And who knew where that would end?

    I could do it anyway, she thought. It was tempting, very tempting. The rules were just a little vague about how much authority she actually had. Rogan had made that clear when he’d shown her the paperwork. I don’t live here.

    She shook her head in frustration. There would be consequences. Void and Alassa would have to deal with hundreds of outraged complaints. Void wouldn’t care — she was sure — but Alassa would be a different story. Whatever her personal feelings, she’d have to punish Emily somehow just to keep diplomatic relationships on an even keel. Emily’s lips quirked — perhaps Alassa could banish her from Zangaria again, as a show of punishment without actually doing anything — before she sobered. It wouldn’t be fair to put her friend in such a position.

    “I’ll think of something,” she said, as she climbed into bed and pulled the covers over her head. She suddenly felt very tired. “Somehow.”

    She closed her eyes, reviewing the day as she drifted off to sleep. The duke, the queen and her children and stepchildren... Simon and his magic... it went together somehow, but she had no idea how. It meant... what?

    A hot flush ran through her. Heaviness pressed her down. Her thoughts spun in circles. Someone was in bed with her! Panic yammered at the back of her mind as she felt... something... running over her body. Fingers stroked her breasts and trailed down towards her groin. She reached for her magic, but felt nothing. The touch was growing stronger, threatening to reach inside her. She felt her panic growing worse, burning her mind. She was going to be raped. She was going to be raped and killed and... she choked, a hand grasping her throat and squeezing and...

    She coughed, fire running through her veins. Poison? She couldn’t breathe. The thought galvanized her. She forced the panic out of her mind, bringing up her legs to kick at her foe. Her feet kicked the blanket aside, waving wildly in the air. There was no one there. And yet, she felt the sensation of someone touching her, someone reaching through her defenses as if they weren’t there...

    There’s no one there, she thought. She clenched her fists, driving her nails into her palms until she drew blood. The pain shocked her awake, her eyes snapping open. She felt as if someone had cast a sleeping spell on her, but... the magic faded even as she looked. The chamber was dark, the shadows looming around her... she swallowed, hard, and summoned a light globe. The room was empty. There’s no one there.

    Emily winced, feeling sweat running down her brow. A nightmare? No, it had felt too real. She looked down at herself, half-expecting to see bruises or blood. Her magic billowed around, disturbing the bed. She closed her eyes and reached out with her senses, trying to feel something — anything — that might explain what had happened. There were faint traces of magic, dark magic. Or was she imagining them? They faded into nothingness before she could get a glimpse of them. She wasn’t even sure they were real.

    Subtle magic, she thought, numbly. She clung to the thought, even as it tried to inch out of her mind. Someone just tried to kill me.

    She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. Her legs threatened to buckle. The spell — whatever it was — had tried to suck her down into a nightmare, a nightmare from which she would never have awakened. She knew, now, how the king had died. The aches pervading her body were all the proof she needed. The king’s body had thought it was dead, so it died. She staggered over to the desk, reached for her notebook and wrote everything down as quickly as possible. Subtle magic could convince someone that black was white, or steer them in whatever direction the caster pleased, but only if they didn’t think to question their actions. If they did... if they tried to put their reasoning into words... it became easy to realize there was no reasoning.

    And I won’t forget something I wrote down, she thought. Her head hurt. She wanted to take a potion, but she didn’t dare. Who did this to me?

    The murderer, her own thoughts answered.

    She sat down, wrapping her arms around her bare legs. Cold logic told her she should raise the alarm, that she should summon the Royal Guard and Court Wizard. But she didn’t know who she could trust. She didn’t know if she’d be alerting the murderer, when she informed the castle’s masters. And who knew what the murderer would do if he knew his trick had failed? She reached out with her senses, once again. The final traces of the spell had faded. There was nothing to lead her to the caster.

    A very weird spell, she told herself. It seemed to break most of the rules she’d spent the last six years learning. I would have died and Silent would have found my body...

    She put the thought aside as she carefully stood and started to cast a whole series of protective wards. Her personal charms hadn’t been enough. Now... she warded the entire chamber, careful not to brush the castle’s wards too strongly. Silent could get in, if she wished, but no one else. She just didn’t know who to trust. Rogan was perhaps the only one who didn’t have a motive and he... who knew? She walked back to bed, thinking hard. If someone had tried to kill her, she had to be closer than she thought.

    The queen may think I’ll find something in her husband’s chambers, Emily thought. It was possible, if one assumed the queen was the murderer. Or the duke might have decided to kill me for humiliating him. 

    She banished the lightglobe with a wave of her hand and lay back down in the darkness. The hell of it was that she wasn’t any closer to figuring out who the murderer was. There was no evidence, nothing beyond a vague dislike for the duke. And the murderer had tried to kill her...

    At least I know the king’s death wasn’t an accident, she mused, as she composed herself and tried to sleep. The thought had nagged at her mind, despite the dark magic tainting the king’s corpse. She’d have to talk to Rogan in the morning, let him know the murderer was still active. Accidents like that don’t come in pairs.

    With that thought, she drifted off to sleep.


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    “SOMEONE TRIED TO KILL YOU?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She sat in Rogan’s chambers, drinking Kava. The bright sunlight streaming through the window made it hard to believe, somehow, that it hadn’t been a nightmare. “And I think they used the same spell to kill the king.”

    Rogan nearly dropped his mug in surprise. “What happened?”

    “The spell tried to drag me into a nightmare,” Emily said. She knew she’d been alone, yet she still felt as if she’d been on the verge of being raped and killed. He didn’t need to know the details. “And it caused real physical pain. I think... I think that the king wasn’t able to fight off the spell.”

    “And so it killed him,” Rogan said. He glanced at a sheet of parchment. “That’s why the healers found no real damage?”

    “I believe so,” Emily said. “It makes sense.”

    “Perhaps,” Rogan agreed. “Did you check the room for subtle magic runes?”

    “Yes.” Emily felt a flicker of annoyance. She’d learned the danger of subtle magic a long time ago. “I searched the room thoroughly, with both magic and the naked eye. I found nothing.”

    “Which may prove nothing,” Rogan said. He stared into his mug. “The runes could be in the next rooms, Lady Emily, or designed to obliterate themselves when the spells fell apart.”

    “There would still be traces of magic,” Emily pointed out. “And I found nothing.”

    She kept her face under tight control. She’d done more than just search the room. She’d gone through every detection spell she knew, trying to get a lock on the magic and follow it back to its caster. It hadn’t worked. The traces had been so thin, so barely there, that it was hard to believe she hadn’t imagined the whole thing. There’d been no hope of finding whoever had cast the spell. The traces had blurred into the wards...

    Whoever cast the spell had to be inside the castle, Emily thought. Her lips twitched sardonically. That reduces the number of suspects to a few hundred or so.

    “Strange,” Rogan said, almost as though he were talking to himself. “I would have expected a more... effective... assassination attempt. The only thing they did was put you on your guard.”

    “It would have killed me, if things had been a little different,” Emily said. She knew she’d been lucky. If Void hadn’t forced her to work on her mental defenses, on practicing defending herself against attack, she would have died. Silent would have found her unmarked body in the morning. “And I have no idea who to blame.”

    Rogan nodded, stiffly. “At least we know there is a murderer.”

    “But we don’t know who.” Emily had had the same thought. “And we might not have time to lure him out of hiding.”

    “No,” Rogan agreed. “We have less time than you think.”

    He waved a hand towards a stack of papers and parchments on the desk. “Do you know what those are?”

    “No,” Emily said.

    “Statements from the queen, the duke and parliament,” Rogan told her. “Stripped of all the fancy language and flowery promises, they’re practically identical. One, whoever wrote or commissioned the statement has the best claim to the protectorship. Two, the other claimants are lying weasels who should be banished for the good of the kingdom. Three, a long list of precedents and legal judgments that support their case.”

    He smiled. “They really are practically identical.”

    Emily took a sip of her drink. “Who has the edge?”

    Rogan looked pained. “I’ve been through every document,” he said. “There are precedents for either the queen or the duke to claim the protectorship — and, through it, the regency. There are precedents for either of them to lose. Parliament has the weakest case, in some respects, but there are fewer precedents favoring or disfavoring them. And... neither the queen nor the duke can claim a victory if parliament wins.”

    “And neither of them will be in a position to attack the other,” Emily said.

    “Don’t count on it.” Rogan’s voice was very grim. “There’s no way the young king can be raised apart from his relatives. His uncle will have access to the king’s bedchamber. His stepmother will have access too. The best anyone can hope for is that open violence will be averted until the king is old enough to rule in his own right, but” — he shook his head slowly — “there will be trouble. By law and custom, any concessions the king makes while he’s underage will be automatically revoked once he reaches his majority. Anyone — and that includes parliament — who benefits from whatever they get out of a child-king will not take that calmly.”

    He sighed. “Parliament has been trying to get more concessions out of the king for years,” he added. “They’ll take advantage of a minority government and a regency to strengthen their hand. And neither the duke nor the queen will take that very calmly.”

    Emily frowned. “You can’t patch together a compromise?”

    Rogan smiled, wanly. “I can patch together a compromise, sure,” he said. “I can try to convince the queen and the duke to share the regency. But I’d be astonished if it lasted any longer than a year. Even a month might be optimistic. There’s too much at stake for both of them. They’ve already got troops outside the city. There will be blood.”

    “And thousands of people will die,” Emily said.

    “Yes.” Rogan waved a hand at the paperwork. “I cannot simply pick one and hope for the best. I have to put together a convincing case, one that will be immediately challenged by the losers. There will be conflict, whatever I do. I don’t think I can convince the duke to refrain from punishing the queen if he becomes protector and vice versa.”

    Emily tilted her head. “You can’t offer to sway the decision in favor of whoever’s prepared to swear they won’t seek revenge during the minority?”

    “If it got out, it would be cited as evidence the decision wasn’t made honestly,” Rogan said, severely. “And whoever made that claim would be right.”

    “Even if there are precedents for the decision to go either way?” Emily didn’t want to let the thought go so easily. “You could make a convincing case for either side...”

    “Yes, but I would still sacrifice my neutrality,” Rogan said. “And that would be the end.”

    Of peace and your career, Emily thought. Arbiters were sworn to strict neutrality. If someone thought you’d weighted the scales in favor of the wrong side, the one that won, you’d lose everything.

    “And you still run the risk of putting a murderer in power,” she said. “We still don’t know who...”

    She shook her head. Rogan was right. It was an odd method of assassination. There were easier and safer ways to kill one’s enemies through sorcery. And yet... the murderer had struck at a king, not to mention a sorceress who’d killed a string of necromancers. There were definite advantages to using a technique that was effectively untraceable. She knew someone had tried to kill her. She just didn’t know who to blame.

    And if I accuse the wrong person, or even the right person without proof, she reminded herself, it won’t get anywhere.

    “Yes.” Rogan stood and walked over to the window. “The armies are getting larger. It’s only a matter of time before they start sneaking troops into the city. The duke has already been making noises about reinforcing the Royal Guard, citing the threat from anarchists and levellers within the city. He might even be right. There’s a flourishing Leveller community out there. But it would put far too much power in his hands.”

    Emily looked up, sharply. “Levellers?”

    “They’re not well-organized, so I’m told,” Rogan said. “The king cracked down on them hard, aided by elements of parliament that didn’t want any real change in the status quo. I don’t think they have the resources to assassinate the king, and you’d be the last person they’d want to kill, but... it’s just another complication right now.”

    “Yeah,” Emily agreed. Levellers. She hadn’t realized they’d spread so far. “I take your point.”

    Her thoughts ran in circles. Levellers had tried to assassinate King Randor. Levellers had fought against him, in vast numbers. And... it was quite possible that someone had decided the king had to go, hoping that a weak regency government would give the movement time to rebuild itself and grow into a very real threat. And yet... she scowled. She didn’t want to believe it. But she knew how dangerous extremists could be.

    And if the king wasn’t amenable to reason, she mused, they’d have a very good reason to want him dead.

    She felt a pang of guilt. She hadn’t founded the movement, but her innovations had made sure it spread far and wide. The last she’d heard, there were cells scattered right across the northern lands. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. Any kingdom or city-state that resisted the New Learning was doomed, sooner or later. But when they accepted her innovations — and the flood of improvements craftsmen had made over the last six years — they opened the doors to massive social change. The divine right of kings was no longer taken for granted.

    The murderer used sorcery to kill the king, she told herself, firmly. The Levellers would have used gunpowder.

    Rogan cleared his throat. “Lady Emily?”

    Emily flushed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was miles away.”

    “I wish I was,” Rogan said. It was the closest he’d come to cracking a joke. “As I was saying, I can’t stall for much longer. They’ve long since run out of original arguments and now they’re repeating the old ones, time and time again, in ever-louder voices. Unless someone comes up with something completely new, which is unlikely, I doubt I’ll be able to keep from making a decision for more than a week.”

    “You might have to stall for longer,” Emily said. “I...”

    “I can’t.” Rogan cut her off, sharply. “The longer I delay, the greater the risk of one side taking matters into its own hands and staging a coup. I’ve heard rumors insisting that the queen is going to kill the duke, or the duke is going to kill the queen, or parliament is going to kill the pair of them... sooner or later, someone is going to act on those rumors and then the legalities will no longer matter. The best I can do is set a deadline for submissions... but if someone comes up with something new, they’ll insist I admit it as evidence.”

    “I see, I think,” Emily said. “I take it you’re not allowed to take what would be best for the kingdom into account when you make your decision?”

    Rogan smiled. “Of course not,” he said. “And even if I could, each and every one of them would argue that they would be the best choice for the kingdom.”

    Of course not, Emily’s thoughts echoed. They don’t care about the kingdom. They care about their own power.

    She finished her drink, putting the mug on the table. There might be no easy way to avoid bloodshed. If the queen took power, the duke would lose... and lose badly. He’d have every reason to launch a coup in the hopes of settling things by force. And if the duke took power... the queen would be in the same position, with two innocent kids to protect. Parliament would seem a better choice, but it wasn’t clear if they could keep the duke and the queen from tearing the kingdom apart. And they’d have their own plans for the protectorship. Willis might take power, only to discover he’d lost the Royal Prerogatives...

    And that might not be a bad thing, Emily thought. From the point of view of the average commoner, democracy was far superior to monarchical or aristocratic view. Willis won’t see it that way, though.

    She scowled. She liked Willis. She couldn’t help thinking of him as a kid brother. And yet, his claim to power disgusted her. An accident of birth was no guarantee of power. Willis might be a good king or a bad king... it didn’t matter. His subjects would have the choice between tolerating him, whatever he turned out to be, or launching a bloody uprising that would probably make things worse. And yet... there was no way she could warn him off taking the throne. He’d been raised to think it was his by right.

    “A week, at best,” Rogan said, drawing her attention back to him. “Find the murderer, Lady Emily. We have to know who killed the king.”

    Emily frowned. “And if we expose the murderer, what then?”

    “His bannermen would have ample grounds to desert him,” Rogan said. “They wouldn’t fight for someone who killed his overlord.”

    “Ha.” Emily wasn’t so sure. The Barons of Zangaria had betrayed King Randor repeatedly. She didn’t think any of their subordinates had deserted them until the king gained a decisive advantage. And a reputation for bending and breaking the rules of honorable combat. “And if they don’t?”

    She grimaced. The duke wouldn’t go quietly, if he’d killed the king. He had everything to gain and nothing to lose by fighting. If he won...

    “It would be treason,” Rogan said, quietly.

    “Treason never prospers,” Emily misquoted. “Why? Because if it prospers, none dare call it treason.”

    “Well put,” Rogan commented. “But if the outside world knew the new king had killed the old king, they wouldn’t take it calmly.”

    Emily looked him in the eye. “And would they go to war to remove him?”

    “Dragora is difficult to attack,” Rogan said. “But they’d certainly take steps to exclude the kingdom...”

    “It won’t matter,” Emily said. “If they’re not going to take effective steps to dethrone the murderer, whoever it happens to be, the demands of politics will force them to eventually accept the murderer as a legitimate monarch.”

    She winced. Willis was not going to be in a comfortable spot. If his protector was his father’s killer... she wouldn’t bet a single forged coin he’d last more than a year or two. There would be a hunting accident — or something — and the protector would reluctantly take the throne for himself. Willis would have to flee — and quickly — before he found himself locked in a gilded cage. And if he did escape... it was hard to see how he could recover his throne. The other kingdoms would think twice about supporting him. 

    “I’ll do my best,” Emily said. “But... right now, I’m short of clues.”

    “You know someone tried to kill you,” Rogan pointed out. “Couldn’t you use yourself as bait?”

    “I did that once already,” Emily said. “I can try, but... the murderer knows they failed.”

    “Do they?” Rogan stroked his chin. “How many people saw you this morning?”

    “Too many.” Emily considered it for a moment, then shrugged. She hadn’t tried to hide as she slipped through the corridors. “The guards saw me. They’d report my survival if anyone asked.”

    And it might be interesting to see who — if anyone — did ask, she added, in the privacy of her thoughts. No one would ask after a guest’s survival unless they had some reason to believe the guest would be dead.

    “Unfortunate,” Rogan said. “Do what you can. Please.”

    “I’ll try,” Emily promised. “I should be able to redesign my wards, now I know how the murderer kills. It should be possible to trace the magic now I know what to look for. It might work.”

    She frowned. “The murderer must think I’m getting close,” she said. “But I don’t have a clue.”

    “You have one,” Rogan said. “If he tried to kill you... you must have a clue, even if you don’t know it. You should probably go through everything you know and see if it points anywhere.”

    “I did open the king’s chambers,” Emily mused. “Perhaps I should search them more thoroughly.”

    “The duke’s already registered a complaint about you opening them,” Rogan said. “The queen and the princess made milder protests.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “On what grounds?”

    “On the grounds that the king’s chambers are the king’s, and thus should be left untouched until Willis reaches his majority,” Rogan said. “Willis himself hasn’t said anything about it, but... you’re probably right. You should search the chambers before his complaints reach my superiors.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. She hadn’t found anything... but it was possible she’d overlooked something significant. “I...”

    A thought struck her. “Arbiter... is it really the king’s body on the bier?”

    “I have the testimony of four healers proving it,” Rogan said. “Why do you ask?”

    “I... met someone who faked his death and hid in the walls for years,” Emily said. The king would have been able to conceal himself within his wards, she was sure. She just couldn’t think of any motive. “How did they test the corpse?”

    “I imagine they compared the body to its relatives,” Rogan said, dryly. “The king is most definitely dead.”

    Emily nodded, making a mental note to check for herself. It would be difficult to bribe or fool a healer, but she knew better than to think it was impossible. And yet... if the king were hiding in the walls, how would he be able to bribe anyone without revealing himself? It seemed fantastically complex, doomed to fail.

    There was a knock on the door. “Trouble, of course,” Rogan muttered. He raised his voice. “Enter!”

    The door opened, revealing a messenger. “Lady Emily,” he said, in a tone that suggested he wasn’t sure how to address her. “Her Majesty the Queen Dowager requests the pleasure of your company.”

    Emily glanced at Rogan, then stood. “It will be my pleasure,” she said, as she brushed down her dress. “Lead the way.” 


    Chapter Thirty

    IT WAS CUSTOM, EMILY HAD LEARNED over the last six years, for aristocrats and monarchs to have separate bedrooms, even when they shared a bed. The private chambers were places for rest and relaxation, where the inhabitant could let down their guard and be themselves... insofar as anyone could in an environment where everyone was watching and listening at all times. She found it a little strange, even though she had to admit there had been times when she wanted to sleep on her own or even just have a little time apart. Her upbringing told her that married couples should share rooms.

    Queen Aquiline’s bedchamber was — unsurprisingly — luxurious. It was a suite several times the size of Emily’s own, decorated in a style that was both surprisingly tasteful and yet demonstrative of the owner’s wealth and power. A sizable painting of King Clarence, Dragonschild XVII, hung in her boudoir, a reminder that even now her former husband cast a long shadow. Emily guessed the remaining artworks were expensive and — quite probably — artifacts in their own right. The wards crackled around her as the maid showed her into the room, dropped a curtsy and withdrew. The queen — and an older man Emily didn’t know — sat in fancy armchairs. They looked more elegant than comfortable.

    “Lady Emily.” Queen Aquiline stood. “Please allow me to introduce Lord Eddisford.”

    Lord Eddisford stood and held out a hand. His handshake was firm and honest... a little too firm and honest. Emily studied him carefully, noting his clothes were a little too elegant and expensive. His face was rugged and masculine, but lacked the utter faith in himself that marred the features of too many aristocrats. There was no doubt Lord Eddisford was an aristocrat, but he’d been a very lowly man indeed — he’d made his fortune in trade — before his daughter had married the king. He wanted — he needed — to put on a show of wealth and power. He had good reason to think it might vanish unless he did.

    “Lady Emily.” Lord Eddisford bowed over her hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

    “Likewise,” Emily said. “I’ve heard a great deal about you.”

    Lord Eddisford’s smile became just a little strained. “All good, I hope?”

    “I heard you introduced the New Learning,” Emily said. “I was quite pleased to hear that someone had adopted it so quickly.”

    “Your ways are the ways of the future,” Lord Eddisford said. He sounded as though he believed every word, rather than merely trying to flatter her. “I’m simply trying to get ahead of the flow.”

    “Please, be seated.” The queen made a gesture with her hand. “Would you like something to drink? Or to eat?”

    “A drink, please,” Emily said. She sat, studying Lord Eddisford thoughtfully. It was hard to believe he’d fathered the queen. He looked... different. “I’ve already eaten breakfast.”

    “You are more than welcome to break your fast with me,” the queen said. “My children and I would be delighted to have you.”

    “I prefer to breakfast alone,” Emily said, after considering several separate answers. “I’m not at my best until I’ve eaten and showered.”

    “A common problem,” the queen said. She tapped her flawless skin. “It takes hours, every morning, to prepare myself for the rigors of the day.”

    “But it is important to put on a good show,” her father added. “Power resides where people believe it resides.”

    Void wouldn’t agree with you, Emily thought. And neither would your social superiors.

    She waited as the maid reappeared, carrying a tray. The queen said nothing as the maid poured three tiny cups of Kava, then withdrew as silently as she’d come. Emily wondered, as she felt more and more privacy wards sliding into place, if the queen trusted the maid and the rest of her servants. Some of them would have been with her for years, perhaps; some would only have been assigned to her after she married the king. Emily wouldn’t have been surprised to discover that some of them were spies. There was no shortage of people with motives to bribe the maids.

    Including the king himself, Emily reminded herself. He’d want to make sure his wife didn’t stray.

    “It isn’t easy to project the right image, Lady Emily,” the queen said. “Do you find you have trouble with that too?”

    Emily smiled. “Sometimes,” she admitted. “But I’ve never tried to be a queen.”

    “A queen must always look her best, even when she needs to control the world or be controlled,” the queen said. “It isn’t easy.”

    “No.” Emily took the mug she was offered, checked it was safe to drink and sipped it quietly. “I would like to chat for hours, Your Majesty, but I don’t have the time.”

    “And so you want us to get to the point,” Lord Eddisford said. He leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees. “You have influence and power, Lady Emily. We would like you to ensure that my daughter becomes Lady Protector and Regent for her son.”

    “For her stepson,” Emily corrected. From a legal point of view, the queen hadn’t adopted her stepchildren. “And my role here is merely to identify the regicide.”

    “You have influence and power,” Lord Eddisford repeated. “I believe you could swing the debate any way you liked.”

    “You might be right,” Emily said. She had her doubts. Rogan might listen to her arguments, if she chose to put them forward, but he wouldn’t let her dictate to him. He’d want to put forward a convincing case of his own, one that would stand up to scrutiny. “Tell me, then, why I should support you?”

    She looked at the queen, inviting her to answer. The queen said nothing for a long moment, clearly considering what to say. Lord Eddisford opened his mouth, then stopped himself. He couldn’t afford to treat his daughter as a puppet, not in public. People would lose all respect for the regency if it seemed she was taking orders from her father. And yet... Emily rather suspected people would believe it was true. It was a convenient allegation, even if there was little actual truth in it.

    “I pledged, when I married my husband, that I would treat his children as my own,” the queen said, finally. She held Emily’s eyes. “I pledged that I would uphold their interests. As Regent, I would always put Willis first. I would not seek to usurp his power or secure my own position before he reached his majority. I would do as little as possible, merely holding things stable until Willis was old enough to rule in his own right.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “And afterwards?”

    “I would remain Queen Dowager,” the queen said, calmly. “I would, of course, offer advice if my stepson desired it, but that would be unlikely. Young men do not like to be led by older women. I would be content organizing my life and doing good works.”

    And if that is true, Emily thought, you’d be a pretty good candidate for the role.

    She kept her voice steady. “And what about your other children?”

    “My husband intended my stepdaughter to go to school and learn magic,” the queen said. “It is not proper for a young girl to travel so far without a chaperone, and it will damage her marriage prospects, but it was my husband’s wish.”

    Emily had to smile. “Do you know how many marriage proposals I get, every year?”

    Lord Eddisford looked up, interested. “How many?”

    “Too many,” Emily said.

    She frowned. It was rare for princesses to attend magic schools. Alassa was the only princess Emily knew who hadn’t been tutored privately, if only because she’d driven away all the tutors. It was easy for their enemies — and their family’s enemies — to allege they hadn’t been chaste, when they’d been so far from home. Emily remembered Alassa’s anger at having to submit to a virginity test, and shuddered. It wasn’t as if such tests couldn’t be fooled. There were spells one could use to regrow one’s maidenhead.

    The queen kept talking. “My own children will grow up, make good marriages and keep the family alive. Eve was always the apple of her father’s eye. I will raise them properly, as the little princess and prince they are.”

    “A good argument,” Emily said. “And you fear the duke will not respect them?”

    “The duke has two strapping sons of his own, both of whom are in the line of succession,” the queen said. “I am certain he will find a way to... remove... Willis and Robert so his elder son can take the throne. He may even seek to marry me to ensure I cannot resist him. And... I think he killed my husband.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have any proof?”

    Lord Eddisford coughed. “Who else benefits?”

    “My husband was a good man, but a strong king,” the queen said. “He never let anyone, even his brother, push him around. They fought... they sometimes even exchanged blows that left them both bloody. I used to fear that, one day, the duke would draw his cursed sword and kill his brother.  Their last argument, a week before my husband’s death, was savage.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “And what were they fighting about?”

    “The duke wanted more power,” the queen said. “There was something about northerner status and suchlike... something I didn’t fully understand. I was normally banished from the room when the conversation got heated. The duke has never liked me.”

    “Never,” Lord Eddisford agreed.

    “Why?” Emily looked from one to the other. “There must be some reason.”

    Lord Eddisford spoke first. “Queen Beatrice, the Lady of Harmony, was born in Alluvia. She was the niece of King Jorlem. As such, she gave her husband considerable international clout. I believe he was already discussing future marriage alliances for his firstborn daughter when his wife died in childbirth. The duke... believed His Majesty should marry another foreigner.  He was not best pleased when the king married my daughter instead.”

    Queen Aquiline’s cheeks reddened. “He said I was one jump above a commoner.”

    Emily tried to look sympathetic. “Why?”

    “My family is old, but we have been poor for most of our history,” Lord Eddisford said, curtly. “My father chose to remain poor rather than soil his hands with trade. I felt otherwise and built a vast fortune, despite the scorn. The remainder of the aristocracy mocked, even as I became richer than most of them put together. The king felt differently. He married my daughter.”

    The queen made a face. “And we’re Southerners,” she added. “That doesn’t help.”

    “That’s true,” Lord Eddisford agreed. “The Northerners look down on us.”

    “And yet the king married you,” Emily said. “Why?”

    “He courted me,” the queen said, bluntly. “And I told him that I wouldn’t sleep with him unless he married me. And he did.”

    Emily blushed. “And it worked?”

    “There were other reasons,” Lord Eddisford said, hastily. “The king had persistent money troubles. I helped smooth them out for him. My daughter was trained to run a business as well as a household. She was able to take some of the burden off his shoulders and assist him in ruling the kingdom. And she was a fertile young girl, from a family with a proven history of fertility. There were good reasons to believe she could give the king additional heirs.”

    Emily felt a twinge of dislike. She understood the logic. She’d heard enough of it to understand it was vital for maintaining the monarchy. But it was creepy to hear a father talking about his daughter as if she were a prize sow...

    “I did well for him,” the queen said. “And now, everything we built together will be destroyed.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily pointed out.

    “Lady Emily,” Lord Eddisford said. “If I may...”

    He took a breath, then leaned forward. “My daughter and I will keep the kingdom on an even keel. The New Learning will continue to be introduced, slowly. There will be room for talented newcomers, even commoners, to enter the elite. Parliament will steadily expand, allowing for greater and greater representation. It will, eventually, make things better for everyone.

    “The duke has proved himself fanatically hostile to any thought of change. If he takes power, he will crush us and then parliament. He will seek to rule as an absolute master, without any checks and balances on his power. Parliament will be crushed if it tries to stand in his way, if it refuses to grant him the monies he’ll demand. And... even if it does agree to grant him the taxes, it may be unable to collect them. Higher taxes mean lower production.”

    Emily kept her face carefully expressionless. It was a good argument, better than she’d expected. And... she looked at the queen, wondering if she’d told her father about what Emily had told Willis. Lord Eddisford was smart, smart enough to research Emily before approaching her. He might well have pitched his argument to appeal to her specifically.

    “Parliament, on the other hand, will be unable to slow the pace of change,” Lord Eddisford continued. “They will not have the position or power to steer the course of history. They will either spur a reactionary counterrevolution, Lady Emily, or raise hopes and promises they will be supremely unable to meet. There will be unrest, then uprisings, as they start to lose control. And the country will come apart.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “And you don’t feel you can come to an agreement with the duke? Or Parliament?”

    “The duke would not keep his agreements,” the queen said, flatly. “I’ve seen him at work. Give him a concession and he’ll use it to wring out another concession. The only person who could keep him in line was his brother. I think that was why he wanted his brother dead.”

    “But you don’t have proof,” Emily said.

    “Forget proof,” Lord Eddisford said. “What matters is what is best for the kingdom. And my daughter is the best candidate for regency.”

    “I can certainly advise Arbiter Rogan of your point of view,” Emily said, neutrally. “But I can make no promises.”

    Lord Eddisford looked as if he wanted to bribe her. “My Lady...”

    “I can make no promises,” Emily repeated. There was no point in trying to bribe her. Lord Eddisford simply didn’t have anything to offer. “But I will ensure the arbiter knows your point of view.”

    She leaned back in her chair. “If you believe the duke killed the king,” she said, “how did he do it?”

    “There have always been strange stories of magics in the north,” the queen said. “My husband claimed he was descended from an actual dragon. There’s certainly been a strong streak of magic running through the royal bloodline. The duke... is a blademaster. His sons are reputed to be strong. My children have strong magic too. The duke could easily have uncovered an ancient secret and used it to kill his brother.”

    “It might be true,” Emily said. She wasn’t so sure. In her experience, ancient magics were often outmatched by newer spells. The ancients might have been powerful magicians, but they lacked the advantage of hindsight. “And yet, he would have taken a huge risk.”

    “He has an army outside the city,” the queen pointed out. “And he has never been defeated in battle.”

    “They say he cannot be defeated in battle,” Lord Eddisford agreed.

    “If you believe that to be true,” Emily said, “why are you opposing him?”

    “Because we must,” Lord Eddisford said. “Because if we don’t, the country will fall into tyranny.”

    “And we might beat him on a different field,” the queen said.

    “You might want to think about finding a way to share power,” Emily said, although she knew it wasn’t likely. “What will you do if you lose?”

    The queen and her father exchanged glances. “Whatever we need to do,” Lord Eddisford said, finally. “Beyond that, we cannot say.”

    You mean you have contingency plans, Emily guessed. And those plans don’t include accepting defeat gracefully.

    She stood. “Thank you for your time,” she said. “But I have to continue my investigation.”

    “We quite understand,” the queen said. “Please. Find proof before it’s too late.”

    Emily nodded and left the room. The wards slid back into place as soon as she closed the door. The queen was paranoid, but was she paranoid enough? Emily frowned as she walked down the corridor. If the duke was the murderer — and he was prepared to try to kill her — why not kill the queen and watch her faction collapse? Or...

    “Lady Emily!” Princess Elena stepped out of the shadows. “What did the whore have to say for herself?”

    “Nothing I can share with you,” Emily said. She resisted the urge to point out that the queen wasn’t a whore. “Why are you here?”

    “I have to keep an eye on her,” Elena said. “No one else is going to do it. She and her father and everyone scurrying towards her like rats climbing onto a sinking ship...”

    Emily smiled. “Rats normally leave sinking ships.”

    “These rats are dumb,” Elena said. “And you know it.”

    A messenger appeared at the end of the corridor. He stopped dead in surprise as he saw Elena, then hastily went down on one knee. “Your Highness!”

    “You may rise,” Elena said. She reached for the scroll in his hand. “Is this for me?”

    “No, Your Highness,” the messenger said. “It is for Lady Emily. From Sir Mowbray.”

    Emily took the scroll and unwrapped it. The message was short and simple. Sir Mowbray wanted to meet her, somewhere outside the castle.

    “Can I come?” Elena grinned at her. “It would be an adventure!”

    “I... think it would be a bad idea,” Emily said. “Sorry.”

    “Take  Simon, then,” Elena said. She looked as if she wanted to sulk. “He’ll show you the way.”


    Chapter Thirty-One

    “THANK YOU FOR INVITING ME,” SIMON said, as they walked out of the castle and down the street. “I was getting bored in my study.”

    Emily nodded, barely listening as she turned and looked up at the castle. It was the first time she’d seen it from the outside and... it managed to break most of the rules she knew about building a defensible castle. The building was a squat brooding mass, as if someone had been trying to design a castle that could pass for a mansion and failed completely. There were no walls, no towers, no battlements save for a line at the top of the building. Emily doubted it could stand up to a real siege. A determined attacker, with or without magic, could punch a hole in the walls and stream into the building within an hour or so.

    She glanced at Simon. “Is there another castle, somewhere nearby?”

    Simon gave her an odd look. “Yes, why?”

    Emily smiled to herself. The second castle would be the real castle, unless she was much mistaken. If they lost control of the city, the king and his family would retire to their stronghold where they could hold out until a relieving army arrived or simply wait for their enemies to give up and go away. She turned, glancing towards the distant mountains before studying the city itself. Dragonsmile struck her as odd. The buildings were simply too close to the castle for any competent defender’s peace of mind. 

    “This way,” Simon said. “Parliament is waiting.”

    “We’d better not let them down,” Emily said. “You can give me the tour afterwards.”

    She kept her eyes open and her mouth shut as they walked down the street. The town was surprisingly prosperous — and magical. She spotted a dozen apothecaries and other magic stores on the street, surrounded by shops and stalls that sold everything from food and drink to books and tools. The city looked as if it was well set up to take advantage of the New Learning, but there was a tension in the air she didn’t like. The streets were nearly empty, save for nervous shoppers, guardsmen and youths loitering on street corners. Emily spotted a handful carrying crude flintlock pistols, either home-grown or imported from Zangaria. The balance of power was already shifting. She wondered if the aristocracy, in their castles, understood it. A local Guy Fawkes could blow the king’s castle into rubble with a little effort and luck.

    “Parliament,” Simon said. He pointed to a building at the end of the road. “It claims to be the oldest parliament in the Allied Lands.”

    Emily glanced at him. “And is it?”

    “It says it is,” Simon said. “And who’s going to disagree with them?”

    Emily shrugged. With high walls surrounded by powerful wards, Parliament looked more like a fortress than the king’s castle. The guards weren’t best pleased when Emily showed them the scroll, allowing them to enter without being stopped and searched. Inside, there was a small army of musketmen drilling. There were only a few dozen within eyeshot, Emily guessed, but it didn’t take long to train a musketeer. It was quite possible there was already a modern army under the parliament’s control.

    A guide met them at the inner door, bowed politely and led them down a short corridor and into a meeting room. Emily looked around with interest. The room was surprisingly bare, even though she’d discovered that the majority of MPs were either landed aristocrats or wealthy merchants. A wooden table, a pair of wooden chairs, a single glowing lantern hanging from an iron chain... The only real luxury was a roaring fire in the grate. It burned merrily, drawing her eyes like a moth to the flame. The fireplace itself was so large, she was sure someone could use the chimney pipes to get around the building when the fires were out.

    “Lady Emily,” an elderly voice said. She turned to see a tottering older man leaning on a cane. He looked older than the former Grandmaster. His voice was whispery, but firm. “I’m sorry I was unable to meet you.”

    “I quite understand,” Emily said.  “I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.”

    The man — Sir Mowbray, she guessed — shot her a sharp look. Emily realized, dimly, that she’d made a mistake. She sighed inwardly, cursing the aristocrats under her breath. They didn’t have to devise rigid systems of etiquette, even if it was how they sorted the real aristocrats from the pretenders. And an elderly man didn’t have to feel he needed to meet them... she took the proffered seat, resting her arms on the table. Simon leaned against the wall, behind her. Emily wondered if she should ask him to wait outside.

    She silently probed Sir Mowbray as he sat facing her. No magic, as far as she could tell. He moved as if the only thing holding him upright was sheer willpower. He hadn’t brought an assistant or a wheelchair with him, even though no one would have reasonably blamed him for using either. But then, aristocrats were rarely reasonable. A wheelchair would have been seen as a sign of weakness. And then the knives would come out...

    “Lady Emily,” Sir Mowbray said. “I understand time is not on your side. Shall we dispense with the politeness dance?”

    “Please,” Emily said.

    Sir Mowbray met her eyes. “Have you caught the murderer?”

    “No,” Emily said, equally flatly.

    “Parliament is most displeased,” Sir Mowbray said. “The king’s death makes it hard to get on with the business of governing.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. “There is, of course, no question over the succession.”

    Sir Mowbray gave her a look that suggested he thought she was an idiot. “The real question is who wields the power until the Crown Prince comes of age.”

    Emily nodded.

    “Parliament has good reason to resist both the queen and the duke,” Sir Mowbray said, bluntly. “I have been nominated to serve in their place.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    “It is important that I do,” Sir Mowbray informed her. His face was tightly controlled. “Parliament feels, strongly, that either of the other two claiming the protectorship will lead to civil war. I do not wish to serve as protector, and you can believe that or not as you please, but there is no other option. The Crown Prince is a callow youth. He cannot rule now, nor can he keep either of the other two from abusing his power.”

    “And so you’ve invited me here to make your case,” Emily said. “You do realize that Arbiter Rogan will make the final decision?”

    “But you can sway him,” Sir Mowbray said. “Your word carries weight.”

    The queen said the same, Emily thought. Does this mean I can expect to hear the same from the duke?

    Sir Mowbray leaned forward. “I am old,” he said, as if it needed to be pointed out. “My daughters married long ago. I have no sons. I have no male heirs who might make a claim to my estate, such as it is. At my age” — he smiled, humorlessly — “it is certain I will have no more children. It is quite possible I won’t live long enough to see the Crown Prince reach his majority.”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said.

    “The point is, I have lived long enough to see kingdoms plunged into chaos time and time again by selfish and greedy aristocrats,” Sir Mowbray said. “I do not want to watch it happen again. Parliament has nominated me for the regency because I stand to gain nothing from the arrangement. I will serve as a neutral regent until the king is old enough to take the reins himself.”

    “I see,” Emily said. It was a good argument, but neither the queen nor the duke would accept it. “And how do you intend to cope with the powerful aristocrats?”

    “I will freeze everything,” Sir Mowbray said. “The disputes over land will be frozen, at least until the king is old enough to pass judgment. The disputes over inheritances will be harder, but most of them can be put on ice until the king is ready to handle them. Anything that threatens the balance of power will be held back until the time is right. I will not allow any major shift in the balance of power.”

    Emily cocked an eyebrow. “And does that include Parliament?”

    “Parliament will not seek to add to its liberties, nor will Dragonsmile,” Sir Mowbray said. “I have been told you always seek to do the right thing, Lady Emily. I think you will recognize that this is the right thing. The alternative is civil war.”

    “So you say,” Emily said. She suspected Sir Mowbray was right. “But tell me... what will you do when the duke or the queen or someone else refuses to recognize your authority?”

    “I will raise troops to impose my authority, if challenged,” Sir Mowbray said. “The king had already authorized the creation of a modern army. That army will crush anyone who disturbs the peace.”

    Emily studied him for a long moment. Sir Mowbray certainly looked as if he might die at any moment. She could see the logic of appointing someone who had no way to gain anything from the post, someone who couldn’t even have the pleasure of appointing his sons to positions of power. And yet... it wouldn’t be as steady as he seemed to believe. The aristocrats wouldn’t accept him. And if he died, his successor would be in the same boat. It was unlikely Parliament could find another candidate who was on the verge of certain death.

    “Nothing will change,” Sir Mowbray said. “The Crown Prince will reach his majority with all the authority his father enjoyed.”

    Maybe, Emily thought. Things would change. Whatever Sir Mowbray did, things would change. He couldn’t keep a whole kingdom in stasis forever. There will be hundreds of little problems, some of which will lead to bigger problems.

    She let out a breath. She could see dozens of problems, starting with the simple fact Sir Mowbray wouldn’t have royal authority. He’d have to make decisions, none of which would be binding once the Crown Prince took power. And then... she forced herself to think. It might work. It might. But the cost of a mistake would be disastrous.

    “I’ll discuss the matter with Arbiter Rogan,” she said, finally. “That’s all I can promise.”

    “The duke will offer you much, in exchange for your support,” Sir Mowbray said. “So will the queen. But I’m asking you to put the kingdom first.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. She stood. “And I will take your words under consideration.”

    Sir Mowbray lumbered to his feet. “That’s all I ask, My Lady.”

    Emily nodded to him, then motioned for Simon to follow her out of the room. The guide was waiting outside, ready to lead them back to the door. Emily guessed no one wanted them wandering anywhere else, even in parliament. The soldiers outside were still training, their sergeant shouting in a distinctly Zangarian accent. Emily smiled, wondering who he’d fought for during the civil war. He certainly seemed to know his stuff.

    “He can’t just talk to you like that,” Simon said, once they were back on the streets. “I thought... I thought he’d promise you anything.”

    “Like what?” Emily glanced at him. “What can he offer me?”

    She allowed him to lead her down a street, her thoughts running in circles. Sir Mowbray had made a good case, but she was too experienced to believe his promised peace would last for long. He simply didn’t have the status to serve as Lord Protector. Too many aristocrats — and not just the leading nobles — would press against him, demanding everything from preference to outright surrender. They’d want to be named as his successor... she frowned, considering the options. It was starting to look as though the smartest thing to do would be to declare Willis an adult and make sure he had some good advisors.

    And that isn’t my problem, she thought, although she knew she had to report both conversations to Arbiter Rogan. What will the Duke have to say? Will he try to talk me into supporting him? Or will he simply insist on the importance of the iron fist in the iron glove?

    “Do me a favor,” she muttered, as they passed a pair of pubs. “Don’t tell anyone what you heard.”

    “My lips are sealed,” Simon said. He winked at her. “But I do take bribes, if you’re offering.”

    “One outdated bronze coin from... somewhere,” Emily said. It would have been worth something before the Allied Lands started standardizing coinage. Now, it wasn’t worth much unless it was sold to the mint and melted down for scrap. “That’s my best offer.”

    “I’ll take it,” Simon said. He made a grasping motion with his hand. “I’m too poor to have dignity.”

    Emily snorted, then frowned as she saw the dragon motif again. “Why is the castle — and the city — covered with dragons?”

    “It’s a long story,” Simon said. He struck a mock-contemplative pose. “How long do you have?”

    “Long enough,” Emily said, smiling. She’d yet to meet the sorcerer who didn’t like explaining things. “You can start when ready.”

    Simon started to say something, then stopped as the sound of shouting echoed down the street. A town crier was marching in the middle of the road, loudly extolling the virtues of the duke as regent. Emily blinked in surprise as the words rang through the air, the crier praising the duke’s sense of justice, charity and his willingness to let the city keep its ancient liberties. Another appeared at the far end of the road, shouting about the duke’s many failings as a leader of men. The first crier forced himself to shout louder...

    A line of rough-looking men boiled out of the nearest pub and charged the second crier, who turned and fled — too late. Others appeared, shouting slogans that clashed together into a wall of sound; they smashed into the first crowd, the fight rapidly spreading out of control. Emily saw a handful of men wielding banners, shouting and hollering as they ran down the street and into the battle. She heard the sound of glass shattering as the fight raged out of control, bottles and glasses being hurled in all directions. A man staggered out of the fight, blood streaming down his face, and collapsed on the ground. The crowd surged over him, trampling him, before she could react.

    “This way,” Simon snapped. He caught her arm and yanked her back. “The Watch is coming!”

    Emily nodded. There was nothing she could do about the fight, not without stunning or freezing the entire crowd.  She turned and let him lead her up the street, passing a line of watchmen as they hurried towards the fight. They looked reluctant to get too close. They had nothing more dangerous than clubs. The mob would effortlessly crush them if they tried to break up the fight.

    She spotted two other fights as they made their way back to the castle. A shop with a pro-queen sign was under attack, the shopkeeper and his wife struggling helplessly as they were dragged onto the streets. Emily saw a screaming child inside the building and reacted before she could think better of it, yanking the attackers through the air and hurling them down the street with magic. The shopkeeper stared at her, then grabbed his wife and hurried back inside. She cast a protective charm after them, as she heard more rioters in the distance. The entire city seemed to have gone crazy.

    “The Dragonsbane! The Dragonsbane!”

    Emily gritted her teeth as the shouting grew louder. The queen’s supporters were howling too, but the duke’s seemed to be better organized. She forced herself to pick up her dress and run, knowing she’d have to fight if they were caught. A small army of soldiers — the Royal Guard — were already spilling out of the castle. She didn’t recognize the man leading them down the street. It looked as if the duke wasn’t going to put the riot down in person.

    Of course not, her thoughts mocked. The duke had every reason to stay back and let someone else do the dirty work. His supporters are winning.

    A pair of guardsmen stepped out to block their path. Emily saw panic in their eyes and braced herself, ready to stop them both if they lashed out. Panicky men with swords were dangerous. She understood their fear, better than she cared to admit. Mobs were dangerously irrational, driven by hatreds and resentments that had finally boiled to the surface. Men in uniforms that had dominated the streets, only days ago, were now at risk. The guardsmen would be wise to stay in packs...

    “Go back to the castle and stay there,” the guardsman ordered. He didn’t look at Emily, for which she was glad. She would prefer to remain unnoticed until she had a chance to think about the day. “Now.”

    Simon nodded, curtly. Emily followed him as he walked into the castle, breathing a sigh of relief they were through the gates. There were guards everywhere, wearing a dozen different uniforms and liveries. Officers ran everywhere, barking orders and countermanding other orders... it looked as though no one was in charge. Emily scowled, remembering how confusion over command had lost battles and wars. She hoped the rioters quieted down before someone ordered extreme measures...

    “I need a drink,” Simon said. She watched him wipe sweat off his brow. “Would you like to join me in my chambers?”

    Emily had to smile. “Why not? You can tell me about the dragons.”

    “Of course,” Simon said. “But let me get us both something to drink first.”


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    EMILY TOOK THE MUG SHE WAS offered, tested the liquid to make sure it was safe to drink and then took a seat on the sofa. Simon’s inner chamber was cozy, rather than elegant. The chairs and sofa looked old, but there was no denying they were comfortable. Simon hesitated, just for a second, then took a seat facing her. He held his mug in both hands.

    “You have to understand,” he said without preamble, “that we’re dealing with legends. We don’t know how much truth there is in any of them.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. She’d read the legends of Lord Whitehall. She’d also been there when he’d founded Whitehall School. Stories grew in the telling, even when their tellers weren’t slanting them for political advantage. “You should hear some of the stories about me.”

    Simon blushed. “I have.”

    He leaned back in his chair. “The entire legend, or at least the version the Dragonschild dynasty wanted to preserve, is normally rendered in song and poetry. They have an entire series of tales, from complex poems to drinking songs, but I’ll have to render it in prose. I can’t sing for toffee.”

    “Duly noted,” Emily said.

    “And the Northerners take exception to Southerners singing their songs,” Simon added. “It’s practically always guaranteed to lead to a fight. Or worse.”

    Emily made a face. “How do they manage to get along?”

    “Poorly.” Simon winked at her, then took a moment to organize his thoughts. “The basic gist of the story is that a lowly herdsman, who lived somewhere in the Dragoran Mountains, somehow befriended a dragon. There are versions of the story that insist he actually married a dragon and had children, leading to all sorts of ribald tales about precisely how this miracle was achieved.”

    “I don’t want to think about it,” Emily said.

    “Too many of the king’s enemies spent too long thinking about it,” Simon said, dryly. “There is a streak of odd magic running through the lineage, which suggests there’s something to the story even if we don’t know what. Anyway... the herdsman and his friend — or his wife — set out to unite the North, then invade and occupy the South. He declared himself king and established a lineage, which has ruled the kingdom to this day.”

    He paused. “It’s worth noting that, even during the days of empire, Dragora enjoyed a surprising amount of independence. The emperors never tried to bring the kingdom solidly into their fold. It’s odd, don’t you think?”

    “It wouldn’t be easy to march an army through the mountains at the best of times,” Emily pointed out. “As long as there wasn’t any trouble coming out of the kingdom, it might as well have been left alone.”

    “Perhaps.” Simon grinned. “A few years later, a very bad dragon appeared out of nowhere and lay waste to the king’s city. His brother — or son, depending on which story you believe — challenged the dragon to single combat and killed him. He took the Dragonsbane title in the aftermath, which has been passed down from prince to prince in an unbroken line until now. The duke isn’t keen on surrendering the title to Prince Robert.”

    Emily leaned forward. “Because it comes with land and money?”

    “It doesn’t,” Simon said. “It’s more of a prestige thing than anything else. The duke is second in the kingdom and will remain so until Willis takes the throne. If the title is passed on... technically, Prince Robert will be ahead of him.”

    “Technically,” Emily echoed. “Prince Robert is four!”

    “Yes,” Simon said. “But he won’t stay four.”

    Emily nodded, tersely. The child would grow up and demand his rights and the duke... would either have to surrender or keep them by force. It boded ill for the young prince. She wouldn’t have been surprised to hear the duke was planning to have Eve and Robert retroactively delegitimized and then killed. It wasn’t as if he were trying to unseat the true heir. He might just get away with it.

    Simon smiled. “The truth is lost in the mists of time. No one has seen a dragon outside the mountains for years, not here. No one really knows what happened to the king’s dragon. The story claims she will return if the kingdom is in danger, when the true blood calls... but there might be nothing to it. There are hundreds of myths, of lost kings and powerful magics, that insist something will return. So far, none of them have come true.”

    “I see,” Emily said. She’d seen a dragon. She’d ridden on a dragon. But that had been a very long way away. “The entire story could have been made up to explain the South’s defeat.”

    “It’s possible,” Simon admitted. “Losing to barbarians would have been dreadfully embarrassing. Losing to a dragon would be a little more acceptable.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. The truth might be nothing more complex than a warlord putting together an army, under a dragon banner, and leading it to storm the city. The South might have gotten very unlucky — or it might have been betrayed — and the army might have gotten over the walls before the defenders could react. Or... she doubted anyone would figure out the truth. It was simply too long ago.

    “And the kingdom hasn’t quite recovered,” she mused. “Why do you still talk about the North and South?”

    Simon shrugged. “I imagine the kings found it useful to stroke the fires of hatred from time to time,” he said. “They certainly wouldn’t want to unite both sets of subjects against them.”

    “I imagine not,” Emily agreed.

    “It’s an uneasy balancing act,” Simon added. “And it needs a strong man to hold it steady.”

    And now the king is dead, Emily mused. A child on the throne couldn’t be expected to keep everyone in line. Willis would be seen as a puppet, even if he wasn’t. And now the real choice is determining who’ll get the power, knowing the wrong choice might be disastrous.

    She frowned, remembering Master Lucknow’s comment. The king had been doing something foolish... Master Lucknow had certainly called him a fool. She tried to calculate if the king had already been dead when she’d met Lucknow for the first time. What had he been trying to do? Enhance his magic? Fool with necromancy? Or... what? Had he been looking for a way to neutralize his brother?

    “Simon,” she said slowly, “was the king fiddling with anything that might have killed him?”

    Simon’s face twisted as he warred with his oaths. “I don’t believe so,” he said. “But I don’t know for sure.”

    And then someone tried to kill me, Emily thought. I might have believed there was no murder, that the king had killed himself, if someone hadn’t tried to kill me.

    “What was he doing?”  She tried to recall everything she’d seen in the king’s private chambers, but nothing came to mind. “And why was he doing it?”

    “I... I cannot answer that question,” Simon said. Sweat beaded on his brow. “His Majesty’s oaths were quite comprehensive.”

    Emily nodded, shortly. The king had clearly been up to something, but what? Her imagination provided a list of possibilities, from simple experimentation to something more sinister. The king certainly had good reason to practice his magic. His kingdom was permanently on a knife edge. And his brother might, one day, lose control completely and try to bisect him. Emily had studied blademasters. They could be very hard to kill. There was a good reason they were rare.

    She finished her drink and put the mug on the table. “I’m going to have to search the king’s chambers again,” she said. If she could figure out what the king had been doing, she could — perhaps — figure out who’d killed him. “Did anyone ask you to open them?”

    “No.” Simon stood. “I’ll come with you.”

    “I’d better do it on my own,” Emily said. She was starting to like Simon, but searching the rooms would be easier if he wasn’t getting in her way. “I’ll see you later?”

    Simon nodded, looking down. Emily frowned, inwardly, as she brushed down her dress and headed for the door. Simon knew something, she was sure, but what? If his oaths refused to let him talk... she scowled. A Soul Master might be able to undo the oath, or simply read Simon’s memories, but there was a better than even chance that trying would result in Simon’s death. The king wouldn’t have settled for destroying Simon’s magic. He would have wanted oaths that would shut Simon’s mouth permanently.

    She kept her face under tight control as she walked up the stairs. The castle felt... on edge. The guards watched her uneasily, as if they expected her to start hurling fireballs. There seemed to be fewer of them than before. She guessed the remainder had been ordered onto the streets. The wards buzzed against her mind, daring her to do something stupid. She had no intention of doing anything of the sort.

    The king’s private chambers had remained sealed. Emily breathed a sigh of relief, then inspected the wards carefully. Void had taught her how to set up a tripwire, a ward that would reveal any tampering even if the ward had been taken down and then rebuilt by a skilled wardcrafter. No one, he’d assured her, would even realize the tripwire had been there unless they’d watched the wards being put together. She allowed herself a brief smile as she noted the tripwire was still there, then brushed the wards aside and stepped into the chambers. They were as dark and cold as the grave.

    The king could have provided his own light, she thought, as she cast a lightspell. A globe of light bobbed into the air, hovering above the king’s workbench. He didn’t need lanterns to light his way.

    She stood in the doorway and allowed her eyes to wander around the room. The workbench was surprisingly crude, practical rather than elegant, for a king’s private chambers. She thought, suddenly, of Professor Thande and frowned. His worktables were no better. She had a nasty feeling the king had been experimenting with dangerous potions. There was no point in spending money on tables that might be blown to splinters at any moment. She glanced into the corner, knowing what she’d see before she laid eyes on it. The table was stronger, providing cover if something really went wrong. She guessed the king had brought it forward when he’d been messing about with alchemy. It was too far from the workbench to serve as real cover.

    The air felt musty as she walked around the room, careful not to touch anything as she inspected the workbench, the cabinets and the row of tools. They looked clean, as if the king had taken good care of them. She wondered, wryly, if it had been the king or his wizard who’d really done the work. Her lips twitched as she peered into the nearest cabinet, silently totting up the supplies. A bag of dragon scales sat next to a tightly-sealed bottle of preserved durian. Emily frowned, puzzled. Had the king been preparing to depower the duke?

    And what would happen to a blademaster, she asked herself, if his magic was dampened?

    She tossed the question around and around as she walked into the next room. It was a bedroom, she thought, but the bed was still ridiculously small.  It was too small for Willis, let alone a grown adult. Her eyes narrowed as she studied the wooden carvings on the bed. Dragons. More dragons. It might have been the king’s bed when he’d been a child. She looked around, noting how the chamber might easily have been a prince’s bedroom. The furnishings had been stripped, but... it was possible. She suspected she’d never know.

    The duke might, she thought, as she walked into the next room. But could I trust his answers?

    The king’s desk was the only elegant thing in the chambers, she decided, as she started to inspect it. He’d covered it with wards, with nasty little spells intended to turn intruders into tiny little things, but he hadn’t connected them to the castle’s defenses. She frowned as she circled the desk, making sure that was definitely the case before she started to dismantle the spells. There was nothing she hadn’t seen before, at Whitehall, but there was an edge to the spells she didn’t like. The king had intended to kill — or, at the very least, cripple — anyone who tried to open his desk. Emily carefully worked through the spells, making sure not to touch the wood with her bare skin. The runes carved into the wood looked very nasty. 

    She allowed herself a moment of triumph as she opened the drawers and found a sheaf of papers. The feeling faded as she carried the papers over to the workbench and started to read through them. There was nothing interesting, nothing incriminating. They were private missives from neighboring monarchs, reports from the king’s spies and a whole string of accounts that were carefully encoded to conceal what the king had been spending money on. The sums mentioned were small, she thought, but they added up to a small fortune. Alchemical supplies? Or payments to spies and informers?

    Her heart sank as she read through the reports. The king seemed to have had hundreds of spies working for him, from MPs to people on the streets. They supplied him with everything from political information to private gossip. She had no idea if the king had cared one jot about who was sleeping with whom, although she supposed the information might have come in handy for something. A young lord — his name hidden behind a pseudonym — had been frequenting a male-only brothel. Who knew? Maybe he could be blackmailed. But it meant nothing to her.

    She put the papers back in the desk, then started to examine the wood carefully. The desk was easily big enough to conceal a hidden drawer or secret compartment. Done properly, it would be hidden so perfectly that it might be impossible to find unless the entire desk was chopped to pieces. She poked and prodded at the desk, but found nothing. The king either hadn’t hidden anything or he’d hidden it too well. She considered taking the desk apart, but decided against it. The desk belonged to Willis.

    Emily shook her head, then spent an hour going through the books. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the king’s collection. It ranged from basic textbooks to forbidden tomes that should, by rights, be handed over to the White Council. She couldn’t tell if the king had used any of the more advanced and dangerous spells, although the inclusion of King Randor’s death curse worried her. Maybe the king really had been trying to depower his brother. It was only a matter of time until the duke did something his brother couldn’t ignore.

    She returned the books to the shelves, then walked out the door and carefully sealed the chamber behind her. There was nothing, no clue she could see. The king seemed to have taken his secrets to the grave. Void would try to crack Simon’s oaths, she was sure, but she didn’t want to take the risk. There was no way Simon could give informed consent. His oaths might kill him if he believed there was a reasonable chance he could spill the beans and keep his life.

    And Void wanted me here for something, she thought, as she headed down the corridor. But what?

    She sensed the duke before she saw him, a tight spiral of barely-controlled magic standing in the corridor. He was talking to a man she didn’t recognize, their voices blurred by a privacy ward. She tensed, wishing she’d thought to slip something into her hand before she stepped into view. The duke glanced up at her, his eyes narrowing. Emily heart started to pound as she walked past the men and headed down the corridor. She was sure they were watching her. She was sure they were going to call her back...

    And yet, the duke said nothing. Emily frowned. She’d expected the duke to insist on speaking to her, to make his case for the protectorship. He had to know she’d seen both the queen and parliament. And yet, he said nothing. Did he think his case was strong enough to stand on its own? Or was he planning something? He had too much to lose, if he wasn’t made protector. She winced, feeling a stab of sympathy for Rogan. There was no way to ensure the duke would behave himself, whatever happened. The entire kingdom was on the verge of chaos.

    “My Lady,” Silent said, when Emily reached her chambers. “The queen has invited you to dinner and Arbiter Rogan has requested the pleasure of your company for breakfast tomorrow.”

    Emily glanced at the clock. It was later than she’d thought. “Run me a bath,” she ordered, shortly. “I should have time to wash before going to eat.”

    “You have also received a vase of flowers,” Silent added. She indicated a vase of pink and purple roses. “The maid was unable to say who ordered them.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. She blinked in surprise. No one, not even Caleb or Cat, had given her flowers. Ever. “Who sent me those?”

    “The maid was unable to say,” Silent repeated, primly. “It is not my place to speculate.”

    Emily shook her head. Jan? She couldn’t think of anyone else. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, finally. There was no card with the flowers.  She cast a pair of detection spells and frowned. There were no traps. They were just... flowers. “Right now, I have too many other problems to worry about.”


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    “I TRUST YOU SLEPT BETTER,” ARBITER Rogan said, as Emily stepped into his chambers the next morning. “No one tried to test your wards?”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. She’d put a lot of effort into preparing her wards, in hope of tracing the magic back to the caster, but the murderer hadn’t taken the bait. “There was no attempt to kill me.”

    “And they probably know you survived,” Rogan said, curtly. He summoned the maid and ordered breakfast. “What did Queen Aquiline, Lord Eddisford and Sir Mowbray have to say to you?”

    Emily kept her face impassive. Rogan sounded like a tutor on the verge of chewing her out for a tiny mistake, not someone who was — in some senses — her social equal. She reminded herself, dryly, that the arbiter was under a lot of stress. Making the wrong call — or even the right one, if it failed to gain universal acceptance — could lead to disaster. He had to be wishing he had someone who could make the decision for him.

    She sat, smoothing her dress. “The queen made her case for slow but steady change, backed up by her father,” she said. “They appear to believe they can manage the pace of change, if they have the protectorship. The queen herself informed me that she swore to treat her stepchildren as her real children. If she can be trusted to keep her word, it speaks well of her. I don’t know what Willis thinks of his stepmother.”

    “Believe me, Willis’s opinion is irrelevant,” Rogan said. “He’s too young to be taken seriously.”

    Emily winced. “Sir Mowbray stated that he had nothing to gain from the protectorship and that, if selected, he would attempt to keep political matters frozen until the king reached his majority and took power for himself. I don’t know how easy he’ll find it, even with the regency in his hand. There are... matters... that cannot wait for four years.”

    “No,” Rogan said. “And the duke?”

    “The duke made no attempt to talk to me,” Emily said. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

    “Bad,” Rogan said, flatly. “He should be trying to convince you to support him. That he hasn’t made the attempt...”

    He shook his head. “Which one do you prefer?”

    Emily hesitated. “Am I allowed to have an opinion?”

    “I have yet to find a way to keep people from having opinions.” Rogan smiled suddenly, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “This job would be a great deal easier if everyone just did what I said.”

    “I’m sure it would,” Emily said. She took a moment to organize her thoughts. “The duke doesn’t strike me as remotely stable, to the point he worried his brother. I don’t think he’d make a good regent even if he genuinely intended to do right by his nephew. The queen looks a better choice, but she’s... strongly influenced, if not controlled, by her father. Lord Eddisford clearly has an agenda of his own. I suspect she’ll find herself relying on him, regardless of her feelings in the matter. And” — she hated to say it, but it was true — “she’s a Southerner. That won’t sit well with the North.”

    “True,” Rogan agreed.

    “Parliament makes a better case,” Emily continued. “Sir Mowbray has a very good point when he states he won’t live long enough to build a power base. He doesn’t have any sons” — she’d made a point of looking it up, when she’d returned to her rooms — “and his daughters aren’t eligible to be heirs. On the surface, he’s the best possible candidate.”

    “And the one who has the great advantage of not being either the duke or the queen,” Rogan said, dryly. “We’d be spiting both of them.”

    “That’s the problem,” Emily said. “Sir Mowbray doesn’t have a private army. Parliament’s ability to tackle rogue aristocrats is very limited. They’d have problems dealing with either the duke or the queen. And if Sir Mowbray dies before Willis reaches his majority, there’ll be another power struggle over who’ll succeed him.”

    She met his eyes. “And that’s as far as I’ve gotten.”

    Rogan indicated the papers on his desk. The pile had grown larger in the last twenty-four hours. “I’ve gone through all the documents,” he said. “Most of the arguments, as I said, are repeated time and time again. Others... cancel each other out. It doesn’t help that the situation is completely unprecedented. The Queen Dowager would, normally, have a very good claim, but in this case she’s not the king’s actual mother. That gives the duke an edge... a very slight edge, yet one that cannot be easily denied.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. “And so you’re nominating the duke?”

    “Parliament’s case is weaker, but there are precedents that support it.” Rogan picked up a set of papers. “It helps that Willis isn’t that young. He’ll reach his majority in four years. It won’t be easy to keep things frozen, but it can be done. And... it will hopefully keep the other challengers from making a bid for power. The queen and the duke can afford to bide their time if the other isn’t in power.”

    “True,” Emily said. “I...”

    She broke off as a pair of maids entered, carrying the breakfast trays. She knew better than talk in front of the servants, even if the aristocracy regarded them — at best — as nothing more than part of the furniture. The servants had ears and, if the king’s papers were any clue, a willingness to repeat whatever they heard to their true masters. She would be surprised if the arbiter’s maids were not being bribed by the queen or the duke. They might know what he was going to decide before it became public knowledge. And then... who knew how the knowledge could be used?

    Her stomach rumbled as the maids retreated. She picked up the fork and started to eat, enjoying the taste of spicy beef sausage and scrambled egg instead of the more traditional bacon and eggs. It was certainly something different. She wondered, idly, why the meat wasn’t exported. It wasn’t as if there wouldn’t be a market. The aristocracy was always on the watch for something new.

    “It would certainly keep things stable, as long as Sir Mowbray remains alive,” she said, when she had satisfied her hunger pangs. “And it might prevent civil war.”

    “It might,” Rogan agreed. “Yesterday... there were riots on the streets. Today... this morning, the duke sent a missive to the city fathers, demanding the right to bring troops into the city. A very flowery missive, five pages of sweet-talking that boil down to give me what I want or I’ll beat hell out of you and take it anyway. The queen has sent her own missive, if my informants are correct. The city fathers are stalling, but they won’t be able to stall for long.”

    Emily shivered. “We’re running out of time.”

    “Correct.” Rogan glanced at the window. “As long as the armies are outside the walls, they can be kept at a distance. Once they’re in the city, the temptation to just seize power will become irresistible. Both sides will be sure the other will be planning to do just that” — he smiled, humorlessly — “and they’ll use it as a justification to make their own move. And once the fighting starts...”

    He tapped his plate. “At best, we’d be looking at one side seizing power, purging all its enemies and redefining the entire balance of power. At worst, we’d be looking at a three or four-sided civil war. The city would be devastated, the two main sides would go north or south and the subsequent war would rip the country in two. It would make the Zangarian War look like a petty border dispute.”

    Shit, Emily thought. She knew, intellectually, that the Zangarian Civil War had been fought on a very small scale. Large swathes of the country had been completely untouched by the fighting. But it was hard to believe. She’d seen too many burned-out towns and villages, too many refugees trying to find safety, too many dead men and raped women and orphaned children to believe the war had been small. And yet... she knew it was true. This could turn into a nightmare.

    “Right,” she said. She found herself considering extreme solutions. Perhaps her real task was to assassinate the duke. Or the queen. Or both. “How do you intend to proceed?”

    Rogan pushed his plate to one side, then looked her in the eye. “I intend to nominate Sir Mowbray as Lord Protector. I’ll be spending the remainder of the day writing out a very convincing case for his selection, pointing out the weaknesses in the other claims and — more importantly — how Sir Mowbray can ensure that Willis receives his inheritance without any major concessions or limitations. I’ll suggest — very strongly — that both the queen and the duke serve on the Lord Protector’s council, where their influence will be diluted. They can share access to Willis or they can both stay well away from the king.”

    Emily frowned. “They’ll both try to influence him,” she commented. “And what about the rest of the royal family?”

    “There’s no way to keep them from influencing him,” Rogan said. “And as for the rest of the family” — he shook his head — “those decisions will have to wait until Willis comes of age.”

    “Princess Elena was meant to go to school,” Emily said. “Will she still go?”

    “I suspect that will be the Lord Protector’s decision,” Rogan told her. “But unless he’s a complete fool, and he isn’t, he’ll see the advantage in keeping her hand off the marriage market.”

    “It will certainly keep her from causing trouble,” Emily agreed. “Do you think everyone will go along with it?”

    “I don’t know,” Rogan said. “But I have reason to believe that both sides — or at least their supporters — have no interest in an outright civil war. Given an excuse to take a deep breath and back away, their supporters might insist they accept the new status quo rather than try to challenge it. The queen would have to ally with the duke if she wanted to change things and...”

    “That isn’t likely to happen,” Emily said. “I can’t see them getting along.”

    “No,” Rogan agreed. “Neither of them will be happy, but they have good reason to go along with it.”

    He looked down at the table. “Can I count on your support?”

    Emily nodded. “I’ll be there,” she said. “I don’t know how many of them will listen to me.”

    Rogan didn’t seem to hear her. “Willis is going to be crowned tomorrow. We’ve had to move the timetable forward because of the riots. I’ll make the formal announcement before the coronation, as planned. They won’t know what I’m going to say.”

    Unless they’ve been spying on you, Emily thought. Or if they make the assumption, they’re going to be disappointed and lay their plans accordingly...

    “Please keep my judgment to yourself,” Rogan said. “And if you can find the murderer... please do.”

    Emily shook her head. “I’ve drawn a blank,” she admitted. Void was going to be disappointed. “There was nothing in the king’s private chambers to even hint at who might have killed him.”

    “Sir Mowbray is not one of the suspects,” Rogan said. “That works in his favor, I suppose.”

    He looked displeased. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. The regicide might go undiscovered, leaving a murderer very close to the seat of power. Willis might be in very real danger. Anyone prepared to kill a grown man with the power and inclination to hunt down a would-be assassin wouldn’t hesitate to kill a teenager. And murdering Willis would plunge the succession into doubt.

    She took a breath. “If something happens to Willis, who’s next in line?”

    Rogan snorted. “That depends on who’s doing the calculations,” he said. “The king’s will states Prince Robert is second in line to the throne. He’ll be Willis’s heir until the boy has heirs of his own. However, there’s a strong case to be made that the duke and his sons actually take precedence. I have no doubt the duke will make that case if anything happens to Willis.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. “You’d better get him a bodyguard.”

    “I’ll mention it to the Lord Protector,” Rogan said. “But my authority terminates the moment I make the public announcement.”

    And then I have to go home and confess failure, Emily thought. Her heart twisted. She didn’t want to disappoint Void. She didn’t think he’d kick her out, but... she didn’t want to admit failure. If I don’t find the murderer...

    There was a tap on the door. “Trouble, I bet,” Rogan said. “Enter!”

    A messenger stepped into the room and bowed. “Lady Emily, His Highness the Crown Prince requests the pleasure of your company.”

    Emily glanced at Rogan, who shrugged. “Coming,” she said. “Lead the way.”

    The messenger bowed again and turned. Emily followed him as he led her through a maze of passageways, up to a single large meeting room. It was a war room, she realized dully. The stone walls were covered in swords, spears and shields, all decorated with the ever-present dragons. Willis himself was standing by a solid wooden table, peering down at an immense map of the Allied Lands. He turned as Emily entered, smiling. Emily dropped a curtsy and straightened. Willis nodded politely.

    “My tutor was insisting that we couldn’t move an army to the Craggy Mountains,” Willis said, tracing a line on the map. “He’s wrong, isn’t he?”

    Emily walked over to the table and peered down at the map. It was a work of art in its own right, rather than the scribbled parchments or printed maps she’d seen during the war. A single purple diamond hung in the far corner, indicating the craftsman who’d drawn out the map. Emily frowned as she cocked her head. The map was accurate enough, she supposed, but the mapmaker had left out quite a few details. A military operation that looked easy on paper might be practically impossible in real life.

    “You’d have to march the army over two thousand miles,” she said, carefully. Alassa had had trouble keeping her army supplied, even in fertile country. “And the kingdoms you’ll pass through won’t be happy to see you.”

    “The necromancers have to be beaten,” Willis said. His eyes shone as he traced out a fantasy campaign. “Surely, the other kings will understand that.”

    “It wouldn’t be easy to feed and supply a large army, whatever they understand,” Emily said, bluntly. “And their populations would certainly see you as an invading army.”

    Willis looked blank. “But we’re going to fight the common foe!”

    “Your army would cause them no end of problems,” Emily told him. “You might mean well, Your Highness, but you’d do a great deal of harm.”

    She studied the map, considering the possibilities. There weren’t many. Willis couldn’t hope to transport the army by sea, unless he wanted to risk losing his entire fleet in a storm. The necromancers would certainly have enough time to launch a counterattack even if Willis did manage to land safely. And then they’d be pinned against the sea and destroyed. It would be the end.

    “You might manage to march an army through portals,” she said, carefully. “But it would take a long time to bring all your force to bear.”

    “That’s what I was thinking,” Willis said. “We sneak into the Blighted Lands, set up a portal and bring the army through.”

    “You’d have problems,” Emily said. The basic idea was sound, but... “Every necromancer for a hundred miles would be able to sense the portal. They’d direct their armies towards it.”

    “But your new weapons would turn the tide,” Willis said. He turned and waved a hand towards the far wall. A musket hung among the bladed weapons. “Their armies would impale themselves on bullets.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. Machine guns would slaughter orcs in vast numbers. But it would be a long time before the Allied Lands made anything more sophisticated than cannons, flintlocks and muskets. They’d barely mastered revolvers. Mass producing the weapons was out of the question. “You’d need to bring a lot of weapons.”

    Willis grinned at her. “When I’m king, I’ll have a lot of weapons,” he said. “I’ll have my own army, the finest in the world. And I’ll teach the necromancers a lesson.”

    What not to do, perhaps, Emily thought. If moving an army through the mountains was hard, moving one across the Blighted Lands was impossible. A frontal assault into the Blighted Lands is doomed to fail.

    She leaned forward, keeping that thought to herself. “Willis... who do you want to be protector?”

    The Crown Prince looked surprised by the question. “I will be king,” he said. “Does it matter?”

    “It might,” Emily said. “Who do you want?”

    Willis considered it. “I don’t know,” he said, finally. “My mother — my stepmother — is a woman. She doesn’t understand the manly arts, not like you do. She’s always telling me that I should study things other than war, as if a king is not defined by his victories and defeats and the power of his army.”

    “I am a woman,” Emily said. If Willis had said that to Lady Barb... she snorted inwardly at the thought. “Or am I an honorary man?”

    Willis blushed and started to stammer. “Uncle is tougher, but he’s scary. And yet, he teaches me what I need to know. He’s never lost a battle. I won’t lose a battle either.”

    Emily nodded. If Willis thought his uncle was scary...

    I’d better charge a battery, she thought. Thankfully, she’d packed the tools. Just in case.


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    “THE SERVANTS WERE TALKING, MY LADY,” Silent said, as she placed the breakfast tray on the table. “They’re saying the duke is sure to be protector.”

    “Are they?” Emily rubbed her eyes as she stood. “And what else are they saying?”

    “That it’s a great shame the Crown Prince won’t be crowned properly,” Silent said. She headed to the bathroom. “His father had two weeks of feasting when he took the crown.”

    Emily shrugged. The original plans had fallen by the wayside. Willis had to be crowned in a hurry, even if that meant a very basic ceremony and a shortage of foreign guests. He’d probably have another ceremony when he came of age, just to make sure everyone knew he’d be ruling in his own right for the rest of his life. Alassa’s coronation had been very short and simple too, she’d been told. She’d been unconscious at the time.

    And cheap, she thought. The last thing anyone needs is to start the protectorship with a row over funds being wasted on the king’s coronation.

    She snorted at the thought — in her experience, aristocrats believed money expended on show was never wasted — and hastily tucked into her breakfast. Rogan had sent her a detailed list of instructions for the ceremony, but most didn’t apply to her. The duke, according to long tradition, would place the crown on his nephew’s head and be the first to swear loyalty to his new king. Emily privately doubted the duke would mean one word of it, but in a crowded hall — his friends and enemies alike watching for weakness — he’d have no choice. He’d have to play his role to the fullest. She checked the list, making sure she didn’t have to say or do anything beyond joining the guests of honor, as she finished her breakfast. It was only two hours before the ceremony.

    Silent returned. Emily glanced at her. “What’s the mood on the streets?”

    “Grim,” Silent said. “There are crowds everywhere. The castle gates are firmly shut and bolted. The servants have strict orders not to leave the castle.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. “We’ll be leaving soon, I think.”

    “Very good, My Lady,” Silent said, expressionlessly. She started to lay out the dress. “Should I pack?”

    “Pack as much as you can,” Emily said. She hated to confess failure, but what choice did she have? Rogan had made it clear they’d be expected to leave shortly after the coronation. She was tempted to ask Sir Mowbray if she could stay, but she doubted the Lord Protector would agree. He couldn’t afford to seem a puppet of outside interests. “We’ll teleport home when I’m dismissed.”

    She felt despondent as she walked into the bathroom, heated the water with a charm and climbed into the tub. She’d failed. She didn’t know who’d killed the king, she didn’t know what the king had been doing before his death... she didn’t even know who’d sent her the flowers! They were perfectly normal flowers — she’d checked them carefully for everything from scent-based potions to hexes and curses — but... she shook her head. It didn’t matter, not now. All that mattered was that she’d failed.

    And I’m not even sure what the mission actually was, she thought, as she scrubbed herself thoroughly. Why does Void care about any of this?

    She was tempted to stay in the water for hours, but she simply didn’t have time. She clambered out of the tub, dried herself with a spell and walked back into the bedroom. Silent picked up the dress and held it out. Emily took it, silently thanking all the gods that she’d made sure to choose a dress she could put on without help, and pulled it over her head. It was pretty enough, she supposed, without being overstated. She had the feeling the ladies of the court were going to be competing to wear the finest dresses. There was no point in joining the competition.

    “You look lovely, My Lady,” Silent said.

    “Thanks,” Emily said. 

    She brushed back her hair as she stared at herself in the mirror. The dress was a cross between her normal clothes and an apprentice’s robes. She rather thought she looked more like a master than an apprentice. She dropped the battery into a pocket, along with one of the smaller valves. It might come in handy, if all hell broke loose. If nothing else, it would be a terrible surprise for anyone intend on causing trouble.

    There was a tap on the door. “Come!”

    A messenger stepped into the room and bowed. “Lady Emily,” he said. “The Lord Arbiter requests your presence in the Throne Room.”

    Emily nodded. “Please inform the Lord Arbiter that I’ll be there in a moment,” she said. The ceremony wasn’t due to start for another hour, but she’d be expected to take her place well before the timer reached zero. “I can find my own way there.”

    The messenger bowed again, then retreated. Emily stuck the remaining supplies in her pocket, carefully charming them to keep them hidden from prying eyes, then pulled on her gloves and headed for the door. The corridor outside was bustling with life, from servants carrying heavy boxes up and down the stairs to noble men and women being escorted to their chambers. The latter looked as if they’d been forced to get out of bed at stupid o’clock, she noted; she suspected they were annoyed at having to share the corridors with their social inferiors. A middle-aged woman eyed her as though she were a servant, then scowled when Emily eyed her right back. She looked to be a very low-ranking aristocrat.

    Probably looking for someone she can conscript as a servant, Emily thought, feeling a twinge of pity for anyone too low-ranking to tell the woman where to go. And whoever gets the job is likely to regret it.

    She frowned, then schooled her face into immobility as she stepped into the Throne Room. The chamber was already full, lines of aristocracy pressing against the wardlines someone had helpfully drawn on the stone floor. Dozens of guards stood against the rear of the chamber, a deterrent to anyone who was thinking of causing trouble. A couple looked as if they were hoping someone would. They wouldn’t get many opportunities to push a nobleman or two around and she had a feeling they were planning to make the most of it.

    Arbiter Rogan was standing by the throne, directing people to their places. He nodded to Emily, then pointed her to a position among the guests of honor. The others shot her sharp looks, as if they didn’t know who she was or why she’d been honored. Emily found it hard to care. She’d be leaving in the evening and reporting back to her master, to the man she’d come to think of as a father. And she’d failed.

    The duke stepped into the room, blade prominently displayed on his hip and raw magic spiraling around him. He marched to the front of the chamber and took his place by the throne. The queen — and the royal children — followed, standing on the opposite side of the guards. Emily met Elena’s eye and winked. The princess had got some of what she wanted, after all. She was probably the luckiest person in the chamber. The room started to quiet as Rogan moved to stand in front of the throne. Emily glanced at her watch. It was time.

    Rogan snapped his fingers. A silencing spell rippled through the air. Emily felt her ears pop as silence descended, a silence so complete she couldn’t even hear herself breathe. It felt eerie, almost wrong. The guests slowly straightened to attention. She eyed Rogan, wondering if he was enjoying himself. He might be about to boost his career into the skies — or send it crashing into utter ruin.

    “I speak with the voice of the Allied Lands,” Rogan said, calmly. His voice was surprisingly strong. “I speak as one who is sworn to arbitrate, to listen to all sides and hear all arguments and study all precedents before rendering judgment. And I speak as one who is profoundly aware of how much rests upon his arbitration. I speak as one who knows he will be called to account for what he has done.

    “It is my decision that Sir Mowbray, Member of Parliament, is to serve as Lord Protector.”

    Emily watched the crowd. The duke looked... oddly unconcerned. A flash of alarm ran through her. The duke should be enraged. The queen was angry, glancing towards her father. The crowd itself was shifting, lips moving soundlessly. She thought she saw relief on a number of faces. The crisis had been averted. There would be no civil war. And yet... she looked back at the duke. His face was cold and calm.

    “My full judgment will be published, as laid down in the terms of the treaty,” Rogan continued. “However, I believe that he is the best choice for the kingdom.”

    He paused, holding the silence spell in place. Technically, the assembled lords and ladies should pledge allegiance to the Lord Protector, but they couldn’t do that — according to the ceremony guidelines — until Willis was formally crowned. Emily had a nasty feeling some of them were already plotting ways to avoid public oaths, even if they weren’t enforced with magic. They might just try to sneak out before the ceremony was over. And even if they did swear their oaths...

    “Let the Crown Prince be crowned,” Rogan said. “And then the Lord Protector can assume his duties.”

    The silencing spell snapped as the main doors opened. Willis stepped into the room, wearing regal robes that were perfectly tailored to his young body. His dagger hung in place of a sword. And yet... Emily couldn’t help thinking he looked faintly absurd as he made his way down the aisle. He looked nervous, as if he were marching to his execution. She felt a stab of pity. He’d be bound to the throne for the rest of his life. She wouldn’t have wanted such a life. 

    Alassa wanted the throne, she thought, as Willis passed her. She wanted to tell him to run. I wonder if she ever regrets not leaving the kingdom while she had the chance?

    The duke stood as Willis reached the podium, one hand resting on his sword. He was meant to knight the young prince, as well as crown him. Emily frowned as a servant materialized behind the duke, carrying the crown on a cushion. Her eyes narrowed. The crown was an ugly iron mass, so strikingly out of place that she wondered — for a heartbeat — if the crown had been destroyed. And yet, it was surrounded by strange and powerful magic. 

    And no one is objecting to the crown, she told herself. The queen, the duke... Willis himself... they’d all object if it wasn’t the real crown. It must mean something to them.

    The duke drew his sword. Emily felt an urge to cover her eyes. The blade was bright, blindingly bright... it was glowing with magic, not light. She forced herself to watch as the duke motioned for Willis to climb the steps and kneel before him, his sword at the ready. The ceremony would be over soon and then... she’d have to go confess her failure. And then...

    It happened with terrifying speed. The duke lashed out, once. Rogan’s protections shattered like glass. His body was sliced in two, the pieces falling to the ground. Blood splashed on the podium. Emily reached for her magic, too late, as the duke held his sword to Willis’s neck. She was dimly aware of guards crashing into place, a handful of loyalists being quickly and brutally removed. The crowd surged, stunned by the sudden change. They didn’t know what to do.

    He killed the arbiter, Emily thought, shocked. She’d liked Rogan. He just declared war on the Allied Lands!

    She wrapped her power around her, slipping a small object into her palm. If she propelled it at the duke... Willis would be showered in blood, but he’d be alive. She hoped. The blade was practically touching his neck. The slightest shift might behead the prince. Emily forced herself to think, silently reaching out to probe the duke’s defenses. If she could break them, she could stop him. She could freeze them both and remove the prince before finishing the duke. Or...

    “Lady Emily.” The duke sounded amused as he turned his gaze to her. His voice dripped honey and sarcasm. “I’m sure you do not want any harm to come to any of these... good... people, even the royal bastards. And no harm will come to them, if you drink your potion like a good girl.”

    Emily sensed someone moving next to her. A guard, eyes cold and hard, opened his hand and held out a potions gourd. The stench of durian assailed her nostrils. She took it, thinking hard. She could try to kill the duke, but if she missed she might kill Willis instead. She didn’t have time to crack his defenses and... her mind raced. The castle’s wards wouldn’t let her teleport. She’d be scattered over hundreds of miles if she tried. She might be able to fight her way out, but the duke had an unknown number of sorcerers under his control and... she might escape, at the cost of leaving him in control of the children. She saw the fear in Willis’s eyes and shivered. She couldn’t let the duke harm them.

    “Now, please,” the duke said. “For the sake of the children.”

    Emily lifted the gourd to her lips. The guard moved closer, watching her carefully. Pouring the potion down her dress wasn’t an option. But if she... she gathered herself, carefully drawing the magic from the liquid as she forced herself to drink. It tasted foul — her stomach heaved in rebellion as she kept drinking — but it was powerless. She prayed, desperately, that she’d absorbed enough of the magic to render the potion useless. The duke would see her as helpless. As long as he believed it, she had a chance.

    “Good,” the duke said. “Very good.”

    He took the crown and held it in the air. The wrought iron glinted oddly under the light, as if the crown were made of tarnished silver. It seemed to respond to the duke’s touch. She held her breath as he placed it on his head, half-expecting the crown to crush his skull like an eggshell. There were crowns that did just that, she’d been told, when they’d been placed on the wrong skull. But this crown did nothing.

    “In the name of my ancestors, and the dragons who birthed us, I take my place as King Hardcastle of the Dragonschild Line,” the duke said. Willis made a slight noise of protest. The duke ignored him. “And today marks the dawn of a new era for us all.”

    His smile grew cold as he straightened, careful to keep a tight grip on Willis. Emily watched him, gauging her chances. If she hit him with a coin... if he gave her the chance... his men were moving around the chamber, forcing everyone with even a hint of magical ability to drink the potion themselves. She swallowed, hard. The coup had clearly been carefully planned. The movers and shakers, cut off from their power bases, were unable to do anything.

    “Most of you will remain here, ready to pledge yourselves to me when I return,” the duke said. “I go now to fulfill my destiny. And those of you lucky enough to accompany me will bear witness to my ascension.”

    Emily forced herself to think. The duke sounded crazy, yet... she gritted her teeth as the guard caught her hands, yanking them behind her back. Magic pulsed under her skin, ready to blast him to ashes, but it would mean certain death for Willis and far too many of the other hostages if she unleashed it. The coin she’d palmed fell to the ground, clinking uselessly as the guard tied her hands behind her. She could free herself in an instant, if she was prepared to risk getting everyone else killed...

    Bide your time, she told herself. 

    The guards moved from guest to guest, searching them and tying their hands before shoving them into the antechamber. Princess Elena squeaked as her hands were tied; beside her, the queen submitted without a fight. There’ll be a chance.

    “I’ll be leaving your two bastards here, in the care of my sons,” the duke informed the queen, as he marched Willis off the podium. “If you give me any trouble...”

    “I understand,” the queen said. She sounded shaken, so shaken that Emily thought — she hoped — it was at least partly an act. “I...”

    “Good.” The duke leered at her. If he thought the queen was faking, he didn’t show it. “And if you behave, I’ll even see you get a proper match.”

    He smirked as his guards pushed the hostages towards the far door. Emily cursed under her breath, trying to ignore the guard as he took her arm and yanked her down the aisle. She could break free, but... she told herself, again and again, to wait. Let him underestimate her, if he wished. Let him think she was nothing without her powers...

    Keep thinking of me as helpless, she urged him, silently. She let the guard shove her onward, taking advantage of the motion to probe the duke’s defenses. And when you turn your back, I’ll put a knife in it.


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    THE DUKE, EMILY HAD TO ADMIT, had planned a neat little coup. He’d put everything in place well before the ceremony, ready to take control of the castle and the surrounding streets as soon as he gave the word. She tried to look harmless, a helpless prisoner, as the guards frog marched the captives down endless flights of stairs. It wasn’t easy. The urge to blast the guard into atoms was growing stronger every second.

    “Lady Emily!” Simon was being marched up the stairs, his escorts pushing him up. His tunic was stained with potion. “I need...”

    “Quiet, you,” the guard growled. “You can make your case to His Grace later.”

    Emily kept her face as impassive as possible as the guard kept marching her down the stairs, into the darkness. She wanted to cast a night-vision spell, but she didn’t dare. She had no idea if any of the guards were sensitive to magic. Instead, she waited until they walked into a pool of light at the bottom. A roughly-hewn tunnel gaped open. The guards pushed the prisoners on, without stopping for a rest. Emily heard Princess Elena protest, only to be silenced by a violent slap. The nasty part of her mind insisted the guard would be in deep shit when the duke found out. There was no way to claim Princess Elena wasn’t legitimate.

    She kept that thought to herself as the dark tunnel finally opened into a giant basement. The guards met their comrades and exchanged a few words in a language she didn’t recognize, then marched their prisoners up the stairs and out into the cold air. They looked to be in a courtyard — a castle courtyard. A line of carriages, bearing the royal livery, were already waiting. She caught sight of the duke, still holding Willis by the neck, as they were pushed into the carriages. The inside was both luxurious and secure. She could feel wards pressing on her as she took her seat. Princess Elena sat, facing her. There was a large red mark on her pale face.

    The duke poked his head into the carriage. “I trust we won’t have to bring out the manacles?”

    Emily looked him in the eye. “You killed the Arbiter,” she said. Rogan had deserved better. “That’s a declaration of war against the Allied Lands.”

    “The Allied Lands will know nothing about his death until it is far too late,” the duke said, easily. The sheer confidence in his voice rankled her. “And by the time they do, they’ll understand they have nothing to gain by waging war on us.”

    “On you,” Emily said. “How long do you think you’ll keep that crown?”

    The duke gave her a nasty look, then withdrew. The guards banged the shutters into place, cutting off all sight of the outside world. She felt the carriage rattle as the horses were hooked up, with guards and drivers clambering to sit at the front. A rumble echoed through the air a moment before the carriage jerked into life. She groaned, inwardly. The duke hadn’t bothered to enchant the carriages for comfort. It was going to be a long trip.

    Princess Elena looked terrified. “I thought... he’s mad.”

    “It looks that way,” Emily agreed, although she wasn’t so sure. The duke had pulled off a coup under her very nose, planning carefully to ensure no one could do anything to stop him. He’d done it so well it didn’t matter, for the moment, that she still had her magic. She could free herself and break out of the carriage, but not without alerting him. “Where is he taking us?”

    “North,” Elena said. She looked down at the wooden flooring. “He’ll be taking us to the Dragoran Mountains.”

    Emily frowned. “Why...?”

    “The Dragonschild — the first Dragonschild — was crowned there,” Elena told her. “By tradition, all of his heirs have to be crowned there too. The North won’t accept him unless...”

    Her voice trailed off. “Father told me there was more to the ceremony than anyone knew, anyone outside the royal lineage,” she added. “But he didn’t tell me what.”

    The duke might know, Emily thought. She winced as the carriage rattled over a pothole. And he must have a plan to deal with the Allied Lands.

    She forced herself to think as the carriage rattled on. The duke might intend to blame the whole thing on the queen. It was quite possible, although he’d have to make sure the witnesses were silenced. That wasn’t going to be easy. If he killed her... Void would certainly want to know what had happened to his apprentice and presumed daughter. The duke had to have some kind of plan to deal with an outraged sorcerer demanding answers and threatening horrific retribution. But what? Void wasn’t going to be deterred by a threat to a young man’s life.

    “I thought... I didn’t know... he killed my father.” Tears glistened in Elena's eyes. “And what’s he going to do to me?”

    Marry you off to someone who can keep you in line, Emily guessed. She kept that thought to herself. Or find a way to keep you under control.

    She reached out, very carefully, to touch the wards. They were fiendishly complex, but they had the air of wards that had been thrown together in a hurry. Her lips twitched as she started to feel them out, considering how best to work through them — or break them. Void had forced her to practice shattering wards, time and time again. Had he known what was coming? Or had it merely been part of her apprenticeship? She put the thought aside for later contemplation as she allowed her senses to drift across the wards, attuning her magic to their blind spots. She didn’t dare push too hard. The duke — or his tame sorcerers — could have layered tripwires all over the wards.

    And he has at least one extremely powerful and dangerous sorcerer under his thumb, Emily reminded herself. The duke’s a blademaster. His talents are limited. He couldn’t have killed the king personally.

    Her eyes narrowed as she slowly but surely subverted the wards. It didn’t feel as if someone was constantly monitoring them, as if the duke expected some kind of trick. It puzzled her, like everything else about the whole affair. The duke seemed to be an odd mixture of hyper-competent planner and strikingly careless idiot. It made no sense. If he had a sorcerer who could kill the king, and nearly kill Emily herself, why not put him to work on the wards? Had he already been dismissed? Or simply murdered to keep his mouth shut? Who knew?

    “I’m scared,” Elena admitted. “Lady Emily, how do you cope?”

    Emily considered her answer carefully. “I’m often scared too,” she said. She remembered the terror of first discovering that magic was real, and shivered. “Everyone gets scared. The trick is not to let it paralyze you.”

    “Uncle never gets scared,” Elena said. “They say he can’t be beaten. Ever.”

    And there’s a huge loophole in that prophecy, Emily thought coldly. And if it really did come from a demon, I’d bet I can put a sword through him.

    She frowned, considering her options. She might be able to crush the duke’s protections through brute force, but the backlash would be savage. The energies she’d unleash might kill everyone else too. She might be able to work her way through the protections, but that would give him a clear shot at Willis. And... she scowled. Blademasters were dangerous, almost unbeatable in single combat. Thankfully, they were rare.

    “They said that about Shadye too,” Emily pointed out. “Tell me, have you ever been to the mountains?”

    “Once,” Elena said. “I was a little girl...”

    Emily nodded. “How long did it take? Roughly?”

    “I don’t know,” Elena said. “I... it was just after my mother died.”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said, automatically. “Did you stop along the way?”

    “No,” Elena said. “The mountains weren’t that far away.”

    Emily nodded. The trip wouldn’t take more than a few hours then, at most. She’d traveled in enough carriages to know that most aristocrats wouldn’t ride in them for long, even if their travel was smoothed with magic. They’d stop along the way, spending the night with their friends and political allies. She forced herself to recall the map, considering the possibilities. Willis had said something about the roads being bad, but... it didn’t matter. They might already be halfway to their destination.

    “We’ll be fine,” she said, as reassuringly as possible. “And we’ll teach the duke a lesson.”

    Elena nodded, then huddled into herself. Emily winced, then forced herself to go back to studying the wards as the carriage started to rattle again. The roads were definitely bad. She would be sore and bruised by the time they came to a stop. And there was little hope of a warm bath at the far end. Her stomach rumbled unpleasantly, the powerless potion sitting uneasily. She was tempted to make herself throw up, but if the duke noticed... he’d be sure to insist that she drank more.

    A low bang echoed through the carriage as it rattled to a halt. Elena looked up, snapping out of her funk as someone fiddled with the shutters. Emily could hear men shouting, speaking a language she didn’t recognize. The books hadn’t lied, she thought, as the shutters were pulled free. The North really hadn’t been brought into the empire. They still spoke their own language, maintained their own customs...

    She gritted her teeth as she was manhandled out of the carriage. It was twilight, the sun fading behind distant mountains. She stared up at a giant flight of stairs leading up the mountainside to a dark crevice. They couldn’t possibly be natural and yet... they looked as if they’d grown out of the rock. A giant statue — a dragon in flight — stood beside the stairs, so perfect it was almost real. A nasty thought ran through her head as Elena was pulled down to stand beside her. The dragon statue might just be real. Or... she reached out with her senses, only to discover that the mountains were drenched in magic. The duke had brought them straight to a high-magic zone.

    Emily glanced back as the duke’s stentorian tones echoed through the air, barking orders to his guards. A sour-faced woman materialized in front of Emily, studied her in a manner that suggested she could barely even stand to look at her, then leaned forward and ran her hands over Emily’s body. Emily had to fight to stand still as the woman carefully removed everything from her pockets, even the concealed compartment. Elena squeaked in protest as another woman did the same to her. Emily wasn’t surprised. The duke should have searched his hostages as soon as he’d taken them captive. Oddly, the thought brought her hope. The duke couldn’t be anywhere near as confident as he claimed. Who knew what was happening back in the city?

    The woman muttered something that sounded nasty, dumped Emily’s possessions into the carriage and walked away. Emily was tempted to hex her, even though it would have revealed she still had magic. Instead, she allowed the guards to push her towards the steps and up towards the shadowy entrance. Lanterns hung from trees, casting a strange light over the scene. She glanced back, spotting the duke and his personal captives as they followed the guards up the stairs. Beyond them, in the distance, she saw the dim lights of a city. Maybe they hadn’t gone that far after all.

    It was midmorning when all hell broke loose, Emily thought. Her body ached as she tried to keep up. And now it’s evening.

    She tested her bonds, carefully, as they kept climbing. The giant stairway seemed to be growing longer and longer. She could see — and sense — things moving, flickering at the corner of her eye or hidden within the pools of shadow. A shiver ran down her spine as she recalled endless warnings about high-magic zones. They could be incredibly dangerous to anyone who dared step inside. Even a sorcerer would have problems.

    It felt as if they’d walked for hours before they finally reached the top of the stairs and peered into the darkness. The cave was immense, the walls lined with statues of men and tiny sculptures of dragons. She glanced from side to side as they walked through the shadows and into the next chamber. A giant crevice lay in front of them. It seemed to plunge down for miles. The guard pushed her against the wall, then let go of her. Emily turned to see the duke standing next to Willis. The queen stood beside him, hair hanging over her pale face and hands bound behind her back. She looked as if she were on the verge of going into shock.

    The duke turned and strode over to Emily, keeping a firm grip on Willis. He looked pleased with himself, pleased enough to be talkative... Emily tested his protections carefully, reluctant to risk pushing too hard until she knew she could crack them without either alerting him or killing his captive too. He smirked, his expression vastly amused. Beside him, Willis looked terrified. His hands had been left unbound, his dagger at his side, but he looked too scared to realize he could use it.

    And the duke could snap his neck with ease, Emily thought, grimly. The duke was the most muscular man she’d ever seen. Even Sergeant Harkin hadn’t looked so formidable. And Willis knows it.

    “You won’t get away with this,” Elena said. “You murdered my father!”

    “The royal whore murdered your father,” the duke said, with an air of tolerant patience. “And everyone will know her for the murdering bitch she is.”

    “I didn’t kill him,” the queen protested. “I loved him!”

    “A likely story,” the duke said. He nodded to one of the guards, who drove a mailed fist into the queen’s stomach. The queen bent over, writhing in pain. She would have hit the ground if the guard hadn’t caught her arm. “Who else benefits from my brother’s death?”

    Emily spoke before Elena could say something that would get her hit. “You do,” she said, sharply. She’d heal the queen the moment she had a chance. “You’ve taken advantage of your brother’s death to take the throne yourself.”

    The duke clenched his fist. Emily braced herself, but the blow never came. “I did not kill my brother,” he said, sharply. “I loved my brother.”

    “Liar,” the queen said. “You...”

    The guard kicked her, sharply. Emily spoke as quickly as she could to keep him from hitting the queen again. “Is that the official story?”

    “It’s the truth!” The duke put a hand on his sword. “I did not kill my brother.”

    Emily frowned. She didn’t believe him, yet... there was something about the way he said it that nagged at her. If he’d ordered his brother killed, rather than doing it in person... no, legally he’d be just as guilty as the sorcerer who cast the spell. Was the duke mad enough to believe his own innocence? Or... or what? If he wasn’t the killer...

    “The royal whore was going to be put aside,” the duke said. “She knew it. She killed him before she could be pensioned off and sent to a brothel...”

    “I didn’t!” The queen pulled away from the guard. “I swear, by all the gods, I didn’t...”

    The duke drew his sword with terrifying speed and sliced through the queen’s neck. Her body dropped to the ground and landed in a heap. Her head flew through the air and fell into the crevice. The duke let out an odd little sound — half-gasp, half-laugh — as the head vanished into the darkness. He almost sounded as if he’d expected something to happen. Emily stared in shock. She hadn’t expected him to kill the queen so casually.

    “You...” Willis was trying to speak. “You...”

    “It takes royal blood,” the duke said, more to himself than anyone else. “Of course...”

    Emily gathered herself. The guards didn’t matter. Their armor was good, but it wouldn’t protect them. She could stop them without breaking the armor itself. But the duke... as long as he had the sword, he was a real problem. She assessed her options... if nothing else, she could shove the duke into the crevice herself. She didn’t think a blademaster could levitate, let alone fly. The weight of his armor would send him plunging.

    “You killed her,” Elena said. “You...”

    “Quiet, princess,” the duke said. “Your destiny awaits.”

    Emily sensed a surge of magic, right next to her. For a terrible moment, she thought the duke’s pet sorcerer had sneaked up on her. He had to be good if he’d managed to slip through a king’s wards and kill him, but... the duke stepped back, his eyes widening. Elena was glowing with light and power...

    She’s coming into her magic, Emily thought. The guards were stumbling back. They knew they needed cover. And I’ll never have a better chance.

    Elena’s power exploded. A wave of magic washed across the chamber. Emily felt dizzy as she felt the princess’s power react with the wild magic. The duke jumped back, his protections flaring to life. Willis hit the ground as a shockwave flashed over his head. Emily braced herself, then tore her hands free. The duke would know she’d tricked the potion somehow. She hadn’t been blasted across the chamber by Elena’s power...

    “You...”

    “Me,” Emily said. Her power bubbled around her. She levitated the neared rock and held it in the air. “Let’s see how badly the demon screwed you, shall we?”

    And she launched the rock at him as hard as she could.


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    THE DUKE LIFTED HIS SWORD. HIS protections grew stronger. The rock slammed into his blade, shattering into tiny pieces. Emily scooped up another rock and threw it at him, then cast a series of spells at the guards. They tumbled to the ground, helpless and still. She scooped up a sword from one of them and held it up, silently challenging the duke. He’d think — she hoped — she was challenging him to a contest she could only lose. If she was lucky, it would keep him from thinking about what else she might be doing.

    “Get Elena out of here,” Emily shouted at Willis. She didn’t dare risk unleashing her full power as long as there were innocents within the chamber. “Hurry!”

    Willis stared at her. “Lady Emily...”

    “Go,” Emily shouted. “Now!”

    The duke’s sword crashed against hers. There was nothing elegant in the blow, nothing to make the crowd go wild in admiration. It was pure brute force, a blade propelled by nothing more than muscle and raw anger. She saw the duke’s eyes bulging with hate as she blocked his blow, barely. The force of the impact almost tore the blade from her fingers. It had been too long since she’d crossed swords in anger.

    She drew on her magic, strengthening the blade. She couldn’t make herself a blademaster, she certainly couldn’t give herself his instinctive understanding of how to use his weak magic to best advantage, but she could do something. Magic flashed as the duke’s blade crashed against hers, his feet pounding on the chamber floor as he pushed against her defenses. She smiled, then summoned a pair of fireballs and hurled them at him. They splashed uselessly against his defenses, as she’d expected, but they made him wince. His eyes flashed murder as she feinted, then tried to stab through his armor. He blocked her with effortless ease.

    Watch for the knife in his sleeve, Emily reminded herself. Sergeant Harkin had taught her that trick, pointing out that ‘honor’ was meaningless when life or death was at stake. It was hard to be sure, but it looked like the duke was trying to maneuver her into a position that would allow him to stab her with a hidden blade. Don’t let him get too close.

    She saw Willis, kneeling by Elena. The prince was looking down at his sister, a tender expression on his face. It would have been heart-warming if it hadn’t been so dangerous. The duke wanted them for something, but what? She wanted them to run... she cursed inwardly as the duke slammed his sword into hers again. They couldn’t run, not with the mountain swarming with the duke’s men. They’d just be recaptured the moment they headed down the steps.

    And the duke wanted them for something, Emily thought. A shiver ran down her spine. There was no disputing Willis’s claim to the throne. The duke couldn’t leave him alive, not any longer. Elena could be neutralized.  She could be married off or locked up or simply ignored, on the grounds a woman couldn’t take the throne. Willis was a different story. He won’t last a day if the duke keeps power.

    She forced herself to concentrate as she blocked another blow, splitting her attention between defending herself and trying to crack the duke’s defenses. They were strange, as if the duke hadn’t been quite sure what he was doing when he’d put them together. Blademasters were just like magicians who became addicted to wands or staffs, if she recalled correctly. They traded flexibility for ease. And it worked in their favor, she thought, because they rarely had enough magic to be worth training. The duke didn’t need to be subtle. He just needed to put his sword through her chest.

    His defenses spun in her mind’s eye. She probed the edges of his power, feeling the odd twinges of magic from his dragonskin armor. That would be a problem, even if she managed to crack his defenses herself. The duke clearly wasn’t one for taking chances... she wondered, sourly, if he’d had doubts about the prophecy well before they’d met for the first time. Or... there were fates worse than death. He might not be defeated if someone turned him into a slug permanently, but it would certainly put him out of action. Her lips twitched at the thought.

    The duke lunged, again. Emily darted back, grateful Void had taught her how to do several things at once. She bumped into a statue and took advantage of the movement to use magic to tear it out of the ground and throw it at the duke. He staggered back, almost tottering over the edge and falling to his death before he caught himself. She cursed — she hadn’t been able to apply enough force to do real damage — then ran forward. The duke raised his sword to block her. His face twisted with hate.

    A shaft of moonlight shone down from high above. Emily glanced up, realizing — for the first time — that the chamber was open to the air. The wild magic seemed to grow stronger, as if it were being focused and channeled... she thought she sensed the duke’s magic flicker in response, almost as if it didn’t belong in the chamber. Her hair tried to stand on end as the magic pulsed through the stone. She would have loved to study it, but she didn’t have time. The duke was pushing her back again.

    “You can stop this,” she said, although she doubted it was true. “You could just walk away.”

    The duke growled, looking past her. “Boy, stay where you are,” he ordered. “Or I’ll cripple you.”

    Emily had had enough. She pushed forward, slamming her blade into his. How dare he? He’d killed his brother, he’d killed the arbiter, he’d killed his sister-in-law... God alone knew what he intended to do with the rest of the children. Prince Robert was four! If his uncle won the day, the little prince wouldn’t live to see his next birthday. She shaped a spell carefully, trying to tune it to crack the duke’s defenses. If nothing else, it would give him a fright. It might just distract him long enough for her to put a sword through his heart.

    “I told you to stay there,” the duke snapped. “I mean it!”

    Emily darted back. Willis knelt beside his sister, watching the fight with wide eyes. He was strong enough to carry Elena, but where could they go? Elena might not recover for hours, perhaps even days. Emily hadn’t gone through an awakening herself, but she knew how they worked. The surge of raw magic would have drained the princess to the bone.

    “Tell me,” she said, hoping to keep the duke focused on her for a moment longer. “How do you plan to get away with this?”

    “I am the king,” the duke insisted.

    “By killing your brother, and your sister-in-law,” Emily said. “How do you plan to get away with this?”

    “I didn’t kill my brother,” the duke insisted. “And I...”

    His voice hardened. “I’ll have the beast behind me, Lady Emily. I’ll put fear into the hearts of everyone who stands in my way. I’ll burn them to ash before I surrender one inch of my family’s power. I shall see them all burn!”

    Emily winced, inwardly. The duke was known for being conservative. He wouldn’t approve of the New Learning, let alone the revolutionary suggestion that the people should have a hand in their own government. She could imagine him destroying parliament, plunging his country into chaos. He’d put the clock back hundreds of years. Who’d vote and collect taxes without parliament? The entire edifice would crumble and come apart at the seams.

    “You can still stop this,” she said, as she readied the spell. “Really.”

    The duke made an incoherent sound and threw himself at her, his flashing sword raining blow after blow against her defenses. She felt her fingers start to ache as she blocked him time and time again, knowing it was just a matter of time before she let a blow through. He had heavy armor. She had nothing beyond a dress. Her protections might not stand up to his blade and... no, they wouldn’t stand up to his blade. She took the final step and cast the spell. Blue lightning flared around him. His armor glowed with deadly light.

    She didn’t hesitate. She darted forward, slashing out at his sword arm. The duke didn’t have time to block her. Instead, he jumped back. Her sword brushed against his as he moved, the lightning following him as it tried to burn through his defenses. Green light flickered and flared around his armor. She cursed and forced herself to take another swing at him as the spell started to fade. His protections were weakening...

    The duke slammed forward blindly, crashing into her. His weight hurled her to the ground, his body landing on top of her. She gasped in pain. She thought she felt a rib or two break. The duke let out a sound of triumph as he drew back his fist to pound her into the dirt. He’d only need a single solid blow to take her out, once and for all. Emily didn’t hesitate. She reached out, taking advantage of his proximity to twist his protections against him and then detonate a force punch right next to his chest. The blast picked him up and hurled him into the overhang. Emily rolled over as pieces of debris fell to the ground. The duke twisted, somehow, as he followed them down and landed on his feet. His armor was blackened and broken, but intact.

    He laughed, humorlessly. “And you thought you could beat me, because you’re a woman?”

    Emily pulled herself to her feet. Her body hurt — she suspected she really had broken a rib or two — but she could move. The duke had taken the brunt of the punch. She smiled — she’d practiced the trick time and time again until she’d gotten it to work — then frowned as he saw the duke eying Elena. He looked as if he saw her as nothing more than a piece of meat, something he could use...

    She shivered, but forced herself to keep her voice steady. “It isn’t over yet.”

    The duke stepped forward, gingerly. She guessed he was more banged up than he wanted to admit. His legs hadn’t snapped like twigs when he’d come down hard, but — no matter how tough he was — that had to hurt. She guessed his battered armor hadn’t done much for him either. His ribcage might not be in any better state than hers. She drew on her magic, healing herself as much as possible. The duke had managed to keep hold of his sword. And hers... was somewhere else.

    “It is over,” the duke said. His voice was calm. “Sit down, Lady Emily, and let me finish in peace. You can go back to your father afterwards.”

    “No.” Emily knew she couldn’t abandon the children now. She really hadn’t liked the way he’d looked at Elena. He had bad intentions. Emily’s imagination provided too many possibilities, each worse than the last. The duke could marry the princess to secure his grip on the throne... she felt sick at the thought. “I’m not going to stand aside.”

    The duke managed to look regretful. “I’m very sorry to hear that,” he said. “I’ll see to it your body is delivered safely home.”

    He lunged forward. Emily cast a light spell, aiming the flash of light directly into his face. It wasn’t strong enough to blind him, but it distracted him long enough to let her get out of the way. Her magic reached out, scooping up rocks and animating statues and sending them at the duke. His sword crashed through them, the mere touch of the blade enough to destroy her spells and cut through the stone. She wondered, suddenly, what would happen if he dropped the blade on the ground? Would it plunge into the earth and be lost forever? Or...

    She darted from side to side, casting a series of illusions as she threw more rocks at him. His protections were weakened, yet... she gritted her teeth. As long as he held onto the sword, his protections wouldn’t fail completely. He wasn’t spending power like water, trying to keep his defenses intact. He’d already established them. She pushed forward, slamming hexes into his sword as she tried to probe his protections. If she could just weaken them enough, she could kill him.

    The wild magic danced around them as the duke lunged forward, driving his sword through one of the illusions. It popped like a soap bubble. Emily smiled at the rage on his face, even though she knew it boded ill for the royal children. If the duke had exchanged blows with his brother, would he have any qualms about hitting his nephew or his niece?

    “Over here,” she called. She cast another illusion, then cloaked herself with an invisibility spell. The duke came at her, sword flashing in the moonlight. She sensed tendrils of power pouring downwards as he slashed through the illusion. “Or maybe over here...”

    The duke slowed, then halted. Power bubbled around him. Her eyes narrowed, wondering if she’d underestimated him. Could he be a weaponmaster, instead of a blademaster? Or... could he have been skilled enough to pretend to be a blademaster? She didn’t think it was possible, but... six years ago, she would have said magic itself was impossible. Her power flickered as she cast a handful of additional illusions. If she could get the children out, she could bring the overhang down. It would crush his armor and hopefully crush him... it would put an end to the fight. But there was so much wild magic flowing through the air that she feared what it might do. Her spells were already starting to react to the charge.

    She held back as he held his sword in the air. Willis had dragged Elena into the corner... Emily wanted to scream. He could have carried his sister into the next room while Emily kept the duke busy. She could think of a dozen ways to make him do it, but... the duke might notice and stop him. The moonlight seemed to be growing brighter. An eerie luminescence spread through the chamber. It was steadily turning night into day.

    The duke was mumbling. It didn’t sound like a spell, and she couldn’t make out the words, but prickles ran down her spine. It sounded like a very old chant, like something she’d heard back in Old Whitehall. Flickers of magic darted through the air, dancing at the corner of her eyes. She had the oddest sense of a mighty engine slowly coming to life. She tried to reach out with her senses, but couldn’t pin down the feeling. It was just... there.

    He wanted to do something here, she thought. It didn’t look like he’d planned anything she’d recognize as a coronation. There were no dignitaries, no witnesses... just the duke, his guards and his hostages. She realized, suddenly, that no one had come to investigate the noise. A chill through her body. They might have strict orders to stay well away, whatever they saw or heard. What does he want to do?

    The duke turned suddenly, pacing towards the children. Willis shrank back, but somehow managed to put himself between the duke and his sister. The duke snorted, picked Willis up effortlessly and shoved him to one side. Emily ran forward, dropping the illusion as she knew — with a sudden sickening certainty — what the duke intended to do. He’d mentioned royal blood. He intended to sacrifice his niece to... to what?

    He spun with terrifying speed as Emily’s magic sliced into his defenses. His sword came up; Emily shaped a single spell, then aimed it at his arm. The duke howled as the magic burned through his wrist, sending the sword falling to the ground. His other hand lashed out, catching Emily by the neck. She felt his grip tighten, felt her vision starting to blur...

    ... And then the duke toppled to the ground.

    Emily staggered back, one hand rubbing her neck. A dagger was buried in the duke’s back, a dagger... Willis was staring at the dying man, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he’d done. Emily had to choke down a giggle. The duke had sworn no man could kill him... but his nephew was not yet a man. She suspected the demon who’d given him the prophecy was laughing now, if he hadn’t been laughing the moment he’d looked into the duke’s future. He really hadn’t been killed by a man.

    A rumble ran through the ground. The duke coughed, then laughed.

    “Royal blood,” he said. He sounded as if he was choking on his own blood. The dagger was cursed. Emily could see the dark magic working its way through the duke’s body. There was nothing she could do, even if she wanted to. “Royal blood. Who would have thought it?”

    Emily glanced up as the ground shook again. She could see a faint reddish glow, growing brighter and brighter with every passing second. It was coming from the crevice...

    She glared at the duke. “What have you done?”

    “The beast is coming,” the duke said. Something crashed in the distance, the sound echoing through the air. The wild magic was pulsing with life. She felt as if she were standing in the heart of a thunderstorm. “You started the ritual, but you can’t finish it...”

    And then she heard the roar.


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    “GET ELENA OUT OF HERE,” EMILY shouted. The light was growing brighter. She knew what was coming, she knew... she swallowed, hard. It might be too late to run. “Hurry!”

    She turned to face the crevice as the beast rose from the depths. A dragon. She told herself she should have expected it. Simon had told her the stories. A dragon had fought for the first king of... she banished the thought, bracing herself as the dragon’s head turned to face her. It moved with a slow deliberateness that was all the more terrifying for reminding her of a cat playing with a mouse. She spotted a heavy iron collar around its neck as its giant golden eyes came into view. They peered down at her as if she were barely worthy of its notice.

    Her eyes swept over the creature, studying it. It was smaller than the first dragon she’d met, although still far larger than any human. It looked... nastier, she thought; there was a thoroughly unpleasant, even sinister, tinge to its appearance. Its blood-red scales seemed to glow in the light, flames flickering around its mouth and nostrils. And its golden eyes were mad. She felt its rage beat against the air.

    Willis said something, but Emily couldn’t make out the words. The dragon consumed her attention, drawing her like a moth to a flame. She had to press her nails into her palm hard enough to draw blood just to keep herself from stumbling forward and tumbling into the darkness. She tried desperately to think of a plan as the dragon’s forearms came into view, stone crumbling beneath the weight as it crawled from the crevice. Giant bat-like wings vibrated with suppressed tension, confirming — if she’d doubted it — that the dragon could fly. Ice ran down her spine as she realized what the duke had been saying, what he’d really been saying. He’d intended to ride the dragon to the city and burn his foes to ash.

    She shuddered as the implications dawned on her. The first king had — somehow — managed to tame or enslave a dragon. How? The last dragon she’d met had talked, but this one was more of a... beast. Had he thrown a virgin girl into the beast’s maw? She felt sick as she remembered how the duke had looked at his niece. Elena might have been born and bred for sacrifice... no, that couldn’t be the answer. Her father could not have predicted his own death. He’d assume his daughter would grow up and marry well before he met his maker.

    And the dragon wants revenge, she thought. The beast was studying her, its giant eyes keeping her rooted to the spot. It’ll lay waste to the countryside if I let it go.

    She snorted as she tried to remember what she’d been told about dragon hunters. Very few of them came back alive. Even fewer went out again, after they’d bagged a dragon and laid claim to the corpse. Dragons were flying bricks, largely immune to all kinds of magic and bladed weapons. Their weak spots were few and far between. Her eyes searched for a crack in the dragon’s scales, in its natural armor, but saw nothing. Willis’s cursed dagger was in the duke’s back, well within reach, yet... even if she took the blade, where could she put it? She had no way of knowing if the curse would affect the dragon... and even if it did, it would take the beast a long time to die.

    The dragon’s hind legs emerged. It inched forward, more cat-like than ever. The duke let out a faint chuckle — Emily had no idea why he wasn’t dead — as the dragon stretched, spreading its wings. Emily looked up, suddenly understanding why the chamber was partly open to the outside air. The beast could fly straight up and into the open, then turn to burn the nearest city or... was there anything that could stop it? By the time the Allied Lands got organized, by the time they dispatched a small army of dragon hunters, hundreds of thousands of people would be dead.

    I have to stop it, she thought. But how?

    She reached out with her senses. The dragon was ablaze with magic, a glow so bright she didn’t dare look too closely for fear she would be blinded. It was pure magic... she reminded herself, sharply, that the creature couldn’t live without magic. If she could find a way to drain it... she shook her head. If trying necromancy on a human was certain madness — if not death — she shuddered to think what might happen if she tried it on a dragon. The creature was so powerful, she didn’t dare try.

    “I...” Willis stammered helplessly. “I...”

    “I told you to get Elena out of here,” Emily said. She didn’t take her eyes off the dragon. “I think...”

    The dragon opened its mouth, revealing a shark-like collection of bloodstained teeth, and blew a wave of fire. Emily cast a spell to raise a shield, cursing under her breath as the fire started to burn through the shield. There was no elegance at all, no conservation of power... the dragon didn’t need to be careful. It could burn down an entire city without breaking a sweat. She remembered the legends, and shuddered. If Simon was to be believed, no wonder the first king had won so easily. Very few people could stand against a dragon for more than a few seconds.

    She held the shield in place as she scooped up another rock and propelled it at the dragon as hard as she could. A low THUNK echoed though the chamber as it struck the dragon’s belly and dropped to the ground. It was hard to read expressions on the creature’s face, but she had the impression it was laughing. Its eyes flared with madness as it leaned forward, practically brushing its nostrils against the shield before blowing another cloud of fire into her magic. The shield started to crumble. A wave of heat pressed Emily back. She glanced at Willis, making sure he was already heading for the antechamber, then used her magic to flip up and land on the ceiling. The dragon’s claws tore through the remnants of the shield, an instant before it looked up and breathed fire. Emily dropped, allowing gravity to yank her down as she hurled a series of curses at the dragon. They splashed uselessly against the beast’s scales.

    The dragon roared and reached out. Heavy claws slashed through the air. Emily feinted right, then levitated and hurled herself to the left as the dragon lashed out at her again. The ground shook — stone crumbling under the dragon’s weight — as the beast roared again. A chunk of rock dropped past her and struck the dragon’s head. It didn’t seem remotely concerned. She glanced at what was left of the ceiling, wondering if she should try to turn it into kinetic projectiles. But there just wasn’t room to build up enough power to take out a dragon.

    She dropped down and slipped into a side tunnel. The dragon followed, pushing its nostrils up against the entrance and breathing fire after her. Emily wrapped her magic around herself, allowing the fire to push her further down the tunnel. The magic started to crumble, once again. There was enough raw magic in the dragon’s flame to melt anything. The rock itself was melting. She breathed a sigh of relief as she fell back into the main chamber. The entire mountain was shaking like a leaf.

    And if the duke hadn’t taken my battery...

    She pushed the thought aside, sharply. She didn’t have time to fetch the battery. Even if she had, she didn’t know how to use it, not here. The dragon was too heavily armored to be affected by most of her spells, while its magic would make it impossible to craft a more... innovative... spell around it. She could neither throw it into a pocket dimension nor use a teleport spell to cut it in half. She couldn’t even teleport herself. There was enough raw magic in the air to make it impossible. 

    They controlled a dragon, she thought. The sheer anger in the creature’s eyes put the lie to the stories of a friendly dragon, a loving creature who’d birthed the royal line. It wanted freedom. It wanted revenge. How did they do it?

    Her mind raced as the dragon blew more fire towards her. It was playing with her, she realized numbly. It could have killed her — or trapped her — if it had grabbed her with its claws. Instead... it was mocking her, ignoring her spells as it threw her around the chamber and smacked her into the walls. She glanced down and saw the duke, grinning insanely as he lay on the ground. The crown lay beside him, twisted out of shape. He was stronger than she’d realized. The curse was killing him, and his doom was certain, but he was still fighting desperately to survive long enough to watch her die.

    She wanted to ask him how the trick was done, but she thought he’d lie. He was dying. His reputation was in tatters. His only hope of any legacy at all lay with his sons and... Emily glared down at him, dodging another claw a second before it tore her in half. He had to be praying the dragon killed everyone nearby, then went back to sleep. There might be just enough confusion over what had really happened for his family to survive, particularly if his sons acted quickly. But they wouldn’t know what had happened before it was far too late.

    She forced herself to think. The moment the dragon got into the open air, the country was doomed. She didn’t think resistance could be organized in time to keep the dragon from burning everything for miles around. She had to stop it, but how? How had the dragon been controlled in the first place? A compulsion spell wouldn’t work on a creature that was permanently surrounded by magic... would it? It would be difficult, almost impossible, to make the creature obey for even a few seconds, let alone permanently. The waves of raw magic would dissolve the spellwork and then whoever had cast the spell would have an extremely angry dragon breathing fire down their necks. It couldn’t be done...

    They might have sacrificed a virgin to make the spell, she thought, but they couldn’t keep doing it... could they?

    The dragon lifted its wings, then lashed out and struck the chamber wall. Emily saw the stone start to collapse, an endless series of shockwaves running through the mountain. She hoped, desperately, that Willis and Elena had managed to get down the steps before it was too late. The dragon was trying to flatten the entire mountain. She could feel its power pervading the air, hammering against the world. It was just too strong. She didn’t think she could overwhelm it with anything less than a nexus point.

    She ducked back as the dragon turned to face her. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted the collar. It was cold iron, covered in runes... understanding clicked as she realized how the trick had been done. The first king had crafted the collar, using runes to tap the dragon’s own magic and... and effectively use the dragon’s magic to enslave it. She felt a pang of sympathy as the dragon’s mouth yawned open, a foul stench spreading through the air a moment before she saw the spark. She hurled herself aside as a wave of flame blasted against her, barely catching herself a second before she hit the ground. The impact jarred her. Emily rolled over and found herself looking at the duke. Somehow — incredibly — he was still alive.

    The dragon’s neck twisted as it followed her. She heard a whimper as it opened its mouth, but... nothing happened. Emily stared. Was it still playing with her? Or... she looked at the duke, then the crown behind the duke. It was an odd crown. She’d met enough monarchs and their families to know they preferred their crowns to be gold. A crown that looked like a drunken blacksmith had forged it one terrible night simply didn’t fit. Except...

    She reached for the crown. Magic, dark magic, crackled around her fingertips. She heard the duke snicker as she hastily countered the charms, thanking all the gods that Void had drilled her so relentlessly. Whoever had crafted the crown had woven their power into the iron, linking it to both the dragon’s collar and their bloodline. And it took royal blood to make it work...

    They didn’t want their heirs waking the dragon for anything minor, she thought, as she examined the charms. If it took royal blood to wake the dragon... someone of royal blood would have to die. They wanted to make sure there was no other choice first.

    The charms expanded as she removed the protections, one by one. They were both simple and strong, close enough to necromancy — or at least a necromantic-like way of thinking — to worry her. Whoever wore the crown could command the dragon, if they had royal blood — and magic. The spells weren’t clear on precisely how the commands should be given... she wondered, suddenly, just how intelligent the beast was. The last dragon she’d met had talked intelligently. This one had done nothing more than roar.

    “The crown won’t work for you,” the duke said. “And when I die, you’ll die too.”

    Emily nodded. It looked as if he was right. The charms were tied so closely to the royal bloodline that nothing less would suffice. She couldn’t even use the duke’s blood to trick them. Willis... she glanced into the antechamber, but saw no sign of either of the royal children. And the dragon... it was patiently waiting for the duke to die. She swallowed, hard. The only thing keeping her alive was the binding on the dragon, the strict command not to hurt anyone of royal blood. The duke was right. When he died, the dragon would kill her and go on to lay waste to the countryside.

    She looked up at the dragon. She couldn’t control it, but... she reached out with her power, sensing both sets of charms. The crown flared — she dropped it, yelping in pain — and melted into a puddle of molten liquid. The dragon recoiled, its entire body shaking as the collar came loose and fell to the ground. It stared at her in shock. Emily heard the duke gasp. The thought of being torn apart by an angry dragon...

    “Go,” she said. She had no idea if the dragon could understand her. “Leave this place and...”

    The dragon leapt up. It passed through what was left of the overhang and vanished into the darkness. Emily sagged, hoping she’d done the right thing. It was worth a try. The dragon would have broken free as soon as the duke died, giving it the chance to kill her and burn the entire kingdom. Perhaps, just perhaps...

    “Fool,” the duke said. Blood was dripping from his mouth. “You let it go.”

    Emily met his eyes. “It’s over,” she said, quietly. The duke’s breath was coming in fits and starts. He couldn’t last much longer. “Tell me... tell me the truth and I’ll do what I can for your sons. Did you kill your brother?”

    The duke laughed, harshly. “I told you,” he said. He belched, coughing up blood. “I didn’t kill my brother. I... I swear it on my death!”

    “You didn’t?” Emily believed him. The duke had no reason to lie, not now. His sons would be in deep trouble if they didn’t have someone to speak on their behalf. “If not you, then who?”

    “I told you,” the duke said. His entire body convulsed as the curse spread out of control. “It was the queen. Who else...?”

    He laughed, then fell silent. Emily didn’t have to check his pulse to know he was dead.

    “And if it wasn’t you,” she asked the duke’s body, “then who?”

    She took one last look around the remains of chamber, then gathered her magic and strode into the antechamber. The statues had been smashed, piles of debris lying everywhere. A frisson of fear ran through her as she clambered over the fallen rocks, wondering if Willis and Elena were buried somewhere underneath. It wasn’t until she reached the top of the steps that she found them, sitting and staring over the land.

    “Lady Emily,” Willis said. Beside him, Elena looked tired and worn. “What happened?”

    Emily sat next to him, smoothing down what remained of her dress. The landscape looked... peaceful, tranquil. It looked as if the dragon hadn’t paused to burn the kingdom before heading... wherever it had gone. Had that been what Void had sent her to do? Free the dragon? It didn’t seem likely. She wouldn’t have had to try to solve the mystery if all he’d wanted her to do was free the dragon. She could have sneaked into the mountains and freed the beast without ever getting involved in local politics.

    “I freed the dragon,” she said. “Did your father tell you anything about it?”

    “No.” Willis looked up at her, eyes shining. “He said he’d tell me everything when I came of age.”

    “He didn’t tell me anything at all,” Elena said. “What was it?”

    Emily stood, rather than try to answer. “We have to get back to the city,” she said. She was too tired to teleport, but she was fairly sure she could liberate the horses and recover her supplies. “Who knows what’s happening there?”


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    EMILY HAD NEVER LIKED RIDING HORSES. She’d learned — Alassa had been a harsh taskmaster, practically forcing her to stay on the beasts until she’d mastered the basics — but she’d never understood why some girls went gooey over horses. The beasts she rode always looked as if they were contemplating the best way to throw her into the nearest ditch and gallop away into the distance. But they were the only way to get back to the city. She sneaked into the encampment, recovered her possessions and stole three horses. It was surprisingly easy.

    She felt tired, worse than anything she’d ever felt before, as the horses carried the three of them down the ancient road. She wanted — needed — a few hours of sleep, but she knew she wasn’t going to get them. Not yet. Her magic felt weak and drained, as if she’d pushed herself past her limit. She poked through the saddlebags and found a handful of rations, but they didn’t do enough. She was tempted to suggest they find a place to hide and hole up for the day, at least long enough to let her magic regenerate. But she knew there was no time to lose. God alone knew what would happen when word of the duke’s death reached the city.

    Elena pulled alongside, riding her horse with an ease that Emily couldn’t help finding a little irritating. The younger girl practically sparkled with energy, cheeks flushed as magic coursed through her system. She’d drained her magic in the first flash, Emily thought, but it was already regenerating. Someone — Simon, probably — was going to have to teach her control very quickly, before she went to school. Elena already knew how to read and write, as well as a few other basics. Whitehall would probably insist she go straight into first year.

    “I feel great,” Elena said. Her hair streamed in the wind. “Is that normal?”

    “It can be,” Emily said. She hadn’t gone through an awakening herself. “I’ll get Simon to teach you how to control your magic before you go to school.”

    Elena shot her a sharp glance. “Is it... decent... to have a young man teach me?”

    Emily snorted. “You need to learn,” she said. “And I don’t think I’ll be staying here much longer.”

    She scowled, watching the darkened countryside scrolling by. She’d stopped the duke, she’d freed the dragon... but she’d still failed. She hadn’t caught the murderer. The king’s death remained a mystery. And the two prime suspects were dead, along with poor Rogan. She wondered, suddenly, how Willis intended to explain their mother’s death to his half-siblings. Blame it on the duke? Or... or what? How would he explain their father’s death?

    Void is going to be disappointed, Emily thought, again.

    She leaned into the saddle, casting a couple of spells to ensure she stayed in the saddle as she drifted off. Her body was simply too tired. Willis and Elena knew they had to follow the road back to the city... she jerked awake, her body so sore she thought she’d been beaten. The sun was coming up, casting rays of light over the giant city below. She forced herself to sit up despite the aches and pains. A small formation of soldiers cantered towards them.

    Willis moved forward, raising his arm in greeting. Emily silently cursed herself for not stopping him. The soldiers might not be trustworthy. It wouldn’t be easy to prove that a small boy in a tattered tunic was the Crown Prince, or that the older girls were a princess and a sorceress... she gathered her magic, grateful she’d had at least some rest. She could fight her way out if there was no other choice.

    The soldiers came to a halt. “Your Highness,” the leader called. He slipped off his horse and knelt. “Welcome home!”

    Emily blinked in surprise. She’d expected everything from armed resistance from the duke’s sons to a very terse conversation with parliament, if the city hadn’t descended into chaos. But she hadn’t expected a warm welcome... Was it a trap of some kind? Or had the duke’s sons lost power overnight? It was possible someone had managed to get a message to the city ahead of them. A sorcerer wouldn’t need a chat parchment to send a warning to the duke’s sons.

    Willis sat up in the saddle. “I thank you, Sir Walter,” he said, gravely. “What’s happening in the castle?”

    “The duke’s sons are dead,” Sir Walter said. “Sir Mowbray has taken control. We have orders to arrest the duke and return you and the queen to the castle.”

     

    “They’re both dead,” Willis said. He sounded shaky, but resolute. “You may escort us back to the castle.”

    Emily forced herself to think as Sir Walter remounted and started to lead the trio down to the city. The duke’s sons were dead? Why? How? Even if the hostages had broken free, they shouldn’t have done something that would make an enemy out of the duke. As far as they knew, the duke still had hostages and a powerful army under his control. Sir Walter hadn’t known the duke was dead... Emily could believe the hostages breaking free, but not that they’d killed the duke’s sons. They would have left themselves with very little maneuvering room at all.

    Elena grinned. “It’s good news, isn’t it?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said, shortly. There was something about the whole affair that didn’t add up. “I guess we’ll find out.”

    She tensed as they passed through the city gates and cantered through the streets. There were guards and soldiers everywhere, weapons flashing in the dawn. She couldn’t see any civilians, apart from a pair of town criers heading towards the gates. The regent had probably ordered a curfew, insisting that everyone stay indoors until the coup was defeated. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. If the regent intended to put Willis in a gilded cage, he’d certainly taken steps to limit any hope of popular resistance.

    And to keep people out of the way if the duke returns with an army, Emily thought. The duke had probably taken most of his army north, just in case things went pear-shaped. The regent clearly doesn’t know the duke is dead.

    Willis whooped, the sound echoing in the morning air, as they galloped up to the castle and came to a halt. The soldiers removed their caps in salute. Emily glanced from man to man, breathing a sigh of relief as she realized the duke’s livery was nowhere in sight. The castle had been liberated completely, then. She wondered, as she scrambled down and passed the reins to a soldier, just how badly the duke had subverted the Royal Guard. The entire force might need to be rebuilt from scratch.

    A messenger ran up to Sir Walter and muttered in his ear. “Your Highness, Sir Mowbray awaits you,” he said. “If you’ll permit me to escort you...”

    Willis made no objection as he followed Sir Walter into the castle and up a long flight of stairs. Emily exchanged glances with Elena, then slipped after him. Sir Mowbray might lodge an objection, on the grounds they were a foreigner and an underage princess respectively, but until then... she wanted to know what was going on. Sir Walter said nothing as he led them into the king’s public chambers. Sir Mowbray stood in front of a table, looking down at a map. He turned and went down on one knee as Willis entered.

    “Your Highness,” he said. “I’m glad you’re alive.”

    “And you,” Willis said. He stood a little straighter. “What’s going on?”

    Sir Mowbray didn’t smile. “We have control of the city,” he said, in a manner that made Emily wonder who we happened to be. “The remainder of the duke’s forces within the city have either been killed or imprisoned. The army outside the city has withdrawn. It was our assumption they intended to link up with the duke and force the walls.”

    “The duke is dead,” Emily said, quietly. “If his sons are dead too, who takes the reins?”

    “Technically, His Highness,” Sir Mowbray said. “But his faction might not go along with it.”

    “We’ll give them the chance,” Willis said. He held himself like a young man steeling himself to the task. “Father told me that you shouldn’t back someone into a corner if there was any other choice. They might come out fighting.”

    “We can dispatch a messenger,” Sir Mowbray said. “But we have to prepare for the worst.”

    Emily frowned as she studied the map, then shrugged. It wasn’t her problem. She looked up and around the room, noting the movers and shakers who’d gathered to pay homage to the regent. Simon wasn’t there. Nor were the younger royal children.

    And most of them would have sworn homage to the duke, if he’d survived, she thought, cynically. She’d met enough aristocrats to know the score. Without him, they can swear to Willis instead.

    She looked at Sir Mowbray. “What happened to the duke’s sons?”

    A shadow of... something... crossed Sir Mowbray’s face. “It was very odd, Lady Emily,” he said, in a tone that suggested he resented having to answer her questions. “They simply dropped dead.”

    Emily blinked. “They just dropped dead?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Sir Mowbray said. “I was there.”

    “I see.” A chill ran down Emily’s spine. “I think I’d better take a look at the bodies.”

    “They’re in the resting chamber,” Sir Mowbray said. “I’ll have a guard take you there...”

    “I can take her,” Elena said. “It’ll give me something to do.”

    “A young girl shouldn’t look at dead bodies,” Sir Mowbray said. “It isn’t...”

    “Let her go.” Willis cut him off. “She’s come into her magic.”

    Emily concealed her amusement as Elena led the way out of the room. The princess had — technically — come of age, the moment her magic bubbled into existence. It wasn’t going to be easy for the regent to push her around, not when she had both magic and legal adulthood. And the support of her brother. It spoke well of Willis that he’d immediately defended his sister. It would have been easy to quietly ignore the whole affair.

    She shivered as they headed up the stairs. She’d only seen the duke’s sons once, but they’d both been strapping young men. They wouldn’t simply drop dead, not unless magic was involved. And... her mind raced. The duke was dead, the queen was dead... and the murderer, the regicide, was still alive. There was no way a hired sorcerer would intervene now, not when there was nothing to gain and everything to lose. It made no sense. They’d be more likely to sneak away and vanish into the shadows.

    Unless they needed to kill the duke’s sons to get out, she thought. Simon? She doubted it. Simon’s oaths would have kept him from deliberately hurting the king. And the magic felt too odd to be Simon. Did someone leave the castle and vanish during the chaos?

    The resting room felt... creepy. Two bodies lay on the bed, utterly unmarked. Someone had removed their weapons, but otherwise left the corpses completely alone. Emily heard Elena gasp behind her as she walked forward, peering down at the bodies. There were no visible wounds. Their faces were curiously slack. There was no sign of what — if anything — had killed them. She reached out, carefully. A faint haze of unfocused dark magic pervaded the bodies.

    They were killed, she thought. She cast a pair of spells, but found nothing beyond the magical haze. It was strong, stronger than the spells that had tried to kill her. She honestly didn’t understand how the hostages had missed it. Unless... the duke had forced everyone with the slightest hint of magic to drink potion. Simon and the others wouldn’t have sensed anything. They wouldn’t even have known there was something wrong until the boys -the young men, really — collapsed. Someone in the room had magic and...

    She frowned. It wasn’t easy to draw magic out of potion. The technique was so rare that most sorcerers didn’t even know it was possible. And yet... if she’d done it, could one of the other sorcerers have done the same? Simon might have figured it out for himself... she frowned, again. She didn’t think so. He could have made himself wealthy and powerful simply by sharing what he’d learned with others. And yet...

    Her blood ran cold. Someone in that room had magic, she thought, and no one knew it.

    Elena caught her arm. “They were such fun, when they were boys,” she said. “And then they grew up and became... nastier.”

    “I imagine so,” Emily said. She kept her eye on the corpses. “Elena... were there ever any rumors about people having magic, magic they kept to themselves?”

    “A few.” Elena walked around the bed, face grim. “A couple of women were supposed to be brewing love potions for the ladies of the court. A third was sent home in disgrace... I’m not sure what she did. Father did it personally, rather than asking the...”

    Her voice trailed off. “She didn’t do it, did she? She didn’t kill my father?”

    “I don’t think so,” Emily said. She indicated the bodies. “Whoever killed your father and tried to kill me also killed these two.”

    Elena let out a choked little sob. “I suppose we can give them a medal before we hang them.”

    She paced back to Emily. “She didn’t do it and I hated her and...”

    Emily wrapped her arms around the younger girl and gave her a gentle hug. “It’s alright to make mistakes,” she said. “You were wrong...”

    “I was horrid to her.” Elena’s eyes shone with tears. “I... I should have been better.”

    “It’s alright,” Emily repeated. She didn’t know what else to say. Elena had been horrible to her stepmother, but it was too late to make amends. “You do what you can for your younger siblings.”

    “I’m going to have to look after Willis too,” Elena said. Her magic bubbled around her. “I... I can’t leave him here. Sir Mowbray will have him signing documents without reading them.”

    “You need to learn to control your magic,” Emily said. She could contact Alassa or Imaiqah, ask them to send someone to talk to Elena. “Sir Mowbray won’t do any harm.”

    “I hope you’re right,” Elena said. “I wish... I wish things had been different.”

    “We can’t undo the past,” Emily told her. “All we can do is learn from our mistakes.”

    She let go of the younger girl and took one final look at the bodies. The healers would probably take a look at them too, if she was any judge, but it was unlikely they’d find anything she’d missed. The dark magic was fading, as if the murderer had learned a few lessons. It would be gone completely in a few hours. There would be no hope of tracing the killer when it vanished.

    “I think we’d better speak to Simon,” she said. “Take me to him.”

    Elena nodded, wiping away her tears. “The wards say he’s in the royal chambers, with the kids,” she said. “I guess Sir Mowbray wanted a sorcerer watching them.”

    “I guess,” Emily echoed. Simon’s oaths would make him the best possible candidate... probably. Had he sworn to the king, or the entire royal line? “Let’s go find him.”

    She closed the door behind them as they headed down the corridor. There were only a handful of guards on watch, all looking nervous as they glanced from Elena to her and back again. They carried muskets and flintlocks, not swords and daggers. Emily guessed Sir Mowbray had brought parliamentary guards into the palace, at least until he could figure out who he could trust. It wouldn’t be easy. The duke might have been laying the groundwork for years.

    “The younger children share a suite,” Elena explained. She started to push the door open. “Father said Eve wouldn’t get a household of her own until she was a little older. He wasn’t too keen on giving me one, I can tell you.”

    “I guess he thought it would cost too much,” Emily said. “Willis needed one, because he was the Crown Prince, but you...”

    “Am nearly of marriageable age,” Elena said. “Why should any suitor take me seriously when I don’t have a household of my own?”

    “And yet, thousands of people manage to get married without a private army of servants,” Emily said, dryly. She understood the logic. It still irked her. “You’d still be a princess without a household of your own.”

    Elena pushed the door open. Emily frowned as a ward brushed against her battered protections. Simon had woven a dozen protections around the chambers, as if he’d feared assault from anyone and everyone. There was something odd about the spells, something that bothered her. It felt as if he were trying to conceal the royal children as well as protect them. The castle wards might know where they were. Emily was fairly sure no one else knew.

    And there’s no one who can control the wards, not until Willis comes of age, she thought, grimly. Sir Mowbray will have to hire a proper wardsmith to take control...

    Her eyes widened in horror as she stepped into the room. Simon was sitting on a chair, hunched over. A whiff of magic — dark magic, uncontrolled magic — hung in the air. Emily stared at him, then looked past him. Eve was lying on the bed, shaking as if she were having a seizure. Her eyes were tightly closed, sweat beading on her brow. Her hands and feet waved helplessly in the air, magic boiling around her...

    ... And she knew, with a sudden terrible certainty, precisely what Void had sent her to do.


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    “EVE?” ELENA SOUNDED SCARED. “WHAT’S HAPPENING?”

    “Stay where you are,” Emily snapped. The magic was utterly unfocused, utterly uncontrolled. It bothered her at a very primal level. Eve was tapping into forces no sane adult sorcerer would ever touch, if only because they knew the slightest mistake could result in a fate worse than death. The sheer power was terrifying. It was... it was worse, in many ways, than necromancy. Eve could do too much simply by wishing it to be. “Don’t get any closer.”

    She leaned forward, trying to gauge the power. It was impossible. She could calculate an adult magician’s power, but not a child... a rush of horror ran through her as she remembered the stories. It was rare, vanishingly rare, for a child to come into magic until puberty had come and gone. No child magician ever survived to adulthood. They simply couldn’t make it through puberty. They...

    She killed her father, Emily thought, numbly. She killed her father... why?

    “Emily?” Elena’s voice rose. “What’s happening to her?”

    “A magic surge,” Emily said. It was a little more complex than that, but... it would do for the moment. “I think...”

    She turned to Simon. “Explain.”

    Simon seemed to shrink further into himself. “I can’t. My oaths...”

    Emily felt her patience snap. “I think I know what happened,” she said, sharply. “I think you know I know what happened. Your oaths no longer apply.”

    She hardened her voice. “And if you don’t answer my questions, I swear I’ll rip the information out of your head and leave you a gibbering moron.”

    Elena gasped. Emily ignored her.

    “I...” Simon swallowed and started again. “It wasn’t my fault.”

    “I’ll be the judge of that,” Emily growled. Another surge of magic brushed against her defenses. “What happened to her?”

    Simon’s hands twisted in his lap. “The king — the late king — was very interested in magic. I... his father had been a skilled magician himself. The king told me he’d watched when his brother became a blademaster, when his magical talent was bent to the service of the crown and... he was very interested in magic. I think he intended to make Robert a blademaster when he reached the age of majority.”

    “Really.” Emily clenched her fists. “And what does Eve have to do with this?”

    “The king... he thought it was only a matter of time before there was a real clash with parliament.” Simon looked up at her, pleadingly. “Parliament was already buying modern weapons and arming itself. The Southern aristocrats had had enough of the Northerners pushing them around. The duke didn’t help, not with his attitude. And there was nothing he could do about it. He thought he needed a weapon.”

    He had a weapon, Emily thought. But he would have needed to kill a blood relative if he’d wanted to unleash the dragon.

    Simon kept talking, like a condemned man who knew there was no longer any hope of freedom. “Magic runs strong in his bloodline. He knew... he thought he could bring Eve’s magic out early, that he could convince her to smite his enemies from a distance. It wasn’t easy. We spent years studying the roots of magic, trying to figure out how to... encourage her to develop her powers. Years...”

    “And you just... helped him?” Emily recoiled. “You sentenced a child to death?”

    “I had no choice,” Simon said. “My oaths...”

    “You could have died,” Emily snapped. “You could have let the oaths kill you!”

    “He was my liege,” Simon said. “I... I couldn’t say no.”

    Emily resisted — barely — the urge to blast him into ash. “So you helped her to develop her powers,” she said. “What then?”

    “It was hard to teach her to control them,” Simon said. “The king worked hard, but... she was too young to understand. He got frustrated and pushed her harder and harder... she really didn’t like it. Her mind... I think something snapped inside her mind. One moment, she would be normal, a sweet little girl. The next, she would be... somewhere else, away with the other folk. Her father didn’t like it. He wanted her to be a killer. I... I don’t know what happened next...”

    “She killed her father,” Emily said. “Right?”

    “I think so,” Simon said. “She... he’d taught her how to kill in a manner he believed to be untraceable. He’d already done something to the wards to ensure they didn’t register her magic. She... I think, one night, she killed her father. I don’t know if she meant to do it, Lady Emily. She’s a child.”

    “A child who was brutally abused,” Emily said. “And you said nothing.”

    “My oaths wouldn’t let me,” Simon said. His voice became a wail. “I had no choice!”

    “There’s always a choice,” Emily snarled. “And then... she tried to kill me.”

    “I guess so.” Simon shook his head, bitterly. “I guess... she knew, on some level, what she’d done. You were looking for the killer... she decided to kill you first. And it failed and... the duke’s sons were being bastards. One of them even told her she’d be the first to die, when his father returned. And... she killed them. They just collapsed and died.”

    Elena took a step forward. “And no one knew who’d killed them?”

    “We’d all been forced to drink potion,” Simon said. He looked at Eve, bitterly. “No one could sense a thing. It was a surprise when they dropped. I was the only one who knew what had happened.”

    “And no one forced Eve to drink potion, because no one knew she had magic,” Emily added, slowly. It made sense. “Would it even work on her?”

    “I don’t know,” Simon said. He glanced away, as if there were a hope of finding succor in the dark corners. But the shadows were already growing darker as Eve’s magic pervaded the room. “I... I really don’t know.”

    “You utter bastard,” Elena said. “You killed her.”

    Emily said nothing. The magic seemed to be fading, but she knew it was an illusion. Eve would have surge after surge of power until she either collapsed under the strain or the entire castle exploded. Emily knew it was just a matter of time. The king had done a lot worse than merely encourage his daughter to develop her magic nearly a decade too soon. He’d worked hard to shape her power into a weapon. And there was nothing she could do to save the girl.

    I can’t even put her in stasis, she thought, grimly. Aurelius had managed to put his daughter in stasis, in a desperate bid to save her life, but Eve was surrounded by wild magic. The spell might fail completely — or it might kill her. She’s too far gone for a stasis spell to have a hope of working.

    “I had no choice,” Simon repeated. His voice rose. “I had no choice!”

    “So you’ve said, repeatedly,” Emily snapped. She felt a flash of anger. She’d liked Simon, damn it. “And there’s always a choice.”

    She cursed him under her breath. Simon hadn’t had a choice, not when he’d sworn his oaths to the king. The king had wanted an obedient servant as well as a court wizard and he’d got one. God knew he could have offered Simon a lot to keep him loyal as well as obedient, from a sizable sum of money to an heiress’s hand in marriage. And Simon couldn’t have turned against the king. His oaths would have killed him.

    And maybe he wouldn’t have sworn his oaths if he’d known what the king would want from him, she thought. She would certainly have been very careful. But that’s water under the bridge now.

    “You’ll hang for this,” Elena said. She stamped her foot, every inch the princess. “You...”

    Simon sounded broken. “For obeying the king’s orders?”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. The hell of it was that Simon had a point. He could say he was only following orders and it would be a perfectly valid defense. No aristocrat worthy of the name would want to set a precedent for defying the king’s orders... she wondered if Elena could convince Sir Mowbray to make an exception. Or simply kill Simon herself. She had magic now. Or she could borrow her brother’s dagger.

    “Damn you,” she said. Void must have known what was happening. No wonder Master Lucknow and the rest of his association had been so concerned. Eve... she could unleash a surge of magic that could destroy, or reshape, the entire city. Her slightest wish might become a twisted reality. “Do you have any way to stop her?”

    Simon shook his head, miserably.

    “Right.” Emily met his eyes, silently daring him to look away. “You are going to do two things for me. Right now. Do you understand me?”

    “Yes,” Simon managed. He looked as if he desperately wanted to break eye contact. His hands were still twisting frantically. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

    “Ha,” Elena muttered.

    “First, go to my suite and... assist my maid to go home,” Emily said. Silent had said she was going to pack, hadn’t she? They’d have to leave the castle in a hurry. “You can teleport her to Zugzwang.”

    Simon nodded, once.

    “And then, get lost,” Emily said. She silently bid farewell to the part of her that had liked him. He might have reminded her of Caleb, but Caleb would have killed himself rather than brutalize an innocent child. “I don’t care where you go, as long as it’s a long way from here. If I see you again, I’ll kill you.”

    She watched the man scramble to his feet and practically run to the door. He should be able to get Silent as far as Zugzwang, although... Emily shook her head. She’d settle for him telling the maid to leave the castle at once. Silent knew how to use the portals to get home, dragging the charmed trunk behind her. And afterwards... she didn’t care where he went, as long as she didn’t see him in the future. She hadn’t lied to him. She would kill him if they ever crossed paths again. He’d forced her into a dilemma.

    “Lady Emily,” Elena said. She rounded on Emily, her fists clenched so tightly her skin was inhumanly pale. “You have no right...”

    “I have no choice,” Emily said. She turned to look at Eve. The girl lay still, her eyelids twitching as if she were having a nightmare. If her grip on reality faded completely... Eve could do an awful lot of damage before she woke, if she ever did. Emily gritted her teeth. “I need you to do something for me.”

    Elena eyed her. “What?”

    “Take your little brother and go to your chambers,” Emily said. She put as much command into her voice as she could. There was no time for an argument. “And then...”

    She shook her head. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to tell anyone what had happened. It would only give them ideas. And yet... they’d have to tell the family and the rest of the world something. Perhaps they could just blame everything on the duke. It wasn’t as if he were still around to argue. His entire family was dead.

    “Help will be sent,” she promised. “Go.”

    Elena said nothing for a long, cold moment. “Willis has a crush on you,” she said, finally. “I don’t see it myself.”

    “Go,” Emily repeated. Willis had a crush on her? He’d sent her the flowers? Right now, it wasn’t a problem. She’d worry about it later, if there was a later. “I’ll deal with Eve.”

    She watched the girl leave the room, careful not to show despair until the door was safely closed. Eve moaned, twisting uncomfortably. Emily shuddered as wave after wave of wild magic brushed against her defenses. The sensation was horrible, as if her protections weren’t keeping it out at all. As if, on some level, Eve was just humoring her. Emily stared down at the girl, knowing she was trapped. She couldn’t let the poor child live.

    He knew, she thought, angrily. Void knew what was happening.

    She gritted her teeth. Eve was too dangerous. The dragon might’ve been less dangerous. She would never master her powers, never control them... even if she did, she’d never survive puberty. And she might kill everyone around her, simply by accident. Emily couldn’t find it in herself to blame Eve, not for the regicide and not for trying to kill her... it simply didn’t matter. Eve was just too dangerous to live.

    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, unwilling to take the risk of waking the girl. “I’m truly sorry.”

    Tears prickled at the corner of her eyes. Eve was innocent! She shouldn’t die! And yet, she had to die. There was no way to drain her, not without necromancy... even necromancy would kill her or drive them both mad or... Emily didn’t know. The choice was a simple one. Eve’s life or thousands of other lives. And yet...

    She reached for her magic, shaping it into a single spell. It would be quick. It would be painless. It would ensure thousands of lives were saved. And yet, she didn’t want to do it. She’d killed before — she knew she’d killed before — but she’d always been able to convince herself, at some level, that those people had deserved it. She felt no guilt over killing Shadye. She felt no guilt over killing Fulvia. She felt no guilt... she knew, all too well, that Eve was different. She was an innocent who had to die. Cold logic — the cold equations of magic — demanded her death. And she was the woman on the spot.

    Void could have taken care of it himself, she thought. He could have slipped into the castle and killed her long before anyone else knew there was a problem. But instead he chose to test me.

    Sure, her own thoughts answered. And would you have felt any better about it if he’d spelled out your mission from the start?

    Eve twitched, her entire body shuddering. Emily stared down at her. She wouldn’t be the same, not after she killed an innocent girl. She would have committed murder... it would be murder, even if it was in a good cause. Her thoughts spun in circles. There had to be a solution, but what? She felt the battery in her pocket, wondering if she could somehow drain Eve’s power into a pocket dimension. It might work... she shook her head in bitter frustration. Perhaps it would, if she had time to build a valve that could handle the power. But she knew she didn’t have the time. She wasn’t even sure where to begin! And there were no other spells that could save the girl’s life. 

    She’ll die anyway, Emily argued, trying to convince herself. Her power will destroy her, sooner or later. You’ll be giving her a peaceful end to her torment.

    She cursed Simon, and the king, and Void as savagely as she could. The king had been mad. He had to have been mad. Hadn’t he known the risks? Simon certainly should have known the risks! But he hadn’t been able to talk the king out of his mad plan... had he even tried? Emily wanted to hunt him down and flay him alive, or burn the magic out of him until he truly was a drooling moron. He should have tried to put a loophole in his oaths, something he could use to get out of the king’s service... he’d been too desperate to negotiate when the king had offered him a job. And now... she wondered, morbidly, if Simon would be the only one to survive. The magic was starting to surge again.

    I’m sorry, she thought. She wasn’t sure if she was apologizing to Eve or to her own lost innocence. It needed to be done. She knew it needed to be done. But she knew she’d spend the rest of her life questioning herself. I’m...

    A thought struck her. She could take Eve out of the castle, take her somewhere nicely isolated and then... and then what? She’d be a danger to the surrounding area — and population — until the day she died. The magic had gone too far to be stopped. And Void would want to know what she’d done. He’d want to read her mind, to watch through her eyes and... she thought she understood, now, why Lady Barb distrusted him. He would do whatever he felt he had to do. And he expected the same from her.

    She stopped, dead. There was a possibility. It might just work. And...

    If it fails, I can still kill her, Emily thought. She reached for the battery, hastily respelling the valve. Thankfully, she hadn’t charmed a spell into the wood before the duke had launched his coup. I might have to kill her.

    She braced herself, lifting her hand to cast a single spell. The timing would have to be perfect or the entire show would be worse than useless. Eve moaned again, her hand batting away invisible flies. The magic surged, again and again. Emily winced as she saw the mattress shift into something more comfortable. The bed itself was starting to wobble. Eve’s power was wearing it down.

    “I’m sorry,” she said, again.

    She took one last look at the girl, capturing the image in her mind before she looked away and triggered the spell...

    ... And, when she looked back, there was nothing left of the bed but ashes. 


    Chapter Forty

    “YOU KNEW,” EMILY SNAPPED.

    Void looked up from his chair as she stormed into the room. “Why, hello Emily. Good to see you again, Emily. How have you been doing, Emily?”

    Emily was too angry to care. It had been a long day. She’d killed an innocent girl, sent an urgent message to Lady Barb about how Elena needed help, given the regent an explanation that explained as little as possible, ignored Willis’s blushing suggestions that she stay for a day or two and teleported back to the tower. Her memories were a confused mess, a nightmarish series of impressions she had no time to sit down and sort into a coherent order. She needed to go to her room and sleep for a few hours, but she wanted to talk to him first.

    “You knew,” she repeated. “About Eve! About everything!”

    “I didn’t know about the dragon,” Void said, evenly. “That was a bit of a surprise. I’d heard the stories, of course, but I didn’t really believe them. Who would?”

    Emily ignored him. “You sent me to kill an innocent girl!”

    Void studied her for a long cold moment. “Yes,” he said, finally. “I did...”

    “You utter...” Emily got a firm grip on her temper. “How could you?”

    “I am your master,” Void said. His face was unreadable. “I am responsible for your development in all fields, not just magic. I am obliged...”

    “You are not obliged to turn me into an assassin!” Emily glared at him. “And you shouldn’t have sent me to kill a little girl!”

    “There are masters who would do unspeakable things to an apprentice who cut them off like that,” Void said, coolly. “And I would appreciate it if you let me finish.”

    Emily clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

    Void showed no visible reaction. “By the time we realized what the king was doing, it was too late to stop him and save his daughter. He wasn’t the first to try something as stupid as turning a child into a weapon, but he had a streak of odd magic running through his bloodline that gave him an edge. It wasn’t until he died that we knew what he’d been doing — and that it was too late to do anything but kill the girl.”

    “And you sent me to kill her,” Emily said. “You could have told me.”

    “You wouldn’t have learned so much if I had,” Void said. “And you wouldn’t have known — truly known — that there was no other choice.”

    “I nearly got killed,” Emily protested.

    Void laughed. “And how many times has your life been in terrible danger over the last six years?”

    Emily said nothing.

    “What happened?” Void said. “What did you do?”

    “Here.” Emily met his eyes, shoving the tangled ball of memories at him. She felt his mind brush against hers for a long moment, his calm thoughts seemingly untroubled by the death of a little girl. Emily felt a surge of pure anger, directed at both her master and herself. He’d sent her to kill... and she’d killed. “Happy now?”

    Void stood. “There is little room for doubt or scruple in our line of work, Emily. We exist to handle problems that cannot be solved by normal means, by sorcerers and kings and aristocrats who are too focused on their own interests to put the good of the majority first. You didn’t enslave a dragon, or launch a coup, or murder an arbiter, or seek to murder your relative to unleash a nightmare. You didn’t turn Princess Eve into a living weapon, you didn’t turn her into a threat to the entire kingdom... did you? None of the mess was your doing. You simply cleaned it up.”

    “I know,” Emily said, quietly. “It doesn’t help.”

    “I’ve seen worse,” Void said. “People who do the most awful things because they think it will give them power. People who think they have no other choice. People who go too far and discover, too late, that they have to be put down. People like poor Gennady...”

    He squeezed her shoulder, lightly. “It can be a lot worse. I am so tired of clearing up other people’s messes.”

    “It doesn’t help,” Emily repeated.

    Void cleared his throat, as if he were ashamed of showing even that much compassion. “It’s interesting the dragon couldn’t talk,” he said. “It must be a very young dragon. I’ll make a few inquiries. Some of us will be very interested in knowing how to enslave a dragon.”

    “And when it breaks free, anyone who tries will regret it,” Emily said.

    “I have no doubt of it,” Void said. “Go to bed. Take a day or two off. Silent has requested permission to visit her family, so Barley will handle your needs until she returns. We’ll resume your lessons on Thursday.”

    Emily scowled at him. “Thanks, I guess.”

    Void shrugged. “I’ll see you then, if I don’t see you earlier,” he said. “And Emily?”

    “Yes?”

    “Well done,” Void said.

    Emily kept her face impassive as she dropped a curtsy and turned to hurry up to her room. His praise meant something, but... right now, she felt as if she’d failed. A little girl was dead, her immediate family dead or traumatized... she had no idea how much of the real story would leak out, over the days and months to come. Sir Mowbray would blame everything on the duke, as she’d suggested, but there would be too many discrepancies in the story for everyone to believe it. She had no doubt someone would start putting the pieces together.

    And poor Rogan is dead, she thought. At least his killer is dead too.

    She stepped into her room and closed the door behind her. A pile of letters sat on the table, including a handful from Jan. She felt a pang of guilt, even though Void had told her she wasn’t allowed to communicate with anyone outside the kingdom. She could at least have dropped him a note! Caleb, Frieda and a handful of others had also written to her. She promised herself she’d read them as quickly as possible and reply, perhaps in a day or two. She was just too tired. She reached into her pocket and touched a piece of wood. Her eyes narrowed. She hadn’t put it in her pocket, had she? She took the charred wood out and put it on the table. It wasn’t hers...

    ... And then the memories started to unlock themselves.

     

    ... The curse — Randor’s death-curse — glows as she places it into the valve and hooks up the battery...

     

    ... Eve screams as the curse tears into her mind, her eyes jerking open as her power starts to fade...

     

    ... Emily picks up the little girl and holds her, rocking her gently...

     

    ... Emily sneaks the girl out of the castle...

     

    Emily staggered as the full weight of the memories slammed into her thoughts. Randor’s curse. The curse he’d used on her. The curse that could only be powered by a death — or a battery. The curse... she’d used it, knowing it was the only hope. Eve’s power had faded and died the moment the curse took root. She breathed a sigh of relief, knowing she hadn’t killed an innocent girl. Eve’s powers would remain locked away until she came of age. It should be safe to remove the curse once she’d passed puberty.

    Safe enough, she thought, dryly. She’ll be no better or worse than the rest of us.

    The remainder of the memories flowed into place. She’d taken Eve to Melissa, as Melissa owed Emily a favor. Melissa and Markus had agreed to adopt the girl, to accept her into the family until she came of age. It wasn’t an ideal solution, but it would have to do. She couldn’t leave the girl in the castle. Too many people already knew the truth. Some would try to use her, some would try to kill her...

    We’ll tell them the truth when Eve comes into her magic, Emily told herself. She felt a pang of guilt. Elena was old enough to be trusted with the truth, wasn’t she? Eve can decide what she wants to do when she grows up. 

    She sighed as she sat on the bed. She’d made sure Void wouldn’t know the truth either, just in case he decided that keeping Eve alive was too much of a risk. She would have to pack the memories away again, sooner or later. And...

    And I have to continue with my apprenticeship, she thought. She was angry at her master for putting her in such a position without even a hint of warning, but she knew she couldn’t stop now. Void had taught her enough to make her hungry for more. On Thursday, I go back to work.

    She smiled, despite everything, then lay back on the bed and closed her eyes. 


    Epilogue

    SIMON CROUCHED IN HIS CORNER OF the tavern, trying not to notice the cockroaches as they swarmed across the floor. He’d ordered a beer, but he was afraid to drink. There had been a very nasty expression on the bartender’s face when he’d asked for a drink, going through a list of options until the man had finally poured him a beer. The tavern was not the sort of place he’d have been caught dead, only a few short days ago, but there was nowhere else to go. Lady Emily had made it clear he was dead if he ever showed his face again.

    He hunched into his chair, cursing the unfairness of the world. He’d had no choice. He’d had no choice! The king had been his lord and master, even before he’d sworn the oaths. Death hadn’t been an option, not for him. He’d done everything the king had ordered and... he stared down at his scarred hands. It had cost him everything. The Lord Regent had already put a price on his head. He glanced at the toughs in the corner, laughing uproariously as they quaffed beer and flirted with the barmaids. If they knew who he was, they’d try to grab him. And if he used magic to escape, he’d merely draw more attention to himself.

    It wasn’t my fault, he thought, numbly. He still couldn’t believe how far he’d fallen. He hadn’t even thought to grab some money before leaving the castle... he hadn’t even realized, not really, that there would be no going back. It really wasn’t my fault.

    He shuddered as he saw a drunkard pissing against the far wall. He didn’t want to hide here, amidst the dregs of society, but where else could he go? Lady Emily would have reported him to the White Council. The Lord Regent would have quietly tipped off the other monarchs and aristocrats right across the Allied Lands. Simon had no illusions. He wasn’t powerful enough to hide for long, nor did he have the sort of knowledge he could trade for protection. He could head south, or travel into the mountains, but neither one seemed very promising. He was doomed to sell his talent for coppers.

    If I’m lucky, he told himself. There were worse ways to earn money. A lot worse. I could...

    A slim figure appeared beside him and sat down. Simon glanced up, surprised. The figure wore a long cape and cowl, a faint glamour hiding her face, but... she was unquestionably female. She looked a year or two older than himself, one hand covered by a glove. She was about as out of place, in the dingy tavern, as himself.

    “Simon, is it not?” Her voice was light, breathy. He thought he heard a hint of aristocracy in her tone, although she was certainly foreign. “You’re a hard man to track down.”

    Simon eyed her, warily. She looked slim and frail, but that was meaningless. Lady Emily hadn’t looked any stronger, yet she’d felled necromancers. Simon had sensed her power. The newcomer... she was masking well, but he could sense the magic under her skin. If she wanted to take him, she could.

    “I try,” he said, finally. It had only been two days since he’d left the court. Clearly, he hadn’t hidden as well as he’d thought. “Who are you?”

    The woman ignored the question. “Do you want to stay here forever?”

    Simon glanced towards the toughs. The barmaid had removed her shirt, allowing the half-drunk men to paw at her breasts. It was a sickening sight, utterly disgusting. Simon had cut a swathe though the ladies of the court, particularly the ones who appreciated what he could do for them, but they’d been dignified even when they’d been taking off their dresses. The barmaid... he shuddered and looked away. She was a world away from the women he’d known.

    “No,” he said, finally. “Why do you ask?”

    “My name is Nanette,” the woman said. Her face slipped out of the shadow. It was cold and hard. “And I’m here to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

     

    End of Book 19
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    Appendix: Master-Apprentice Relationships

    ALTHOUGH THE MASTER-APPRENTICE SYSTEM EXISTED far longer than any of the currently extant magic schools, it was not until the rise of the empire that the system was formalized. Previously, it was not easy to find an apprentice who had a genuine talent for the master’s chosen subject and, as masters often came to realize, choosing the wrong apprentice could prove disastrous. An apprentice might not, at best, have an affinity for the subject; at worst, the apprentice might lack background knowledge or rebel against the master. By ensuring that young magicians went to school first, the empire gave them a chance to discover their affinities and learn details their masters, experienced magicians, wouldn’t think to teach them until it was too late. The reformed system was so much better than anything that had gone before it that it survived, largely intact, the fall of the empire.

    Masters are free to choose, as a general rule, who they will take as their apprentice. It is not uncommon, of course, for a powerful family to push for their child to be selected, but it is rarer than one might suppose. The child must have a degree of affinity for the subject for there to be any hope of completing the apprenticeship. As a general rule, prospective apprentices write to masters and request apprenticeships; it is rarer, but not completely unknown, for a master to contact a brilliant student first. The apprenticeship must be approved by the White Council, but this is generally taken as little more than a formality.

    The Master and the Apprentice are bound together by a trio of blood oaths. The Master swears to teach the student to the best of his ability, to impart knowledge in a manner the student can understand and generally guide them towards attaining their mastery. When he feels the student is ready to take the exams, he must put the student’s name forward for examination. He must not do anything that detracts from the steady progress towards mastery (i.e. he can put the apprentice to work, but he must allow the apprentice to study too.)

    The Apprentice swears to honor his master, keep his Master’s trade secrets (although he is permitted to use them, upon attaining his mastery) and work towards his mastery as soon as possible. Oaths of absolute obedience are rarely included, as this can impede development of the apprentice’s own style, but they do tend to include strong inclinations towards obeying the Master.

    The third oath creates a semi-parental relationship between the two. The Master may enjoy considerable authority over the Apprentice, to the point he can legally beat the Apprentice bloody, but the oath ensures such punishments will not be deliberately unreasonable or fatal. (The oath also prevents sexual relationships between the two.) The Master will feel a strong urge to do the best he can for the Apprentice, while the Apprentice will often feel love and trust for the Master. The relationship fades upon the Apprentice reaching his mastery, but it isn’t uncommon for the two to remain close for the rest of their lives. 

    Masters are expected to feed, clothe and provide supplies for their apprentices. Just what constitutes a reasonable level of provision is hotly debated; no one, including the apprentices, wants to see the masters bankrupting themselves. Some masters give their apprentices a cash allowance, others choose to let them earn money themselves or draw it from their (presumably wealthy) parents. Apprentices are permitted one day off every two weeks, which they may use as they see fit. The master rarely has any say in what the apprentice does during that time, unless it impinges on the apprenticeship in some way.

    Precisely how the master is compensated for his time is negotiated prior to the oathtaking. An apprentice from a wealthy family may pay his master a fee for his services, without any further obligation. A poorer apprentice may trade his services as an assistant in exchange for lessons (for example, he may work in his master’s shop or brew potions for sale) or agree to do favors for the master later in life. The latter is regarded as chancy, at least partly because it is difficult to set legally-binding terms in advance. A former apprentice may not be in any position to keep whatever agreement he makes with his master.

    It is unusual for an apprenticeship to fail completely, at least partly because of the combination of pre-apprenticeship education and the third oath. By custom, there are only a handful of acceptable reasons to dissolve an apprenticeship bond ahead of time; it is unusual for a dismissed apprentice to find another master unless the blame is placed squarely on the previous master. The death of the previous master is, perhaps, the only circumstances in which there will be little, if any, blame pointed at the apprentice. (Unless, of course, the apprentice is accidentally responsible for his master’s death.)

    There’s no hard and fast rule for how long an apprenticeship should take before the apprentice reaches his mastery. The master is obliged to suggest, at least, that the apprentice should be tested when the master feels he can pass his exams. The apprentice is under no obligation to take the exams immediately, although it is rare for an apprentice to pass up the chance to reach his mastery once the door is open. Depending on the subject, the normal length of an apprenticeship is two to five years. The record (currently held by Jade) is one.

     


    About the author

    Christopher G. Nuttall was born in Edinburgh, studied in Manchester, married in Malaysia and currently living in Scotland, United Kingdom with his wife and two sons. He is the author of thirty novels from various publishers and over fifty self-published novels.

 


    Current and forthcoming titles published by Twilight Times Books

     

    Schooled in Magic YA fantasy series

    
      Schooled in Magic — book 1

      Lessons in Etiquette — book 2

      A Study in Slaughter — book 3

      Work Experience — book 4

      The School of Hard Knocks — book 5

      Love’s Labor’s Won — book 6

      Trial By Fire — book 7

      Wedding Hells — book 8

      Infinite Regress — book 9

      Past Tense — book 10

      The Sergeant’s Apprentice — book 11

      Fists of Justice – book 12

      The Gordian Knot – book 13

      Graduation Day – book 14

      Alassa’s Tale – book 14.5

      The Princess in the Tower – book 15

      The Broken Throne – book 16

      Cursed – book 17

      Mirror Image – book 18

      The Artful Apprentice – book 19

       

    

    The Decline and Fall of the Galactic Empire military SF series

    
      Barbarians at the Gates — book 1

      The Shadow of Cincinnatus — book 2

      The Barbarian Bride — book 3

       

    

    Chris has also produced The Empire’s Corps series, the Outside Context Problem series and many others. He is also responsible for two fan-made Posleen novels, both set in John Ringo’s famous Posleen universe. They can both be downloaded from his site.

     

    Website: http://www.chrishanger.net/

    Blog: http://chrishanger.wordpress.com/

    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/ChristopherGNuttall

cover.jpeg
i
4 4

Christopher G. Nattall





