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Prologue
“AND NOW THAT WE HAVE EXHAUSTED all the trivial matters we wished to discuss,” the Chairman said, “we should turn our attention to the news from Heart’s Eye.”
Grandmaster Gordian of Whitehall let out a sigh as the table came to attention, attendees straightening up as it dawned on them the committee was finally going to move on to something important. The Educational Committee rarely did anything useful, beyond reaffirming the status quo. The really important decisions were discussed in the back chambers, compromises hashed out and deals struck before the final decision was presented to the White Council as a fait accompli. Gordian himself had been tempted to decline the invitation to the council, even though he had a permanent seat at the table. It was ironic that the person who had finally given the council something useful to do was the same girl who had been the bane of his existence during his first two years as Grandmaster.
Not a girl, not any longer, he reminded himself. She’s a young woman.
“Ten years ago, Heart’s Eye was invaded by Dua Kepala, a necromancer,” the Chairman said, as if no one in the room was familiar with the story. “He held Heart’s Eye as his own personal fortress until Lady Emily killed him and reignited the nexus point, claiming Heart’s Eye for herself. By both law and custom, we could not take the building from her. Attempts were made to convince her to gift the school to its former owners, but they were unsuccessful.”
“Naturally,” Professor Hector muttered, brushing his brown hair out of his face. He was a dumpy man who wanted to be more than he was, but never would be. Everyone knew he’d be a disaster if he were trusted with any position of responsibly. “Who would surrender something so valuable?”
Gordian nodded, tightly. Heart’s Eye was literally priceless. The school alone was worth more than anyone, even the White Council, could reasonably pay and the nexus point... no one in their right mind would give it up, not for anything. A source of near-infinite power was beyond price, even if the owner could barely tap into its limitless potential. And, given what Gordian knew of Emily’s activities, it was quite likely that she could tap into its potential. Why would she give it up? He found it hard to imagine anyone wanting to give it up.
“It has since become clear that Lady Emily and her supporters intend to open a university”—the Chairman stumbled over the unfamiliar word—“which will encourage the study of both magic and something she calls science, the source of the New Learning. Heart’s Eye will become the home of this... establishment. The Old Boys League has apparently accepted her decision and has offered her their assistance, in exchange for a presence at the school...”
Professor Hector held up a hand. “They’ve conceded defeat?”
“They’ve conceded that a presence at the school is better than nothing,” Gordian put in. “And who can blame them?”
Hector’s eyes narrowed. It was against tradition, but... what choice did they have? Heart’s Eye had been ruined, the surrounding region devastated. Even if the Old Boys League had been gifted the school without any quibbling over the price, they might have found it impossible to restore the school to its former glory. 
“I can.” Hector glared around the table. “I read the statement, the call to pens and parchment. They’re flying in the face of tradition by denying apprenticeships, and...”
Gordian kept his face impassive as an argument broke out. Hector had a point. Traditionally, students who wanted to gain their masteries apprenticed themselves to masters, serving them in exchange for a formal education. It made a great deal of sense, particularly in the more dangerous fields of magic. An apprentice could be given the kind of one-on-one education that was simply impossible in a school, where each teacher might be responsible for multiple students. It also made it easier to screen out students who couldn’t be trusted with such magics, although Gordian knew it was far from infallible. Despite everything, too many secrets were outside the White Council’s control.
And yet, it also limits the number of trained masters, he reminded himself. There might be something to be said for expanding the apprenticeship program...
He dragged his attention back to the table as the Chairman banged for order. “She is young,” the Chairman said. “But she is in possession of the school.”
“And possession is nine-tenths of the law,” Gordian reminded them. “She has a nexus point. She cannot be dislodged by force.”
That didn’t go down well. Another argument broke out. Gordian sat back and waited, trying to determine where everyone stood. It was difficult to be sure. Gordian had no doubt the White Council would rule against Emily, if pushed. He also had no doubt that the council would find it impossible to enforce any ruling. Emily had a nexus point and enough knowledge to use it. His brow furrowed as a thought struck him. He, perhaps, was the only councilor who knew just how formidable Emily could be with a nexus point under her control. Everyone else would assume—and they’d be quite right, bearing in mind what they knew—that it would take her time to master the power. But they would be wrong. Devastatingly wrong.
And the law is clear, he thought, grimly. Anything taken in honest combat becomes the property of the victor.
His frown deepened as the argument raged on. Lady Emily might not realize it, but she had more allies than she knew—and people who would back her because an attempt to seize the school would also fly in the face of tradition. The Gods alone knew how many fortunes had been built on something taken in combat. They would all be at risk if the White Council set a terrifying precedent by seizing Heart’s Eye.
The dispute grew darker. Magic flickered through the air. Gordian braced himself, wondering who would cast the first hex. Too many councilors had too much wrapped up in the affair for it to end lightly, from the councilor who’d studied at Heart’s Eye to the councilor whose distant grandfather had won his fortune in a series of carefully-planned duels. Power started to build, a couple of magicians muttering spells to carve protective wards. Things were slipping out of control...
“I think we have to admit something, right from the start,” he said, as if he were addressing a bunch of rowdy students. He rather felt that his students would be better behaved. “Lady Emily has possession of the school. And there is no way to take it from her, not legally.”
“Not legally,” Professor Hector repeated.
“And if we try and fail to take the school illegally,” Gordian asked, “where does that leave us?”
“She’s lost her powers,” Professor Hector snapped. “She may not even be able to get into the school.”
“Rumor claimed she lost her powers,” the Chairman said. “However, there are over a hundred eyewitness accounts of her defending herself against an assassination attempt at the Faire. I doubt she could have fooled everyone into believing she still had her powers, if she’d really lost them. The reports made it clear that she used a whole string of spells...”
“They could have been faked,” Professor Hector insisted.
Gordian snorted. He’d read the reports very carefully, from the first suggestions that Emily might have lost her powers to the final eyewitness accounts. The former were vague, crammed with innuendo and loaded with wishful thinking; the latter were cold, precise, and attested by some of the most respected magicians in the community. Gordian doubted they could all be fooled—and there was no way they could be fooled without magic. Emily might as well pretend to be alive.
“And the only way to fake such spells would require the magic to cast such spells,” he said, dryly. “It seems a little pointless, doesn’t it? Why would she bother?”
He went on before Professor Hector could think of another objection. 
“Furthermore, we have what seems like a workable compromise. Emily will build her university. It will, inevitably, take on the characteristics of a school. She will discover, as many have before her, that it will be difficult to train masters without one-to-one tuition. She may lay the groundwork for their education, but she will be unable to complete it. Her students will seek out masters so they can finish their training. And, in the meantime, the New Learning will continue to spread.”
Professor Hector huffed. “Is that a good thing?”
“Yes.” Gordian disliked Emily—he admitted as much, privately—but he had to admit she’d done a lot of good. Who would have thought that something as simple as phonic writing could change the world beyond recognition? The Old Guard might sniff at any change, but Gordian was prepared to embrace anything that would make his life easier. “The New Learning has already done wonders for us.”
Professor Yael—a tall woman with more interest in theory than actual magic—leaned forward. “We still don’t know what actually happened at Heart’s Eye when the school was invaded. Do we?”
“No,” Gordian said. Heart’s Eye should have been able to hold out forever, even against a necromancer. That it had fallen suggested... what? Treachery? Or... or what? There had always been strange rumors about Heart’s Eye, rumors suggesting that Schoolmaster Edmund and his staff had spent half their time researching magics rather than teaching, but none of the stories had been proven. If the Old Boys League knew something about what had actually happened, they’d kept it to themselves. “We may never know.”
Or Emily may be in for a surprise when she reopens the school. Gordian couldn’t imagine something that could collapse the wards from the inside, not without direct access to the nexus point, but... he admitted, freely, that imagination wasn’t one of his strong points. He’d never had the mindset for theoretical magic. Who knows what she may find in there?
He shook his head. Emily had walked into Heart’s Eye when it had been controlled by a necromancer. If she could handle that—if she had survived something that would have daunted an older and wiser magician—he was sure she could handle whatever surprises might have been left behind by the Schoolmaster. And besides, Dua Kepala himself had lived in the school for nine years. He’d had ample opportunity to remove any booby traps... if, of course, he’d bothered. Dua Kepala had been surprisingly sane, for a necromancer, but by any reasonable standards he’d still been dangerously irrational. He might simply have sealed up a number of sections and left them alone.
“We may have to rely on Lady Emily to tell us,” the Chairman said. “If she ever finds out...”
“We may never know,” Gordian repeated. He’d want to know if there were something that could take down a set of invulnerable wards. Whitehall’s wards weren’t that much stronger. “But it’s also beside the point.”
He cleared his throat for attention. “I think we have no choice but to wait and see what happens. Emily will find it harder than she thinks to run a school, let alone a university. It’s possible that someone will find a way to ease her out of her position, or even convince her that she doesn’t want it. And who knows? She may even do a lot of good.”
“Hah,” Professor Hector muttered. “She’s your student.”
“She was my student,” Gordian confirmed. “And that has given me some... insight... into her personality.”
He kept his face impassive with an effort. There were a great many things around Emily that simply didn’t make sense. She was... odd, by any reasonable standard. She’d turned the world upside down, time and time again. She was a genius... and yet, there was something weird about the countless innovations she’d introduced. Gordian couldn’t put his finger on it, but it was there. It didn’t make sense. Emily herself simply didn’t make sense. She wasn’t what he would have expected from the daughter of a Lone Power.
“We wait and see what happens,” he said. “There’s nothing else we can do.”
“True,” the Chairman agreed. “And, if she does run into trouble, we can offer her our support.”
“And she will,” Professor Hector predicted. “It... demeans us to play court to a slip of a girl.”
“We have no choice,” Gordian said. “And if she learns a few hard lessons through trying to do everything herself, so much the better.”



Chapter One
THERE WAS MAGIC IN THE AIR. Too much magic.
Emily took a long breath as Frieda led her through the city gates and into Celeste. Her senses were overwhelmed, almost blinded by the constant surges of magic all around her. Street performers roared and chanted, putting on performances for the city’s children and their families; shopkeepers warded their shops against intrusion while, sneakily, casting spells to entice the curious to inspect their wares. Hundreds of people, almost all magicians or bonded servants, thronged the streets, wearing everything from wizard robes to flimsy outfits that wouldn’t have been out of place in the Arabian Nights. And yet, the city was oddly muted. Nearly everyone used some privacy spells to keep their conversations to themselves. Emily found it a little disorienting.
She gritted her teeth as the sense of pressure grew stronger, even though it wasn’t aimed at her. Her senses had sharpened in the last few days, as her body and mind struggled to embrace her magic again. She’d lost her magic for a handful of months, barely long enough to come to terms with the prospect of being powerless for the rest of her life, but it almost felt as if she’d never had magic. She remembered learning how to use her magic, of course, but then she’d been at Whitehall. She’d been allowed to grow into her powers at her own pace. Now...
I’m the deaf woman who suddenly discovered she could hear at a rock concert, Emily thought, wryly. And the noise is deafening even if it’s great that I can hear.
She smiled as they walked past a series of stalls, each selling the same potions ingredients. The owners waved at her, trying to convince her to stop and buy something—anything—from their wares. Emily had worried, the first time, they’d recognized her personally, before realizing they were doing it to everyone. She didn’t stand out in a crowd, not in Celeste. As far as the shopkeepers were concerned, she was just another customer.
A trio of bondservants walked past her, wearing collars to indicate their servile status. Emily shivered, despite herself. She’d been told that most bondservants sold themselves into slavery, putting themselves in bondage to ensure their families would have a decent life, but she’d never believed it. The collars held more than just obedience spells. It would be very hard for someone to take the collar off, even if they were a trained and experienced magician. She doubted a mundane could do it at all. Someone could be forced to don the collar and then... she shuddered. They’d be enslaved for the rest of their life.
And no one would give a damn if their master broke whatever agreement he’d made, she thought, sourly. Who cares about a slave anyway?
She glanced up, sharply, as a street performer stepped into their path. “Hey, pretty ladies,” he said, with a smile that sent a shiver down her spine. “Come and see what I can do for you?”
He cast a spell into the air. An image of Emily appeared in front of him. Emily studied it for a moment, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. He was trying to impress her, but honestly... she’d mastered such spells in her very first year. It wasn’t that hard to find out what she looked like from the rear. Alassa had taught her the spells when it became clear, to her, that Emily didn’t have the slightest idea how to take care of her appearance. It was something she’d never dared do before coming to the Nameless World.
Her image winked at her, then started to change. Brown hair became blonde, then red; her blue dress became green, then thinned out and started to drop until she could see the tops of her breasts. Emily flushed, angrily, as the performer adjusted the size of her breasts until they became truly absurd. A handful of people laughed. They were drawing attention... unwanted attention. Her magic crackled under her skin...
“Look what I can do,” the performer said. He waved a hand at the image, which now resembled a bad parody of femininity. “A simple handful of spells and you’ll be a beauty to rival Lucinda herself...”
Emily flared her magic. The performer gaped, then stumbled back in shock. He’d taken her for... she wasn’t sure what he had taken her for, but it clearly wasn’t a powerful magician. The image shimmered and vanished. Emily allowed her gaze to harden, drawing on lessons she’d learnt from Lady Barb. The performer bowed a hasty apology and looked away. The crowd found something more important to do and started to disperse, leaving before the fireworks started. Emily didn’t blame them. There were too many horror stories of what happened to people who angered powerful magicians. Being turned into small, hopping things was the least of them.
She nodded at Frieda, who led her further down the street. Emily gritted her teeth, cursing the performer under her breath. He’d put her in a bad humor, all the more so because she dreaded to think of what would happen to someone without her power. He could do a great deal of damage to a powerless girl. Even if his spells worked correctly—and there was no way to be sure—his victims would have a lot of trouble afterwards. No normal girl could possibly have had a comfortable life if she looked like a Barbie doll.
The stalls faded away as they made their way into the residential area. There were fewer spells, but those she could detect were powerful. Very powerful. Magicians liked their privacy, even when they congregated in their communities. She felt a handful of wards pry at her, testing her magic although she hadn’t stepped across the wardlines. The residents had enemies. Some might try to attack in broad daylight. It wasn’t as if the city guard would intervene.
There’s no law here, not really, Emily reminded herself. Celeste was an armed society, to all intents and purposes. The people who weren’t armed—who had no magic—didn’t count. They couldn’t defend themselves. It’s a miracle the entire city didn’t tear itself apart a long time ago.
“Here,” Frieda said. She indicated a little detached house, practically indistinguishable from the rest of the street. A simple number—no name—hung on the wooden door. “Should I wait outside?”
Emily shook her head. “You’d better come in with me.”
She took a breath as she walked up the tiny lane, feeling the wards poke and pry. There was no point in trying the door, or even knocking. It would have opened if she was on the approved list. Instead, she clasped her hands behind her back and waited. The wards wouldn’t have let her get so close if the occupant hadn’t been home. And if she did anything they took to be unfriendly, she might not survive long enough to explain herself.
The door opened, slowly. Mistress Irene stood there, gazing at them. Emily swallowed hard, feeling the years drain away to leave her as an innocent schoolgirl once again, trying to explain to her stern form mistress that she really did have a good excuse for late homework, poor performance or simple tardiness. Mistress Irene had always been intimidating, even though she’d never been anything other than helpful. She’d certainly been a great deal more educational than some of the teachers Emily remembered from Earth. It probably helped that she had both the power and inclination to punish misbehaving students.
“Emily.” Mistress Irene sounded mildly surprised. “And Frieda. What can I do for you?”
Emily took a moment to gather herself. She wasn’t a schoolgirl any longer, although—technically—she hadn’t taken her final exams. She didn’t have to. She already had an offer of apprenticeship from Void himself. And she certainly didn’t have to answer to Mistress Irene any longer.
“I have a proposition I would like to put to you,” she said, carefully. “Please, can we come in?”
Mistress Irene stepped to one side, an invitation that wasn’t—precisely—an invitation. A supernatural creature that required a direct invitation to actually enter a dwelling would have been unable to step inside. Emily was surprised to see it from an experienced and powerful magician, but perhaps she should have expected it. Supernatural vermin would be drawn to the city like moths to the flame. She stepped over the threshold and into the building. Frieda followed her a second later. Mistress Irene nodded and closed the door.
“This way,” she said, once they had exchanged formal pleasantries.
Emily looked around, interested, as she followed Mistress Irene down a short corridor and into a sitting room. It was surprisingly elegant, so neat and tidy she knew it wasn’t where Mistress Irene spent most of her time. Emily had been in Mistress Irene’s office often enough, but she’d never been invited to her teacher’s private rooms. No student had ever managed to crack those wards. A great many had got in trouble for trying.
“Please, take a seat.” Mistress Irene sat herself, on an armchair that looked too big. “What do you have in mind?”
Emily sat, never taking her eyes off her former teacher. Mistress Irene looked to be in her sixties, although she knew that could be an illusion. She’d met magicians who looked young, even though they were in their second century, and mundanes who looked two or three decades older than they were. Mistress Irene still looked every inch the prim schoolteacher, although she’d left Whitehall two years ago. Emily wasn’t sure if she’d left of her own free will, or if Gordian had pushed her out, but it hardly mattered now. The point was she was unattached.
“Two years ago, I came into possession of Heart’s Eye,” Emily began. “I killed...”
“I am aware of the story,” Mistress Irene said. Her tone gave nothing away. “What is the point?”
Emily took a breath. “I—I and a few of my friends—intend to turn Heart’s Eye into a university. Ah... a very different center of learning, concentrating on science as well as magic. It’s going to be a research institute”—an unfamiliar concept on the Nameless World—“rather than just a school. The people who attend will be trying to find new ways to do things, rather than merely studying magic.”
“There is nothing mere about studying magic,” Mistress Irene said, tonelessly.
“No.” Emily had to fight the urge to apologize. “But we will be studying more than just magic.”
“You are repeating yourself,” Mistress Irene said. It was impossible to tell if she was trying to offer constructive criticism or being sarcastic. “And I think you will find running a... research institute to be quite difficult.”
“Yes.” Emily recalled her disastrous tenure as Head Girl with a shudder. “I intended to start earlier, but... things... got in the way.”
“They have a tendency to challenge the less-ordered mind,” Mistress Irene commented. “I heard a rumor you were... ill.”
“Rumors of my powerlessness were greatly exaggerated,” Emily said. She didn’t dare lie outright. Everyone said that Mistress Irene could smell lies. A student who tried to claim the dog ate his homework—or his homework ate the dog, which wasn’t impossible—would regret it shortly afterwards. “As you can see”—she cast a light spell—“I have recovered.”
“Quite.” Mistress Irene studied her for a long, chilling moment. “Let us get to the point. What does this have to do with me?”
“Heart’s Eye needs a... a manager,” Emily said. The formal title was Schoolmaster, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to keep it. It had obvious connotations. “The staff and students will need someone to keep them in order. I was wondering if you would like the job.”
Mistress Irene let out a long breath. It was the first hint of actual emotion Emily had seen out of her. “Do you know what you’re asking? Or what you’re offering?”
“Yes.” Emily met her eyes. “I know.”
“Really.” Mistress Irene didn’t sound convinced. “If you did, you might want to keep it.”
Emily frowned. The Nameless World wasn’t Earth. Here, teachers were important. She knew, all too well, that headmasters were respected as well as powerful. Gordian wouldn’t have worked so hard to succeed Hasdrubal if he hadn’t been sure the position was worth the effort. And it was. The mere fact he ruled a school made him one of the most powerful people in the world. She was offering Mistress Irene a pearl beyond price.
“I don’t like dealing with people,” Emily admitted. There was no point in trying to hide it, not from someone who’d shepherded her through four years of magical education. “And a lot of older magicians don’t take me seriously, despite everything.”
“Which they should,” Frieda put in.
“Indeed.” Mistress Irene’s face was emotionless, again. “And you think they’ll take me seriously?”
“You spent decades in Whitehall.” Emily took a breath. “Let me tell you what I have in mind.”
She launched into her prepared speech, explaining—as much as she dared—the concept behind the university. It was more than just a college of magic; it was something new, something more for adults than immature teenagers. Her students would—hopefully—already be experienced in using magic, having grown out of the urge to sneak up behind an unsuspecting victim and turn him into a frog. The teachers would be researchers as well as teachers... in many ways, they would be students themselves. And mundane craftsmen and magicians would work together as equals.
“That might be a hard sell,” Mistress Irene pointed out. “They’re not equals.”
Emily couldn’t hide her irritation. Magicians tended to look down on mundanes, insisting that magic—the gift of the gods—made them superior. There were few magicians who sneered at newborn magicians, magicians born to non-magical families, but there were far too many who wanted to take them from their parents and have them brought up in proper magical families. She’d never shared the disdain—there was no way she could have shared it—yet... she winced, inwardly. It had been hard to develop her powers the first few months after she’d gone to Whitehall. How much harder would it be to be powerless at a magic school, to be the butt of everyone’s puerile sense of humor? She didn’t think she would have survived.
“Mundanes are not stupid,” she said, firmly. “And I expect them to learn to... tolerate each other, if they are unable to be friends.”
“That should be interesting,” Mistress Irene said. “What sort of authority do you propose to give me?”
“Enough.” Emily had given the matter some thought, then discussed it with Caleb before putting pen to paper. “You won’t have absolute authority—and the board will be able to overrule you, if necessary—but you should have enough.”
“I see.” Mistress Irene didn’t sound happy. “You do realize that anyone I expel for bad behavior will complain to the board?”
“I’ll be on the board,” Emily said. “You can hardly be blamed for expelling someone who breaks the rules.”
Mistress Irene laughed, suddenly. “You little... innocent.”
Emily felt her cheeks redden. “I don’t promise it will be easy. It won’t be easy. You’ll be setting a lot of precedents, although I intend to make sure that each case is judged on its merits, rather than what has gone before. There will be a lot of room for controversy. But... it’s also a chance to get in on the ground floor of something completely new.”
“People my age don’t like controversy,” Mistress Irene said. Her lips curved into a smile. “But you’re right. It should be interesting.”
She met Emily’s eyes. “When do you want my answer?”
“As soon as possible,” Emily told her. “I’m due to meet Caleb and the others at Farrakhan later this evening. We were planning to cross the desert in a day or so, depending on the weather, and set up base at Heart’s Ease before heading to Heart’s Eye the following morning. Ideally, I’d want to know in a couple of days.”
“Or now, you mean.” Mistress Irene nodded, slowly. “It isn’t as if I have much else to do with my time, so yes. I will come with you.”
“Thank you,” Emily said, relieved.
Mistress Irene held up a hand. “That said, I have some... matters … to finish first. I won’t be able to join you for at least two weeks, more likely a month. Is that going to be a problem?”
“We’re not planning to open for students for a while,” Emily said. She would have preferred Mistress Irene to come at once, but that was unfair. The older woman could hardly drop everything on a moment’s notice and move to Heart’s Eye. “As long as you’re established before I have to start my apprenticeship, we should be fine.”
“Then I accept your offer,” Mistress Irene said. She held out her hand. Emily shook it. “Thank you.”
Emily opened her pouch and removed the paperwork. “There’s an outline of what we have in mind here, along with a draft of the contract. Let us know what you think.”
“Naturally,” Mistress Irene said. “I’ll be reading them very thoroughly before I sign.”
“Of course.” Emily stood. Frieda followed. “And thank you for your hospitality.”
“It was scant enough,” Mistress Irene said. She escorted them to the door, then waved goodbye. “Good luck.”
“That went better than expected,” Frieda said. “Now what? Dinner?”
Emily felt her stomach rumble. “Why not? And then, we go to Farrakhan. Again.”



Chapter Two
THE HEAT STRUCK HER AS SOON as the teleport field snapped out of existence.
Emily steadied herself, taking a breath as sweat rolled down her back. Farrakhan had always been hot—the city sat on the very edge of the Desert of Death—but it was high summer now, so hot that most of the population was probably taking an afternoon nap before the city came alive again at sunset. She cast a handful of cooling and skin protection charms as she turned towards the city gates, even though she knew they wouldn’t be that effective. The sun was just too hot. She could practically feel her skin starting to burn. She’d be tanned before the end of the week.
Frieda stepped up beside her. “I think we should have worn something else.”
“True.” Emily nodded, tightly. The blue dress she wore wasn’t suited to the desert. But there was nothing she could do about that, not until she reached the warehouse. She didn’t want to risk transfiguring the garment in broad daylight. “Let’s go.”
She felt the day grow hotter—as impossible as it seemed—as they made their way towards the gates. The guards eyed them warily, although they made no demands for papers nor attempts to block their way. It had only been a year since the war, since the city had been attacked... it would be a long time before the city relaxed, if it ever did. The guardsmen were reassuringly professional, though Emily knew they wouldn’t stand a chance if another necromancer walked out of the desert and attacked the city. They would merely be the first to die.
Her dress clung to her, uncomfortably, as they walked through the city. They were nearly empty, save for a handful of shops and watering holes kept open by optimistic merchants and innkeepers. Even the beggars rested, sleeping in alleyways; they, too, would resume their trade at sunset. Emily felt a stab of pity as she saw a small family sleeping under a bridge, deprived of everything but the rags on their backs. She’d long since come to realize she couldn’t help everyone—all the money in her purse wouldn’t keep the beggars alive for long—but it still bothered her. She hoped—she prayed—it would be a long time before it stopped bothering her. The aristocrats of Farrakhan—and the Nameless World in general—normally didn’t care about beggars. They were just part of the scenery.
“You’d never know there was a war here,” Frieda said. “Where’s all the damage?”
“It was mostly on the northern side of town,” Emily told her. “But they’ve done a good job of repairing it.”
She winced inwardly, remembering when the city had been under siege. They’d been luckier than they deserved. The city fathers had made almost no preparations for a siege. Worse, they’d fed themselves and left most of the population to starve. She was surprised the city fathers hadn’t been overthrown after the war. But then, perhaps she shouldn’t have been. The allied forces had kept order long enough for the city fathers to resume control, then crush opposition with maximum force. Any rebellious factions were probably keeping their heads down and waiting for better weather.
They’ll be waiting a long time, Emily thought, as they passed a broadsheet stall. The weather here rarely changes.
She allowed herself a sigh of relief as the warehouse came into view. To the naked eye, it was no different to any of the other warehouses in the city, but to her there was no mistaking it. The wards surrounding the building were tinged with Caleb’s magic. She felt her heart skip a beat—the last time she’d felt his magic so strongly, they’d been lovers—before she caught herself. She and Caleb were better off as friends. Besides, it hadn’t been that long since she’d been with someone.
The thought cost her another pang. She’d heard nothing from Cat, not since he’d departed on his private quest to bring Jacqui to justice. Or kill her. Emily wasn’t sure what he had in mind. She wasn’t sure he knew himself. They’d been lovers, but... he’d been unable to cope with her loss of power. Or perhaps it had been her, fearful of exposing herself without protection, that had driven him away. She told herself, firmly, that she was being silly. Cat had made it clear, more than once, that he didn’t want a relationship. He couldn’t have a relationship. She’d had no reason to expect him to stay forever...
Frieda poked her. “You’re thinking about Cat again. I can tell.”
Emily shot her a sharp look. “Have you found a way to read minds?”
“Your face always goes maudlin when you’re thinking about him.” Frieda squeezed Emily’s hand, affectionately. “Do I look as silly when I think about Hoban?”
“Of course not,” Emily teased. “You look worse.”
She smiled, rather wanly, as she pushed against the wards. They parted at once, allowing her to reach the door. It was unlocked. Anyone who could get through the wards wouldn’t be deterred by a simple lock. Emily opened the door and stepped inside, shivering as a sudden wave of cold air struck her. Caleb hadn’t tried to get accustomed to the heat. He’d simply cast cooling spells everywhere until they’d become embedded in the walls. Sergeant Miles would have had a lot of nasty things to say about it, Emily was sure, but she didn’t blame Caleb in the slightest. The heat was wearying even indoors.
“Emily.” Caleb was standing in the small office, studying a clipboard. He looked taller than Emily remembered, his lanky body finally suiting him... as if, somewhere over the past year, he’d finally come into his own. “Welcome to Farrakhan!”
“Thank you.” Emily tried not to feel sad. Caleb’s brother
Casper
had died in the war. Caleb had to have mixed feelings about the city Casper had given his life to defend. And, perhaps, about Heart’s Eye itself. “Mistress Irene said she’d join us, somewhere between two weeks to a month.”
“And then we’ll all be properly whipped into shape.” Caleb seemed amused. “You do realize she won’t be universally popular?”
“I do.” Emily shrugged as she put down her bag and reached for the water jug. “But she’s also the kind of person we need.”
Caleb nodded. “You want to inspect the goods?”
“Give me a moment to rest,” Emily said. She poured herself a glass of water, then a second one for Frieda. It was easy to get dehydrated in the heat. “Were there any problems?”
“Not really.” Caleb ran his hand through his brown hair. “Master Highland and his people insisted on meeting us at Heart’s Ease, but other than that... no real problems. I don’t think the city fathers know what to make of us.”
Emily sipped her water. “Did they try to impede you?”
“No.” Caleb shook his head. “The local merchants were quite happy to trade with us. I think the city fathers would have been lynched if they tried to stop them, particularly as the king himself hasn’t issued any statement. Unless you’ve heard something...?”
“Nothing.” Emily took a moment to gather herself. “I don’t have any ties to royalty here.”
“Probably for the best,” Caleb said. “Heart’s Eye was never part of the kingdom, even before it fell. The entire area was completely autonomous. That’s probably going to cause us problems later on. No one really knows who owns Heart’s Ease.”
“I suppose,” Emily said. She finished her water and put the glass to one side. “Heart’s Ease is a wreck. There’s little there for anyone.”
“Some of the merchants were talking about moving out there,” Caleb said. “They remember the days when Heart’s Ease thrummed with life.”
“A problem for another day.” Emily rubbed her forehead. “Did you manage to get everything?”
“More or less.” Caleb smiled, wryly. “We’ll be ready to leave in the morning, as planned. We’ve lost a couple of people to the local pleasure dens, I'm afraid, but... hopefully, they’ll be back tonight. I warned them that anyone who wasn’t back might be left behind.”
Emily winced. “They’ll have to make the crossing on foot, alone.”
“Poor bastards.” Caleb shrugged. “Things will get easier when we set up a portal.”
“Probably.” Emily stood, brushing down her dress. It felt sodden. She wanted a shower, but she knew she wouldn’t get one. The warehouse and the attached living quarters were primitive. She’d be lucky if there was enough water for a sponge-bath. “How are you? I mean...”
Caleb looked at his scarred hands. They weren’t twitching any longer.
“I’ve been better,” Caleb said. He let out a faint laugh. “I’ll be happier when we’re on the way, I think. Mother... wasn’t too pleased that I was accompanying you, instead of seeking my mastery. She’s not your biggest fan.”
“I know.” Emily tried not to take it personally. “I don’t blame her.”
“And yourself?” Caleb met her eyes. “You weren’t in a good state last time we met...?”
“I’m better,” Emily said, flatly. Caleb had helped her, when he could easily have turned his back. She loved him for it. “And I think the entire world knows it.”
Caleb nodded, then stood and led her through a side door. Frieda followed as they passed through two sets of wards and into a huge warehouse. Emily sucked in her breath as she saw the collection of primitive wagons, just waiting for camels and oxen to pull them, all crammed with gear and supplies. She couldn’t help thinking of the Wild West, of settlers heading into the distance in hopes of finding a good place to homestead. The Desert of Death, thankfully, had no hostile natives. Or, at least, no intelligent hostile natives. The desert itself was a pretty hostile place. She’d been told the desert was receding, since the nexus point had been reignited, but she’d seen no evidence of it.
“We have twenty carts and seventy people,” Caleb said. “Magicians, craftsmen... everything we need to start building a community. We’ll need more, of course, but...”
He shrugged. Emily understood. Heart’s Eye was in terrible shape after ten years of neglect and decay. The necromancer hadn’t destroyed the school, but... she shook her head. They’d have to clear out the debris and repair the damage before they could actually shape the university. In hindsight, they probably didn’t need Mistress Irene just yet. There was a lot of work to be done before the university took shape.
And we’ll be building from scratch, Emily mused, as a tall figure detached herself from the carts and walked over. No one here has any real idea of what a university means.
Caleb cleared his throat as a woman approached. “Lady Emily,” he said, formally. “Please meet Senior Craftswoman Yvonne of Cockatrice.”
Emily smiled. She might have met Senior Craftswoman Yvonne at some point—she’d made a habit of visiting the ever-growing factories in Cockatrice—but she didn’t remember. Yvonne’s name had been put forward by her superiors, when Emily had asked them for someone who might like to move to Heart’s Eye and set up shop. It was mildly surprising to encounter a craftswoman, let alone one in such a high position. Outside the magical community, it was still very much a man’s world.
She studied Yvonne for a long moment as the older woman dropped a mock curtsey. Yvonne wore long overalls... trousers, rather than a dress. That would scandalize people, Emily was sure. A woman wearing male clothing, one who looked faintly absurd trying to bob in trousers... Emily snorted at the thought. Anyone who tried to work in a crafts shop, let alone a factory, in a dress would probably get it caught in the machinery. And Yvonne looked formidable enough to deal with anyone who made a fuss. Her arms, bare to the shoulder, were muscular; her tanned skin, marked and pitted with the remnants of industrial accidents, was a clear sign that she’d earned her position the hard way. No craftsman—or woman—could ever reach high position without proper experience. The guild had seen to it long ago. Emily liked Yvonne on sight. 
“Lady Emily.” Yvonne’s accent was very definitely common, without even a hint of aristocracy... or an attempt to mimic her social superiors. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”
“Likewise,” Emily said. She held out her hand. Yvonne shook it, firmly. “I hope you’ll enjoy working at Heart’s Eye.”
“I was told it would be a challenge,” Yvonne said. “But I was promised my own factory if I took it on.”
“I certainly hope so.” Emily looked past her, at the carts. “What did you bring?”
“Most of the supplies we’ll need to get started,” Yvonne said. “And a couple of dozen apprentices, each with at least six months of experience. I didn’t want to bring anyone completely new, at least until we were up and running. There’s a few craftsmen back home who will probably never forgive me for stealing their apprentices.”
Emily frowned. “Are they likely to cause trouble?”
“I doubt it.” Yvonne shrugged. “It’s a petty nuisance, rather than a real problem. A lot of precedents were set over the past few years. Oh, the apprentices will be in trouble if they decide they want to go back, but it won’t cause us any problems.”
“No master wants an apprentice who flakes out,” Caleb commented. His voice lightened. “And someone else joined us, a surprise...”
Emily looked up... and smiled. The Gorgon was standing by one of the carts, wearing a short leather jacket and skirt. She looked horrendously out of place—Emily could see two of the apprentices eyeing her warily—but somehow right... Emily felt her smile grow wider as she hurried over to her friend. The Gorgon had been born and raised in the desert. She probably felt as if she’d come home.
“It’s good to see you again,” she said, as she gave the Gorgon a hug. “I didn’t know you were coming.”
“Caleb wanted it to be a surprise.” The Gorgon hugged her back. As always, her skin felt... odd, neither wholly scaly nor human. “He said you’d be pleased.”
“I am,” Emily said. She promised herself that she’d talk to Caleb about it later. It would have been nice to have some warning. “You know what we’re doing here?”
The Gorgon looked pained. “I couldn’t get an apprenticeship.”
Emily winced. The Gorgon was far from stupid—no one reached sixth year, let alone passed the exams, without being bright—but... she was a gorgon. There were few masters who would consider taking her as a student, not when there was so much fear and prejudice against her kind. Emily had hoped the Gorgon’s obvious skill—and talent—would make up for her limited humanity. Clearly, prospective masters had disagreed.
“We’ll try to make sure you get something better here,” Emily promised. “And you are more than welcome to stay.”
“Thanks.” The Gorgon smiled, wanly. “And I hope you succeed. I mean...”
“I understand,” Emily said. What had the Gorgon been doing since Emily had left Whitehall? “We’ll have to have a longer chat soon, just to catch up.”
“We will,” the Gorgon agreed. “Cirroc is coming too, by the way. Master Highland took him as an apprentice.”
“That’s good.” Emily nodded, although she wasn’t sure it was a good thing. Cirroc was a fine person—she had no doubt of it—but, as an apprentice, he would be expected to defer to his master until he gained his own mastery. “Will he be meeting us tomorrow?”
“Yeah.” Caleb sounded conflicted. “Hopefully, we won’t have to share rooms again.”
Emily had to smile. “Was he that bad?”
“He wasn’t the worst, I suppose.” Caleb grinned. “But he always brought someone back to the room and I had to find something else to do with my time.”
“How terrible,” Emily said, dryly.
“It was,” Caleb agreed. “Anyway, do you feel up to eating? It’s early afternoon here.”
Emily glanced at her watch, then reminded herself about teleport lag. Her body thought it was early evening. “I think so, then Frieda and I had better get an early night. We have to be up early tomorrow.”
“I’m afraid so.” Caleb looked as if he wanted to say something else, then stopped himself. “We set up a pair of rooms for you and”—he blinked—“where did she go?”
Emily glanced back. Frieda was gone. A moment later, Emily spotted her talking to Hoban, their bodies just a little too close. Jayson stood next to him, pretending to ignore the couple. Emily felt her heart twist, again. Jayson had tried to kiss her a few short weeks ago... no, he had kissed her. But she hadn’t been in the mood.
“Let her have her fun,” Emily said, feeling old. “We did that too, didn’t we?”
“Yeah.” Caleb hesitated, again. “We did.”
He shrugged. “I’ll show you to your room. The Gorgon is right next to you. Most of the other women are bunking in the nearby warehouse, but I thought you’d want a room to yourself...”
“Thank you.” Emily knew it was probably a bad precedent—Sergeant Miles had taught her that it could be dangerous if one person had special privileges—but she was too tired to care. Much. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
“You will,” Caleb promised. “Everyone is looking forward to the move.”
“Me too,” Emily said. She looked down at her hands. “I want to get started.”



Chapter Three
EMILY AWOKE EARLY IN THE MORNING, her head ringing with the alarm spell. She gritted her teeth as she cancelled it, looking around blearily as she reached for the water bottle and put it to her lips. It was hard to remember, sometimes, that she was living in the lap of luxury compared to some unfortunates in Farrakhan. The bed might be itchy, the air might be uncomfortably cool, the water flavorless in the way that only boiled water could be... but it was still luxury. Her skin itched as she forced herself to stand up, silently grateful she’d remembered to set wards against insects. No doubt she would have found herself with some unwanted companions if she’d forgotten. One encounter with lice was quite enough for anyone.
Another little detail they leave out of all the adventure stories, she thought, as she poured some chilly water into a bowl. She muttered a couple of spells—one to clean the water, one to warm it—and then undressed, sponging herself off before changing into her desert robes. No one talks about how uncomfortable life was in the bad old days.
She snorted at the thought as she braided her hair, then donned a hat before heading for the door. The ward snapped as soon as she touched the doorknob, bringing the world crashing in with astonishing force. Someone yelled on the streets outside, shouting so loudly that she thought—just for a moment—there was an angry mob gathering outside the warehouse. She remembered herself a moment later and started to make her way downstairs. It might be early morning, but the city had been awake for hours. The population would be trying to get as much done as possible before the heat grew too oppressive, even for them.
Caleb met her at the bottom of the stairs. “There’s food in the office,” he said. “Get something to eat before we go.”
Emily didn’t feel like eating—her stomach felt uncomfortable, the last lingering remnants of the teleport lag confusing her—but she knew better than to wait until she felt hungry. Frieda was already in the office, spooning rice and curry into a bowl. She looked disgustingly happy... Emily hoped, not for the first time, that she’d remembered to take precautions if she’d been intimate Frieda was too young, by magical standards, to have children. If she’d remained on the farm, she would probably be married with two kids by now...
No, she’d be dead—or wishing she was. Emily corrected herself, brutally. Her family saw her as a burden long before she was sold to Mountaintop.
She took the bowl Frieda offered and ate silently. She didn’t want to know what was in the curry. The locals made all sorts of things into food, up to and including maggots and other insects. Emily had been hungry enough in her life to know better than to turn her nose up at something she could eat, no matter how gross, but there were limits. It was better not to know what she was eating, at least until she knew she liked it. Besides, the locals had no choice. They had to eat what was available.
The sounds from outside grew louder, dull thuds echoing through the warehouse as the apprentices pushed the carts into the streets. A portal would have been much more efficient, but there was no way they could put one together on the spot... she remembered the temporary portal she’d constructed, when they’d been trying to free Alassa from the Tower, before dismissing the thought. It would be far too revealing to anyone who happened to be watching from a distance. Besides, the portal had been relatively small. It would be difficult to construct one large enough to take a cart and hold it open long enough for all the carts to drive through. She finished her curry, drank her water and headed for the door. Frieda jumped up and followed as Emily stepped through and onto the streets.
It was absolute chaos. Hoban and Yvonne were shouting orders—their voices echoing through the streets—but it looked as if no one was listening. The carts were jostling about, wildly; Emily thought, just for a second, that one particularly overloaded cart was about to tumble over before it steadied. And... she looked around, puzzled, as it slowly dawned on her that something was missing. Where were the camels? Or the oxen that had been born and bred to work in the desert. Where...?
Her blood ran cold as she realized what was pulling the wagons. Slaves. Not human slaves, but orcs. She’d known thousands of orcs had been captured after their necromantic master had been killed, yet... she swallowed, hard, as she saw the slave collars around their necks. A wave of disgust and revulsion nearly overcame her. Elsewhere, it was possible to pretend servants were fairly paid for their work... although she knew, in her heart, it wasn’t true. Here... there was no pretense. Her heart twisted painfully as one of the orcs thudded past her, hopelessness clearly evident in its piggish gaze. The stench alone was almost overpowering.
Caleb hurried up to her, carrying a small collection of documents. “Emily, I...”
“No.” Emily spoke before she could stop herself. “I won’t use slaves.”
“We don’t have a choice,” Caleb said. His face twisted in disgust. “There weren’t enough camels. Or oxen...”
“There’s always a choice,” Emily said, bitterly. She watched an orc-drawn cart moving down the street, the driver snapping orders. He showed no fear of the orcs, even though they’d tear him like paper if the collars failed. “We can’t do this...”
Caleb met her eyes. “We don’t have a choice,” he repeated. “There’s no other way to get the carts across the desert. And Emily...”
He took a breath. “You know how dangerous orcs can be, even without a necromancer. If the city fathers didn’t enslave the orcs, they’d have to kill them.”
Emily swallowed, hard. Cold logic told her Caleb was right. Orcs were dangerous. But emotionally... she asked herself, tartly, if the slaveowners of the south had ever told themselves they had to enslave the slaves. Probably they had, when they’d bothered to think about it. Anything could be rationalized, given time. And a motive. The economic demand for slaves created more than reason to justify slavery... at least to themselves. Who cared what the slaves thought?
“It’s sick,” she said, bitterly.
“Yeah.” Caleb had the grace to look uncomfortable. But then, he’d been born in a free city. Chattel slavery was banned in Beneficence. “And yet, we don’t have a choice.”
Emily said nothing as Hoban and Yvonne slowly sorted out the mess and got the carts rolling towards the gates. There was no point in trying to maintain a proper formation, not until they got out of the city. Emily wondered if they’d bother, even after they left. There were no threats in the desert, as far as anyone knew. And there were a lot of magicians with the convoy. Any passing bandits would probably go looking for easier targets. 
“This way,” Caleb said. He looked away. “And I’m sorry.”
Guilt clawed at Emily as she clambered into the cart. The orcs at the front looked... desperately unhappy. She tried to tell herself that it was just an illusion, that orcs possessed nothing more than a brutish intelligence that drove them to bend the knee to the strong, but she couldn’t make herself believe it. Who knew what orcs would do with themselves if they were left alone? But she knew they would never be left alone. Too many people feared and hated them, with reason.
The Gorgon’s face was an unreadable mask as she followed Emily. Emily felt a stab of pity—and grief. The Gorgon wasn’t human either, in the eyes of most of the world. Her people, too, would be wiped out... if they didn’t confine themselves to regions too desolate and uncomfortable for the vast majority of humans. Maybe the Gorgon was wondering if she was looking at her future. The Gorgon could be enslaved, if she fell into the wrong hands. And there would be untold millions of people who would tell themselves—and everyone who cared to listen—that enslavement was for her own good.
She kept her thoughts to herself as the cart rattled into life, orcs pulling it down the street towards the gates. A handful of pedestrians—men and women in flowing white robes, covering everything below the neck—scrambled to get out of their way; a couple of children waved and cheered, shouting encouragement to the apprentices as the carts neared the gates. The guards didn’t bother to stop and search the carts, even though it was their legal right. They just waved the convoy through and turned back to checking the tiny cluster of people who wanted to enter the city. 
“The city fathers probably told them to let us through without a fuss,” Caleb commented, dryly. “Or it might have been the king himself. He’s been sticking his oar in recently.”
“Maybe,” Emily said. She couldn’t see the city fathers being too pleased with Heart’s Eye—and Heart’s Ease—coming back to life. If nothing else, the latter would be a rival for trade... if, of course, the old roads were ever reopened. The sand had buried them a long time ago. “They’re probably of two minds about it.”
And glad to be rid of me, her thoughts added, silently.
She forced herself to watch as the landscape steadily became more and more desolate, from a cluster of well-tended—and green—farms to a multitude of smallholdings that were clearly struggling to eke out a living as the sand slowly choked them to death. Maybe the desert was receding. It would be a long time before the smallholders could relax, if they ever could. Their tiny farms were permanently on the edge. One bad year and... and that would be the end. Beyond them, abandoned farms dotted the landscape. She tried not to think about the refugees, the ones who’d fled the army—both armies, really—as war devastated the landscape. There was no way to know if any of them had made it home.
And how many of them, she asked herself silently, were enslaved? Sold into service as the price of their lives?
The air steadily grew hotter, despite the wards. Dust hovered in front of her eyes, mocking her. She could taste it on her tongue. The handful of passengers grew querulous, then silent as the convoy continued its slow journey. Sweat trickled down her back, making her uncomfortable. Only the Gorgon seemed unbothered, although she was clearly worried about something. Emily made a mental note to speak with her, later. She had no idea what she’d say, but she had no choice. The Gorgon deserved to be told that someone cared.
And what is the point of telling her, Emily asked bitterly, if nothing is actually done about it?
She shook her head slowly, trying to resist the urge to brood. The New Learning was spreading, slowly but surely. There was no way anyone, even the magical community, could stuff the genie back in the bottle. Any king who refused to embrace the innovations she’d brought—and the improvements countless unnamed craftsmen had made—would find his kingdom permanently behind, if it wasn’t conquered by its neighbors or his rule destroyed by an uprising from the lower orders. And, as the New Learning—and technology—spread, it would eliminate the need for slavery. Things would get better. She just had to hope the changes would come in her lifetime.
I could live a long time, she reminded herself. Void was in his second century. The Grandmaster had been around the same age before his untimely death. Who knows how much change I’ll see?
The desert became featureless, great rolling dunes that shimmered with faint hints of transient magic. Emily peered into the haze, wondering—not for the first time—what it might be hiding. It was odd to think that an entire army could be close to them, invisible until it marched into view. She shivered, remembering the orcs crossing the desert and laying siege to the city. She understood, more than she cared to admit, why so many people were scared of the orcs, why they’d felt they had to enslave the survivors. But the decision would never sit well with her.
“Nearly there.” Caleb sounded as tired as she felt. “We could go straight to Heart’s Eye.”
Emily considered it briefly, then shook her head. She was tired, they were all tired... and cranky, after hours in the cart. Better to rest and enter the school tomorrow. She couldn’t recall stumbling across any traps the first two times she’d entered the building, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Heart’s Eye was a school of magic. There would have been traps, secret passageways... she knew, in her heart, that some of them must still be there. The necromancer probably wouldn’t have bothered to remove them.
At least this time I’ll have my magic, she thought. I’ll sense the traps before I trigger them.
She peered into the distance as Heart’s Eye came into view. The school was a giant fairy-tale castle, seemingly too flimsy to survive the strong desert winds. And yet, it was old. The records weren’t clear on just how old the building actually was—or who had built it in the first place—but it was clear that the building had survived for hundreds of years. She suspected the nexus point had had something to do with it. In theory, one could do anything... if one had enough magic. Keeping a fragile building intact, even after everything bad weather and a necromancer could do, wouldn’t be that hard.
Heart’s Ease was a nightmare. The city had been devastated twice, first by the necromancer and then by the uprising during the war. In the aftermath, the handful of surviving inhabitants had deserted the city, leaving it to the elements. Sand littered the streets, silently promising that, one day, the entire city would be buried under the dunes. Emily wondered if they had come too late to reinvigorate the city. Too many buildings already looked past repair. Others...
The cart rattled to a halt outside a large building that looked like a temple. Emily forced herself to stand, her muscles complaining loudly as she dropped to the ground. The aches and pains were worse than she’d imagined. She had to bite her lip to keep from screaming. She’d had beatings that had hurt less. She was more out of shape than she’d thought.
“Emily!”
She looked up to see a tall, young black man hurrying towards her, his hand raised in greeting. Cirroc hadn’t changed much in the months since she’d left Whitehall. He looked a little more mature than she remembered, but that might just have been Master Highland’s influence. Emily waved cheerfully as Frieda and the Gorgon dropped down next to her, the former clearly suffering from aches and pains too.
“Welcome to the pit,” Cirroc said, with cheerful irreverence. “You’ll be pleased to know that Himself has been champing at the bit, determined to get into the school. He was even testing the wards.”
“And they kept him out?” Emily had no doubt of it. Master Highland would have moved into the school immediately if he could. “What happened?”
“He wasn’t too happy.” Cirroc shrugged. “But he seemed to accept it.”
He clasped hands with Caleb, then hugged the Gorgon. “It’s good to see you all again,” he added. “You can now all bow and scrape before me.”
“You’re not Head Boy any longer,” the Gorgon said.
“Yeah.” Frieda stuck out her tongue, childishly. “We don’t have to do as you say.”
Cirroc raised his hands in defeat. “They said it would look good on my resume,” he said, in mock self-pity. “They wouldn’t have lied to me, would they?”
“You sweet, innocent child,” Caleb said. “How could they deceive you so?”
“How could they?” Cirroc echoed. He sobered. “Although I’m not the only one who had that on my resume. What happened to Jacqui?”
“No one knows,” Emily said, stiffly. “She seems to have completely vanished.”
“I’m sure someone will bring her to justice, sooner or later.” Cirroc said. “I heard some very odd tales about you, over the past couple of months. Master was biting his fingernails in worry.”
“All lies.” Emily cast a tiny light spell, allowing the globe of light to rest in her palm. “And Jacqui was very much mistaken.”
“Evidently so.” Cirroc didn’t sound convinced. Emily wasn’t surprised. Something had clearly happened, something that had given Jacqui the courage to attack Emily. There were too many holes in the official version for the Cirroc she knew to accept it without question. “Anyway, you’d better come inside. We’ve been waiting for you.”
“It’s good to be here,” Emily said. She looked back at the orc-driven carts, then tried to put them out of her mind. “We have a lot of work to do.”
“Yep.” Cirroc looked past Emily. It took her a moment to realize he was staring at Yvonne. “It’s going to be interesting, isn’t it?”
“We live in interesting times,” Emily said, dryly. She gathered herself for the coming encounter. “Don’t we?”



Chapter Four
“LADY EMILY.” MASTER HIGHLAND ROSE AS Cirroc showed Emily into the room while remaining outside himself. “I think you’ve already met my apprentice.”
“I did.” Emily hesitated, unsure of the social etiquette. It was hard to say which of them was technically the superior. She owned Heart’s Eye, but this was Master Highland’s office... such as it was. She contented herself with a firm nod. “We knew each other at Whitehall.”
And he’s not a bad person, for a jock, Emily thought. She’d never liked or trusted jocks on Earth, but things were different on the Nameless World. I don’t have to wonder why you chose him for an apprentice.
“And it is good to see you again, hale and hearty.” Master Highland met her eyes. “I heard strange rumors...”
You could just come out and ask, Emily thought. Master Highland had always made her a little uneasy, although she wasn’t sure why. He never quite seemed to come out and say things. The closest he’d ever come had been when he’d been trying to trade Heart’s Eye for Frieda’s life—to all intents and purposes—and even that had been veiled. What do you want from me now?
“I was ill, for a time.” She cast another light spell, allowing the globe to float into the air and brighten the makeshift office. “But I got better.”
“That’s good to hear.” Master Highland shifted, uncomfortably. “I was... concerned.”
Emily had to smile. Master Highland probably didn’t give a damn about her personally—he seemed to regard her as a nuisance—but if she’d permanently lost her powers, Heart’s Eye might be lost with them. She was the only one who could enter or leave the school, at least until the wards were reconfigured. And without her magic, she couldn’t even do that... she thought. Yet Alanson had used her—somehow—to enter the school.
She took a seat without bothering to ask for permission and met his eyes. “We’ll enter the school tomorrow,” she said. “I assume you’ll want to accompany us?”
“Yes.” Master Highland sounded firm. “I also brought along two additional sorcerers, who have some... experience in such matters.”
Emily lifted her eyebrows. “Entering abandoned schools?”
“Entering dangerous places.” Master Highland looked back at her, evenly. “I believe that was why you asked Master Hoban along.”
“In a manner of speaking.” Emily thought fast. Master Highland hadn’t told her he’d be bringing additional sorcerers. He hadn’t told Caleb either, or Caleb would have said so. “Who are these sorcerers?”
“Professor Wyle, whom I believe you know, and Alchemist Dram, who I suspect you probably won’t.” Master Highland’s nostrils flared. It was obvious he was ready to argue. “They both have excellent credentials.”
Emily's eyes narrowed. “Professor Wyle was on the Tribunal,” she said. She didn’t remember much about him, but she remembered that. “He was on Fulvia’s side.”
“She was his patron,” Master Highland pointed out. “He could hardly do otherwise.”
That was true, Emily knew. It didn’t make dealing with Professor Wyle any easier. “And you thought he could be trusted?”
“He currently doesn’t have a patron,” Master Highland said. “House Ashworth has shown no interest in drawing Fulvia’s old clients back into the fold. That leaves him free to work for us, if you’ll accept him. He’ll swear all the standard oaths.”
“I’m sure.” Emily winced, inwardly. She would have preferred more time to think about it—and ask Melissa if there was anything she should know about Wyle. “As long as he behaves himself, he’s welcome to stay.”
“He has an excellent record,” Master Highland told her. “I’m sure he will behave himself.”
Perhaps I’ll ask him to give the Gorgon an apprenticeship, Emily thought. It would be an interesting test, although it wouldn’t tell her that much about him. Most magicians wouldn’t see anything wrong with discriminating against a demihuman. If he says yes, it’ll say something good about him.
She put the thought aside for later consideration and leaned forward. “Alchemist Dram?”
“He and Alchemist Thande were rivals, back in the day.” Master Highland sounded amused, as if he thought he’d scored a point. Perhaps he had. “They competed with each other for discoveries, but... Thande had more resources, before he was snapped up by Whitehall. Dram has a history of less spectacular discoveries, yet... he’s an inquisitive mind and I think he was quite taken with the idea of a university. He’s not too wedded to the Sorcerer’s Rule, either.”
“He sounds like a good choice,” Emily mused. “Do you have anyone else in mind?”
“Not as yet.” Master Highland looked down at his hands. “The Old Boys League offered to supply a list of names, but I told them to send it to you.”
“I never got it.” Emily sighed, inwardly. Where was her mail going, these days? She’d moved around so much, she wasn’t sure. “I’ll see where it went, if I can.”
“Please.” Master Highland shrugged. “I’m sure they won’t mind a delay.”
He picked up a folder and held it out to her. “My thoughts on how the university should be organized, built off the documents you sent me.”
Emily opened the folder and glanced at the contents. Master Highland had done a good job, perhaps too good. She was tempted to simply accept it... she shook her head, firmly. She detested paperwork, but one thing she’d learnt from Cockatrice was never to let someone else handle it without careful oversight. Master Highland’s plans could wait until Mistress Irene arrived, whereupon she’d provide the supervision. He’d certainly find it harder to argue Mistress Irene into embracing something with a nasty sting in the tail.
“We’ll discuss this later.” She held onto the folder, determined to make him ask for it back. If he didn’t... well, she’d have a chance to discuss it with Caleb before she did anything irrevocable. “We have to clear out the school first.”
“And find out what happened.” Master Highland’s voice was uncharacteristically grim. “Whatever happened, it could happen to us too.”
Emily winced. “You still don’t know?”
“I asked every surviving Old Boy. And Girl.” Master Highland looked irked. “None of them knew anything, beyond the bare facts that everyone knows. The school was attacked, the wards fell... most of the students were hastily evacuated before it was too late...”
“Yes.” Emily looked down at her hands. “But how were the wards taken down?”
She considered it for a long moment. Whitehall’s wards had been taken down, back in her first year, but Shadye—the necromancer who had attacked the school—had manipulated her to do it. Had Dua Kepala had someone on the inside too? Or had he found a weakness that no one else had spotted, at least until it was too late? Or... or what? It was unlikely that anyone would drop the wards for maintenance with a necromancer and his army battering on the gates. Had there been a freak failure? It was difficult to imagine. A ward network that had been in existence for years wasn’t going to suddenly snap out of existence. If it had been poorly designed, it would have collapsed right away.
“There are rumors about experiments,” Master Highland said. “But, if there’s any truth to the rumors, everyone involved must be dead.”
“Probably.” Emily stood, still carrying the folder. “Do you want to come and meet the others?”
She opened the door. Cirroc stood outside, looking bored. He straightened up hastily when he saw Master Highland, as if he feared his master’s reaction. Emily didn’t blame him. Guard duty was no fun, particularly when there was no point. It wasn’t as if anyone could peek through Master Highland’s wards. Anyone who could wouldn’t be deterred by his apprentice.
Master Highland followed her as she walked into the sitting room. She had no idea what it had been originally—if the building really was a temple, all of the icons and statues had been removed long ago—but now it was a surprisingly comfortable chamber. There were no actual chairs, beyond a pair of folding chairs that had probably been liberated from the army, yet the apprentices had scattered cushions around to give people a place to sit. Caleb, Frieda and the Gorgon sat on one oversized cushion. Yvonne sat on another, looking oddly amused. A wiry man with almond eyes and pale skin sat next to her.
“Lady Emily,” Yvonne said. She indicated the man next to her. “Please allow me to introduce Enchanter Praxis.”
“Charmed.” Praxis stood. “Yvonne and I are old friends.”
Emily thought she heard Master Highland sniff in disapproval, behind her. She ignored it. “It’s good to meet you,” she said. She knew she should have met everyone yesterday, but she’d just been too tired. “I’ve heard good things about you from Zed.”
“He was interested in moving out here,” Praxis said. “But he thought he’d moved enough for the next few years.”
And that was my fault, Emily thought. It hadn’t been entirely her fault that Zed had had to leave Dragon’s Den, but she’d been the one who’d started the ball rolling. He probably doesn’t want to stay close to me, even if he wants to give up Mountaintop.
“He would be welcome, if he changes his mind.” She looked at Master Highland. “Master Highland, allow me to introduce you to Senior Craftswoman Yvonne.”
For a moment, she was sure Master Highland was about to refuse to show any respect to Yvonne. She was clearly not a magician, even though she had magical friends. That would put the cat amongst the mice... she braced herself, ready to say something, although she wasn’t sure what. Master Highland didn’t seem the type of person to be thankful when someone told him his behavior was offensive. He seemed more likely to take it personally.
“A pleasure.” There was no pleasure in Master Highland’s voice. “You’ll excuse me if I don’t shake hands?”
“Of course,” Yvonne said, archly. It was clear she knew perfectly well how rude Master Highland was being. “You never know what might be on someone’s hand.”
“Senior Craftswoman Yvonne will be on the board, representing the craftsmen,” Emily said, before the air could turn any colder. “She will also be in charge of setting up the workshop, the factories and anything else we might happen to need.”
“I’ve already started looking at ways to build a railway to Farrakhan,” Yvonne said. “Laying tracks on the dunes will be a challenge, but there are ways around the problems if we work at them. Once the railway is in place, we can move people and supplies in and out of the school quicker than carrying them by foot.”
Or by relying on slave labor, Emily thought.
“And how do you intend to pay for it?” Master Highland sounded as if he’d smelt something disgusting. “How big is our budget?”
“It will last for a while,” Emily said. She’d put most of her resources into the school’s bank account. Budgeting was going to be a pain, but they could cope. “However, the railway line will have unexpected costs.”
“Quite.” Master Highland shot her a challenging look. “Didn’t one of them bankrupt an entire city?”
“Only because some idiot was selling promises he couldn’t keep in a desperate bid to raise money,” Caleb said, quickly. “He lied to everyone and...”
“That’s my point,” Master Highland said. “Can we afford to build the line without bankrupting ourselves?”
“Perhaps,” Emily said. In some respects, it would be easier. They’d be negotiating with the city fathers alone, not a multitude of competing noblemen. “It’s a long-term plan, not something we’ll be doing immediately.”
“We need to do it quickly,” Yvonne warned. “Bringing supplies into the school is going to be a problem.”
“That’s why we have portals.” Master Highland sneered. “Once they’re set up, we can bring everything we need into the school.”
“Maybe,” Emily said. She’d once looked into Whitehall’s logistics. It was astonishing how much food was physically delivered to the school from nearby farms, rather than simply shoved through a portal. “If we can set up a portal.”
“With a nexus point powering it, we should have no trouble,” Enchanter Praxis said. “But Yvonne is right. A railway would be useful too.”
“Bah.” Master Highland shook his head. “Who needs it?”
“The people who don’t have magic,” Emily said, quietly. Railways would change the Nameless World in all kinds of ways. Who knew where that would end up? “And we don’t want to grow used to using slave labor.”
Master Highland looked at her as if she’d started speaking in tongues. Emily concealed her annoyance with an effort. He probably thought slavery was perfectly normal. Hell, he probably worked his apprentices to death in exchange for their training. Emily hoped Cirroc would have the sense to walk away if his studies weren’t going anywhere. If he could... his oaths might not let him. She wondered what she’d do when her time came to swear the oaths.
“We will see,” Master Highland said. He sat on a cushion, as far from Yvonne as he decently could. “Lady Emily, the apprentices have taken the liberty of preparing a meal. Will you and your companions join us?”
Treating this house as your own, Emily thought, amused. She wondered, absently, at what point occupation translated into ownership. There wasn’t any authority in Heart’s Ease that could comment, not yet. But if you want a house here... does it matter?
“We would be delighted,” she said. “And then we can get an early night’s sleep.”
“And go to the school in the morning,” Master Highland said. “I’ll inform the others to meet us after breakfast.”
He nodded to Cirroc, who turned and left the room. Emily felt a flicker of pity. Cirroc was the same age as she was, a year younger than Caleb, but he would have to serve them dinner as his master commanded. He wouldn’t enjoy himself. Emily was surprised Master Highland hadn’t given him permission to take the night off. It would have been the decent thing to do.
Cirroc returned, carrying a large tureen on a tray. “Cooking facilities here are somewhat limited,” he commented, as he placed the tureen on the floor and opened it. “I made beef and potato stew.”
“We will import proper cooks soon enough,” Master Highland said. It was hard to tell if he was trying to reassure his apprentice or take a jab at Yvonne. “They’ll do the cooking for us.”
“I learnt to cook in Martial Magic,” Cirroc said. “It’s no trouble at all.”
Caleb snickered. “Oh dear.”
Emily had to hide a smile as Master Highland scowled. She’d been taught to cook in Martial Magic too, but she’d never been very good at it. Sergeant Miles had been ruthlessly practical, teaching his students to put nutritional value ahead of taste. The stew smelled better than she had any right to expect—Cirroc might not have paid that much attention in his lessons—but she doubted it would taste good. She told herself, firmly, it didn’t matter. She was lucky to be eating at all.
And eating beef, rather than rabbit or hedgehog, she reminded herself. She’d been taught how to forage for food, how to trap small animals or determine which plants were safe to eat, but she’d never enjoyed it. Killing a hedgehog had left her feeling guilty for days. It could be a great deal worse.
“It tastes better than I expected,” Caleb said. “Did you actually cook this?”
“I had it simmering all day.” Cirroc sounded amused, rather than angry. “It’s really just meat, potatoes, some vegetables and a lot of water. And some herbs.”
Emily nodded. “You weren’t paying attention in class, were you?”
“Of course not.” Cirroc laughed. “I think the sergeant didn’t grade taste when he sampled our stews. He just muttered something about having to fend for ourselves one day.”
“And then you did,” Caleb said. “Didn’t you?”
“A few years ago,” Cirroc said. “They dumped me somewhere and told me to make my way back home. It wasn’t easy.”
“That never happened to me,” Emily said. “Why not?”
“I think you had Master Grey at the time,” Cirroc said. “Killing your teacher is probably an instant pass.”
“I have bad news for you.” Master Highland sounded more human, now he had some food in him. “Killing your tutor will land you in jail. And trying to kill your tutor—unsuccessfully—will land you in hot water.”
Praxis laughed. “You never wanted to kill your tutor?”
“Of course not,” Master Highland said. “I wanted to learn from him, not kill him.”
Emily had to smile. “And afterwards?”
“He wanted to sail west and see what was out there,” Master Highland said. “He never came back.”
“No,” Caleb agreed. “Anyone who sails west is never seen again.”
There’s something over the water, Emily thought. She’d seen old maps that hinted at a third continent on the other side of the world. But no one who goes there ever comes back.
She leaned back against the cushion as the conversation rolled around the room, everyone talking about what they wanted to do after the university had been opened. Yvonne and Praxis had ideas for combining magic and science, something Master Highland seemed to find appalling; Emily suspected Yvonne’s teachers would feel the same way. Caleb chatted about learning everything he could; Jayson talked about the old library and putting it back in shape; Hoban told horror stories about what traps they might encounter once they stepped off the beaten path. It was a good evening, the best Emily could remember for quite some time. She was almost disappointed when it was time to go to bed.
“We’ll see you in the morning,” Master Highland said. He stood and nodded to his apprentice, then bowed to Emily. “And then, the school.”
“The school,” Emily agreed. “Good night.”



Chapter Five
THE FOLLOWING DAY, THEY ROSE EARLY and walked to the outer edge of the wards.
“You did a good job,” Master Highland said. “I couldn’t find a way to enter the school without you.”
Emily rubbed sleep from her eyes as she gingerly touched the wards. She hadn’t slept well, even though she’d had a private—and warded—room. The nightmares had been thoroughly unpleasant... she’d drunk several cups of Kava in the morning, but she still felt half-asleep. She would have suggested waiting until the afternoon if she hadn’t known everyone was impatient to enter the school. Master Highland and his people wouldn’t wait forever.
You could have made them wait, her thoughts mocked, but you would have paid a price for it.
“They’re quite impressive,” Master Highland commented. “I was wondering where you learnt to construct them.”
“Whitehall,” Emily said. It was technically true, although Master Highland wouldn’t catch the double meaning. “They’re based on Whitehall’s wards.”
Master Highland raised his eyebrows. “I’m surprised the Grandmaster let you make a study of them.”
“He was always looking for new perspectives.” Emily kept her voice carefully flat. Master Highland wouldn’t believe her, at least at first, if she told him she’d learnt from Lord Whitehall himself. And if he did believe her... better he thought her a fantasist—or even a liar—than he started to experiment with time travel himself. She didn’t think he’d succeed, even with a nexus point, but she’d been wrong before. “And I learnt a great deal when Whitehall nearly collapsed in on itself.”
“So I heard,” Master Highland said. “I notice you only picked magicians for this venture.”
Emily glanced back. Caleb, Cirroc, Hoban and Frieda were standing some distance from the wards, just in case something went wrong. She’d insisted on keeping the first group as small as possible, although it had been impossible to refuse either Master Highland or his apprentice the chance to join the first group. Master Highland, at least, remembered the school in its glory. He’d be able to tell them what had changed over the years. A necromancer pacing the halls for a decade was bound to leave a mark.
“Yes.” She kept her voice flat. “I felt it was for the best.”
“A wise choice,” Master Highland said. “A mundane would be unable to sense any traps until it was too late. The danger to their safety is quite great.”
Emily scowled. She was tired—she had to be, or she would have noticed what he was driving at earlier. Master Highland had given up trying to convince her that mundanes shouldn’t be allowed in the university because of tradition, and had moved on to arguing that they shouldn’t be allowed for their own safety. The hell of it, she conceded ruefully, was that he had a point. Her brief stint of being powerless, in a high-magic environment, had been a grim reminder that mundanes could easily get themselves into trouble and not notice until it was far too late. The prank spells she’d seen used—that she’d used herself—as a first year were terrifying when deployed against mundanes.
“They know the risks,” she said, tartly. “And anyone who comes here will be bound by the rules.”
Master Highland snorted. “And did you keep the rules when you were at Whitehall? Were there no teachers you would have hexed, if you thought you could get away with it?”
“I challenged Master Grey to a duel,” Emily reminded him, as her temper began to fray. It wasn’t entirely accurate, but it would do. Besides, it was the official version of the story. No one seemed to believe that she’d been pushed into saying or doing something Master Grey could have taken as a challenge. “And if you don’t mind, I have to think.”
She took a moment to calm herself before she touched the wards again. Master Highland did have a point, damn him. She wouldn’t have dared hex a teacher in Whitehall, but... they’d all had magic. None of them would have any trouble blocking the hex, tracing it back to the caster and caning the idiot in front of the entire class. But if the teacher had no magic... there had been teachers on Earth she would have cheerfully hexed if she’d thought she could get away with it. Yvonne was clever as well as competent, but she couldn’t defend herself against magic. It would only take one student to turn her into a frog.
And then that student will be expelled, Emily thought. Magic schools were designed, at least in part, to allow students to work their way through their baser instincts in a place where no one could be permanently hurt. Her university was going to be different. I’ll expel the bastard personally, if I have to.
Her mind brushed against the wards, tentatively. She hadn’t had any trouble bonding with them last time, but now... the wards responded, welcoming her to Heart’s Eye. It didn’t look as if anyone had managed to get into the school, although it was impossible to be completely sure. The wards wouldn’t have recorded anyone who’d somehow managed to bypass them. Emily was fairly sure it was impossible for someone to perform a blood rite without her presence—or at least some of her blood—but there were other possibilities. And there were people who would do whatever it took to gain control of a nexus point.
She opened her eyes, then beckoned to the others as she stepped across the wardline. Master Highland looked discomfited—it struck her, suddenly, that he must be lost in memories—while the others seemed a little disturbed. Emily made a mental note to ask them why, later. Whitehall’s wards were far gentler, but Whitehall had the Warden. She wondered if she should try to construct one for herself, even though generations of students would curse her name. It would be easier—and safer—than letting the Schoolmaster dominate the wards.
It would be difficult to get permission to construct a homunculus, even one that doesn’t look particularly human, she reminded herself. And we might have to pay a high price.
The air seemed drier, somehow, as they made their way towards the doors. Master Highland said nothing, his expression grim. He’d told stories last night about Heart’s Eye, back in the day. It had been a vibrant school, he’d claimed; the castle had glowed with life and light. Now... it was a drab building, as dull as a sandcastle. Emily wondered, suddenly, if the castle had been literally built out of sand. A nexus point would have more than enough power to hold the sand in place indefinitely. The whole school could have been summoned into existence by a single mind.
She touched the doors lightly. They swung open, revealing darkness... darkness broken by faint glimmers of light that seemed to flicker and fade at the corner of her eye. She tensed, half-expecting something to jump out of the darkness. It seemed almost a living thing... she reached out with her senses, trying to tell if there was magic in the air, but... there was nothing. Except... there was something, right on the edge of her awareness. Emily couldn’t put her finger on it. She honestly wasn’t sure it was really there. It might have just been her imagination.
Master Highland muttered a pair of words in a language she didn’t recognize. Nothing happened. The older magician grunted, the bitter sound full of regret. Emily eyed him questioningly, but he merely looked away. There was something in his posture... she felt a stab of pity, even though she didn’t like him. She wouldn’t enjoy seeing Whitehall in ruins either.
Although I would have cheered if someone had blown up my last school on Earth, she thought, morbidly. She knew, intellectually, that hundreds of children and teenagers would die in the blast, but... she’d hated the place so much it was hard to care. I went in with no hope and I would have left with no hope.
She cast a light spell. The hallway came to life. Things moved in front of her. She tensed, before realizing that she was looking at their reflections. The mirrors were still there, still intact... Master Highland let out a long sigh. Emily stepped forward, looking around with interest. The floor was covered in dust, billowing around their feet. There should have been footprints from the last times she’d visited the school, but they were gone. She wondered about that as she beckoned the others into the building. It hadn’t been that long since she’d last visited.
“It used to be magnificent,” Master Highland said. “The first years would always go up the main staircase, the only time they were allowed to use it. At the top, they would be welcomed by the staff and shown to their dorms. The final years would go down the staircase when it was time to leave, where they would be greeted as equals for the very first time. Some of them would return to the school, from time to time; others... others would never return. It didn’t matter. We were all one big family.”
Emily shot him a sharp glance. There were students who saw it that way, she knew, and students who loathed every aspect of the boarding school experience. She’d loved Whitehall, but... she wasn’t blind to its flaws. It would have been a great deal harder if she’d wanted more friends, or if she’d been bad at magic, or... Whitehall really had more in common with her old school than she cared to admit. The unwritten rules weren’t that different. If you didn’t fit in—somewhere—you were a social outcast. And a social outcast was always at the bottom.
Cirroc walked up beside her. “We’re going to be doing a lot of dusting, aren’t we?”
“There are spells to take out the dust,” Emily said, before Master Highland could suggest putting the mundanes to work. “We used them under Whitehall.”
“And you came up looking like someone had hexed your clothes,” Cirroc said, remembering. “Perhaps we should just vent the whole building.”
Caleb studied one of the mirrors, thoughtfully. His reflection gazed back. Emily frowned, her eyes itching. The reflection looked... she blinked and it was gone. She wasn’t even sure it had been there in the first place. And yet... she looked at Master Highland. He was lost in his own little world. He wasn’t paying attention.
“Master,” she said, quietly. “Why did they cover the entire building in mirrors?”
“I don’t know,” Master Highland said. He looked up, wistfully. “There were all sorts of stories, but...”
“Perhaps someone was very vain,” Cirroc said. He struck a dramatic pose in front of one of the mirrors, flexing his muscles in a manner that made Frieda giggle. “They simply couldn’t bear to be away from their reflection, even for a moment. Do they have mirrors in the toilets?”
“They used to.” Master Highland shot him a sharp look. “We need to head up.”
“Let me go first.” Hoban pulled a wand out of his bag and held it in front of him. “Stay at least two steps behind. If there are any traps, let them snap at me first.”
Emily glanced at Frieda. She was staring at Hoban, her eyes wide with admiration—and excitement. Emily didn’t begrudge her happiness, although... she reminded herself, firmly, that Hoban was more mature than Cat or Caleb. And yet, he was addicted to risk. No one tried to play tomb raider without a certain willingness to risk everything in the pursuit of knowledge—and treasure. She’d heard stories. Some of the ancient sorcerers had had nasty imaginations... and the power to turn their concepts into reality. There were some tombs that had never been opened—and anyone who’d tried had wound up dead -- or worse.
Hoban kept up a running commentary as he inched up the stairs, waving the wand in front of him. Emily listened, even though he seemed to be babbling. She knew the drill. If he stopped talking, something was wrong. Master Highland hovered behind Hoban, occasionally offering a comment. Emily stayed further back, although she suspected she should be taking the lead. The wards might react badly if she wasn’t with them when they reached the top.
Caleb caught her eye. “There are mirrors inserted into the stairs,” he said, “and... everywhere.”
Emily nodded. There had to be a reason, but... what? She made a mental note to hunt through the books in the library, the ones that had survived, for whatever clues they might hold. She’d written to a couple of libraries, asking for books on mirror magic, but they hadn’t replied. There was no point in asking Gordian for access to Whitehall’s library. The Grandmaster would probably take perverse pleasure in denying her permission to visit and search the shelves.
“We’ll figure it out.” She had no doubt they’d work out the solution eventually. “It could be anything.”
She touched one of the mirrors gingerly, expecting magic to snap at her. There was nothing at first, but... there was a faint hint of something the longer she stared at it. It made no sense. She frowned, her own face staring back. There was something faintly distorted about it, although she couldn’t put her finger on what was wrong. She looked away, gritting her teeth as reflections seemed to dance around her. The students had probably managed to get accustomed to being surrounded by mirrors. She’d do so, too, in time.
“They might be part of a surveillance system.” Cirroc sounded irked. “Last year, I caught a boy casting a watching charm on a girl’s mirror. Gods alone know how he got his hands on it, but... he could look through the mirror any time he liked. He would have gotten away with it too, if his charm hadn’t caused a resonance with the wards on his room and... well, I caught him. He had to make a formal apology to the girl. That didn’t go well.”
“I think I’ll be covering the mirrors in my room, if they can’t be removed,” Emily said, after a moment. The spells should have worn off fairly quickly, but... it was hard to be sure. “And we’d be unwise to remove them until we figure out why they’re actually there.”
She shuddered. If Cirroc was right and they were being watched... by whom? And why?
“The dorms are down there,” Master Highland commented. The stairs grew narrower as they climbed higher. “Heart’s Eye always had fewer students than Whitehall or Mountaintop. There were generally around fifty or sixty students in each year. The older ones were expected to help supervise the younger ones...”
“Ouch,” Emily said.
“It worked better than you might think,” Master Highland said, defensively. “A lot of friendships were made in the dorms.”
And some of them lasted forever, Emily mused. “Didn’t the students ever get rooms of their own?”
“The finals—that’s what we called students who were going to leave at the end of the year—were offered private rooms.” Master Highland looked regretful for a long moment. “Not all of them accepted the offer. By then, we were used to sharing rooms. We didn’t want to change.”
Emily lifted her eyebrows. She wasn’t sure she believed that. There was so little privacy at school, even at Whitehall where younger students slept three to a room instead of ten to a dorm, that students carefully guarded what little privacy they had. A student was perfectly within her rights to hex someone who invaded that privacy, whatever their excuse. She had been glad when she’d moved to a two-person room, then a private room. The dorm she’d shared at Mountaintop had been hellish.
You can’t miss what you never had, Emily reminded herself. Too many students had grown up with very little privacy. And what little you have, you cling to it. 
They reached the top of the stairs. “One moment,” Hoban said. “There’s something here...”
Emily watched as he went to work, fiddling with a spell that seemed to linger on the edge of existence. Whatever it was, it was complex... and woven firmly into the stone. She was surprised Dua Kepala hadn’t simply ripped it to shreds, even if he’d had to tear the upper levels apart to do it. Very few protective wards would stand up to a necromancer for long, unless they drew on the nexus point. And the nexus point under their feet had been dead until she’d reignited it.
“Odd,” Hoban commented. “I’ve never seen a ward like it. It...”
Master Highland stepped forward. “Do you want me to take a look at it?”
“Not yet.” Hoban fiddled with his wand. “I think...”
Emily felt the spell shimmer into full visibility, then shatter into a shower of sparks. She frowned, silently recalling what little she’d seen of the spell before it was too late. Hoban was right. The spell had been odd. There had been something translucent about it, as if it hadn’t been quite there. And yet, it had been there. Anyone who’d tried to cross the wardline would regret it.
And the necromancer must have known it was there, she thought. Why else would he have left this part of the building strictly alone?
“The Schoolmaster’s office is down there,” Master Highland said. He pointed to a pair of ebony doors. “Shall we go?”
“Let me go first,” Hoban said. He started to inch down the corridor, waving his wand in front of him. “There might be other spells waiting for us.”
Frieda grinned at Emily. “He’s good, isn’t he?”
“Don’t distract him,” Emily said. “We need to stay alert.”



Chapter Six
THERE WERE MORE SPELLS ON THE office door, nastier spells. Emily watched, feeling a twinge of admiration, as Hoban dismantled them one by one, all the while keeping up a running commentary about what the spells did and how they were integrated into the wood. The Schoolmaster had been paranoid beyond words, apparently. There were spells woven into his door that daunted adult magicians, let alone children and half-trained teenagers. Emily couldn’t help thinking that he’d been desperate. A couple of the spells were designed to kill.
And he used them in a school, Emily thought. Teachers were allowed to defend their offices—students certainly tried to break in, for all sorts of reasons—but there were limits. There was no way the Grandmaster—either Grandmaster—would have allowed his teachers to defend their offices with lethal force. Transfiguration or petrification spells were the limit. What was he thinking?
“I’ve known tombs that weren’t so heavily defended,” Hoban said, as the last of the wards evaporated into mist. “What was he doing in here?”
“And where did the students go if they wanted help?” Emily looked at Master Highland. “If they risked death by coming here, where could they go?”
“There was no risk of death when I was a student,” Master Highland said, stiffly. “The doors weren’t defended with lethal force.”
“Not that you ever tried to break in,” Cirroc said. “Or did you?”
Master Highland gave Cirroc a look that promised trouble, later. “Every student did, from time to time. But the worst they risked was a public flogging, not... death.”
The doors lurched open. Hoban stepped to one side, holding up his hand. “There are some faint traces of magic inside,” he said. “But none of them appear to be deadly.”
“I hope you’re right,” Emily said, as Master Highland pushed past Hoban and stepped into the office. “Check everything, anyway.”
She walked forward herself and peered into the office. It was smaller than she’d expected, but still large enough to showcase its occupant’s power and position. Two large windows—both glass, rare in old buildings—looked out over the dusty wasteland, one staring directly towards Heart’s Ease. A giant contraption that looked like something out of a steampunk nightmare—gold wire, glowing crystals, strange flickers of magic—sat in the center of the chamber. Emily made a mental note not to go near it until she could figure out what it actually did. The desk was positioned to one side. She inspected the drawers from a distance, then frowned. They were almost certainly hexed shut. Hoban would have to try to open them. The slightest mistake would incinerate the contents, if it didn’t kill anyone stupid enough to force the lock.
“He moved the desk,” Master Highland said, thoughtfully. “It used to be in the center of the room.”
Caleb looked up. “Making room for”—he waved a hand at the contraption—“that thing?”
“It looks that way,” Master Highland said. He sounded almost as wary as Emily felt. “It wasn’t here, the last time I was here.”
Emily glanced at him. “How long ago was that?”
“Around thirty years.” Master Highland never took his eyes off the contraption. Perhaps he was trying to figure it out. “I came here to ask for a position, after I gained my mastery. The Schoolmaster declined, for whatever reason. Maybe I should be grateful.”
“I think so,” Emily said. Thirty years... Master Highland had to be in his early fifties, although she supposed there was some room for flexibility. Jade was the only person she knew who’d completed an apprenticeship in one year, but there had to be others. “If you’d been here, you’d have been killed.”
“Perhaps,” Master Highland said. “Or perhaps I could have made a difference.”
“Yes, Master.” Cirroc’s voice was grim. “You would have added another life to the death totals.”
“Cheeky bugger.” Master Highland sounded more amused than angry. “But I like to think otherwise.”
Hoban inspected the drawers, then opened the first one. “No real traps,” he said. “Just a simple locking spell.”
“Curious,” Master Highland said. “Surely there should be something to deal with any prying eyes.”
“Nothing.” Hoban pulled a handful of parchment rolls out of the drawer and placed them on the desk. “The entire desk feels... undefended.”
“Maybe all the protections were on the door,” Caleb said.
Cirroc nudged him. “You remember when Janet was caught poking through Mistress Irene’s files? She’d been allowed into the office on some pretext and...”
“I remember,” Caleb said. “She had so many detentions she’s probably still working them off.”
“Her grandchildren will be working them off,” Cirroc said. “Mistress Irene’s going to be good for this school.”
Emily ignored the chatter as Hoban carefully opened the first scroll. She’d hoped there would be something—anything—explaining what had happened, but the results were disappointing. The scroll was nothing more than a list of teachers, with a handful of coded notes beside them. Hoban tried a couple of decryption spells, but neither worked. The code was apparently indecipherable. Master Highland tried a spell too, unsuccessfully. He huffed as he opened the second scroll. It was a list of students who’d been given detention over the final year.
“Frustrating,” Master Highland said. He opened a third scroll. “A little more interesting, but... useless.”
Emily peered over his shoulder. The scroll was written in a language she didn’t recognize, which was curious. There was only one common tongue on the Nameless World, thanks to the Empire. The handful of languages that had survived its rule—and the wars that had ultimately destroyed it—were rarely used outside their homelands. She found it hard to understand why anyone had written the letter—it looked like a letter—in a foreign tongue. It would have made them look unsophisticated.
“What does it say?” Cirroc leaned forward, interested. “They have to be hiding something.”
Master Highland shook his head. “It’s a Red Flag,” he said. “If a teacher has concerns about a student, concerns that they might be falling into darkness, they send out a letter stating their concerns. In this case, the student was a prospective student expelled from Mountaintop.”
Frieda laughed, humorlessly. “What does one have to do to get expelled from Mountaintop?”
“The student was showing signs of being... problematic,” Master Highland explained. “Nothing too dramatic, nothing that could be used as grounds for more drastic action, but worrying enough to convince the staff to keep an eye on him. Eventually, they caught the student performing a dark rite and expelled him. He promptly applied to Heart’s Eye. I’d guess the Schoolmaster asked for references and got this.”
Emily looked at him. “I’m guessing he wasn’t accepted, then?”
“There’s no way to know,” Master Highland said. “He might have been lucky. Who knows?”
They flicked through the rest of the scrolls, but none of them were particularly interesting. A report on sports, a detailed invoice for potions ingredients, a political briefing covering events current ten years ago... Emily put the latter aside for later reading. History had a habit of hanging around like an unwanted guest, even if one paid no attention. She knew better than to trust everything she read, but she’d still have to go over it. If nothing else, knowing what lies someone wanted you to believe could be quite informative.
Hoban moved around the room, opening concealed doors and inspecting the contents. Emily followed him with her eyes, noting just how bare the room seemed to be. One compartment held clothes, one a handful of canes... she rolled her eyes at the sight before Hoban put them away. Other than that... the room was almost boring, save for the view. She walked over to the window and peered at the sand dunes. It looked as if another storm was brewing. She hoped the people in the ruined city would be fine. They should be. The buildings they occupied were heavily warded...
Master Highland stepped up and stood next to her. “It used to be a sports field,” he said, softly. “You won’t believe it now, but it was once as green as anyone could have wished. We would play on the fields, casting spells to keep our opponents off balance and... it’s all gone now, buried beneath the sand.”
“We’ll bring it back,” Emily said. “Once we get the wards up and running properly, we’ll be able to clear the fields and repair them.”
If anyone who comes is interested in sports, she thought. She’d never liked team sports and was wary of those who did. They’ll be coming to research, not to...
“I think we’ve done all we can here,” Hoban said. “But I still can’t figure out what that contraption actually does.”
“Me neither.” Emily studied the device for a long moment, but drew a blank. On one hand, it looked as if it was designed to channel power. On the other, it looked too weak to carry power. She’d studied wardcrafting and enchantment during her final two years of formal education. Putting too much strain on one’s enchantments could lead to a meltdown—or worse. “Caleb?”
“It might have been a prototype,” Caleb speculated. “But a prototype for what?”
“We’ll figure it out later,” Emily said. “Right now”—she glanced out of the window and saw the dust storm getting closer—“we’d better go down to the wardchamber.”
She led the way out of the room and down the stairs, keeping a wary eye open for traps. She didn’t like to think about the Schoolmaster using lethal hexes on his door, but... if he’d done that, why? If a student had been killed trying to break into his office... Master Highland had said the wards weren’t lethal when he’d been a student. If that had changed... why? Had the Schoolmaster thought he could barricade himself in his office when Dua Kepala attacked the school?
That would have been cowardly, Emily mused. And, if someone got through the outer wards, almost certainly futile.
She shuddered at the thought. She’d been scared many times, even after she learnt magic. She’d been so terrified at the thought of walking into a necromancer’s fortress that she’d nearly suggested to Casper that they go back to Farrakhan instead. And yet, she’d gone into the wrecked school and emerged victorious. Casper hadn’t come out at all. He’d been frightened too, but...
“Master Highland,” she said. “What was the Schoolmaster like?”
“Edmund?” Master Highland thought for a moment. “He was a little scatter-brained, I thought, but it might well have been an act. His deputy was the disciplinarian, which let Edmund play at being the comforter after some poor unfortunate got a well-deserved punishment. I never actually heard of him caning a student, which made him pretty much unique. He was a genuinely nice person, but... I never really thought he had the well-being of the students at heart.”
Cirroc snorted. “Because he didn’t beat them enough?”
“No.” Master Highland frowned, as if he was trying to put his feelings into words. “He was always a little... disinterested. Oh, he’d offer advice and comfort and sweets to students who came to him—and he had quite a few Old Boys who owed him favors for one thing or another—but he never did anything substantial to improve the school. He always left it to his staff and... he didn’t even try to claim the credit.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Emily protested. Edmund sounded nice. She’d been told there were some senior magicians who would happily steal ideas and inventions from their juniors and make their lives difficult if they complained. “If they did the work...”
“Yes.” Master Highland seemed irked. “And if they kept getting the credit, sooner or later the board would have started asking pointed questions about who should really have the formal authority. They would have done, believe me. What could the reformers have accomplished if they didn’t have to beg for permission to do anything? Edmund didn’t seem remotely concerned with his own position.”
“Maybe his staff were too loyal to undermine him,” Caleb speculated.
“No.” Hoban sounded as though disagreed. “Even if they weren’t trying to undermine him, a display of competence—and dedication to the school—would have gone a long way towards undermining him anyway. That’s still a problem in my circle.”
Master Highland nodded. “There was never any way to tell when the board would wake up, remember that it had to do something to earn its pay, and start taking a sharp look at the records from the last few years. They did as little as they could get away with, but...”
Emily kept her thoughts to herself. Edmund sounded okay, but... she’d met enough people to know that someone who looked innocuous might not have her best interests at heart. So many people used niceness as a cover for malice that she would rather deal with someone who openly hated her. And yet... she shook her head. Edmund had probably found it useful to play “good cop, bad cop” with his students. Emily had respected the teachers who were strict disciplinarians, but she’d never fully trusted them.
They reached the bottom of the stairwell and made their way down the passageways under the school. The walls seemed to close in, discomfiting her even though she knew it was an illusion. The light spell helped, but... she caught sight of a multitude of reflections, once again, and shivered. It was easy to imagine that they were something else, in the semi-darkness. She wondered how the students had coped, if there were mirrors everywhere. The entire building was like a crazed funhouse, with the added dangers of real magic if something went wrong.
“They never let me down here,” Master Highland commented. “And now there aren’t even any locks on the door.”
“There aren’t any doors,” Cirroc pointed out. “Was the nexus point really dead? Or sleeping?”
“I don’t know.” Emily wasn’t sure she wanted to talk about that. There were other dead nexus points in the Blighted Lands. If they could be reignited too... her lips quirked. Those nexus points were guarded by necromancers. Getting there might be a little problematic. “I was never sure, at the time, and afterwards... I just harnessed it again.”
“Everyone said it had died,” Master Highland reminded her. “But... were they using it for something? Or what?”
Emily shook her head. She’d read the books. More importantly, she’d been there when Whitehall’s nexus point had been tamed. It was like trying to tame a volcano, with the added disadvantage of being turned into something utterly inhuman if something went wrong... if, of course, you survived at all. She couldn’t imagine anything that might kill a nexus point, or drain it dry. It was far more likely that there would be an eruption of power, tearing through the wards as if they were made of paper and vaporizing the entire school. No wonder the Grandmaster had been so worried when he’d found her in the nexus chamber. Shadye might have been trying to destroy the school rather than capture it.
“We’ll figure it out,” she said, again. They had imagination as well as talent. She refused to believe the puzzle couldn’t eventually be solved. “I don’t think they would have taken too many risks with a necromancer breathing down their necks.”
“They might have been trying to turn the nexus point against the invader,” Cirroc offered. “Is that even possible?”
“In theory, yes.” Emily shook her head. “In practice, no.”
It would be like using a nuke to smash an ant, Emily thought. Necromancers were powerful, but the nexus points represented virtually unlimited power. They wouldn’t have been able to aim... and if they’d tried, they might have blown themselves up as well.
She glanced at them as they slowly walked into the nexus chamber. Her sense of spatial awareness turned upside down, making it suddenly difficult to stand. The entire chamber was twisted—she knew, from experience, that if she fell off the bridge she’d find herself falling down towards the bridge—and treacherous beyond words. The damaged bridges probably didn’t help. Between them, Dua Kepala, Casper, Alanson and she had smashed a lot of bridges.
The nexus point glowed beneath her, a spinning point of light that twisted in and out of reality. She’d always found it hypnotic, but this time... she had to fight to keep it from luring her off the bridge. Her magic, her boosted magic, was being called. She gritted her teeth as she knelt on the stone, reaching out with her mind. The wards were clearly visible—she didn’t even have to reach very far to make the connection—but, behind her, she sensed the rolling power. She knew, all too well, what the nuclear technicians at Chernobyl must have felt when they’d gazed into the blazing heart of the reactor. Suddenly, the wards seemed very fragile indeed.
And there’s radiation here too, she reminded herself. There was so much raw magic in the chamber that the slightest mistake could mean death—or worse. If this goes wrong...
“Caleb.” Emily pulled back her mind, gingerly. “Sit beside me. Hold me. If I start to slip.”
She felt an odd little shiver as Caleb wrapped his arms around her. His touch was firm, muscular... it was odd how that had never bothered her, when they’d been lovers. But then, she knew the mind inside the body. Caleb was very definitely a nerd. And he was trained enough to fight, with or without magic.
Shaking her head, she reached out with her mind once again. 



Chapter Seven
THE MAELSTROM WAS ALMOST A LIVING thing.
Emily felt tiny—an ant caught in a thunderstorm—as she pushed her mind further into the wards. The nexus point surged under her touch, raging against the wards with a power that terrified her almost as much as it enticed her. She wanted to reach out and take control, to surf the waves of power to wherever they would lead... and, at the same time, she knew just how dangerous it would be to try. She could be burnt up in a second—less than a second, perhaps—and that would be the end. Shadye had thought he could cope, but he’d been an eldritch abomination at the end. She knew she couldn’t handle it...
... And yet, the temptation was almost overpowering.
She gritted her teeth, fighting the urges to either hurl herself forward or lean back into Caleb’s arms. God knew there were times, over the past year, when she’d missed him. Cat had never seen her as someone who might need comforting, or reassurance, or even a simple hug. And she’d never dared show him weakness, not when he would start thinking of her as someone who needed to be protected... someone who could never be an equal. It wasn’t fair, somehow. She had never been able to relax around him.
Stop woolgathering, she told herself, sharply. Get to work.
The wards glowed stronger as she touched them. They, too, felt alive; they’d grown out of the seeds she’d sown the first time she’d visited Heart’s Eye. She allowed her mind to wander, just for a moment, silently noting the number of times someone had tried to gain access to the school. Master Highland wasn’t the only one, apparently. Hundreds of people had tried their luck. She wondered, idly, what they would have done if they’d succeeded. How would they have explained how they’d come to rule the school? Or would they have claimed right of conquest? They might just have gotten away with it.
She smiled, then started to work. It was easy enough to convince the wards to recognize Caleb through magic and blood. She added the latter after a moment’s thought. If she’d lost her powers—and only regained them through luck—Caleb might have the same problem. But if he could touch the nexus point via blood, he might be able to regain them without the trouble she’d had. She wondered what that would do, then turned her attention to Master Highland. His presence glowed through the wards. She thought she detected a hint of trepidation, but it was probably her own fears reflected. The wards weren’t alive, not in any sense a human would recognize. They weren’t intelligent.
The wards brushed him lightly, touching his magical signature. She gave him the same access rights she’d given Caleb. Hopefully, he wouldn’t realize there was a layer below them. There wasn’t, in most sets of wards. But here... they had administrator rights; she had super-user rights. She could override them, if necessary. She reminded herself, sharply, not to use it unless she had no choice. Master Highland would certainly see it as a betrayal, even though she hadn’t promised him everything. He’d say she was violating the spirit of the agreement, and he’d have a point.
But I can’t let him unseat me, she mused. There would be nine seats at the table, when all was said and done. And he might, if he had unlimited rights.
She started to pull out of the wards, then stopped herself. Something wasn’t quite right. She looked around mentally, trying to see what was wrong, but... there was nothing. Or... there was an absence of something. A flurry of impressions assaulted her mind, vanishing too quickly for her to be sure of what she’d sensed. The maelstrom boiled in fury, seethed with rage... it didn’t seem aimed at her, but... she thought it was aimed at something. She heard voices...
Emily jerked against strong arms. For a moment, she panicked. She was being held in place, held by someone whose arms were too close to her breasts... Caleb, she reminded herself, sharply. He’s holding me. She looked up. 
Caleb’s brown eyes were worried. “Emily?”
Emily swallowed. Her mouth was so dry, it was almost painful. “What... what happened?”
“You started to lurch forward,” Caleb said. “What happened to you?”
“I’m not sure.” Emily motioned for water as she tried to think. The impressions were already receding, leaving only faint shadows. She might have imagined everything. A bad dream... they weren’t real. “The nexus point was calling to me.”
“That’s been known to happen.” Master Highland looked impatient. “Nexus points have called to people before, but when they go in”—he shrugged—“we never see them again.”
Perhaps they get spat out in another era, Emily mused. She hadn’t moved through space as well as time, when she’d been knocked back a thousand years, but someone else might have been dispatched to the far side of the world. Who knew what they would encounter? They might not survive long enough to find a way back. There are all those stories of people who find themselves sleeping in a high-magic zone and waking up to discover a century passed while they were asleep.
She drank the water greedily, despite how odd it tasted, then forced herself to stand. Caleb held her arm as they walked off the bridge and back into the corridor, leaving the nexus point behind. Emily was tempted to lean against him, even though she knew what kind of trouble it could cause. They had no future together, not any longer. A thought struck her and she scowled. It had been over a year. Caleb might have another lover by now. She couldn’t ask.
“You should have access to the wards,” she said. “Try it and see.”
Master Highland frowned. “These are very sharp wards,” he said. “I see... I see everything.”
“Something is going to have to be done about that,” Emily said, firmly. The wards would let Master Highland see into a student’s bedroom. She didn’t think he would spy on his students, but... better not to put temptation in someone’s path. She’d heard enough stories from Mountaintop and Stronghold to know some teachers simply couldn’t be trusted, oaths or no oaths. “Can you muster the defenses?”
“I think so,” Master Highland said. “And allow people to enter the school.”
“Right now, it takes all three of us to add a newcomer to the board.” Emily hoped Master Highland couldn’t tell she was lying. “Once we have all nine, a simple majority will suffice.”
“I see.” Master Highland sounded distant. He was probably exploring the school with his mind’s eye. “Clever.”
Caleb cleared his throat. “Right now, we need to get back upstairs and have a rest. Emily’s exhausted, and the rest of us aren’t much better.”
“Someone has to clear the dorms,” Hoban said. “I’ll see to it, if Frieda doesn’t mind coming with me.”
Emily shot him a warning look. Don’t spend all your time cuddling.
Hoban nodded, as if he’d heard her thoughts. “Frieda?”
“Coming,” Frieda said.
Emily watched them hurry up the stairs, torn between amusement and concern. She understood, of course. She’d found it hard to keep her hands off Caleb, once she’d got over her reluctance to touch—and be touched. But Hoban was in his early twenties... she hoped he’d have the maturity not to push Frieda too far. She was a skilled magician, but that wouldn’t be enough to keep her from getting hurt.
She looked at Caleb and saw him looking back, his face curiously wistful. Her cheeks heated as she realized he’d probably been having similar thoughts. They’d been good together, once. But...
“I can touch the wards,” Caleb said. It wasn’t what he wanted to say, and she knew it. “It shouldn’t be a problem to handle them.”
“Practice anyway,” Emily suggested. It was more of an order. “You don’t want to be caught by surprise if we have to do something unexpected.”
Caleb grinned, weakly. “But, if we were caught by surprise, wouldn’t it be unexpected by definition?”
“Probably.” Emily couldn’t help smiling back. “Shall we go?”
Master Highland was still lost in his thoughts as they made their slow way back to the Great Hall. Footsteps in the dust showed that Hoban and Frieda had already hurried to the dorms. Emily wondered, idly, what they’d find. The beds might still be intact—they’d been designed to take the worst children and teenagers could throw at them—but the bedding itself would have decayed long ago. And... she wondered, suddenly, if they’d find any bodies. There hadn’t been any bodies, anywhere. That was... odd.
“Caleb,” she said slowly, “how long would a body last? In here?”
Caleb frowned. Perhaps he’d been having the same thought. “I’m not sure. In the desert, it might last for a long time, but inside... maybe the necromancer ate them.”
“Perhaps.” Emily shook her head, slowly. “He might have been a cannibal, but...”
She found it hard to imagine. Did necromancers even need to eat? There was so much magic running through their veins that they might be able to feed on it, yet... they must eat. Poisoning a necromancer was sometimes the simplest way to kill one, although it didn’t always work. She wasn’t sure why. She made a mental note to ask King Randor’s closest companions if they’d seen their king eat, after he’d become a necromancer. He, at least, had been surrounded by the living. Shadye and the others had lived alone. Coming to think of it, there hadn’t been anything resembling proper living quarters in the Inverse Shadow either, just endless barren passageways and chambers. Shadye had been more animal—and eldritch abomination—than man.
A low whistling echoed as Cirroc opened the door and peered outside. The storm was in full swing, sand crashing against the wards even as the wind that carried it was allowed to pass through. Great piles of sand were forming along the edge of the wards, each lasting only a few seconds before gusts of wind picked up the sand and hurled it away again. It looked as if the school was going to be buried, although Emily was sure that wasn’t going to happen. There would have been regular dust storms over the past two years and the school hadn’t been buried.
“I think we’re trapped,” Cirroc said. He half-closed the door. “Which of us will volunteer to be eaten first?”
“Go boil your head,” Caleb said, without heat. “We’ll wait until the dust storm dies down, then make our way back to Heart’s Ease.”
“What a good idea,” Cirroc said, with suspicious affability. “And then we get caught by the next storm halfway to the city.”
“That’s what magic is for,” Caleb countered. “If we get caught in the open, we make a run for it.”
“You know as well as I do that directional magic isn’t reliable in a storm,” Caleb said. “Particularly here. They don’t call it the Desert of Death because they want to lure the tourists...”
Master Highland snapped out of his thoughts. “That will do, both of you.”
Caleb flushed. “I’m not your apprentice.”
“For which you and I are both grateful.” Master Highland turned to look at the door, clasping his hands behind his back. “I suggest you sit down, have something to eat and wait. The storm will be gone soon.”
“Hah.” Caleb made a rude sign at his back, then started casting spells to move the dust to the far corner. “What about the others?”
“They have common sense and magic.” Master Highland paused to consider. “Magic, anyway. They’ll be fine as long as they keep their heads down and wait, just as you should be doing.”
Caleb scowled, his face darkening as he looked at Emily. “How long do you think we’ll be trapped here?”
“A few hours at most,” Emily said. She remembered Sergeant Miles’s lectures. Being caught in a storm wasn’t fun. In most cases, it was better to wait for the storm to pass before continuing. One could go out in a howling blizzard and get hopelessly lost within seconds. “We can wait.”
She sat on the stairs and watched as Caleb and Cirroc cleared the floor. Great billowing clouds of dust rose into the air, only to be directed towards the door. The desert could absorb the dust and barely notice. Underneath, the floor was covered in tiles, each one marked with a single rune. She recognized a couple—protection, integrity—but the remainder were unknown. Whatever power they’d had was long gone. Dua Kepala wouldn’t have left them in place if they’d still been active.
But he missed the spells protecting the office upstairs, she reminded herself. What else did he miss?
She heard someone coming down the stairs and looked up. Frieda and Hoban were descending, hand in hand. Frieda looked slightly mussed, her lips puffy... Emily saw her blush and looked away. She’d have to straighten herself out before Master Highland saw her, if she didn’t want sardonic comments. It wasn’t any of the older man’s business—neither Frieda nor Hoban were apprenticed to him—but he probably wouldn’t see it that way. She’d met too many people who made a habit of minding someone else’s business to like it.
“There were some... interesting spells on one of the dorms,” Hoban said. “I took them down before we tried to open the door. They were lethal. Anyone who touched them would be dead within seconds.”
Emily blinked. “On a school dorm?”
“Yeah.” Hoban’s voice was grim. “The whole place was weird. It felt as if it had been locked, barred and hexed from the inside, but there were no bodies or secret passageways or anything. No way out.”
“No bodies,” Emily repeated. She looked at the mirrors, thoughtfully. “Were there mirrors?”
“There was nothing magical about them,” Hoban said. “I checked.”
“But there were a lot of them.” Frieda let go of Hoban’s hand. “There were even mirrors on the ceiling. Anyone lying in bed could look up and see themselves.”
“Weird,” Emily said. She could think of one use for mirrors on the ceiling, but... not in a school. “And they were perfectly normal mirrors?”
“I checked,” Hoban repeated. “They were just... mirrors.”
“The two other dorms we checked were both open,” Frieda said. “One of them looked to have been forced open, the other was probably open when... whatever happened.”
“The former looked to have been pushed open,” Hoban said. “It wasn’t blasted down, as far as I could tell. Something very strong leaned against it and smash, down it came.”
“A dragon?” Cirroc wandered over to join the conversation. “Or a bunch of drunken soldiers? Or...”
“Don’t let Sergeant Miles catch you saying something like that,” Emily warned. “He won’t find it very funny.”
“The doors were strong, even without magic,” Hoban said. “A dozen men might have pushed them down, but they’d have difficulty bringing all their strength to bear on the door. I thought about a modified force punch... maybe that’s what happened. But there were no traces of magic, no burn marks on the wood... I don’t know.”
“The entire room was devastated,” Frieda put in. “Beds ripped to pieces, cabinets shattered, showers and toilets smashed... there was a fight there, I’m sure.”
“Probably.” Emily was suddenly very aware of just how grimy she was. The first thing she’d install, she promised herself, was a proper shower. She’d probably have to take multiple showers before she managed to remove all the layers of dust. “But who were they fighting?”
“It was a little messy for a schoolgirl spat,” Hoban said.
Frieda made a face. “Don’t bet on it. Back at Mountaintop...”
She stopped herself. Emily nodded, remembering when she’d clashed with some of her dormmates during her unwilling visit. She’d torn a dorm apart and there had been rumors of worse fights, duels that had ended with one or both participants being sent for medical attention. Frieda had seen the worst of it, back when she’d been a Shadow. She’d been very lucky to be assigned to someone who’d actually cared.
Eventually, she reminded herself. It took far too long to realize that Frieda needed help.
“They would have been in real trouble, if any of them had survived.” Hoban shook his head, firmly. “The kind of forces they’d have had to unleash might not have let them live long enough to be expelled. No, the dorm was broken into... either by the necromancer or something else. We just don’t know what.”
“We’ll find out,” Emily said. She looked out the door. The storm was still raging, clouds of dust pressing against the wards. Sparks of tainted magic flared through the air, irritating her... irritating all of them. If she hadn’t been so tired, she might have felt angry... or worse. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”
“There will be time,” Master Highland agreed. He turned away from the door, his dark eyes glittering in the half-light. “Not all puzzles are solved at once.”
“Yes.” Hoban sounded exhausted. He’d worked the hardest, save perhaps for Emily herself. “And some of them are never solved at all.



Chapter Eight
IT WAS NEARLY AN HOUR BEFORE the storm faded.
Emily sat up and stretched as bright sunlight started to make its way into the castle. Waiting it out hadn’t been pleasant. They’d snapped at each other many times before separating to prevent personality conflicts becoming violent. She wasn’t sure if it was the dust, the sense of claustrophobia from being unable to leave the building or simple tiredness, but it hardly mattered. All that mattered was that it had come close to wearing them down. Her scalp itched. It was difficult to believe it was only dust in her hair.
“I’ll go fetch the others,” Cirroc said. “Or do we want to go down to Heart’s Ease instead?”
“Bring them here,” Emily said, shortly. It wasn’t as if Heart’s Ease offered anything, certainly not anything she wanted. A shower, a bath... she seriously considered teleporting to Dragon’s Den or Zangaria, just to wash. She’d even go to a public bathhouse if there was no other choice. “As long as we have a clear route to the dorms, they should be safe enough.”
“They’ll go wandering,” Master Highland predicted, darkly. Dust stained his beard as well as his robes. “They won’t even be able to see the danger until it’s too late.”
“They’re not children,” Emily reproved him, mildly. Children might not believe in a danger they couldn’t see, but adults knew better. Mostly. “They know the dangers.”
She rubbed her eyes as Cirroc hurried out. She was tempted to go with him, if only to stretch her legs. Frieda and Hoban had disappeared again, perhaps to the dorms... Emily felt abandoned, even though Caleb sat waiting for her in the far corner. She should have invited the Gorgon to come with them. If she’d known they’d be stranded for several hours, she would have. She could talk to the Gorgon without feeling as though she was walking on eggshells.
It felt like an eternity—another eternity—before she heard carts pulling up outside the school. She rubbed her eyes in irritation as she stepped outside and saw the orcish slaves being unhitched from the carts and commanded to unload their contents into the hall. The drivers looked surprisingly normal for men who profited from the labor of others... she shook her head, the dust tickling her back. The slave-drivers saw nothing wrong with their conduct. They were probably more concerned about spending a few days away from the city than the well-being of their slaves. It wasn’t as if the orcs were human.
That’s what they always say about slaves, Emily thought, morbidly. The Romans had allowed slaves to work themselves out of bondage. By and large, they’d accepted slaves who’d managed to free themselves as citizens. But other slave societies hadn’t been anywhere near as kind. The slaves are not considered human and therefore can be mistreated at will.
Yvonne appeared, looking tired and harassed. “My Lady?”
Emily nodded, feeling her cheeks heat. It had been six years and she still felt odd being addressed as nobility. Yvonne was older than her and more accomplished and yet... Emily reminded herself that she was accomplished too. Yvonne wasn’t fawning over a royal brat who had no achievements to her name, save for having the right parents. Who knew what would have happened to her if Emily hadn’t changed the world?
“We’ve been clearing the dorms so we have a place to sleep,” she said, putting her thoughts aside. “Tell your people to stay on the beaten track. We’ve discovered several nasty surprises already.”
Yvonne looked pinched. “As long as the dorms are safe...”
“They should be.” Emily made a mental note to check them herself, just to be sure. Hoban and Frieda made a pretty good team—Frieda knew where girls might hide hexes to catch their enemies, a big plus—but they’d been distracted by each other. “But some of the traps we’ve discovered were lethal.”
“We’ll be careful.” Yvonne didn’t sound pleased. Emily didn’t blame her. Heart’s Eye was unsettling to her, even though she controlled the wards. It had to be a great deal worse for someone who couldn’t sense magic. “When do you want us to start work?”
“Tomorrow, I think.” Emily glanced at her watch. “We probably need a day or two to settle in.”
“Probably longer,” Yvonne said. “How big is this place?”
Emily shrugged. Heart’s Eye wasn’t bigger on the inside, like Whitehall, but... the fairy tale castle was still a large building. And the interior seemed designed to confuse any intruders, just like most other castles she’d seen. She wondered, again, who’d built it and why. Lord Whitehall hadn’t built Whitehall Castle. The original builders had been long gone by the time he’d stumbled across the nexus point. No one knew what had happened to them.
“We have time,” she said, although she knew it wasn’t true. Void would call, sooner or later, and she’d have to go. Frieda would have to go back to Whitehall in a few weeks too, unless she intended to take her exam results and leave. Emily hoped Mistress Irene would have arrived by the time Emily had to go. “Better to start slowly then make mistakes through haste.”
A ghost of a smile crossed Yvonne’s face. “I say that to all my apprentices,” she said. “The smart ones are the ones who listen.”
Emily nodded, then turned as Jayson hurried up. “Emily,” he said, awkwardly. “Can I see the library?”
“One moment,” Emily said. Heart’s Eye would have to be searched from top to bottom before they started accepting students. A single death could derail the entire project. “I’ll take you there.”
Jayson looked... worried... as they slowly made their way up the stairs and down the corridor. Emily was fairly certain there were no booby traps waiting—Alanson had marched Frieda and her down the corridor, without running into anything nasty—but she took precautions anyway. She had the feeling that lowering her guard would be the last thing she’d ever do if she walked into the wrong place. 
“Emily,” Jayson said. “I... we have to talk.”
“Not now.” Emily shook her head. Jayson had kissed her... partly because his family had asked him to court her. She wasn’t sure if she should be horrified, amused or... or what? It said a great deal, both good and bad, about Jayson that he’d tried to court a powerless girl... although it hadn’t been his idea. “Perhaps later.”
Jayson reddened. “Yes, but...”
“Later,” Emily repeated. She cleared her throat. “The library is just down here.”
She heard Jayson inhale in shock as they stepped through the remains of the door. Jayson loved
libraries almost as much as she did. The sight before them was enough to break her heart. Hundreds of books and scrolls lay on the floor, some torn to shreds... she shuddered, imagining just how hard it would be to put them back in some semblance of order. She glanced at Jayson, feeling a flicker of pity. He’d volunteered to be the librarian. It was going to take months, if not years, to get the library ready for students...
“We’re going to have to be careful,” Jayson said. He reached for a book, lying on the floor, and stopped before his fingers touched the cover. “There’s a hex on that book.”
Emily nodded. “How many books do you think will be hexed?”
“Perhaps all of them.” Jayson sounded worried. “The older magicians really wanted to keep knowledge out of the wrong hands.”
The people who don’t have magic, Emily thought. Most protective hexes could be dispelled with a simple counterspell... if, of course, the reader had magic. It seemed pointless. A mundane could roar and chant until they were blue in the face and nothing would happen. Knowledge wasn’t always power, as she had good reason to know. We’re going to have to keep this room sealed.
Jayson didn’t look daunted by the scale of the task before him. “I’ll get started at once,” he said. “If we’re lucky, the books were arranged by subject anyway.”
“True.” Emily didn’t know if they had been that lucky. The Nameless World’s cataloguing system left something to be desired. “If not, you might have to re-catalogue the entire library.”
“Or start a new library somewhere else.” Jayson grinned. “How much floor space can I claim?”
Emily had to smile. She wouldn’t have cared if he wanted to clear the sports fields and replace them with a whole new library block, but she suspected that everyone else would disagree. Loudly, even though the fields were buried under the sand. She looked at the door, reminding herself there would be abandoned dining halls and spell chambers to be repurposed. Heart’s Eye was huge. They should be able to find room for a second library while they repaired the first.
“We’ll see.” She looked around the room. “I need to find a map of the place. A simple floor diagram would do.”
“They normally keep those separate,” Jayson said. “I wonder...”
He headed towards a door, set behind the librarian’s desk. Emily followed at a distance, ready to intervene if he walked into a trap. Some librarians had very nasty senses of humor, which they demonstrated to anyone who dared keep an overdue book. Emily’s lips twitched at the memory, then flattened as she looked at the broken stacks. The necromancer had apparently hunted through them, throwing books everywhere as he searched. If a student had tried that, she’d have been lucky not to be unceremoniously turned into a book.
Jayson gingerly touched the door. It swung open, revealing a surprisingly neat office crammed with filing cabinets. Emily felt claustrophobic—again—as she looked around. The librarian—she couldn’t tell if the librarian had been male or female—had had surprisingly little room. The walls were so covered in cabinets, there weren’t even any mirrors. She looked up, somehow unsurprised to see a mirror affixed to the ceiling. Her reflection looked back at her, archly.
“There has to be something on mirror magic in here,” Emily said, as Jayson started to fiddle with one of the cabinets. “I...” She jumped back as the cabinet opened in a shower of sparks. 
“Nasty little trap,” Jayson commented. “But perfectly normal, for a librarian.”
Emily eyed him. “She couldn’t just lock the cabinet?”
Jayson grinned. “How many people do you know who would consider that a challenge?”
Emily said nothing as Jayson worked his way through the contents. It seemed nothing more than a collection of notes on which students could be trusted to borrow the rarer books from the library and which ones had to read them in the library themselves, under supervision. Emily was surprised to discover that some students had been allowed to take the rarer books out of the library in the first place. The tomes were effectively irreplaceable, at least until she’d introduced the printing press. Yvonne would be setting one of those up, eventually. The apprentices could start churning out cheap copies of the rarer textbooks when she was done.
“It might be worth coming back later,” Jayson said, as he shut the cabinet. “If nothing else, it will tell us a great deal about what was happening before the school fell.”
He looked up at her, his eyes dark. “You noticed the dates?”
“No.” Emily shook her head, impatiently. “Why?”
“The school was invaded ten years ago,” Jayson said. “But the records actually stop a couple of weeks before then.”
Emily frowned. “So things weren’t normal even before the necromancer attacked?”
“Apparently so.” Jayson turned his attention to the next filing cabinet, swearing as a cluster of nasty-looking boils appeared on his hands. He muttered the countercharm and went back to work. “They certainly weren’t keeping very good records.”
Emily nodded, watching as he went through the cabinets one by one. The librarians she’d known—all the librarians she’d known—had been obsessed with keeping order. They had no choice. The slightest mistake could cause all sorts of problems, particularly when it snowballed out of control. They had to know where the books were going and when they were supposed to be returned. But this librarian had stopped keeping records, which meant... what? Had the library been closed? Or had they been busy elsewhere?
And a librarian who worked here would be a very competent magician, Emily reminded herself. Lady Aliya of Whitehall was no slouch. Emily had seriously considered asking Whitehall’s librarian for an apprenticeship, once upon a time. She might be needed elsewhere if an army was marching on the gates.
“Hah.” Jayson snapped open another cabinet, ignoring the scars that appeared on his hands. “Come and look at this, carefully.”
Emily leaned forward as he pulled out a large scroll. Magic crackled around his fingertips, trying to hex him into... something. Jayson countered the spells, muttering countercharms under his breath as he carried the scroll back into the main room and placed it on the librarian's desk. There were nearly a dozen spells on the parchment needing to be removed before it could be opened. Emily was morbidly impressed. Whoever had written the parchment really didn’t want unfriendly eyes to see it.
“A couple of the spells are already outdated,” Jayson commented, as he unfurled the parchment. “The readers found ways to counter them, five years ago. Whoever ran this library wouldn’t know it, of course.”
“They would have died before the charms were countered,” Emily agreed. “What were they hiding?”
She frowned as she studied the giant parchment. It was a diagram of the school, starting with the ground level and proceeding all the way up to the tallest spire. It didn’t show the nexus point chamber, or the catacombs under the school. And... her frown deepened as she tried to parse the notation. Someone had been scribbling notes on the parchment, in a language she didn’t recognize. There was a strange logic to it, something that nagged at her mind, but... she couldn’t work out what they were trying to say. What was it?
“That must be the library here,” Jayson said. He looked around, puzzled. “But it says the chamber is larger than it is.”
“It may not be drawn to scale.” Emily looked over his shoulder. The Great Hall looked smaller than the Schoolmaster’s office, even though she knew for a fact that wasn’t remotely true. “This could be just a rough map of the school, rather than...”
“Maybe.” Jayson didn’t sound convinced. “But they’ve been really careless, if so.”
He met her eyes. “And why would they try to hide it?”
Emily studied the map for a long moment. There were no secret passageways, not even servant corridors... she didn’t believe for a second they weren’t there. Magic schools always had secret passageways, hidden chambers that students could discover... it encouraged, she’d been told, the development of inquisitive minds. And even if there were no outright secret passageways, there would be servant corridors. It wouldn’t do for the servants to share corridors with the students. That would never do.
“I don’t know.” Emily shook her head, slowly. There were people who would happily classify everything, just to assert their power, but it had always struck her as a little pointless. Unless, of course, the object was to doubly hide anything important by burying it under a mountain of irrelevant nonsense. “What did they have to hide? None of this is remotely secret.”
“Maybe.” Jayson tapped the map. “Or maybe we’re missing something.”
“It could have been confiscated from one of the students,” Emily mused. She didn’t believe it. The parchment was too expensive—and the drawing too professional—to belong to a student. “But...”
“I don’t recognize the language either,” Jayson added. “Would you mind if I made a copy and sent it to my father? He might have better luck.”
“Please.” Emily couldn’t think of any reasonable objection, beyond a vague concern about what the unreadable words might say. “If we can figure out what the language actually is, we can start deciphering the rest of it.”
“They wanted to hide something,” Jayson said. “And the fact they were trying to hide this map tells us something too.”
“Yes,” Emily said. The map had to be important. The mere fact that it had been locked away, after being heavily charmed, was proof it was important. But how? “See if you can sketch out a couple of copies of the map too.”
“Yes, My Lady.” Jayson grinned at her. “Do you want me to do that? Or keep looking for more books?”
“Both,” Emily said. She considered, briefly. “Look for books first—anything to do with mirror magic, or Heart’s Eye itself. Whatever you find, put it aside for me. Don’t let anyone else into the library, even other magicians...”
“As you wish,” Jayson said. He let out a long breath. “I’m going to need to recruit help, eventually. Magical help.”
Emily nodded, sourly. “Perhaps we can hire students from Whitehall or Mountaintop,,” she said, although she knew it would be chancy. They’d have to learn how to remove dangerous hexes... if they didn’t know already. That wouldn’t make them popular with the local librarians. Gordian wouldn’t be pleased either. “Or perhaps someone from another library.”
“We can try.” Jayson grinned. “Some of them will see it as a challenge. Others... well, we don’t want them anyway.”
“No,” Emily agreed. She wanted librarians who loved their job. Thankfully, very few people studied library magic unless they intended to go into the field. “We certainly don’t.”



Chapter Nine
“I THINK THIS WILL BE YOUR bedroom,” Hoban said, later in the day. “If, of course, we can get the door open.”
Emily frowned. Hoban stood in front of a wooden door, his wand touching the wood as he cast a series of complex detection and curse-removal charms. Frieda leaned against the wall some distance away, watching him warily. There were scorch marks on her shirt and trousers, a grim reminder that some of the traps were nasty. Emily hoped she was all right. Frieda had so much experience with pain—physical and mental—that she wouldn’t complain, let alone seek help, unless it was serious.
“This is meant to be the Schoolmaster’s bedroom,” Hoban continued. A green light flared over the door, then faded as he muttered a countercharm. “His body might be inside.”
There was a flash of light. The door fell off its hinges and crashed to the ground. “Oops.”
Emily had to smile. “Oops?”
“There was magic wrapped up in the hinges,” Hoban explained. “I accidentally cancelled those charms as well as the protective spells.”
“No worries,” Emily said, as he led the way into the bedroom. “I don’t have to sleep here.”
“It’s a status thing,” Hoban commented. “The biggest bedroom goes to the most powerful person in the school.”
Emily shrugged. “Mistress Irene will have it, then,” she said. “When she comes.”
Hoban looked up at her, his face suddenly serious. “You have to make a good showing, whatever you feel inside. If you don’t take the biggest room, people will start wondering why... and you won’t like some of their answers. Better to leave the room empty when you’re not here, rather than let people start thinking that Mistress Irene outranks you.”
“I’ll discuss it with her,” Emily said, stiffly.
She looked around the room with interest. It was smaller than she’d expected, although quite respectable compared to the student bedrooms in Whitehall. A large wooden bed sat in one corner, sheets and mattress long since dust. Mirrors hung from three of the four walls; the fourth, not entirely to her surprise, was covered in bookshelves. She felt a flash of hope, which faded as she realized that only one of the shelves held books. The remainder were crammed with trinkets and devices she didn’t recognize.
Frieda chanted spells to remove the dust as Emily, feeling vaguely guilty for prying, peered into the bathroom. The Schoolmaster had a private bath as well as a shower, a luxury beyond words for the vast majority of the population. There was no sign of anything personal in the room, just another pair of mirrors. Emily saw her reflection and frowned. The reflection frowned back. She looked worse than she felt.
She tested the taps, more out of optimism than any hope they’d actually work. Nothing happened, not even a dribble of water. She wondered, as she automatically turned the taps back off, just where the water had actually come from. An underground reservoir? There weren’t any rivers close to Heart’s Eye, according to the maps. There hadn’t been any rivers anywhere near even before the desert had overwhelmed the region. She made a mental note to check before they ran short of water. The school would be untenable if they had to transport water hundreds of miles just to keep themselves alive.
Although we could set up a water tank, she mused. They could ship in enough water to live, if they used magic to purify it after every use. And perhaps a reservoir.
“We’re going to have to find the source of water,” she said, as she walked back into the bedroom. “It must have come from somewhere.”
“Probably an underground lake,” Hoban said, echoing her thoughts. “That’s what they do at Stronghold. Too many enemies who might try to cut the school off from the rivers.”
Emily gave him a sidelong look. “You went to Stronghold?”
“I was never interested in a military career,” Hoban said. He gave her a twisted smile. “But I learnt a great deal there, starting with the fact I wasn’t interested in a military career.”
“I bet some of the training comes in handy,” Emily said. Hoban wasn’t her cup of tea, but he was still handsome... in a rugged kind of way. Frieda was lucky. Hoban would probably have no trouble keeping up with her. “How much of it do you use?”
“Dismantling traps was part of my training,” Hoban said. “And running for my life, when something went wrong. I once had to jump out of a window because someone had rigged an entire house to blow up when I cut the wrong wardline.”
“Ouch,” Emily said.
She looked around the room. “I won’t be sleeping here tonight,” she said. “I’ll bed down in the dorms.”
“We’ll have to find a new mattress,” Hoban agreed.
“I’ll make a note of it.” Frieda took a notebook from her pocket and suited action to words. “We’ll have to bring them in from somewhere.”
“Once we set up a portal, we can bring in anything we want.” Hoban winked at her. “And go anywhere, too.”
“I wish that were true,” Emily said. She’d seen the equations. In theory, portals could be expanded to any size. In practice, the power demands rapidly became impossible to surmount. It would be difficult to channel enough power from the nexus point without overloading the containment spells and destroying the portal spellware. “But we can bring in most of what we need, once we get organized.”
She quickly inspected the books, frowning in displeasure once she realized they were just old textbooks and a couple of manuscripts. Perhaps they’d belonged to Edmund, back when he’d been a schoolboy. They would have been outdated forty years ago. Or maybe he’d been studying them for purposes of his own. She’d learnt the hard way that some of the older books included information that wasn’t offered in modern textbooks. She had no idea why.
I’ll have to go through them later, she thought. She was starting to wonder if the necromancer had stripped the school of useful tomes, although the library was such a mess that it was impossible to be sure. There might be something hidden I can use.
“We’d better go down,” she said. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten in hours. “We need to eat.”
“Good idea.” Hoban grinned. “I must say, all this hunger does give one an appetite.”
Emily smiled at the weak joke, then turned to lead the way back down the stairs. Master Highland seemed to have claimed a smaller bedroom for himself, judging by the way he was steadily dismantling the protective wards. It looked as through all the rooms had been sealed from the inside, but... there were no bodies. Emily slowly shook her head. It was possible, she supposed, that the bodies had turned to dust, but it didn’t seem likely. They should have found skeletons, if nothing else. The necromancer hadn’t even opened half the bedrooms.
Master Highland joined her as they walked downstairs. “You’ll be taking the master bedroom?”
“Tonight, I’ll be sleeping in the dorms,” Emily said. She knew what he’d think of that, but she didn’t care. “I want to give all the private rooms a thorough inspection before we start handing them out like candy.”
And we might be better off staying together, she added, privately. They were in no danger, as far as she could tell, but she felt uneasy at the thought of being alone. If someone goes wandering off, we might never find them until it’s too late.
The dining hall reminded her of Whitehall’s, although it was considerably smaller. The students had eaten in shifts, she guessed, rather than sharing a single large dinner. A couple of apprentices were bent over a fire, stirring a giant cauldron of stew; Yvonne was standing behind them, issuing orders. Emily was surprised she could cook, although she knew she shouldn’t be. Yvonne’s mother would have taught Yvonne before Yvonne rebelled against her gender—and the expectations society placed on her—and became a craftswoman. She was probably a better cook than Emily. She could hardly be worse.
Yvonne looked up as they entered. “It’s ready, more or less,” she said. “Can we leave the fire going overnight?”
“For Constant Stew?” Emily tried to hide her grimace. Constant Stew was economical and very healthy, but it quickly started to taste foul . “Yes, if you like. Just check that the flames can’t go any further.”
“Yes, My Lady.” Yvonne managed to give the impression of being sarcastic, without actually saying anything Emily could reasonably find offensive. “I’ll see to it personally.”
“We’re going to need proper cooks,” Master Highland said. “And an entire staff to see to our needs.”
“They’ll have to be hired, once we clear the school of traps,” Emily said. She carefully tested the wooden chairs, then decided she was better off sitting on the floor. Some of the chairs felt flimsy, as if they’d break under her weight. “Put together a list. We can start making inquiries once we’re ready to go.”
Yvonne stepped through the door, carrying a giant pot. “Ready to eat?”
Emily’s stomach rumbled. “Yes, please.”
“It smells... funny.” Master Highland sounded concerned. “What is it?”
“It’s an old family recipe,” Yvonne said. “The ingredients are a secret.”
“Really?” Master Highland glared at her. “And why, precisely, is it a secret?”
Yvonne gave him a sweet smile as she started to ladle the stew into bowls. “Why, they all died when the stew was first served. Eat up?”
Emily had to smile. “I’m sure it will be fine,” she said. The smell was better than she’d expected. “And we have to go to bed immediately afterwards.”
“We also have to set up a bathroom,” Yvonne said. “We can’t keep using buckets.”
“No,” Emily agreed. She glanced at Master Highland. “We’ll have to fix the plumbing. And find where the water came from, originally.”
“Good question,” Master Highland said. “I never thought about it.”
“Well, of course.” Yvonne sounded amused as she took a bowl for herself and sat on the blanket. “The water has to come from somewhere, doesn’t it?”
“You can inspect the plumbing tomorrow,” Emily said, hastily. “Do you have any other concerns?”
“Not as yet.” Yvonne shrugged. “I dare say we’ll have plenty of concerns tomorrow.”
Emily nodded and started to eat. The chicken stew—with potatoes, vegetables and spices—tasted better than she’d expected too, but it wouldn’t be long before it started dissolving into mush. Constant Stew became soup, eventually. She reminded herself, sharply, that she should be glad to have it. There were beggars in the streets who would sell themselves into slavery for one solid meal a day.
“Just keep yourself and your apprentices out of trouble,” Master Highland grunted. “We don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
“My apprentices know to be careful,” Yvonne said. Her face twisted in irritation. “Do yours?”
“Yes,” Master Highland said, flatly. “They also sense magic before they actually run into it.”
Emily tuned out the discussion as she finished her stew and stood. “I’ll be going to the dorms now,” she said, nodding to Frieda. “Don’t go wandering the school after dark.”
“That’s quite late here,” Master Highland observed. He waved a hand around the windowless room. “And how could you tell, anyway?”
“See you tomorrow,” Emily said. She hoped Yvonne would have the sense to go back to the dorm herself, before the lights started going out, but... as long as she was with a magician, she should be fine. She just hoped the constant sniping between Yvonne and Master Highland wouldn’t get out of hand. “We can start opening up the workshops after breakfast.”
Frieda followed Emily as she headed to the stairs. “We opened two of the dorms and checked them, thoroughly,” she said. “They should be safe enough.”
“One for the girls and one for the boys, then,” Emily said. “It won’t be fun, but we’ll survive.”
“Somehow.” Frieda looked downcast. “Did you bring any potion? I mean...”
Emily could guess. “The rest of my supply is in my trunk,” she said. She wasn’t sure where it had gone, in all the confusion. It was probably still in the Great Hall, if someone hadn’t carried it up to the dorms. “You’ll have to start buying your own. Or get him to buy it for you.”
“I can make it,” Frieda said. “All I need are the right ingredients.”
“You’ll have to order them,” Emily warned. She touched Frieda’s hand, gently. “Be careful, alright?”
“I shouldn’t have given you a hard time, when you were with Caleb,” Frieda said. She looked down. “I didn’t understand how you felt.”
Emily colored. “We all make mistakes.”
She put the thought aside as they walked down the corridor and into the opened dorm. Someone had already drawn a sketch of a female figure, then cast a ward intended to keep the men from entering by accident. The Gorgon, Emily guessed. Gorgons liked their privacy and had no qualms about petrifying people who violated it. The Gorgon hadn’t found it easy to adapt to Whitehall, even though she’d wanted to study. Emily understood. She hadn’t found sharing a room easy either.
The dorm itself reminded her of Mountaintop, although it was actually larger than the dorm she remembered. There were twenty metal beds in the chamber, all lacking mattresses and blankets. They looked uncomfortable, even though she knew that meant nothing. A skilled or desperate student could use all sorts of spells to make their rest more comfortable. She stepped through the rear door and peered around the bathroom. A line of showers sat at the front, a handful of toilet stalls behind them. Someone had helpfully curtained off a pair of buckets, surrounding them with privacy spells. Emily felt her stomach churn at the thought of using them. It was funny how those details were left out of the adventure stories too.
“The blankets are in the corner,” Frieda said, as Emily walked back into the dorm. “Just get one and claim a space.”
“Don’t go sneaking out in the middle of the night,” Emily warned. She hadn’t sneaked out to be with Caleb, but... it was just the sort of thing Frieda would do. “You never know what you might encounter.”
“Perhaps someone should stay awake,” Frieda said. She picked up a blanket and tossed it to Emily. “You want to take first watch?”
Emily shook her head. “Just set up the wards,” she said, as she laid the blanket on the ground and took another. “They should wake us if something happens.”
She lay on the ground, shifting uncomfortably. She’d slept in worse places, but... it was hard to remember that when she was this uncomfortable. She reached out with her senses, gingerly touching the wards. Master Highland had been trying to experiment, setting up a handful of subroutines to monitor magic use within the castle and... she frowned as she realized that one of his subroutines kept an eye on mundanes, tracking them wherever they went. It could be a good idea, but it didn’t sit well with her. They might not even know they were being tracked.
And they wouldn’t be able to do anything about it, if they did, Emily mused. There were plenty of spells a magician could use to confuse watching eyes, even powerful wards, but they relied on magic. What will they say when they find out?
She gritted her teeth, silently promising herself she wouldn’t let it get out of hand. The wards would not
be abused. Once the school had been searched from top to bottom, she would ensure that only the staff could use the wards to monitor people. And even they would only be able to access the records if there was an emergency. It would not be abused.
Sure, her own thoughts mocked her. Do you think the mundanes will believe it?
Emily looked at the mirrors, her own reflections looking back. She looked terrible... it was a wonder that no one, not even Frieda, had said anything. She felt another twinge of unease as she studied the mirrors, even though they weren’t magical. They didn’t have to be to worry her. There was something about them that set her teeth on edge.
“Good night,” Frieda said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
Emily closed her eyes. Her body ached and her skin felt grimy. Perhaps she would go to Dragon’s Den tomorrow, just to get a shower... no, it wasn’t fair to those who couldn’t teleport. She started to put together a portal diagram in her head, working out the spellware piece by piece, then realized it would take time to use the wards to start channeling power into the portal. She wondered how Lord Whitehall’s successors had done it. Portals had been invented well after his time.
There must be a book on it, somewhere in the library at Whitehall, she told herself, as she drifted off to sleep. But Gordian won’t let me read it...
She jerked awake, unsure of when she’d actually fallen asleep. The room was dim, barely illuminated. She sat upright and looked around. Frieda slept soundly, lips moving as she breathed in and out. The Gorgon was visible on the other side of the room, wrapped in the faint haze of a privacy ward. Yvonne slept on the bare floor, without even a blanket, snoring loudly. The mirrors scattered their reflections everywhere.
Emily frowned. Something had disturbed her, but what? There was nothing there.
She lay back and closed her eyes, but it was a long time before she managed to go back to sleep. 



Chapter Ten
WHEN EMILY OPENED HER EYES THE following morning, she felt terrible. Her body felt like it had been brutally beaten, every last muscle screaming in protest when she tried to stand. She nearly fell before she managed to stagger to her feet, using all her strength to keep from screaming. The blanket hadn’t provided anywhere near enough comfort and protection. She gritted her teeth as dust billowed. Sergeant Miles would not be impressed.
She grunted something—she wasn’t sure what—to Frieda and stumbled into the bathroom. Someone—probably Yvonne—had put a large tub of water in the center of the room, along with a set of sponges, a pile of towels and a strict note reminding users to purify the water after they washed. It was hard, very hard, to undress and sponge herself, let alone charm the water back into the tub. Her fingers refused to cooperate. She was surprised her entire body wasn’t black and blue.
Frieda joined her, carrying a spare robe. “They brought your trunk up this morning,” she said. “Do you want me to fetch you anything?”
“I’ll get it myself,” Emily said. Her towel was covered in dust. It would need to be cleaned before she could use it again. “Have a wash yourself, then get dressed.”
And put showers right at the top of the list, she told herself, as she donned the robe and headed back into the dorm. Otherwise we’ll all go crazy.
There was no sign of Yvonne. Emily wasn’t surprised. The craftswoman would be used to rising with the dawn. She put the thought out of her head as she walked to her blanket. Her trunk was waiting, as Frieda had promised. She opened it, removed a handful of clothes and closed it again. No one would care—except Master Highland, perhaps—if she wore a shirt and trousers instead of robes or a dress. Besides, these particular shirt and trousers were charmed to stay clean. It was probably a losing battle against the dust, but it might offer some relief. Her skin still felt dirty. It was hard to believe she’d ever feel clean again.
A proper bath might help, she thought. She’d learnt to swim at Whitehall. If there wasn’t a pool at Heart’s Eye, she could make one. And then I might feel a little cleaner.
She dressed quickly, altered the spells around the dorm in the hope they’d become slightly more resistant to dust, then waited for Frieda to join her before they went down to breakfast. The Great Hall was open, a handful of apprentices unloading the boxes and cataloguing their contents while they waited for workshops to be opened. A pair of young men glanced at her, realized who she was and hastily bowed. Emily nodded, trying not to roll her eyes as she walked into the dining hall. She would never be comfortable with people bowing and scraping. She didn’t deserve that much respect.
“Praxis and I traced back the plumbing this morning,” Yvonne said. She was sitting at one of the tables, daring the chair to do its worst. “There’s a giant lake under the school. Someone closed the pipes, ten years ago, but it was fairly simple to fix. No real magic in the pumping at all.”
Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. “That’s very good news.”
“They certainly spent a lot of money on the plumbing,” Yvonne continued. “I’ve seen worse jobs. We’ll have to continue tracing out the system, if only so we can repair broken pipes, before we actually start to use it. It looks to be a decentralized model, but... we’re not sure yet.”
“Do it,” Emily said. “We need those showers.”
Yvonne didn’t look concerned. Emily reminded herself that Yvonne had probably grown up in a house without pumping. Mundane—magic-less—pumping was a relatively new invention, even though it had predated her by several centuries. King Randor had been one of the richest kings in the world, before his descent into madness and death, and his plumbing had been terrible. Yvonne understood the importance of washing regularly, but it wasn’t an emotional issue for her. Emily had never really appreciated modern plumbing until she’d ended up in a world without it.
“I’ll see to it,” Yvonne said. “We do have to open the workshops too, of course.”
“Hoban and I will do that,” Frieda said. “Emily...?”
“I’ll come too,” Emily said. They really didn’t want to leave any active traps in the workshops. “And then we can get started.”
“This place has a lot of potential,” Yvonne said. “I look forward to it.”
Emily nodded, slowly. “Did you have any... troubles... last night?”
“I slept like a log,” Yvonne assured her. “A couple of my apprentices went sneaking out, but fortunately they got chased back to bed instead of being caught by something deadly.”
“Tell them to be careful,” Emily said. “Really.”
“I drilled it into them this morning,” Yvonne said. “But nothing happened to them.”
As far as we know, Emily thought. We really are going to have to search the school from top to bottom.
She finished her breakfast, spoke quickly to Master Highland about bringing more supplies from the city, then joined Hoban and Frieda as they headed down to the workshops. The doors they passed on the way led to classrooms, most of which were open and seemingly undisturbed. Emily felt cold as she inspected a charms classroom, which looked as if the class and teacher had simply popped outside a few minutes ago. But the room was cold and silent, without any bodies. 
They didn’t find anything interesting until they peered into an alchemy classroom. The stench of decay—of rotting potions ingredients—was so strong, it drove them back into the corridor.
“The preservation wards must have failed,” Hoban said. “I’ll have to get a team together and clean the entire room.”
“Please do.” Emily wrinkled her nose, casting spells to remove the smell. Dua Kepala must have been experimenting. Or... someone had been in the midst of brewing something when the wards fell. “And make sure it doesn’t pose any danger to the rest of us.”
“Will do.” Hoban shot her a jaunty salute. “They didn’t have so much time to booby trap this section.”
Emily frowned as they passed a mirror. “I hope you’re right,” she said. “I really hope you’re right.”
The workshop doors were solid stone, held in place by magic. Charms had been woven into the stone, keeping them closed despite everything Dua Kepala could do. She frowned as she watched Hoban go to work, wondering why Dua Kepala hadn’t managed to blast down the doors. He’d certainly tried. Traces of his magic pervaded the corridor, faint hints that suggested he’d brought most of his power to bear on the doors. It was a surprise he hadn’t managed to open the workshops.
“Interesting hex on the lock,” Hoban commented. “I’d say it was put together by an experienced sorcerer, not just a schoolteacher.”
He paused. “And it was locked from the outside too,” he added. “There wasn’t anyone inside—I hope—when the doors were closed.”
Emily frowned. “The teachers here weren’t experienced?”
“Oh, they would have been.” Hoban didn’t look up from his work. “But anyone who teaches, who demonstrates spells in a classroom, tends to develop a style that lacks... individuality. It’s the difference between theory and practice. Here... I’d say the person who barred the door hadn’t been teaching long, if they’d been teaching at all. There’s a certain flair to his work that you don’t normally find in a school.”
“I’ve never heard that before,” Emily said. “Does it cause problems?”
“It can.” Hoban looked up long enough to give her a wintry smile. “A sorcerer who uses common spells, spells that everyone knows and understands, is one who will have his spellwork hacked and taken apart from the inside. A sorcerer who develops his own style will be a harder target, but... he’ll find it harder to teach because of the variants he’s inserted in his spells. And once you get out of the habit of using such variants, it’s quite hard to get back into it.”
The door clicked and opened. “Ah.”
Emily stepped past and looked inside the workshop. It hadn’t been torn apart, like some of the other chambers, but someone had ransacked it in a tearing hurry. Tools were clearly missing, along with pieces of wood, metal and gemstones. Others lay in piles on the floor, gathering dust. Doors leading further into the workshop sat open, revealing offices and private workrooms that were normally sealed. She sniffed the air and tasted a strange mixture of sawdust, metal and the stink of human fear. The people who’d abandoned the chamber had feared for their lives.
“I can’t sense much magic,” Hoban commented. “But go carefully anyway...”
“You stay here,” Emily said. She pretended not to see the look Frieda and Hoban exchanged. “I’ll check the room.”
She ignored the sounds from behind her as she slowly swept the outer workshop. The chamber was immense... and there were three more just like it, their doors gaping invitingly. She kept her senses open, spotting a pair of traps—both surprisingly non-lethal—as she peered through the doors. One workshop was completely empty, looking more like an abandoned gym than a place someone had lived and worked while crafting wonders from raw materials; the other two had clearly been ransacked, just like the first. She inspected the wooden tables without touching them, trying to determine what was missing, but it was impossible. If she hadn’t known how careful artificers and enchanters were with their tools, she wouldn’t have been so certain that tools were missing too.
And they went somewhere, she mused. She found another door, barred and hexed shut from the outside. It looked as if there was more than one entrance to the workshops. That was odd, but perhaps understandable. Where did they go?
She looked around, feeling a vague sense that something was missing, something right in front of her. It should have jumped out at her, but it took her several minutes to place it: There were few mirrors. The walls were bare, where they weren’t covered with spell diagrams or bookshelves. The ceiling was solid stone, completely bare save for a handful of crystals that—once upon a time—had probably illuminated the entire room. She felt her eyes narrow. There was only one mirror in the third room, positioned against the far wall. Her reflection gazed back, forebodingly, when she tested it for magic.
“Nothing,” she said.
Frieda’s voice echoed. “Emily?”
“Just woolgathering,” Emily called back. She turned and paced back through the chamber. There was a mirror in each of the rooms, even the offices, but just one. She found it something of a relief, even though it puzzled her. Why the change? Why here? “Why...?”
She forced herself to think. Mirrors were fragile, no matter how carefully they were charmed. It was possible that the mirrors had been broken—or simply removed to keep them from breaking. Or... someone had made a deliberate decision to keep the workshops largely free of mirrors. That wouldn’t have puzzled her so much if she hadn’t seen the rest of the school. There were so many mirrors that the workshop stood out for having so few.
And for having less lethal traps, she mused, as she carefully removed a handful of concealed hexes. There was something more... playful about their positioning, as if they were designed to give unwary students a fright rather than actually hurt them. They’ll still be dangerous to the mundanes, if we leave them in place.
She made sure to tap her feet as she walked back to the first room, giving Hoban and Frieda time to separate before she saw them. They looked mussed, as always; she smiled at them both, then indicated the room. Hoban went to work, sweeping for charms she’d missed; Frieda shot her a sharp look before checking the next room. Emily felt a hint of pity, mingled with amusement. Frieda had never liked either of her boyfriends. She’d given Caleb quite a hard time.
“It’s surprisingly clear,” Hoban called. “I don’t think they expected to fight here.”
“I think so,” Emily agreed. There were at least four ways into the workshops. It would be difficult to defend the chamber, even with powerful magic. The occupants might have decamped for somewhere safer. She wondered why none of them had tried to leave the school. Or, if they had, why they hadn’t made it. “What do you make of the workshop itself?”
“Pretty high-quality tools and shit,” Hoban said. “I’d want it for myself if I swung that way.”
Emily rolled her eyes. “Finish clearing the floors, then seal the classrooms between here and the Great Hall until we can clear them too,” she ordered. The alchemy classroom was going to require special attention. She’d have to see what Dram said about it, when he finally showed his face. He hadn’t made an appearance at breakfast. “Then they can start bringing stuff down here.”
Hoban emerged. “I think it’s clear already, but I’ll give it one final sweep.”
“Good,” Emily said. She heard voices from the corridor and looked up. Yvonne and Enchanter Praxis walked towards her. They were just a little too close. “We’re just finishing.”
Yvonne looked impressed as she walked into the workshop. “This is pretty good, for a castle.”
“It was a school, first and foremost,” Emily reminded her. Most castles were relatively small, compared to Whitehall or Heart’s Eye. “There had to be enough space for everyone.”
“I’ll seal the doors,” Hoban said. “And then you can start bringing stuff down here.”
“I’d like to take out the mirrors,” Yvonne said. “They’ll be broken if they stay here.”
“That’s probably a good idea,” Praxis said. “I’ll see to it.”
Emily watched as he went to work, trying to remove the mirror from the wall. But it refused to come free, no matter what he did. Emily’s eyes narrowed as a series of charms, one powerful enough to dent the stone wall, failed to budge the mirror. There was no magic in the mirror, as far as she could tell, yet... it remained firmly in place. She stepped forward and ran her fingers down the edge. She couldn’t even feel the seam where the mirror met the wall. It felt as if the mirror had been merged into the wall at a molecular level.
“Curious,” Praxis said. He rapped the mirror with his bare hands. “It feels normal, but I just can’t get it free.”
“Cover it up,” Yvonne suggested. “We can put a bookcase in front of it.”
“We might have no choice,” Praxis said. “What is this?”
He looked at Emily. “Is it anchored to the wards?”
“The wards were gone when I first entered the school,” Emily reminded him. “The necromancer never bothered to protect his home, merely himself.”
She reached out with her senses, probing the mirror. There was no magic, as far as she could tell. There was no hint there was anything supernatural at work. And yet, there was something. The mirror was practically part of the wall. On impulse, she leaned forward and put her ear to the mirror. She heard nothing, beyond the dull thudding of her heartbeat.
Hoban snorted. “What are you doing?”
“Good question.” Emily felt her cheeks heat as she pulled away from the mirror. Her reflection seemed to be laughing at her. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
“Most things do,” Praxis said. “I’ll put a bookcase in front of the mirror. If we can’t move any of the others, we’ll just have to do the same to them.”
Emily nodded. “We’ll seal off the rest of the classrooms,” she said. “Yvonne, tell your people to leave them alone—particularly the alchemy classroom—until we’ve had a chance to inspect them.”
“Will do.” Yvonne gave her a tired smile. “You’ll be pleased to know we managed to draw water from the lake. The pipes appear to be largely intact, but... right now, I’ve isolated most of the school from the plumbing network. We’ll have to inspect it, piece by piece, until we’re sure there aren’t any leaks.”
“As long as we have water in the showers,” Emily said, firmly. She was starting to feel dirty and sweaty again. She’d almost forgotten while she’d been busy. “And then we have some more work to do.”
“It won’t ever end,” Yvonne predicted. She sounded tired too. “But that isn’t a bad thing, is it?”
“Perhaps not.” Emily shrugged as she turned to look back at the mirror. “We have to get this place ready for students.”
She watched as Praxis detached a bookcase from the wall and carried it over to the mirror, carefully placing it so the bookcase concealed the mirror from view. Emily frowned. The air had changed, although... she wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it. She reached out with her senses once again, but sensed nothing. Even the vague feeling that something was there had gone. It was a relief, except she didn’t know what it was. Perhaps it was just her imagination.
Or subtle magic, she reminded herself. The rune she’d carved into her chest hadn’t worked quite right, ever since she’d lost and regained her magic. She wasn’t sure why. The rune should have worked with or without magic. We’ll have to check for that, too.



Chapter Eleven
“THE CLASSROOM IS EMPTY, AS FAR as I can tell.” The Gorgon stood just inside the room. Her skin had taken on an odd greyish pallor that worried Emily. She didn’t know that much about Gorgons—no one did, save for the Gorgons themselves—but she doubted it was a good sign. “No traps or tricks at all.”
“How suspicious,” Emily said. She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her, reaching out with her senses. There was no magic there, save for the two of them—the Gorgon had always had a strong presence—and the background hum of the wards. The mirrors were just... mirrors. “Something is bound to be wrong.”
The Gorgon eyed her, then nodded. “I heard some weird rumors about you, Emily.”
“Which ones?” Emily tried to sound as though the concept didn’t bother her. “I hope it wasn’t the one about me defeating Shadye with the power of love, sweet love.”
“No.” The Gorgon met her eyes. Emily found it hard to keep eye contact. “The rumors said you’d lost your magic.”
Emily smiled, rather weakly. “Do I look insane?”
“There are also people who say you are insane.” The Gorgon didn’t look away. “What happened?”
“I was cursed,” Emily said, bluntly. “King Randor—Alassa’s father—cursed me in the last moments of his life. I lost my powers, very briefly. And that’s pretty much all there is to the story.”
“I’m glad you recovered them,” the Gorgon said. “And that you invited me here.”
Emily caught a hint of wistfulness in her friend’s voice and leaned forward. “Are you alright? I mean...”
The Gorgon laughed, humorlessly. “I’ll be fine.”
“Really.” Emily sat down on one of the desks. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Not particularly.” The Gorgon sniffed, then sat facing her. “I just hoped... I’d have an apprenticeship, just like everyone else.”
Emily felt a twinge of sympathy. “You couldn’t find anyone?”
“No one reputable,” the Gorgon said. “I had a couple of offers from dubious magicians, including one who specialized in creature magic, but neither of them were particularly good. I’d probably find myself being skinned alive if I went to them. Literally.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Emily said. She’d never been very good at listening when someone poured out their troubles to her, but she exerted herself for her friend. “Didn’t you do well in your exams?”
“I did very well.” The Gorgon’s bitterness shone through her flat tone. “But it wasn’t enough to get a good offer.”
“You could try talking to Melissa,” Emily suggested. “Or Cabiria. They might know someone who’d be happy to take you on.”
The Gorgon shook her head. Her snakes shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t want charity.”
“I’m sure they’d be happy to make you pay through the nose for it,” Emily said. The thought caused her a twinge of unease. What would Void want in exchange for taking her as an apprentice? They’d never discussed a price. “You’d be working for them, wouldn’t you?”
“I couldn’t offer them anything unique,” the Gorgon pointed out. “Or anything they couldn’t get elsewhere, without the... problems... of taking me as a student.”
“You’re a good student,” Emily said. “You wouldn’t have survived Whitehall, else.”
“Yeah.” The Gorgon rubbed her snakes. “But I’m also a Gorgon.”
Emily nodded, reluctantly. “What did your people have to say about it?”
“Roughly translated, we told you so.” The Gorgon smiled, revealing sharp white teeth. “There are some subtle points of what they said I can’t share with you, but... that’s pretty much what it means. Quite a few of my tribe argued that I shouldn’t go, even if I did have a talent for magic. They thought I should study under the tribal shamans instead.”
“I’d love to know more about them,” Emily said, honestly. “What would they teach you?”
“I don’t know.” The Gorgon shrugged. “They don’t share their secrets with outsiders. And anyone who tries to spy on them winds up with a stony personality.”
“I can imagine,” Emily said. Her one brush with gorgon magic had nearly killed her. “You will find a place here, I promise.”
“I hope you’re right,” the Gorgon said. “But...”
She met Emily’s eyes, then indicated the mirror in the corner of the room. “Do you notice that, sometimes, the images in the mirror shift when you’re not looking?”
Emily frowned. “Sometimes. I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it or... or if there was something else there.”
“This is a creepy building,” the Gorgon said. “It reminds me of some of the old places, near the heartlands. There are traces of magic there too, old magic. We’re not supposed to go anywhere near them.”
“And you did?” Emily knew her friend. “What did you see?”
“They found me wandering along the borderline, dazed and lost.” The Gorgon shuddered. “I don’t remember what I saw, if I saw anything. My”—she said a hissing word no human could have pronounced—“my... ah, my great aunt told me I was lucky, that some people walked in and never came out again. And then she made sure I never went there again.”
She shook her head, slowly. “She was very frightened, although... I’m not sure what she was frightened of.”
“Some old places can be very dangerous,” Emily noted. “The raw magic alone can be lethal.”
“Yeah.” The Gorgon let out a hissing sigh. “And some others can be very informative, if approached correctly.”
She gazed at the mirror, her reflection looking back at her evenly. “I think we need to figure out what actually happened here,” she said. “And quickly.”
“We will.” Emily was sure of that, although she had no way to know how long it would take before they found answers. “Something must be written down somewhere.”
“Don’t count on it,” the Gorgon grumbled. “My tribe never writes anything down. They’d kill anyone who suggested it. Better to rely on one’s memory than parchment and paper.”
“Why?” Emily found it difficult to believe. “Who knows what might be forgotten over the years?”
“The memory singers are very good,” the Gorgon told her. “Believe me, they never forget anything. But...”
She shook her head. “You know as well as I do that some secrets are never written down, or shared beyond a small circle. If everyone who knew the truth died when the school was invaded, then... the secret would have died with them.”
“We’ll figure it out,” Emily said. She made a deliberate decision to change the subject. “What else is new with you?”
“Nothing good.” The Gorgon hesitated, noticeably. “My”—she made another hissing sound—“sent me a letter. Our marriage has been cancelled.”
Emily blinked. “I didn’t know you were engaged.”
“It was arranged, since birth.” The Gorgon looked down at her scaly hands. “He and I grew up together, knowing we would be married one day. The tribes arranged it for us. Now... they tell us we won’t be getting married. His family has doubts about me.”
“About you?” Emily stared in disbelief. “What sort of doubts?”
“My magic,” the Gorgon said. “I told you. They would have preferred me to become a shaman.”
Emily shook her head, slowly. She found it hard to believe that anyone would casually accept a marriage being arranged for them, certainly not one that had been arranged well before either party was old enough to give informed consent. It was easy to imagine two families pushing a reluctant bride and groom to tie the knot, even if they’d grown to hate each other. Even King Randor had been unwilling to betroth his daughter before she grew into adulthood. But... she could also see why the Gorgon might have accepted it. If she’d grown up with her future partner, knowing they would be partners...
She frowned. “What did he have to say about it?”
“Oh, nothing.” The Gorgon sniffed. “It wouldn’t be right for him to say anything about it.”
“I don’t understand,” Emily said. “Why...?”
“Marriages are arranged by the adults,” the Gorgon said. “It can’t be left to the children. He simply accepted their decision, as was his duty.”
“But...” Emily thought, fast. “If everyone is married off, or at least paired off, will he ever find someone else?”
“Probably,” the Gorgon said. “Some matches are never consummated. One of the partners dies or... something happens to invalidate the match. And I’ve really said too much.”
“I won’t tell anyone, not without your permission,” Emily assured her. “And you will always have a place here.”
The Gorgon indicated her snakes. “Do you think everyone will accept me?”
“They’d be fools not to,” Emily said, although she had to admit the Gorgon had a point. It was hard to look her in the eye, even if most of the horror stories about gorgons and their magic were nothing more than exaggerations. A thought struck her. “What do you want to study?”
“Charms, perhaps,” the Gorgon said. “Or Alchemy.”
“Why don’t you ask Mistress Irene for an apprenticeship, once she’s settled in?” Emily leaned forward. “She’ll need an assistant to run the university, someone who isn’t wedded to the old way of doing things. You might be ideal.”
“If she’d take me.” The Gorgon shrugged. “She was always good to me.”
Emily nodded. The Gorgon had always placed a high value on truthfulness and brutal honesty, even when it might be more diplomatic to be tactful. Emily rather suspected it was a tribal trait. The desert had little room for nuance, let alone anything that might pass for political correctness. Mistress Irene’s strictness—and dedication to her art—would have pleased the Gorgon, perhaps even reminded her of home. And Mistress Irene was always fair. She’d never given the Gorgon a hard time.
The Gorgon smirked. “Should I be asking you about Cat? Rumor linked your name with his...”
“We split up.” Emily tried to keep from blushing. “We had problems, when I was cursed, and... it ended.”
“That’s a pity.” The Gorgon grinned. “And Caleb is right here, right beside you.”
Emily felt her cheeks heat. “We split up, too.”
“I’m sure he’s still interested in you,” the Gorgon teased. “Of course, at his age, he’d be interested in a hole in the wall...”
“Oh, shut up.” Emily tried to gather herself. “You could always send Gavin a note...”
The Gorgon sighed. “He wanted more than I could offer, back then. Now... I don’t know what I want, let alone what he wants.”
There was a tap on the door. Emily reached out, peering through the wards. “Caleb.”
“He must have overheard us talking about him,” the Gorgon said. “Better look innocent.”
Emily gave her a sharp look as Caleb opened the door and peered inside. “Emily?”
“We were just talking about you,” the Gorgon said. She stood and swept towards the door. “Your ears must have been burning.”
She walked out of the room, closing the door behind her. Emily felt herself blush, again, as Caleb turned to face her. God alone knew what was going through his mind. Emily hoped he’d think the Gorgon had been teasing. She could be quite playful, although her sense of the appropriate was somewhat lacking. Emily suspected that her society—and upbringing—had been more restrictive than many others.
“Do I want to know?” Caleb sat down on a rickety chair. “Or should I just leave it to my imagination?”
“We were just discussing the possibility of her being apprenticed to Mistress Irene,” Emily said. “If, of course, Mistress Irene wants her.”
“And if she has time to take on an apprentice,” Caleb pointed out. “You’d have to ask her. No, maybe it shouldn’t be you who asks her. She won’t be happy if she feels she’s being pushed into taking an apprentice she doesn’t want.”
Emily frowned. “Then what?”
“Normally, prospective apprentices write to masters.” Caleb stroked his chin. “If the Gorgon wrote a formal letter, asking for an apprenticeship in exchange for service... it might work. But, at the same time, Mistress Irene might be reluctant. Schools have had problems, in the past, when teachers and deputies were bound too closely to their master. No one would expect an apprentice to go against their master, whatever the master was doing.”
“The Gorgon wouldn’t hesitate to tell Mistress Irene if she thought Mistress Irene was making a mistake,” Emily pointed out. “And Mistress Irene would listen.”
“They wouldn’t be in a classroom,” Caleb countered. “The relationship between a master and an apprentice is always more... intimate than a classroom with a dozen students and a single teacher. People are going to talk about you and Void, even if they think he’s your father.”
“I know.” Emily nodded, stiffly. “Do they have reason to be concerned?”
“They think he’s your father,” Caleb reminded her, dryly. “They’ll assume he went easy on you, instead of giving you the training you need. And if they knew the truth, they’d be even more concerned.”
“Some people have too much time on their hands,” Emily said, tartly. “Do you think I should decline the apprenticeship?”
“No.” Caleb gave her a faint smile. “Unless Lady Barb offers you an apprenticeship, of course. She would probably make a better teacher.”
Emily had to smile. “She doesn’t feel that way,” she said. “She told me that, a few years ago.”
“I hope you told her otherwise,” Caleb said. “I enjoyed learning from her, in Whitehall.”
“Me too.” Emily felt her smile grow wider. “One of our better teachers, definitely. I’m hoping she’ll come teach here, when we’re up and running. A seminar, at least.”
“That would be good,” Caleb said. “Mother wasn’t so impressed by the concept. I had to argue for hours before she’d agree to let me go.”
Emily frowned. Sienna had never approved of Emily as a potential partner for her son. “I thought you were an adult.”
Caleb colored. “I am, but... family.”
“Yeah.” Emily felt... she wasn’t sure how she felt. Pity and contempt and... grim understanding. She couldn’t keep the irritation out of her voice. “Did your mother suggest any girls to you?”
“A couple.” Caleb shook his head. “I... I don’t want to talk about it. Or do you want to talk about Cat?”
Emily groaned. “And there I was, thinking we were being discreet.”
“People talk,” Caleb pointed out. “You should know that, by now.”
“I know,” Emily said, waspishly. “What sort of rumors are there?”
“A handful.” Caleb looked away. “Some say you were courting back during the war—the war here, I mean. Others... that you had a brief relationship in Zangaria that neither of you expected to last.”
Emily felt a hot flash of anger. She’d been dating Caleb, back during the Farrakhan War. She certainly hadn’t cheated on him, with Cat or anyone. And people were suggesting she had... she wanted to find the person who was spreading that rumor, all of the rumors, and tear him apart with her bare hands. There was a blatant double standard about female sexuality, even with regards to sorceresses, that never failed to grate. No one would have said anything if she’d been a man.
“I didn’t start a relationship with him until after I left Whitehall,” she said, truthfully. Caleb might have done something stupid if he’d thought otherwise. “And then he ditched me, when I lost my powers.”
“Idiot,” Caleb commented. “Didn’t he have faith you’d get them back?”
“I think he got bored awfully easily,” Emily said. “And things were boring...”
Caleb met her eyes. “Don’t make excuses for him,” he said, sharply. “He should have stayed with you. It wasn’t as if he had somewhere else to go.”
“I know.” Emily shook her head. “But... in some ways, it was a relief.”
She looked down at her hands, unsure of her feelings. It had been nice to be able to have a relationship without worrying about the future. And yet, as the relationship had grown, she had worried. Cat had told her, openly, that they couldn’t last. She’d had no way to predict how the relationship would end, but she’d known it would. She just wished she’d ended it on her terms.
And talking to Caleb about it doesn’t help, she thought, as she stood and smoothed out her dress. It’s too awkward to talk to him about relationships...
“You should find someone,” she said, tiredly. “Perhaps you should try Aloha.”
“She’s in the middle of a brilliant apprenticeship,” Caleb said. “And she wouldn’t look twice at me, in any case.”
“She will, when she sees what you can do.” Emily smiled. “And there are others.”
“Yes,” Caleb said. “Mother says the same.”
“If we agree, we have to be right.” Emily winked at him. “I’m sure you’ll be beating them off with sticks, soon enough.”
“Perhaps.” Caleb let out a sigh. “But whoever I choose has to be acceptable to my family.”
“Or you could just get married first, then tell them to put up and shut up,” Emily said, remembering how Caleb’s family hadn’t been sure how to treat her. “Melissa followed her heart.”
“Yes.” Caleb nodded, stiffly. “And just look at what it cost her. She was exiled, kicked out of her family. She was lucky her parents didn’t send assassins after her.”
He cleared his throat. “In any case, we have other things to worry about right now. I came to tell you that the next convoy has arrived.”
“Oh, good.” Emily accepted the change in subject without demur. “That will make some people very happy.”
“And then we can get down to some real work,” Caleb agreed. “I’m quite looking forward to it.”



Chapter Twelve
THE REST OF THE WEEK PASSED smoothly, somewhat to Emily’s surprise. A dozen convoys arrived from Farrakhan, bringing everything from new apprentices for the craftsmen to the supplies they’d need to turn their dreams into reality. Emily watched a small mountain of equipment—including a printing press and a forge—being unloaded, then steadily transferred into the storerooms next to the workshops. There was no shortage of magical supplies either, from potions ingredients to the tools and equipment enchanters used. It was costly—she knew she was spending more than she should, although it wasn’t as if the money was that useful sitting in a bank—but necessary. The university needed supplies to function.
Emily spent most of her time exploring the school, steadily clearing corridors and chambers for occupation while watching over Jayson’s shoulder as he struggled to put the library into some semblance of order. It wasn’t easy. The books had apparently been poorly organized even before the school had been attacked, forcing him to start again from scratch. Emily was mystified by the shortage of information about mirror magic beyond the very basics. There should have been something, even though it was a largely discredited branch of magic. But there was hardly anything...
She’d asked Imaiqah via chat parchment, as she’d studied it years ago, but her friend had little to say. She’d said that mirror magic was just tricks, little magics that didn’t lead anywhere. Imaiqah had dropped mirror magic as soon as she could. She didn’t feel it had any real potential.
Something was missing out of all that. Emily was certain. But what?
“We still don’t know where the necromancer slept,” Caleb pointed out, one evening. “Did he sleep in the nexus chamber?”
Emily shrugged. She still didn’t know if necromancers even needed to sleep, let alone where. But it was odd that they hadn’t found something. Where had the necromancer spent most of his time? The library? The nexus chamber? Or had he practically abandoned the school, himself, after discovering the nexus point was dead? Emily found it hard to believe—she would never have left the school, if she’d taken it by force—but she had to admit it was possible. The necromancer might not have been that interested in a dead nexus point and an empty building. There was no way to know.
On Saturday, she called the first meeting of the university board.
Emily wasn’t sure what the conference room had actually been, before it had been converted into a place for the board to meet. It looked like a study, just like the rooms she’d used at Whitehall, but it was considerably larger than any reserved for mere students. The round table was stone, not wood; the chairs were surprisingly elegant, for a school in a country where wood was relatively rare. Emily suspected they’d been imported in the years before Heart’s Eye was invaded and occupied. There would have been no trouble shipping them to the school through portals. It might not even have cost much either.
She would have preferred something a little more informal, but Caleb had impressed upon her—when they’d planned the session—that the first meeting of the university board had to be as formal as possible. The others had to enter the room first, with her entry—as the chair—serving as the signal the meeting was in session. It felt silly to Emily—not to mention pointless—but she knew that some magicians and aristocrats took formality very seriously. It was bad enough that Master Highland had wanted to replace the round table with a rectangle, something that would have suggested a hierarchy even among the board members. She’d had to overrule him on that one.
We’re meant to be equals, she thought, as she walked into the room. Master Highland and Senior Craftswoman Yvonne sat at opposite sides, both clearly pretending to ignore each other; Cirroc stood behind his master, holding a pen and a pad of paper. Alchemist Dram and Caleb sat together, the former looking mildly displeased; Professor Wyle sat alone, seemingly unbothered by his isolation. I’m going to have to have a talk with him, sooner or later.
She took her place at the de facto head of the table and looked around. Master Highland and Yvonne looked grimly determined, while the others were masking their thoughts and feelings. Caleb seemed nervous, but it was hard to be sure. They’d planned the session as best as they could, yet... there were limits to how much they could plan without knowing what everyone else would do. Sergeant Miles had drilled it into her head, time and time again, that no battle plan ever survived contact with the enemy. She supposed that was true of social planning too.
“Mistress Irene will not be here for another three weeks,” Emily said. It wasn’t much of an opening, but it would have to do. “When she arrives, she will be the chair. Until then, it will be me.”
There was dead silence, broken only by the scratching of Cirroc’s pen. Emily felt her lips twitch. Master Highland had offered to chair the meetings, correctly guessing—no doubt—Emily wouldn’t want the job herself, but she’d turned him down. It would have put altogether too much power into his hands. Stalin had been a secretary, she recalled. It was hard to understand how he’d turned that post into the most powerful—and feared—dictatorship in human history, but he’d clearly done it somehow. The power to decide who should speak—and who should be heard—was not to be sniffed at. She wondered, morbidly, if she should keep an eye on Cirroc’s ambitions. He hadn’t raised any protest at being forced to take minutes.
And he’d probably sooner be flogged than do women’s work, Emily thought, although she didn’t think that personal assistants had to be female. King Randor’s assistants and secretaries had all been male. I wonder if he realizes just how much power he could claim if he tries?
She dismissed the thought and continued. “It’s been a week,” she said. “Before we start, does anyone have any concerns they wish to raise?”
Master Highland leaned forward. “Two mundanes entered the sorcerer’s dorm yesterday,” he said. “They could have been hurt.”
“They were invited into the dorm by a friend, who happened to be a magician,” Yvonne countered. “You can hardly blame them for taking up the invitation.”
“They shouldn’t have been invited into the dorm at all,” Master Highland snapped. “Their friend should have known better.”
“Then discuss the issue with him,” Yvonne said. “Unless, of course, you’re scared he might abandon you for us.”
Emily winced, inwardly. She’d never really liked it when her roommates—and dormmates—had invited strangers into the room. She had always felt exposed, even though she was perfectly safe. And, traditionally, a stranger couldn’t enter without permission. But... she shook her head. Permission had been granted. And no one had complained the visitors had overstepped their bounds.
“I don’t think we can bar people from inviting friends to their rooms,” she said, calmly. “And the dangers can be handled.”
“That brings us neatly to the first item on the agenda,” Caleb put in. “The rules.”
“Yes,” Emily said. “Open the folder.”
Caleb produced a leather folder and opened it to reveal a set of papers, which he placed on the table. “Given that most of our staff and students are supposed to be mature”—he ignored a handful of snorts—“we felt it was proper to minimize the number of rules. The ones we wrote are very basic, ranging from clear guidelines on social interaction to more specific rules regarding experiments, credit and patents. We welcome your input.”
Master Highland took a paper and scanned it. “You intend to ban students from practicing magic on each other?”
“Without consent,” Caleb said. “We don’t want someone walking down the corridor one moment and finding themselves a frog the next.”
“Students testing their powers on their fellows is a long-standing tradition,” Master Highland insisted. “And one that will significantly weaken our students, if abandoned.”
Emily felt a flash of angry, mingled with irritation. “Most of our students will be in their twenties,” she said. “Many of them will have already spent time at Whitehall or one of the other schools. They will already have had the advantages of learning magic in a place where they can—and perhaps will—be hexed without warning.”
She gritted her teeth. She understood the logic, but hated it. Some students might thrive in an environment that demanded they sink... or swim. Others wouldn’t do so well. The ones with less talent, the ones with less power... they’d suffer. Emily remembered some of the pranks played on her during her first few years at Whitehall. She’d been one of the lucky ones. Her reputation had provided some degree of protection. Others had been far less fortunate. She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that toughening someone up could easily become bullying.
“And others do not have any magic,” she added, after a moment. “It would be unfair to ask them to compete in a game they couldn’t win.”
“We could tell the students not to practice their magic on mundanes,” Master Highland pointed out, coolly. “It would be simple enough.”
“But it would draw lines between magical and mundane students,” Emily countered. She wondered if he understood what it would really do. One group would look favored—and perhaps not the obvious one. People resented having to watch as others were given special treatment, even if—in an objective sense—they needed it. “Better to put a flat ban on magical mistreatment than try to pick and choose who gets to play.”
Master Highland scowled. “You run the risk of hampering their education.”
“They will have plenty of time to learn,” Emily said, reassuringly. “And they will learn other things too.”
“True.” Yvonne smiled, primly. “Praxis and I have already made strides by combining magical and mundane techniques to produce something new.”
“Good,” Emily said. She ignored Master Highland’s snort. “Do you have any objection to the rules, as stated?”
“Nothing in particular,” Yvonne said. “And I look forward to getting to work.”
Emily looked at Dram. “Alchemist?”
“It will not be easy to expand the alchemist apprentice program,” Dram said, curtly. “I can and I will lecture an entire group of students, but I would prefer one-to-one training for actual brewing. My apprentices and I have some ideas—I admit that—yet the risks are quite considerable and effectively impossible to surmount. Indeed, some potions must be brewed in complete isolation. We dare not let them be contaminated by others.”
“We may need to hire additional tutors,” Caleb said. He sounded as though he was trying to be very formal. “Can we not hire brewers, rather than full-fledged alchemists?”
“There are dangers in hiring brewers,” Dram said. “No brewer is ever aware of the subtleties of alchemy—if they were, they would be alchemical masters themselves. Their techniques are often lacking because they have no core understanding of what they’re doing. They might be able to teach individual potions, particularly the truly complex brews, but not the theory behind them.”
“We might trade,” Emily suggested. “They instruct our students in brewing; we teach them to become masters in their own right.”
“You misunderstand.” Master Highland’s voice was heavy with foreboding—and a hint of satisfaction. “A brewer would not be able to talk a student through the process, underlining what is actually happening as they worked. They would certainly be unable to relate what they’re doing to other potions, pointing out the similarities and differences. You would be hampering the students in the long term.”
“But if the students already understood, perhaps through reading, it wouldn’t matter,” Caleb said.
“Any fool can read a book,” Master Highland said. “But experience? That comes through doing—and it isn’t something that can be taught.”
“We will certainly be doing a lot of experimenting,” Dram said. He shot Master Highland a sharp look. “Given time, we will be able to figure out what works and what doesn’t.”
“We already know what works and what doesn’t,” Master Highland snapped.
“The whole point of this project is to figure out newer and better ways to do things,” Emily said. She kept her voice calm, somehow. “Not all of our ideas will work. Of course not—we’ll have a list of failures longer than my arm by the end of the year. But some of them will, and we will build on them.”
“Which brings us to the Sorcerer’s Rule,” Master Highland said. “You intend to overthrow it?”
“I intend to rewrite it, at least for people who do their research here.” Emily met his eyes, evenly. “You know as well as I do that expense is one of the great limiting factors in research, mundane as well as magical. If we underwrite a researcher’s expenses, we should have a right to share in the proceeds.”
“More than just a right to claim the profit,” Master Highland stated. He picked up one of the papers and waved it at her. “You intend to share what they discover with other researchers.”
“Yes.” Emily didn’t look away. “Every discovery, magical and mundane, is based on a previous discovery. The researchers didn’t need to reinvent the wheel every time they wanted to invent something new. They worked on what they already had and improved it. I understand the Sorcerer’s Rule—and yes, I have benefited from it—but it is also a barrier to innovation. If someone works here—if we fund their work—we want the right to share their work with others, who may improve upon it.”
“And how do we prove,” Master Highland asked, “who made the first discovery?”
“There are spells to detect lies,” Caleb said. “And anyone who tried to claim a new discovery could surely show their work.”
“Perhaps.” Master Highland didn’t sound convinced. “It won’t sit well with the traditionalists.”
Including you, Emily thought. And you might have a point.
She put the thought to one side and leaned forward. “We’re not trying to stop the traditionalists from being traditional,” she said. “We’re just trying to find newer and better ways to do things.”
“And we do have a model for how the system works,” Yvonne inserted. “The Patent Office in Cockatrice works surprisingly smoothly. People who make discoveries have to share what they’ve discovered, true, but they also profit from their inventions. Quite a few craft shops and factories are based on a single discovery—and the profit that resulted.”
“We shall see,” Master Highland said. “I submit that many traditionalists will not join.”
“Then they will be left behind,” Emily said. “A thousand minds are better than one.”
“If only that were true,” Master Highland muttered.
Emily shrugged. He’d see the truth of it soon enough. The innovations she’d introduced had been very basic, by earthly standards, but the locals had taken the ideas she’d given them and run with them. She hadn’t predicted just how quickly steam engines would make their appearance, or muskets and blunderbusses. It was just a matter of time before newer and better steamboats started appearing on the rivers and heading down to the open seas. None of the locals had come up with the ideas themselves, but once they’d been gifted the concept... she smiled. It was astonishing just how much could be done if one crowd-sourced one’s ideas.
Master Highland cleared his throat. “I will look for brewers—and masters—who might be able to help,” he said. “But I don’t know how many will come, or on what terms.”
“We won’t make any special offers,” Emily said, firmly. “Mistress Irene might have other ideas, but...”
She shrugged. “Does anyone have any other concerns?”
Yvonne looked embarrassed. “Something that should have been pointed out earlier,” she said, grimly. “There’s both too much and too little decay.”
Emily blinked. “Too much and too little?”
“Yes.” Yvonne met her eyes, evenly. “I’ve been told that the mattresses shouldn’t have decayed completely, not in a mere ten years. And yet, most of the books in the library have remained intact and readable...”
“They will have been charmed to survive the worst students could do to them,” Master Highland interjected. “That’s no surprise. I would be more astonished if the books were dust.”
“Quite,” Jayson agreed.
“Perhaps.” Yvonne’s face went blank. “So what happened to the mattresses? And clothes. Where have they gone? Or did the students attend their lessons in the buff?”
“I assure you, we wore robes,” Master Highland snapped.
“Perhaps the necromancer took them,” Caleb said. “Or close proximity to his power caused them to decay into dust.”
“I’ve never heard of a necromancer literally causing decay,” Master Highland said. He glanced sharply at Emily. “Emily?”
“Never.” Emily shook her head. She’d read everything she could on necromancy, but there simply hadn’t been much. “I never thought to check Shadye’s fortress for mattresses.”
“And some of my people are seeing things,” Yvonne continued. “They’re seeing things in the mirrors, or out of the corners of their eyes...”
“A common reaction, when mundanes enter a high-magic environment,” Master Highland rumbled. “It’s nothing to be scared of.”
“Perhaps,” Emily mused. She’d seen things too, hadn’t she? And she wasn’t the only one. “We still don’t know why they covered the school in mirrors.”
“Perhaps the mundanes should remain in Heart’s Ease,” Master Highland said. He sounded suspiciously reasonable. “They can work there and...”
“No,” Emily said. It was bad enough that they’d have to set up the powder mill and factories outside the school, if not outside the wards. “We have to work together.”
“If you say so,” Master Highland said. He produced a folder of his own. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have some thoughts about class structure and organization.”
Emily sighed, inwardly, and settled down to some hard bargaining.



Chapter Thirteen
“YOU KNOW,” CALEB SAID AS THEY passed through the workshop, “I’m starting to think Master Highland doesn’t like us.”
Emily nodded in grim agreement. “He certainly doesn’t like working with us,” she agreed, curtly. “He’d sooner be barking orders than negotiating.”
She felt a twitch of pity, mingled with irritation. Master Highland was old enough to be her father; her grandfather, perhaps, if he’d started young. He was no sexist—he had no qualms about taking orders from a woman—but he certainly resented taking orders from a youngster barely out of her teens. It was hard to blame him too, even though Emily knew she’d seen and done more than most magicians his age. He’d probably be happier once Mistress Irene arrived and started bossing everyone around. Emily knew she’d be happier too.
He’ll just have to learn to adapt, she thought, grimly. We’re not opening a regular school here.
She smiled, rather thinly. She’d studied his concepts carefully. They’d all been designed for a school, rather than a university. He’d made some nods towards furthering research and development, she had to admit, but most of his ideas were starkly conventional. Emily had had to turn half of them down and insist on the other half being rewritten, either to allow time for experimentation or room for mundanes. Master Highland seemed convinced that Yvonne and her staff could be sent below stairs and forgotten. That wasn’t going to happen.
“Impressive,” Caleb muttered.
Emily nodded in agreement as she surveyed the workshop. Yvonne had not let the grass grow under her feet. There were already a dozen craftsmen at their desks, turning out pieces of machinery... Emily wondered, absently, just what they were doing. A couple looked to be building blunderbusses, others... one was working on a small steam engine, she thought, but the others were completely unfamiliar. She made a mental note to get Yvonne to give her a tour, once the excitement had died down. And, perhaps, to show Master Highland what she was doing. There was no magic in the chamber, but that didn’t make it any less wonderful.
An enchanter could make a steam engine run on magic, she thought. But how long would it last?
An apprentice hurried up to her and bowed. “Lady Emily,” he said. “I... ah... are you planning to explore the corridors below our feet?”
“Yes,” Emily said, warily. “We have to complete our maps of the school.”
“Please, can I come with you?” The apprentice looked at her, pleadingly. “I already found one secret passage.”
“That’s true,” Caleb said. “He found one in the dorms.”
Emily glanced at him. “Where did it go?”
“Another dorm,” Caleb said. “That must have been a surprise.”
Perhaps, Emily thought. King Randor’s secret passageways had allowed him to spy on the maids as they undressed. And she’d seen others. I wonder who the other dorm was supposed to house?
She studied the apprentice for a long moment. He was tall and slim, well-proportioned for a young man who’d grown up in Cockatrice. His dark hair was cut close to his scalp. He wouldn’t be allowed to grow it out until he gained his mastery, whereupon he’d wear a ponytail to keep it out of his way as he worked. She liked him on sight. She hesitated, then made a snap decision.
“Yes, as long as you watch yourself,” she said. “Some of the traps we’ve found can be dangerous.”
“Yes, My Lady,” the apprentice said. “I’m Sixth, by the way.”
“Sixth?” Caleb sounded incredulous. “Why Sixth?”
“A nickname.” The apprentice grinned. “I was the sixth apprentice to join Craftswoman Yvonne.”
A runaway, Emily guessed. In theory, a runaway peasant who spent a year and a day in the city became a freeman; in practice, the lords of the manor often dragged them back to the farms... if, of course, they were caught. Sixth had probably changed his name as soon as he left the farm, making it difficult for the aristocrats to prove he’d ever been a peasant. And he speaks of Yvonne as though she were a great lady.
She smiled, then led the way towards the exit. The door had been clearly marked, warning the magic-less not to proceed further unless they wanted to risk running into a trap. Emily glanced at Sixth, who looked more excited than fearful, then led the way into the darkened corridor. She wondered, suddenly, if he could read. It was practically a requirement for an apprenticeship, now that reading had become a great deal easier, but that proved nothing. Sixth might have fled the farm well before she’d introduced a far simpler way to read and write.
“What do you hope to find?” Sixth was brimming with enthusiasm as he followed them down the corridor. “Something new? Or interesting?”
“I want to know where the necromancer slept,” Emily said. The light was starting to dim rapidly. The crystals overhead were showing their age. She cast a light spell, directing the globe of light to precede them down the corridor. “And where he might have hidden anything of value.”
Sixth didn’t sound scared. “What do you think he might have had?”
“I have no idea.” Emily glanced at him. He didn’t look scared either. “But if there are books missing from the library, they might be somewhere under the school.”
She frowned as they turned a corner. The dust was thicker, suggesting that no one had set foot under the school for a very long time. The light crystals overhead had failed completely. She took a breath, tasting dust in the air, then reached out with her senses. A trap lay on the ground, concealed under a pile of dust. She assessed it carefully, then removed a coin from her pouch and threw it ahead of her. There was a brilliant flash of green light, followed by a crack of thunder. The coin fell to the ground, practically melted. She heard Sixth gulp behind her.
“You can go back, if you like.” Caleb inched forward, his fingers outstretched. “I won’t hold it against you.”
Sixth sounded shaken. “I’ll stay, if you don’t mind.”
I should make it an order, Emily thought. Sixth was Yvonne’s apprentice—or one of them—but Emily could still give him an order to leave and make it stick. And yet... she knew just how much he’d hate it if she ordered him. Unless, of course, he secretly wanted her to order him back. He could hardly ask... she shook her head. She’d never liked such logic. If he wants to stay, knowing the risks, he can.
She glanced at him as they followed Caleb down the corridor. “What do you make of the school?”
“A little too big and enclosed for my tastes,” Sixth said. He caught himself a moment later. “I beg your pardon, My Lady.”
“I want your honest opinion.” Emily groaned inside. It was the one thing she could be fairly sure someone wouldn’t give her, as long as they thought there was a difference between their honest opinion and what she wanted to hear. It was hard to blame them, too. King Randor had had a nasty habit of blaming the messenger when he’d brought the king bad news. “I want to hear what you really think.”
“The older magicians look down on us,” Sixth said. “And the younger ones aren’t quite sure what to make of us. And... are they children who made themselves look older?”
Emily had to laugh. “They do act like children, sometimes.”
“Yep.” Caleb glanced back at them. “I’m the oldest-looking five-year-old you’ll ever meet.”
Sixth looked at Emily. “Really?”
“I’d say he was actually three, myself.” Emily shook her head. “He’s actually twenty-three. I’m twenty-two.”
“Most of the apprentices are around the same age,” Caleb put in. “I think Frieda is the only one who’s significantly younger, and she’s twenty.”
“More or less,” Emily said. Frieda’s birth date had never been recorded. “You and your friends are significantly more mature.”
“We still get to have fun, sometimes,” Sixth said. “But not all the fun we would like.”
Emily nodded. Apprentices—mundane apprentices—could be a rancorous lot. It was odd to realize that magical apprentices were often more focused and disciplined than their mundane counterparts. But then, most magicians got over their immaturity—and the urge to practice their magic—at school. The mundane apprentices didn’t have any taste of real freedom until they left their parents and attached themselves to a master to learn his trade.
“There’ll be fun here too,” she promised, quietly. “Now...”
Caleb held up a hand. “There’s another trap here,” he said. “A nastier one.”
“We can call Hoban, if necessary,” Emily said. “Or simply detonate it from a distance.”
“That might be a bad idea for this one,” Caleb said. “Give me a minute.”
Emily nodded, then watched as Caleb went to work, disarming the trap with practiced ease. Magic crackled around his fingertips as he dismantled the trap and dispelled the magic. Emily leaned forward, concerned as she saw the last remnants of the spell. It was powerful, strikingly powerful... far more powerful than it needed to be, even if the caster had intended to kill anyone foolhardy enough to trigger it. Emily felt a twinge of unease, remembering the traps Randor had used to guard his secret chambers. Randor had been an amateur. The defenders of Heart’s Eye had been anything but. What had they been trying to stop?
A tank? Her thoughts mocked her. Or a necromancer?
Caleb seemed to have similar thoughts. “Would that have stopped a necromancer?”
“I doubt it.” Emily shook her head. “Necromancers are difficult to kill.”
“They say you turned Shadye into a slug, then stepped on him.” Sixth sounded admiring as they resumed their path down the corridor. “Is that true?”
“I haven’t heard that one before,” Caleb said. “Is it true?”
Emily felt her cheeks heat. “No,” she said, glad of the semi-darkness. “And you know it isn’t true.”
Caleb chuckled, then stopped as he peered through a doorway. “Emily... I think you’d better come take a look at this.”
“Coming,” Emily said. There was something in the air, something unpleasant. She hurried to the doorway and looked through. “Shit.”
She sucked in her breath, sharply. The chamber was clean—there was no dust, anywhere—and the floor was covered in powerful runes. It looked as though someone had tried to perform a ritual, although she couldn’t tell which ritual they’d intended to do. The runes were skewed, suggesting that the ritualists either hadn’t understood what they were doing or something had screwed up their calculations beyond repair. Or... she knew that some rituals destroyed the circles, but... she’d never heard of one that altered the runes without destroying them. What had happened in the chamber?
“No bodies,” Caleb entered the room, careful to keep on the outside of the circle. “And no stray magic.”
“Curious.” Emily frowned as she reached out with her own senses. Caleb was right. There was almost no magic in the room, save for the background hum from the wards. “What happened here?”
“There must have been someone in the chamber,” Sixth said. “Was this a spellchamber?”
Emily blinked, then remembered Sixth probably wouldn’t have seen a spellchamber before. There were several in Cockatrice, but only magicians were allowed to use them. “I think it was a ritual chamber,” she said. “Spellchambers generally have more protections woven into the walls and ceilings.”
“Not to mention the floors.” Caleb was standing on the edge of the circle, his lips moving soundlessly as he parsed the runes. He didn’t look to be having any success either. “Did I ever tell you about Karan’s experiments with magic, in her own room?”
“No.” Emily glanced at him, then resumed her inspection of the walls. “What happened?”
“I don’t know what she was trying to do, but she managed to destroy the floor.” Caleb laughed. “One moment, everything was fine; the next, she and everything in her room plunged through the floor and landed in the sitting room. Mum was mad. I mean, really mad. I thought she was going to murder my sister on the spot.”
“I don’t blame her,” Emily said. She tried to recall Karan’s room. There had been a wardrobe and dresser as well as a bed, if she recalled correctly. It hadn’t had enough space for someone to attempt a ritual, or even some of the more powerful spells. “What was she trying to do?”
“I don’t know,” Caleb repeated. “I couldn’t imagine what she might have been trying to do.”
“Sneak out of the house away from her mother’s watchful eye, perhaps to meet a boy?” Sixth chuckled. “Or maybe even teleport...”
“Karan has more sense than to try to teleport out of a warded house,” Caleb said. He didn’t rise to the bait. “And as for sneaking out of the house”—he laughed—“I’d say she was a complete failure. Mother could hardly miss the damage.”
“Ask her—now, a few years later—what she was trying to do,” Emily urged. She was curious. She couldn’t think of any reasonable answer either. Maybe Karan had simply lost control of the spell and accidentally destroyed the floor under her feet. Or... what? “But you’re right. This isn’t a spellchamber. And it isn’t really much of a ritual chamber either.”
“They must have been desperate,” Sixth said. It was hard to disagree. The entire arrangement looked like someone had put it together in a tearing hurry, without the time for proper planning and preparation. “But what were they trying to do?”
Emily shook her head, slowly. It was impossible to tell. What took bodies—and mattresses—but left books, ruins and iron bedstead intact? Maybe the necromancer had been eating the bodies. It was as good an explanation as anything else, except it made no sense. She had no idea if necromancers needed to eat, as well as sleep, but they did need a constant supply of energy. It was why prisoners had been brought to the school, during the war. Why hadn’t the war been launched earlier, if the necromancer had been starving? She just didn’t know...
... And yet, something nagged at her. Something she’d seen before. But what?
She walked over to the mirror hanging on the wall, and studied it. It was just an ordinary mirror. And yet... she allowed her fingers to trail across the surface, half-expecting something to reach out and grab her. Nothing moved, not even her reflection. She peered into her own eyes, then shook her head. There was nothing there. The face looking back at her was hers...
“There’s more in here,” Sixth called. His voice echoed, oddly. “Come and look.”
Emily glanced up, alarmed. Sixth had walked into the next room... what the hell was he thinking? Didn’t he understand the dangers? She straightened and hurried towards the door, cursing him under her breath. If...
She felt a surge of magic and hastily threw up her wards, too late. The surge grew stronger, pressing against her defenses. She cast a dispersal charm, followed by a dispelling charm; the magic surged, then flickered out, as if it had never been there in the first place. And yet... she pushed herself forward, sparks darting through the air. What had Sixth found? 
No; what had he triggered?
Sixth was standing in the center of the room with a faintly bemused expression. Emily stared at him in disbelief. There had been so much magic, just for a second, that she’d been sure he was transfigured... or dead. And yet, he looked perfectly healthy... she blinked, then opened her mouth to tell him to stay where he was. He was in the middle of a minefield. If he made one false move...
Too late. He turned to her, triggering another spell. Emily grabbed for her magic as she felt the room spin, casting the strongest disenchantment spell she could. It didn’t work. Something pulled at her, trying to yank her towards the ceiling; she hastily stuck her feet to the floor with a quick spell to resist the pull. Sixth yelled as he fell upwards, his arms and legs waving desperately before he crashed into the ceiling with terrifying force. 
Emily realized her mistake a second later. The chamber hadn’t been charmed to flip the gravity when someone triggered the spell; there was an attractor spell, buried somewhere within the ceiling. The spell hadn’t been cancelled by her charm because it was out of range...
It snapped, a second later. The magic vanished. Sixth’s body fell, hitting the ground with a sickening thud. Emily knew he was dead. He had to be dead. But she couldn’t keep herself from running forward, despite the risk, to check. His arms and legs were broken, his face a shattered ruin... guilt gnawed at her, the grim awareness that she could have saved his life, if she’d sent him back. It would have been well within her rights to tell him to go back to the workshop. Instead...
Caleb stepped up next to her. His voice was grim. “What did he find?”
“His death.” Emily reached out and closed Sixth’s surviving eye. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen someone die, but... it still hurt. She feared the day when she could watch someone die without caring. Too many other magicians—and aristocrats—didn’t care how many people died, as long as they died for them. “He found his death.”



Chapter Fourteen
“WELL,” MASTER HIGHLAND SAID. HE TOOK one look at Sixth’s body, then turned to walk back into the makeshift ritual chamber. “That’s what you get when you bring a mundane into a magical environment.”
Emily rounded on him. “He didn’t die because he made a mistake,” she snapped. The guilt made it hard to think straight. “He didn’t die because he insulted someone who could kill him with a flick of a finger. He died because he walked into a trap he couldn’t see...”
“Which was his mistake,” Master Highland said, evenly. “He shouldn’t have been down here at all, should he?”
Yvonne gave him a nasty look. “Do you have anything useful to contribute? Or do you just want to sit here and say I told you so?”
Master Highland tried to look sympathetic. He failed.
“I said something useful last week, when we moved in,” he said. “This is not a safe place for the mundane, the blind. They should have waited outside until we searched the entire place from top to bottom and removed all the traps. But...”
“Enough.” Emily gritted her teeth. Master Highland had a point. She shouldn’t have allowed Sixth to accompany them, let alone wander into an area that hadn’t been inspected and declared safe. And now he was dead. “Hoban?”
Hoban looked up from where he was examining the remains of the trap. “It’s a curious design,” he said. “The real spellwork was actually outside detection range. An unwary magician might be caught as easily as a mundane.”
“But a magician would be able to handle the trap,” Master Highland said. “And escape, instead of being smashed against the ceiling.”
Caleb had a more practical observation. “How do we know there aren’t other such traps, in the cleared areas?”
“Well, I suppose we could say we would have triggered them by now, if there were.” Hoban stood. “And there’s less room for such traps on the upper levels.”
He shrugged. “But you’re right. We should check. Again.”
“Get all the apprentices organized and start checking,” Emily ordered, tiredly. It was hard to believe they’d missed something—or that they’d been lucky enough to avoid blundering into a trap they might have missed—but Hoban was right. They had to check. “Everyone else can wait in the Great Hall until we’ve cleared the workshops and dorms.”
“I’ll see to it,” Master Highland said. “And really, we should revisit the issue of just who is allowed to enter the building.”
Emily was too tired—and numb—to be angry. “Later.”
She watched Master Highland leave, then turned her attention to Yvonne. “I’m sorry.”
“I don’t blame you.” Yvonne’s face was unreadable. “He wouldn’t be the first apprentice to overstep his bounds.”
“My master used to say that about me, frequently.” Hoban was examining the body, his face grim. “And he said it was only a matter of time until my mistakes earned me the death penalty.”
Emily shuddered. She knew magic could be very dangerous. She’d come close to killing herself more than once, even in Whitehall. She’d certainly managed to injure herself time and time again, in and out of class. But Sixth... there was something tragic about his death, something... she shook her head. She knew he’d wandered off, against orders, but still... he hadn’t deserved to die. He probably hadn’t grasped the danger, not really. It was hard to believe in invisible threats until they became visible.
And then it tends to be too late, Emily thought. She’d spent years honing her skills and yet she knew, all too well, that she couldn’t hope to see everything. A skilled magician could easily hide a trap from her until it was too late. And there’s no way he can come back from his mistake.
Hoban looked up. “The placement isn’t the only curious thing about the trap,” he said. “It used far more force than strictly necessary. The boy’s innards were smashed to a bloody pulp. The only reason his body seems intact is because the magic held it together...”
“I noticed.” Emily rubbed her eyes. “Can you move the body safely?”
She looked away as Hoban returned to his work. Whoever had cast the spell had either been curiously wasteful, which was at odds with how cunningly the spell had been placed, or intent on killing something a little tougher than the average human. Indeed, the more she thought about it, the more she became convinced that the caster had been fighting something inhuman. A necromancer? Or... or what? Master Highland was right about something else, she supposed. A skilled magician might have been able to survive even if she’d been caught by surprise. Would a necromancer be able to survive?
And we know he never came down here, Emily mused. He certainly wouldn’t have bothered to replace the trap, if he triggered it and survived.
She watched, grimly, as Hoban carefully levitated the body into the air. Sixth looked... broken, as if his body was nothing more than a sack of broken bones. A trickle of blood splashed to the floor, but otherwise... he looked intact, if limp. Emily shuddered, trying not to be sick. She’d seen death before, but there was something uniquely horrid about the broken body. Sixth had been so full of life and ambition. He’d been brave enough to ask to accompany them, despite knowing the dangers. 
And now he was dead.
I should have sent him back, Emily thought, bitterly. It would have hurt his pride, but at least he would be alive.
She felt another pang of bitter guilt as she mopped up the blood—it was dangerous to leave blood lying around in a magical environment—and followed Hoban and the others back to the Great Hall. The corridors felt empty, yet... she had the strangest feeling that something was watching. She pushed her senses out as far as they would go, stabs of pain jabbing into her head as she sensed Caleb, Hoban and the other magicians. There was nothing there, as far as she could tell. And yet... there was something, very faint, just at the edge of her consciousness. .
Perhaps I am imagining it, Emily thought. She’d had the feeling before, back when Sergeant Miles had been teaching them how to use—and evade—surveillance and searching spells. The spells were so subtle—they had to be—that it was often hard to tell the difference between a real spell and something from her imagination. Or perhaps there’s something really wrong.
She gritted her teeth as she forced herself to think. Master Highland would gloat if she sent the mundanes back to Heart’s Ease while the magicians searched the school. Again. Cold logic suggested he had a point, but Emily was all too aware of how easy it would be to make the division between magical and mundane permanent. A single precedent would be enough to ban mundanes from the school. God knew mundanes were rarely allowed in Whitehall, Mountaintop or Laughter. Stronghold was the only school that embraced mundanes on an equal basis, and it taught soldiers, not magicians.
But if we keep them in the school, she thought grimly, we risk losing more lives.
She caught Yvonne’s eye as they made their way into the Great Hall. A number of apprentices had already gathered, watched by Frieda and Cirroc. The former looked relieved to see Emily. Emily was just glad she hadn’t been there when Master Highland had been mouthing off. Frieda would have said something sharp and started a fight. A snooty-looking apprentice—Emily vaguely recalled he was attached to Dram—stood next to her. It was clear they weren’t getting along.
Later, Emily thought. She motioned for Yvonne to accompany her into a sideroom. We have other problems right now.
“I’m sorry about your loss,” she said. It sounded weak and ineffectual, even to her, but she had no idea what else to say. “I shouldn’t have let him come with us.”
“Yes.” Yvonne’s voice was very flat. “But he knew the dangers. We all did.”
“It’s one thing to believe you know the dangers,” Emily said, “and another to really understand the dangers.”
She looked around, trying to think. The sideroom had been an office, according to Master Highland, where new students were formally welcomed to the school and keyed to the wards before they were escorted to their dorms. Now, it was just another empty chamber. There were no desks, no chairs; the bookshelf, set into the far wall, was completely empty, save for a thin layer of dust. And there was a mirror... Emily glared at it, her reflection glaring back. The mirror was just a mirror. She knew it was just a mirror. And yet, it bothered her.
“He knew the risks.” Yvonne’s voice was toneless, as if she was unwilling to show any emotion. “And he thought he could beat the odds.”
He would have, if I’d kept a closer eye on him. Emily tried to tell herself that it hadn’t been her fault, but she didn’t believe it. I should have sent him back to the workshop...
“Tell your apprentices that they can go home, if they like.” Emily forced herself to focus on the present. She’d have time to feel guilty later. “It won’t be held against them if they want to leave. I’ll arrange transport personally.”
Yvonne gave her a sharp look. “Won’t that give him a victory?”
Master Highland, Emily thought.
She shook her head. “I don’t care what he thinks, not now. If someone wants to leave, now that they know they can walk into an invisible trap and die, let them. I won’t hold it against them.”
“You’ll be the only one,” Yvonne said, dryly. “Everyone else will condemn them for leaving.”
Emily sighed. Yvonne was right. The apprentices had been briefed thoroughly when they’d been recruited. They’d been told about the dangers, even if they hadn’t fully understood, before they’d signed on the dotted line. And even if she was willing to let them go, without penalty, others wouldn’t be so forgiving. An apprentice who ran out on his master would find it difficult to find another, particularly if he hadn’t been abused or exploited. Not understanding the dangers before it was too late wasn’t an acceptable excuse.
“Give them the chance anyway,” she said, firmly. She couldn’t live with herself, else. “And if they want to go, they can go.”
Guilt nagged at her mind as she joined the other magicians in checking the dorms, the workshops, the offices and the corridors that had been declared safe. There were no traps, as far as she could tell, and no room for one to be concealed from her... but that meant nothing. Or did it? The traps they’d found had been powerful—and lethal—but there hadn’t been anything particularly subtle about them. What had they been trying to stop? The necromancer was the obvious answer, but... she had the odd feeling it wasn’t the correct answer.
And a number of traps were never triggered, she thought. It was a shame they didn’t know how many traps had been triggered, but she couldn’t think of any way to find out. The only thing she knew for sure was that she hadn’t blundered into any traps the first two times she’d visited the school. How many traps did the necromancer remove while he was in residence?
“Nothing,” Frieda said, as they swept the dorm. It looked better now, although they were still sleeping on blankets rather than mattresses. “The room is clean.”
“I hope so.” Emily looked at the showers. They were working now, thankfully. The hot water was often lukewarm—the enchantments on the hot water tank had a habit of failing overnight—but it was so much better than sponge baths that everyone was delighted. “We have to be careful.”
“And make sure we don’t take any mundanes into rooms we haven’t checked,” Frieda said, slowly. “How long will it take to check the entire school?”
Emily shrugged. “I have no idea.”
She tried to calculate it, then gave up. Most of the classrooms were clear. The rooms the necromancer had smashed open were also clear, suggesting that he’d triggered or removed the traps after he’d invaded the school. But the corridors to the rear of the school—and below the school—were thoroughly booby-trapped. It was starting to look as though the survivors had retreated, doing whatever they could to slow their opponent while they prayed for mercy and deliverance. She had a sudden vision of the last survivors, cowering behind their wards as their supplies ran out. They’d been waiting for help that had never come.
Poor bastards, she thought. They never knew they’d be left to die.
Sixth’s death still haunted her as they gathered in the Great Hall towards the end of the day. His body had been cleaned, as best as possible, and then wrapped in a plain white sheet before being placed on display. Emily took her place among the senior magicians, casting an eye over the watchful crowd. It didn’t look as though any of the apprentices had chosen to leave, as far as she could tell. Yvonne would have told them they could, she was sure. But they’d chosen to stay.
Perhaps we should have spent the summer clearing the castle before we invited mundanes to move in, Emily thought. It was what she’d intended to do, before it had become clear that she’d need to deal with the Old Boys League. She wanted—she needed—to get the university up and running before Void called her for her apprenticeship. But we just didn’t have the time.
Yvonne took the stage, wearing a long black dress. “Five years ago, a young man ran away from a farm. He moved from place to place, always staying one step ahead of the hunting dogs, until he settled in Cockatrice and remained there for a year and a day. As a new freeman, he worked during the day and studied during the evening before finally securing an apprenticeship with me. I believed he had potential. I was right.
“He grew up on a farm, but that didn’t make him stupid. He was quick to master the New Learning, to learn to read and write and sign his name. He had no innovations of his own—he was a young man—but he swiftly grasped the concepts he was taught; he learnt to assist me, to develop the skills that would, in time, have made him a master in his own right. He was brave, ambitious and driven, determined to succeed. When he heard about Heart’s Eye, he was determined to accompany me. I could not dissuade him.”
Emily listened, feeling tears at the corner of her eyes, as Yvonne told the room about Sixth. His hopes, his dreams... his determination to make something of himself. Yvonne made him come alive, at least in their minds. Emily silently promised herself that Sixth would not be forgotten. He’d be buried outside the school—he’d cut all contact with his family when he’d fled the farm—and he would be remembered. She would make sure of it.
She watched, numbly, as his body was carried out of the Great Hall, then turned her attention to the gathering. Someone was already pouring alcohol, passing out small glasses. She felt her lips thin in disapproval, cursing herself for such a simple oversight. Magicians weren’t supposed to drink—it was rare to find a magician who drank heavily—but mundanes drank all the time. She should have thought to ban alcohol before someone brought it to the school. Now, it would feel like she was picking on mundanes.
Caleb stepped up next to her. “They dug the grave while we were searching the school,” he said. He kept his voice low. “But the old cemetery was buried under the sand.”
Emily nodded. She didn’t know what to say. She was tempted to ask him to hold her, just for a moment. But... it would show intolerable weakness if he held her in public. And he would, if she asked. She sighed inwardly as she made her way towards the small cluster of mundane apprentices. She had to give them her condolences, as weak and pitiful as they were. And she knew they wouldn’t come close to making up for the loss.
“He got himself killed,” a loud voice said. “He shouldn’t have been here at all.”
Emily looked up, sharply. Two apprentices—one magical, one mundane—argued in a distant corner. Others backed away. She glanced at Caleb as the argument grew louder, then turned to hurry towards them. Master Highland was making his way towards the argument too, his face grim. But...
“He was a good man,” the mundane apprentice snapped. He was balling his fists, clearly ready to throw a punch. “He didn’t deserve to die.”
“He shouldn’t have been here at all,” the magical apprentice said. He managed, somehow, to look down his nose at the taller mundane. “He should have been crawling in the mud with the rest of you...”
The mundane apprentice threw a punch. It hit a ward, the air solidifying in front of him. He grunted in pain, then snapped out a single word. “Coward.”
“You dare?” The magical apprentice jabbed a finger at him. “You...”
Emily raised her hand, but it was too late. There was a flash of blinding green light...
... And, when it cleared, a small frog was standing where the mundane apprentice had been.



Chapter Fifteen
SILENCE FELL, LIKE A THUNDERCLAP.
Emily forced herself forward, pushing her way through the crowd. The apprentices didn’t seem to know what to do, if they should run or fight. Shock ran through the air, mingled with anger and hatred. The entire room seemed primed to explode. Emily understood, all too well. There was something uniquely terrifying about watching a grown man—a strong man—reduced to a tiny frog, something... something that couldn’t be truly comprehended until it had been experienced. Emily had hated it. And it was worse when there was no prospect of either escaping the curse or learning how to do it yourself.
“Seth,” Master Highland said. “What are you...?”
Emily flared her power. Seth—the magical apprentice—took a step back in shock. He was two or three years older than her, Emily guessed, but he wasn’t anywhere near as powerful. He could be dangerous—a weak magician who knew what he was doing could tie a stronger magician in knots, if the stronger magician didn’t know what he was doing—yet she was damned if she was letting him set a ghastly precedent. If she had to slap him down, publicly, she would.
“Undo the spell,” she ordered. “Now.”
Seth glanced between Emily and Master Highland, his eyes flickering around the room in a futile search for his master. Dram had departed as soon as the ceremony was over, rather than staying for the wake. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. Dram would have had to defend his apprentice, even if he knew the boy had overstepped himself. Boy. Emily gritted her teeth in annoyance. Seth was no boy. If he’d been a mundane, he might well be a father by now. Instead...
“I made the rules very clear,” she said, firmly. “You are not allowed to use magic to settle disputes.”
Seth’s face twisted. He looked past Emily, at Master Highland. Master Highland said nothing. Emily felt a twinge of relief, mingled with a grim concern that Master Highland knew how to pick his battles. If he’d taken a stance against her publicly, with dozens of witnesses, his position would have become untenable. No one would have blamed her—openly, at least—for forcing him out. She sighed, inwardly, as she focused her power on Seth. In some ways, she would almost have preferred it if Master Highland had given her a clear shot at him.
“Fine.” Seth clicked his fingers. The frog blossomed back into a man, kneeling on the floor. The man was pale and trembling, completely unmanned. “Now, can we...”
“No.” Emily flared her power, daring him to defy her. She could slap him down, in public, if he gave her the slightest excuse. “Come with me.”
She swept past him, trying not to look at the stunned and terrified apprentice. She knew just how terrifying it was to suddenly find oneself in a different body; she knew, too, that the only comfort she could offer was to pretend not to notice. Seth... she cursed under her breath as the implications started to sink in. Seth had broken his victim, perhaps for the rest of his life. And what could she do to undo what he’d done? Even if she made the victim forget, everyone else would remember...
Seth followed her, his footsteps echoing as she marched down the corridor. Master Highland didn’t follow, thankfully. Emily hoped that Caleb would be able to take control, to keep people from panicking or a worse fight from breaking out... she wondered, sourly, if Seth would have dared cast such a spell if Mistress Irene had been in control. Very few people defied her once and no one defied her twice. Emily was all too aware that she didn’t look anywhere near as intimidating. Seth probably found it hard to think of her as anything but a peer.
If that, Emily mused. There was a hierarchy amongst magicians, and apprentices ranked higher than students. He probably doesn’t believe I have the right to order him around.
She led the way into a cleared, but—as yet—unoccupied dorm and turned to face him. He closed the door as soon as he was inside, shutting it with a surprising firmness. Emily wondered, morbidly, if he thought he could talk her into letting him get away with it, once they were alone. Did he think she was just pretending to be angry, as if she was simply keeping up appearances? Or... she allowed her anger to build. A few months without power—again—had reminded her of just what it was like to be powerless.
“Tell me.” She channeled Lady Barb as best as she could. “What were you thinking?”
Seth hesitated, clearly trying to decide what tack to take. “He was just a mundane,” he said, dismissively. “He died because...”
“He didn’t have any magic,” Emily snapped. “That doesn’t mean his life was worthless.”
“But he shouldn’t have been here,” Seth argued. “This whole building is a death trap for mundanes.”
Emily met his eyes. “And you decided to turn his friend into a frog... why?”
“He punched me,” Seth argued. “I had every right...”
“After you insulted the dead?” Emily was surprised that anyone had crossed that line. “Why did you do that?”
Seth looked away. “I thought... he shouldn’t have been here. I...”
“This is my place,” Emily said. Her voice dripped ice. “I, not you, get to determine who is allowed to enter. And I allowed Sixth to enter.”
“I...” Seth broke off. He couldn’t argue that Emily had no right to determine who could enter her property. It was a basic principle of magical law that a magician’s home was his castle. A guest had guest-right, as long as he behaved himself. “Lady Emily, I...”
He swallowed, hard, then clearly determined to be stubborn. “We are encouraged to keep our distance from mundanes for a reason,” he said. “We are too different...”
“No,” Emily said. “We’re both human. We both live and die, love and hate... we both bleed red. We are not so different that we have to segregate ourselves from them.”
But was that true? She wasn’t so sure. A person with a little magic could dominate a village, a town... perhaps even a city, if they had no opposition. One hardly needed to be Anthony Fremont to take control. A few salient examples, and everyone would fall in line. Someone—she’d forgotten who—had once argued that magical society was set up to prevent magicians from taking control. And yet, magicians were not all-powerful. Seth was as vulnerable as anyone else to a blow on the head. His wards and spells had their limits.
She met his eyes. “You broke my rules,” she said. “Rules that everyone, including your master, agreed to follow when you came here. And you have to be punished.”
Seth looked as if he thought she was being unfair, but didn’t dare protest. Emily supposed he found his punishment easier to take, if he thought he’d transgressed against another magician rather than a mundane. She didn’t care. She’d make it clear that he was being punished for turning the apprentice into a frog... it galled her, suddenly, that she didn’t know his name. If Seth thought to ask... she wondered what he’d think about her, if he knew she didn’t know someone’s name. It was hard to tell.
She waved a hand at the dusty dorm. “You will clean this place, by hand. No magic. You’ll spend as long as you need to clean it from top to bottom. And you...”
Seth stared at her. “Clean by hand, like a...?”
Common mundane, Emily guessed. She’d noticed that some teachers took a perverse pleasure in making high-born students, from magical or mundane backgrounds, perform manual chores for their detentions. The students found them more humiliating than corporal punishment. He’ll never live it down.
“Yes.” Emily met his eyes, evenly. “You will clean this entire room, without magic. I want it sparkling clean by the end of the week.”
“But...” Seth stared at her. “How am I supposed to do that?”
“Figure it out,” Emily told him. He could get the answer in an instant if he asked a mundane—or even someone who’d been forced to clean classrooms or washrooms as part of a detention. She wondered where Seth had studied. Mountaintop? He had the entitled attitude down pat. “And if you use magic”—she flared her power again—“I will know about it and I will make your life miserable. Your master will not be happy with you if I have to expel both of you from the school.”
Seth blanched. “Lady Emily, I...”
“You know what to do.” Emily turned and headed for the door, then stopped and turned to face him. “Oh, and one other thing?”
Seth looked downcast, as if he expected something worse. “Yes?”
Emily met his eyes. “If you ever use magic to bully your fellow apprentices again, magical or mundane, you will regret it. Believe me.”
She turned and walked out the door, closing the door behind her. Cleaning the entire dorm wasn’t a difficult task, but Seth would find it humiliating. He’d probably prefer to be beaten to within an inch of his life than spend a week on his hands and knees, scrubbing the floor. She wondered how long it would take him to realize that he could draw water from the showers, buckets and clothes from the communal supplies downstairs and... she smiled, thinly. She’d certainly spent enough time cleaning her home, back on Earth. Seth, on the other hand, had probably left it to the maids. If he’d watched while they worked... her lips quirked. She thought it was rather unlikely.
Frieda met her as she walked down the corridor. “Roland was in quite a state,” she said, quietly. “Caleb put him to bed in one of the empty offices.”
Emily nodded, stiffly. Roland. That was his name. “If he wants to leave, he can go.”
She scowled as they walked down the corridor. Roland had been helpless against magic, but... that wouldn’t stop his peers from making fun of him. And even if they didn’t, being handled so easily would gall him. And even if that didn’t bother him, being saved by a girl probably would... she shook her head in irritation. Neither Cat nor Jade had made a fuss when she’d saved their lives, but they’d seen her as a fellow magician... not a girl. She rolled her eyes. What next? Would people complain about being healed by healers on the grounds they weren’t healers themselves? Anyone left to the mercies of the chirurgeons would certainly know better than that.
“It’ll stay with him forever,” Frieda predicted. “He’ll want to go, even if he tells you he wants to stay.”
Emily nodded. She knew how that felt. She still had nightmares about her stepfather, even though nothing he’d done had been her fault. She’d never looked back, after Shadye had kidnapped her, because there had been nothing for her back home. But Roland... she wondered, suddenly, if he’d truly understood where he was going before it was too late. He might never have met a magician before travelling to Heart’s Eye.
Certainly not as an equal, Emily thought. Most magicians are treated as aristocrats by default.
Caleb was waiting outside the door. “Dram wants to see you,” he said. “He’s in the alchemy classroom.”
“Joy.” Emily was tempted to make the alchemist wait. “How are the others?”
“A little shaken up.” Caleb sighed. “Master Highland said he’d give the other apprentices the ear-roasting of their lives, but...”
Emily nodded, grimly. Master Highland couldn’t argue—convincingly—that magicians and mundanes should be treated as equals. She wasn’t sure she could... she sighed to herself. She’d expected some teething troubles, but not this. Not so quickly. In hindsight, that had been foolish. Perhaps she should have asked Lady Barb to join them, right from the start. Or waited for Mistress Irene... she shook her head in frustration. She couldn’t hide behind the older women forever. It would not do wonders for her reputation.
“We’ll continue searching the school tomorrow,” she said. There was a whole maze below the ritual chamber. She wondered if the school had been built on top of a pre-existing structure. Mountaintop had been built inside the old dwarf caves; Whitehall... no one really knew who’d carved the chambers and catacombs under the school. “And... hopefully, we can finish it before Mistress Irene arrives.”
“Of course.” Caleb gave her a half-bow. “Do you want to recruit extra magicians? I’m sure we can hire a few dozen students who’ll be going back to school at the end of the summer...”
“We might have to,” Emily said. They hadn’t found anything, when they’d searched the occupied parts of the castle for a second time, but... she was feeling paranoid, too paranoid to believe they really had checked everything. “Right now, though, we have other problems.”
“Unfortunately so,” Caleb said. He glanced at his watch. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Don’t drink too much,” Emily warned. “I should have thought of banning alcohol.”
“You wouldn’t be able to ban it from Heart’s Ease,” Caleb said. “And that is where most students will go to drink.”
“And if they come rolling home drunk, they’ll regret it.” Emily had heard horror stories from Dragon’s Den. The townspeople might be glad of the money the students brought—Dragon’s Den’s economy would be completely wrecked if the students were forbidden to enter—but they had no reason to love the chaos they brought in their wake. Sudden transfigurations were the least of it. “Mistress Irene will make sure of it.”
She nodded to Frieda, then turned and made her way down to the alchemy classrooms. Dram had taken the section for himself, after cleaning up the mess; she’d read his request for potions ingredients and alchemical supplies with a certain degree of amusement. It didn’t help that true alchemists were expected to forge their own tools, apparently under the belief that it helped temper the alchemist as well as the tools themselves. Professor Thande had told her that it rarely mattered, outside truly advanced potions, but... she shook her head. If nothing else, it was an excuse to have a small blacksmith’s shop in the school.
Dram looked up from his cauldron as she entered, closing the door behind her. “Lady Emily.”
“Alchemist.” Emily nodded to him, then clasped her hands behind her back. “Your apprentice has been... handled.”
“It is my responsibility to handle him.” Dram didn’t sound particularly angry, merely... irked. “You are not his master. Or his mistress.”
“No,” Emily agreed. “But I do own the school. And Seth broke the rules.”
“Quite.” Dram’s tone didn’t change. “And I trust you strapped him good and proper?”
“He’s cleaning a dorm, without magic.” Emily allowed herself a smile. “He has a week to finish the task, or else.”
“He might prefer the strapping,” Dram said, sardonically. “And you might want to think of a suitable or else.”
“I will, if he doesn’t finish in time.” Emily kept her thoughts to herself. She’d read enough stories about people complaining about not being executed to be certain that most of the characters were idiots. “I’m sorry if this means you won’t be able to call on his services for the next week.”
“It will be awkward, but I will survive.” Dram returned his attention to the cauldron. “I may have to borrow one of the other apprentices, if that is acceptable, but I will survive.”
“If their master agrees,” Emily said. “But, right now, we have to clear the entire school.”
“A shame.” Dram looked up, his eyes dark. “I was midway towards codifying a protocol for multiple brewers working in harmony. If we use puppeteer spells...”
“There aren’t many magicians who would go along with it,” Emily pointed out. “And even if they were, a random surge of magic might be enough to ruin the entire brew.”
“Quite,” Dram agreed. “That said, there may be ways to compensate for the problems... as they arise. Perhaps if we were to adapt...”
At least he’s thinking of new ways to do things, Emily thought, as Dram proposed a whole series of ideas. We just have to find a way to pay for the ingredients... and compensate for any problems, before they blow up in our face.
“It won’t be easy to acquire the ingredients,” Dram finished. “The prices will start to go up the moment sellers realize we’re trying to buy.”
“You’re right,” Emily said. The iron law of supply and demand couldn’t be defied. Unless... “Do you think you can find substitutes?”
“Perhaps.” Dram sounded uncertain. “So far, no one has found a substitute for phoenix tears... if someone did, it would be the discovery of the century. Or unicorn horn or manticore blood or... dragon scales. A substitute for dragon’s blood would be fantastic.”
“Perhaps you can find one.” Emily understood the problems, as well as anyone could without being a full-fledged apprentice. Experimenting was extremely expensive as well as incredibly dangerous. “That would be worth any price.”
“I have theories,” Dram said. “But turning them into reality will take time.”
“We have time,” Emily assured him. It was true, she thought. There was certainly no point in asking for a timetable. Merely ruling out what didn’t work would be progress in its own right. “First, though, we have to clear the school.”



Chapter Sixteen
“SO,” CALEB SAID. "HOW’S SETH COPING with his punishment?”
“Better than I expected,” Emily conceded, as they readied themselves to open up another unexplored section. “He’s figured out he can use water and cloths to mop up the dust.”
Caleb laughed. “How long did it take him to figure that out?”
Emily snorted. “How long would it take you to figure that out?”
“Not long.” Caleb grinned at her. “Mother always made us clear up our own messes before we came into our magic. She always said we’d take better care of our clothes and stuff if we had to wash them and mend any damage ourselves.”
“Clever of her,” Emily said. She felt a twinge of envy. Sienna—Caleb’s mother—was strict, but she’d ensured her children knew how to take care of themselves. And she loved them. Emily’s mother would have sold her for a bottle of cheap wine. “You’d know how to clean the dorm, wouldn’t you?”
“I’d even know how to clean my robes afterwards,” Caleb said. “And then cook something nice to celebrate after I was dismissed.”
Emily slowly shook her head. It was hard to remember, sometimes, that all of her friends had grown up on a very different world... and times when it was impossible to forget. She couldn’t imagine any of the boys she’d known on Earth knowing how to repair their clothes, let alone trying. They would have called it women’s work, if they’d bothered to think about it at all. And the girls hadn’t been much better. Better to buy something cheap and mass-produced, rather than try to repair damaged clothing. Jade, Cat and Caleb knew better. They couldn’t go to a store when their clothes needed repaired.
And a woman can make a good living as a seamstress, Emily reminded herself. There are no cheap mass-produced clothes here.
Caleb caught her eye. “That said, there is some discontent. Some people feel you punished Seth too harshly, while letting Roland get away with everything.”
“He got turned into a frog!” Emily shook her head. She remembered the heart-stopping moment when Jacqui had turned her into a frog, when she’d lost her powers. The sense of utter hopelessness, the grim awareness that she might escape... only to discover she would be stuck as a frog for the rest of her life. If Jacqui had been smarter, Emily would have remained her prisoner. “He was punished enough, don’t you think?”
“It isn’t me you have to convince,” Caleb said. “It’s magical apprentices who’ve been turned into frogs so often it doesn’t hold any terrors for them any longer.”
“Then tell them...” Emily bit off her words. “We’ll see how things develop. Roland might leave of his own accord.”
“Which will send quite another message,” Caleb said. “We need a Sergeant Harkin.”
“I don’t suppose your dad wants the job,” Emily said, more in hope than expectation. “If your parents both came here...”
“They wouldn’t want to move,” Caleb said. “Sorry.”
Emily nodded, then opened the door and peered gingerly into the darkened corridor beyond. It was dark, the shadows growing stronger until they swallowed all the light. She braced herself, then sent a light-globe floating down the corridor. The shadows vanished, revealing... just another corridor. A handful of shards lay on the ground. Emily eyed them, then looked up. The light crystals had fallen out of their sockets, leaving them empty. Emily reached for her notebook and scribbled a note. The crystals would have to be replaced before the section could be opened.
Caleb took the lead, inching down the corridor. Emily followed, ready to yank him back if they ran into another trap. There were a dozen mirrors lining the walls, each one carefully spaced... Emily, on impulse, measured the gap and discovered there were precisely three meters between each mirror. She glanced at her reflection, but saw nothing. The corridor kept moving down, dust billowing to stain their clothes. Emily muttered spells to clear the air, directing the dust towards the vents. Clearing the entire school was going to take years.
We need to hire more staff, Emily thought. They had the basics now—cooks as well as cleaners—but they were going to need more. And we have to make it clear to the apprentices, mundane as well as magical, that the staff are not to be harassed.
“Hang on,” Caleb said. They reached a fork in the corridor. “I think there’s a spellchamber through here, between the corridors.”
Emily nodded slowly as she reached out with her senses. It certainly felt as though the corridor was branching out, around something. A spellchamber? She wasn’t sure, but...
“Stay here,” she ordered. She owed it to her conscience to take some risks. “I’ll go ahead.”
“I can send a message to Hoban or Frieda,” Caleb said. “And disturb them while they’re at play.”
“I’m sure they’re working hard,” Emily said, primly. She rather doubted it, but wouldn’t complain as long as they kept up with their work. “We’ll be fine, as long as we’re careful.”
Caleb shot her a warning look. “Sixth thought that way too.”
Emily nodded, then turned and walked down the right corridor. The air seemed to tingle with unexpended magic as she walked, her skin prickling uncomfortably. She felt as if she were caught in a thunderstorm, but... a curiously abstract thunderstorm. It felt as though she was recalling the sensation, rather than experiencing it. She sucked in her breath as the temperature rose, unpleasant sensations pulsing at the back of her mind. Her head ached, very slightly.
She opened her mouth to call for Caleb, then stopped herself. There was no need to panic, not yet. She cast a detection spell, frowning in confusion as the spell returned a very odd result. A place was either magical or it wasn’t, but the spell seemed to be having problems making up its mind. One moment, the area was so magical that she knew she needed to run for her life; the next, it was completely dead. She caught sight of a mirror—and her reflection in the mirror—and blinked. The reflection was different...
No. She blinked and looked again. It isn’t.
She turned and saw a spellchamber. The walls were blackened, the runes charred and broken into utter uselessness. Magic—a memory of magic, traces left behind by something—crackled at the edge of her awareness. The floor was covered in black ash. There was no trace of who had cast the spell. And...
Her eyes went wide as she swept the chamber. The ceiling had melted. Molten rock had poured down, only to solidify into something resembling an elephant’s foot. Raw terror struck her. She stumbled back before remembering quite why she should be scared of an elephant’s foot. Chernobyl. The explorers who’d probed the remains of the reactor had discovered an object shaped like an elephant’s foot, perhaps—at the time—the single most dangerous object in the world. A person who stood next to it for more than a few seconds would be assured a horrific death.
She swallowed hard, then chanted a spell she’d devised, a spell that should detect radioactivity. She had no way to know if it actually worked. Background radiation wasn’t particularly dangerous, perhaps nowhere near strong enough to register, while she couldn’t take the risk of using the nuke-spell again. The spell found nothing. Emily rubbed her forehead, feeling sweat glistening against her palm. There was no radiation. No mundane radiation, at least. She wondered, morbidly, what Seth would say if he knew mundanes had managed to create weapons more dangerous than any spell. He probably wouldn’t believe her.
And if he did, he’d create one himself. She shuddered. The nuke-spell was only slightly more complicated than necromancy. Anyone could cast it if they had a spark of power and no concern for their own survival. In hindsight, she should never have devised the wretched spell. The entire world will be doomed if the secret gets out.
She concentrated and repeated the spell, then cast a second spell of detection. The elephant’s foot was dead, lacking traces of either magical power or mundane radiation. Emily looked at the ceiling, trying to imagine what sort of power had been unleashed. Something had burnt through the containment spells, vaporized the magicians who’d been trying to do... something... and melted the ceiling. Emily couldn’t think of anything that would do that. She’d watched a spellchamber being put together, once. It was hard to imagine something that would break loose completely...
And the floor is ashy but untouched, she mused. There wasn’t a meltdown here.
She told herself, firmly, she should be relieved. Even without radiation, something hot enough to melt through the stone and wards and head down would have been disastrous. If it had gotten into the underground lake... she shook her head. It hadn’t happened. And she didn’t dare talk about it with anyone else. It would only give them ideas. 
Footsteps echoed behind her. She turned, just in time to see Caleb hurry in. “Emily?”
Emily blinked. “I thought I told you to stay up there.”
“You called me,” Caleb said. “And I came.”
“I didn’t,” Emily said. “Caleb...”
“You did,” Caleb insisted. “I heard you.”
Emily stared at him. She knew she hadn’t called him. Given what she’d thought she’d found, when she’d found the elephant’s foot, calling him might have sentenced both of them to death. And yet... she knew Caleb well enough to know he would never lie to her. He wouldn’t pretend she’d called him if she hadn’t.
“I don’t understand,” she said. “I didn’t call you.”
“I heard you,” Caleb repeated. “It wasn’t my imagination.”
“Perhaps not.” Emily wasn’t sure what to think. Had she cried out, when she’d seen the elephant’s foot? Perhaps... but, if she had, Caleb would have either appeared sooner or summoned help before going to her aid. “What did I say?”
Caleb gave her an odd look. “You called my name. And I came.”
“I believe you,” Emily said. “Point is, I didn’t call you.”
She took one last look at the elephant’s foot—there was something sinister about it, even though she knew it was nothing more than molten rock—and led the way out of the spellchamber. There was no point in trying to repair it. It would be quicker and easier to turn another room into a spellchamber. She made a note to have Hoban and Praxis take a look at it, when they had time. The remnants of the spell—whatever they’d been trying to do—had faded into the background long ago, but they might pick up something.
Caleb glanced at her. “Are you alright?”
“Why?” Emily ran her hand through damp hair. “Do I look different?”
“Flushed.” Caleb directed the light globe towards her. “Like you just stepped out of a hot shower.”
“It felt hot in there,” Emily said, uneasily. What if the detection spell had failed? What if there was radiation in the chamber? What if they’d already absorbed a lethal dose? She hesitated, then cast a spell that should have picked up damage caused by radiation even if it failed to detect the radiation itself. It found nothing. “I don’t know what they were doing, but it was dangerous.”
“Particularly if it destroyed a whole spellchamber,” Caleb said. “Do you suppose they were experimenting when the wards fell? Or... do you think they accidentally destroyed the nexus point?”
Emily said nothing for a long moment. The spells insisted she hadn’t been hurt, but... she played with her hair, half-expecting to see brown strands coming away in her hands. There was no damage, yet... she felt a pang of sympathy for the mundanes. They didn’t need to face a dark magician to be hurt by magic. Walking into a high-magic field could be just as dangerous, perhaps more so. She’d heard the stories. Damage caused by wild magic was almost always impossible to fix.
“I don’t see how,” she said. She reminded herself that, seven years ago, magic had been nothing more than idle fantasy. The real world—her old world—had no room for people who defied the laws of reality. “If they intended to destroy the nexus point, or even tinker with it when they needed the wards to stay up, surely... they would have been committing suicide.”
She thought carefully as they made their way back to the cleared areas. It wasn’t easy to tap a nexus point, not when the slightest mistake could make Chernobyl look like a minor nuisance. There were horror stories, from sorcerers who’d killed themselves to one—just one—who had triggered a colossal explosion. If Heart’s Eye had been experimenting at the worst possible time... she shook her head. There were limits. The Schoolmaster would hardly have allowed any experimentation while the school was at risk of being destroyed.
We keep telling alchemists to conduct their dangerous experiments somewhere well away from everyone else, Emily reminded herself. Surely, the Schoolmaster would have made sure of it...

She stopped and examined herself in the mirror. Her face was flushed and damp. Her shirt was damp too, clinging to her skin... she would have been more embarrassed, even though Caleb had seen her naked, if she hadn’t been so tired and drained and fearful. She muttered a pair of spells to dry her clothes, then tied her hair back in a single loose ponytail. She’d look moderately presentable, at least until she got back to the dorm. The sooner she had a shower, the better. 
The image flickered, just for a second. Emily leaned forward. Something had moved. No, something had changed. She reached out once again, feeling... something behind the mirror. But what? A simple spell designed to keep the mirror in place—one of the apprentices had tried to smash the mirror in his room, only to discover that it was seemingly indestructible—or something else, something more sinister? And yet... she peered into the image, trying to see what had changed. There was nothing...
Perhaps being here isn’t such a good idea after all, she thought, tiredly.
She dismissed the thought as they made their way up to the dorms, carefully evading anyone who might have tried to distract them. More supplies were due to arrive... she wanted to be washed, changed and ready to greet them before they arrived. She wanted a few words with the procurers. If she had to hire more cleaners...
“We probably shouldn’t have segregated the dorms,” Caleb said, ruefully. “It was a mistake to allow that to happen.”
Emily nodded, tersely. They’d never intended the dorms to become permanent. She certainly didn’t intend to stay in her dorm any longer than strictly necessary. Once the private bedrooms were open and cleared, she could start distributing them... Master Highland would want one himself, of course. And so would all the other masters. Her lips twitched. They’d probably find it maddening if she stayed in the dorms. But as long as she was suffering, they could hardly complain.
And it would have been years since they shared a dorm, she thought. If she didn’t like it, a mere year after she’d shared a bedroom with one other girl, she doubted the older men were having a better time. They can’t be enjoying a return to student life.
She smiled at the thought, then shrugged. “We can’t do anything about that now,” she said. “Once we open the bedrooms, or start outfitting the dorms properly, we can start parceling out beds more... evenly. Mundanes and magicians will get along better once they realize they’re basically the same, on the inside.”
“And we’d better prepare for trouble,” Caleb predicted, darkly. He didn’t sound particularly convinced. “Students like trying to break into trunks, remember?”
Emily scowled. Her roommates, thankfully, had generally respected her privacy. She’d been more than happy to return their respect. But others... they’d seen a locked and hexed trunk as a challenge. A student who didn’t keep their trunk carefully locked was likely to come back to her room to discover her possessions scattered—or stolen. And, if that student happened to discover someone trapped by her wards...
“We can make the rules clear, again.” Emily paused outside her door, carefully unlocking the hex holding the door closed. “Protecting one’s trunks is fine. Hexing one’s dormmates is not. The difference is very clear.”
“It won’t be easy to enforce,” Caleb warned. “No one will want to admit to being hexed. Or anything. They’ll just seek private revenge.”
“Children.” Emily rolled her eyes. By any reasonable standard, the university’s students were adults. Physically, at least. In some ways, an apprentice was legally a child until she gained her mastery or was kicked out. “How old are they, again?”
She shook her head, firmly. “We won’t be taking anyone younger than twenty, or thereabouts. If they’re not mature enough to understand they shouldn’t be hexing people by then, they’re probably doomed anyway. They can go study somewhere else.”
“It takes longer for magicians to mature,” Caleb reminded her. “That’s a law of nature...”
“Is it?” Emily wasn’t so sure. She’d seen magicians—older magicians—act in ways that wouldn’t be acceptable for a preteen. “Or is that just an excuse people make to avoid confronting bad behavior?”



Chapter Seventeen
THE NEXT FEW DAYS WERE A trial.
Emily had hoped, optimistically, that matters would improve after Seth’s punishment, but she was rapidly proven wrong. Magical and mundane students continued to clash, verbal arguments breaking out with a speed and savagery that horrified her. She tried to be even-handed, to stay above the fray, but it wasn’t easy when she had ties to both sides. A magical student would enchant a mundane, a mundane would catch a magical by surprise and knock him out... no matter what she did, things were spiraling out of control.
Perhaps I should have killed Seth with my bare hands, she thought, as she broke up another dispute. It might have been more effective.
And it was so pointless. The arguments were about nothing, little trifles that shouldn’t have bothered anyone. She could understand someone wanting revenge for Roland, or Seth, but instead... most of the arguments were about petty disputes and disagreements that made no sense. A box put in the wrong place, someone served the wrong dinner... it wasn’t the end of the world. She honestly wasn’t sure if she was dealing with what Alassa called insolence—and a very particular form of insolence, where both sides appeared equally insolent—or if something else was wrong. She just couldn’t put her finger on it.
“And I told you to put the printing press there,” someone shouted. “Not over here, where it might be crushed!”
“You said to put it there,” someone else shouted. “I put it where you told me.”
Emily gritted her teeth as she hurried into the workshop, Master Highland right behind. A mundane craftsman, one of Yvonne’s better apprentices, was glaring at a magician, who’d levitated a large box of machinery down the corridor to help him. The two of them looked as if someone was going to throw the first punch—or the first spell—in seconds. Emily forced herself forward, silently willing them to separate. It might just give her time to calm things down.
“What is going on?” She tried to keep her voice level, but it wasn’t easy. “Why are you arguing?”
The two combatants started talking at the same time. Emily held up her hand.
“You first,” she said, to the magician. “What happened?”
“I was volunteered to help move supplies down here,” the magician said. His voice brimmed with righteous anger. “He”—he jabbed a hand at the craftsman, who flinched—“told me to put the box there. And now he’s saying he told me to put it somewhere else!”
“That’s because I did tell you to put it somewhere else,” the craftsman said, his face reddening as the audience tittered. “Putting it there is stupid! S-T-U-P-I-D!”
Emily glared the growing crowd into silence, then took a breath. “Why is it stupid?”
“He told me to put it there,” the magician snapped. “Why wasn’t it stupid ten minutes ago?”
“I didn’t tell you to put it there!” The magician waved a hand at the box. “Can’t you see people running in and out of the doors? Someone will trip over their feet and land on the box, smashing the printing press to rubble! What sort of idiot would put a box there?”
The magician smirked. “You?”
“Enough!” Emily stepped between the pair before one of them could start something. “We’ll settle this debate easily.”
She took a moment to compose herself, then cast a basic truth spell. It couldn’t compel someone to talk—she was reluctant to use such a strong spell without a better cause—but it would detect any lies. It was also surprisingly difficult to fool, certainly without making the effort noticeable. Beside her, Master Highland grunted. Emily suspected he thought the magician was about to be proved right.
“The air will turn red if you lie,” Emily said. “If anyone lies...”
The craftsman eyed her sharply. “How do we know it’s working?”
“I have blonde hair,” Emily lied. The air around her turned red. “As you can see, the spell reacts badly to anyone trying to lie.”
She met his eyes. “Where did you tell him to put the box?”
“Over there, in the corner.” The craftsman pointed to the corner. “And I swear this before all the gods.”
The spell didn’t respond. Emily silently tested it, then turned to the magician. “Where did he tell you to put the box?”
“There.” The magician jabbed a finger at the box. “Right there!”
Emily blinked in surprise. The spell didn’t respond, which meant... she hastily retested the spell, trying to determine if the magician—or Master Highland—had managed to subvert it. But the spellware seemed intact, the spell structure completely independent... no one had placed their finger on the scales. It made no sense. They couldn’t both be telling the truth...
“You both think you’re telling the truth,” Emily said. That explained their anger, at least. No one could survive long with a reputation for lying. They had to defend themselves—with force, if necessary—against the slightest suggestion they might have been economical with the truth. “You must have had a misunderstanding.”
“He was as plain as the nose on your face,” the magician said. “He wanted the box there...”
“I told you I wanted it there,” the craftsman snapped. “And...”
Emily held up a hand. “You made a mistake,” she said. “Both of you. Now”—she looked from one to the other—“take a deep breath, move the box to where it’s supposed to be and then go sit down for a bit. Or I can find something else for you to do instead.”
“I...” The magician scowled mightily. “I don’t understand it.”
“People make mistakes all the time,” Emily said. “People mishear or misunderstand and wind up in trouble because they don’t realize what they’re actually saying. Or do you think I messed up the spell?”
The magician shook his head, quickly. Emily didn’t blame him for looking nervous. If she’d rigged the spell, she would have had to fool Master Highland as well as the magician himself. And Master Highland would have called her out for it. And... if he’d made that accusation, in public, it could have destroyed him. Emily might have been inclined to excuse someone for what they said in private, if tempers were running high, but not in public. She’d learnt enough about leadership, even though she hated it, to know there were things she couldn’t let slide.
Which is unfortunate, she thought, as the audience dispersed. And...
She frowned. Caleb and she had had a similar disagreement over something minor. She refused to believe that Caleb had lied to her and she knew she hadn’t lied to him. And it had been the start of a trend, of disagreements that seemed utterly petty and pointless. People weren’t picking fights because they were segregationists or simple bastards, but because they felt they were being slighted. Or ignored. 
It made no sense.
Subtle magic? But the rune at her breast was cold. Or simple cabin fever?
She turned and headed to the door, thinking fast. The school was huge—large enough for everyone to have a private room, once they’d swept the entire building for traps—but it was also enclosed. There was little outside beyond endless sand dunes, ruined buildings and faint traces of magic. No one wanted to walk outside the school, certainly not for very long. The closest place anyone could go for any real rest and relaxation was Farrakhan, hours away by camel. Emily didn’t mind—she’d happily spent weeks inside at Whitehall—but she could see how it might grate on others. The craftsmen from Cockatrice had been used to the freedom of the barony.
Master Highland stepped up beside her. “Can we talk?”
“Sure.” Emily led him out the door. “Shall we go find an office?”
They walked down the corridor, up a flight of stairs and into the barren office beside the Great Hall. Emily caught sight of her reflection in the mirror—she looked tired and grouchy, as if she hadn’t had anywhere near enough sleep—and scowled. Lady Barb would have handled things better, she was sure. Perhaps if she’d assigned grunt work to both of them... she shook her head. Both had been convinced they were right... they had been right, as far as they were concerned. She couldn’t punish them for a simple misunderstanding. 
She leaned against the wall, wishing she’d thought to bring a handful of chairs from the dining room and put them in the office. The wall felt reassuringly solid, but... she pressed her fingers against the stone, wondering what it actually was. She was fairly sure it wasn’t sand, held in place by magic; logically, the entire castle would have collapsed into a pile of sand when the nexus point died. Her lips quirked at the thought of a sandcastle collapsing into dust. She really had to be exhausted. The thought was almost funny, rather than utter disaster.
“Lady Emily,” Master Highland said, formally. “It might be time to consider moving the mundanes down to Heart’s Ease.”
Emily was too tired to play games. “You mean it might be time for me to start considering moving the mundanes out, right?”
“Yes.” Master Highland’s voice was very calm. “The experiment isn’t working.”
“We’ve barely started,” Emily pointed out. “It’s only been two weeks.”
“And we’ve already had a string of... incidents,” Master Highland countered. “Jack spent two nights in bed after someone smacked him over the head with a club. We still don’t know who did it.”
“Jack didn’t name his attacker,” Emily said. She had her doubts. It would be perfectly in character for someone who’d been to school to keep the name to themselves, so they could seek revenge later rather than risk being considered a sneak. “And it wasn’t just magicians who were attacked.”
“No.” Master Highland conceded the point without a fight. “The point is, magicians and mundanes cannot coexist. We need some distance between us.”
Emily let out a long breath. “Are you going to keep raising this point, time and time again?”
“Yes.” Master Highland met her eyes. “It is my duty, as a member of the school board.”
“University board,” Emily corrected. She looked back at him, as evenly as she could. “If we gave up at the slightest hurdle, if we allowed one single problem to derail us, where would we be? Where would society be? We wouldn’t even have invented the wheel!”
“The clashes between our two factions are not slight hurdles,” Master Highland said. “We need some distance between us, for our own good.”
“Really?” Emily raised her eyebrows. “For whose good?”
“Both of us,” Master Highland said. “And you know it.”
I do, do I? Emily allowed her irritation to show on her face. “Explain.”
Master Highland flattened his palm. Light danced over his fingertips. “We have magic. They don’t. They will never be able to match us, no matter what they do. They will always be inferior... and weak. What do their opinions matter in the face of overwhelming force? We can make them say or do or believe anything we like... and if they object, we can make them stop objecting. You know it. Do you think a strong man would pay any heed to you if you didn’t have magic?”
Emily remembered how easily Cat had manhandled her, when he’d tried to show her how dangerous life could be without magic, and shivered. 
Master Highland had a point. She knew she was stronger than she’d ever been, physically as well as magically, but she wasn’t the strongest person she knew. Lady Barb had taught her to fight dirty, cautioning her there was no such thing as a fair fight. Emily had known that even before she’d been yanked into the Nameless World.
“And it isn’t good for us either,” Master Highland pressed. “How can we respect people who can’t stand up to us? How can we resist temptation to abuse them? To take their lands and property and women... how can we?”
“Being tempted isn’t wrong,” Emily said, coldly. “Giving in to the temptation, on the other hand...”
She shook her head. She’d heard of men claiming that they’d been forced to commit rape because the woman had worn skimpy clothes and inflamed their lusts. She had no patience for that sort of argument. No one had forced the rapists to do anything. They’d made their choices and they’d have to live with the consequences.
“It happens,” Master Highland said. He looked pensive. “And not just in the way you might think.”
“I seem to recall people making the same argument about women in the public sphere,” Emily said. “Women are too weak and intellectually feeble to be rulers.”
She sucked in her breath. She’d heard a great deal of nonsense from aristocrats—and not all of them male, something that had surprised her—about how Alassa was too emotional to be Queen. She might have understood someone who’d known Alassa in first year making that argument, and they might have had a point, but the aristocrats hadn’t known her. They’d prejudged her by her gender, not by her personality.
“And if that were true,” she pressed, “there would be no high-ranking women in magical society at all.”
“Those women have magic,” Master Highland pointed out. “You could stop a swordsman in his tracks with a wave of your hand. What would you do if you didn’t have magic?”
That struck a nerve. “My point,” Emily said, “is that people can overcome such problems.”
“Not here.” Master Highland kept his voice level. “The gap is just too wide.”
“That’s what they said about women too, in the past.” Emily remembered Lord Whitehall, who’d been a very permissive father by his standards. He’d thought that women couldn’t learn magic because it destroyed their ability to have children. In one sense, he’d been right; in another, he’d been wrong. It hadn’t been that hard to minimize the danger once the early magicians had comprehended what they were actually doing. “And the gap was closed.”
“You can’t give everyone magic,” Master Highland said. “And you can’t convince the strong they are weak, and the weak they are strong, just because you want it to be.”
“No.” Emily stood upright. “But I can insist on mature behavior.”
Master Highland quirked his eyebrows. “How old are you?”
“Old enough to know that having power doesn’t make me superior to those who don’t,” Emily said, tartly. “And young enough to feel that the world can be changed for the better.”
“Perhaps.” Master Highland shrugged. “It would be better for all concerned if you put some distance between the two groups. Perhaps we could open factories at Heart’s Ease, once we overcome the transport problem. Or perhaps... we could send the mundanes there while we finish clearing the school. They’d be safe...”
“And once there was a gap between us,” Emily pointed out, “it wouldn’t be hard to make that permanent.”
Master Highland let out a sharp breath. “The gap already exists,” he said. “It will not go away, no matter what you do.”
“I know.” Emily resisted the urge to snap. “But we can start closing the gap...”
“Really?” Master Highland leaned forward. “And how do you plan to close it?”
“During the war, I shot a magician in the chest,” Emily said. It wasn’t quite true. She’d shot Jacqui after the war, when Jacqui had kidnapped her. “It nearly killed her. It would have, if I’d shot her through the head.”
And perhaps I should have aimed for the head, she added, silently. But I might have missed, even at close range.
“So you got lucky.” Master Highland didn’t sound impressed. “I’m sure luck will be with everyone who wields a... gun.”
“It’s harder to craft a ward to block physical force,” Emily reminded him. “And harder still to hold it in place, when its being tested.”
“And while you’re holding it in place,” Master Highland said, “you can also kill the gunman with a fireball.”
“Perhaps.” Emily held up her hands. “The point is, things will change. And we should embrace it.”
“I hear that a lot,” Master Highland said. “You’re not the first magician, freshly graduated, to say that things should change. Sometimes, they have a point. Sometimes, they’d be too concerned with their own personal issues to think about the wider picture. Sometimes, they’re too ignorant to understand the depths of their own ignorance. And sometimes...”
He shook his head. “Which one are you, I wonder?”
“The one who killed a bunch of necromancers,” Emily said, dryly.
Master Highland smiled, conceding the point. His face sobered a moment later.
“It is only a matter of time before someone gets seriously hurt or killed,” he said. “Wait... someone already has been killed. This is a dangerous environment for mundanes. You know it. How many of them have to die before you realize that you’re putting them in danger?”
“They know the risks,” Emily said.
“Roland will never be the same,” Master Highland said. “Seth will recover. Roland will not.”
He met her eyes. “Who’s next?”



Chapter Eighteen
“EMILY,” JAYSON CALLED, AS EMILY ENTERED the library. “How are you?”
“Tired.” Emily sat on a wooden chair and watched as he filled a trolley with books. “How are you?”
“Tired, but happy.” Jayson grinned at her. He looked as though he’d been having fun. “I’ve been moving books into the next room and shelving them there.”
“Good.” Emily rubbed her forehead. “Have you found anything on mirror magic?”
“Very little,” Jayson said, as he sat on the desk. “All I’ve found is a fairly basic textbook, one you could have found anywhere a few years ago. It isn’t particularly useful—it just talks about enchanting mirrors and suchlike. The spells aren’t really worth keeping.”
“I’ll read the book anyway,” Emily said. She eyed the pile of books. It didn’t look that much smaller. “Have you found anything interesting?”
“The necromancer was particularly interested in books on mental magic,” Jayson said. “He pulled a whole string of textbooks off the shelves, read them and dumped them. I think the only book he kept in pristine condition was a textbook on bilocation. I don’t know why.”
I do, Emily thought. He remained sane by splitting his mind over two bodies.
She put the thought aside. “I guess he wanted to try to compel himself to remain sane,” she said. She doubted that would work, in the long term. “Or force people to do his bidding.”
“Probably.” Jayson shrugged. “I also found a handful of books on the banned index. I was wondering what you wanted to do with them.”
Emily frowned. “What should we do with them?”
“Technically, we have a choice between guaranteeing their security or handing them over to the White Council.” Jayson grimaced. “My family would say keep them, of course. They wouldn’t care about the risks.”
Emily nodded, slowly. “And there would be risks for us, wouldn’t there?”
“If we keep them here, someone—a student—might manage to get into the restricted section,” Jayson said. “It will be harder to keep them out when they’re already keyed into some of the wards. And then we’d be blamed for whatever they did with the forbidden knowledge.”
“I’ll review them later,” Emily said, after a moment. She disliked the idea of parting with books, even if they were dangerous. “Is there anything in them we can use?”
“I don’t know.” Jayson met her eyes, steadily. “But we should be careful about using anything from a forbidden book.”
“I know.” Emily had read enough horror stories to know that even looking at a forbidden spell could be dangerous. Some of the books were enchanted to lure their readers into the dark arts, others—perhaps less overtly dangerous—talked about knowledge from illegal or immoral experiments. It was all too easy to justify reading those books—and using the knowledge—because someone else had done the dirty work. “I promise, I’ll review them later.”
“Good.” Jayson picked up a book and eyed it for a moment. “Is something bothering you?”
Emily blinked in surprise. “What makes you say that?”
“You’re not quite yourself,” Jayson told her. “And if I can see it, others can.”
You met me when I was powerless, Emily thought. She wondered, sourly, if Jayson would have been attracted to her if she’d had power. You never knew me before...
“Master Highland is giving me a hard time about having mundanes in the building,” she said, putting her thoughts aside. “And he has a point.”
“Does he?” Jayson didn’t sound so sure. “The most dangerous lies are the ones that have a kernel of truth.”
Emily nodded, slowly. “Do you think he’s right?”
“They’re setting up a printing press downstairs,” Jayson said. “There isn’t a glimmer of magic in it—I checked—but it’s wonderful anyway. The thought of hundreds of copies of a particular book... I can’t wait. It will do wonders for research and development. And that’s a mundane invention. No magic at all.”
“Yeah.” Emily looked down at her hands. “But, at the same time, mundanes are vulnerable here.”
“They’re always vulnerable.” Jayson shook his head. “Everyone is vulnerable, in the right time and place. Or the wrong time and place, I suppose. You can bash a magician’s head in while he’s sleeping, if you try.”
“If the magician doesn’t think to use magic to protect his bed,” Emily pointed out. “Or if he’s stupid enough to go to sleep somewhere unsafe.”
“True,” Jayson agreed.
“And the environment itself is dangerous,” Emily added. “The school is full of traps...”
“I never went to school,” Jayson reminded her, “but was it really true you couldn’t take a step without triggering a booby trap?”
“No,” Emily said.
“Exactly.” Jayson waved a hand at the nearest wall. “This isn’t a normal environment, even for a magic school. It’s a place that was desperately trying to fend off a necromancer before it fell. The regular schools aren’t death traps.”
Emily’s lips quirked. “I know a few students who’d disagree with you.”
Jayson smiled. “Point is, Lady Emily, this isn’t a normal environment. This isn’t one of those ancient tombs Hoban opens for a living, the ones where touching the wrong thing can unleash a deadly curse. And when the last of the traps are removed, it will be a great deal safer.”
“Just Emily, please.” Emily didn’t really like being called Lady Emily. “But how are the mundanes going to cope sharing rooms with magicians?”
She met his eyes. “How did Cabiria cope?”
Jayson let out a long breath. “She had defenders,” he said. “Her siblings and cousins often got into trouble for defending her. Hoban... well, you can ask him what he did. I won’t tell you that story, just that he was defending her. The handful of people who thought it would be funny to pick on her never made the same mistake twice.
“But Cabiria... everyone thought she should have magic. She was regarded as the family shame, even though her family accepted her. And then...”
His voice trailed off. He swallowed and started again. “She didn’t find it easy. You know how hard it is to avoid a trap, if you don’t have magic. Her father did a lot of work in the manor to let her live there, safely. It helped that she had a blood tie to the place. She could be steered around the more dangerous places, when the spells guarding the sections refused to let her pass unmolested. I don’t think you could do that here.
“But then, you’re not expecting any of your mundanes to have magic. And their lack of it doesn’t reflect badly on you.”
Emily nodded, remembering a story about a young girl born to a magical family... without magic. She hadn’t had an easy life. And she hadn’t had the option of moving to the mundane world and leaving the magical side of her family behind.
“It will take time for people to accept it,” Jayson said. “But they will. Given time.”
“I don’t know if we have time,” Emily said. “Or am I just whining about something I can’t help?”
“Yep.” Jayson laughed. “Sorry, was I supposed to lie there?”
“No,” Emily reassured him. “I just...”
She shook her head, slowly. “People are having disagreements about the slightest things and... it happened to me too. What’s going on?”
“People have disagreements all the time,” Jayson said. “It doesn’t mean anything.”
“It does when they’re about to go to blows over it,” Emily said. “And when both of them are convinced they’re in the right, it’s hard to say who’s in the wrong. Last time... no one was in the wrong.”
“Ah, the worst sort of headache.” Jayson nodded, sagely. “Both sides think they’re right. Both sides are right. And compromise is impossible because each side thinks the other is acting in bad faith.”
“Pretty much.” Emily shook her head. “And then things blow out of all proportion.”
“People are hot and irritable,” Jayson said. “Things will get better when they have somewhere to blow off steam. Aren’t there merchants supposed to be going to Heart’s Ease?”
“We don’t have enough of a population—yet—to support them.” Emily remembered the maps she’d seen and frowned. “Heart’s Ease was always closely linked to Heart’s Eye. It would have failed even if the necromancer had left it strictly alone.”
“Offer good terms for anyone who wants to set up shop there,” Jayson suggested. “A pub or two, a cafe for more... upmarket students, perhaps a brothel... you can offer good terms now, knowing that...”
“A brothel,” Emily repeated. She knew there was a brothel in Dragon’s Den, but she’d never visited. She’d studiously refrained from asking about it. “You think...”
She shook her head. She didn’t want to think about it either. “I don’t want to be involved.”
“If you’re not setting the rules, someone else will set them for you.” Jayson shrugged. “And that person might not have your best interests at heart.”
“I suppose,” Emily said.
Jayson cleared his throat. “Why don’t you use the wards to scan for booby traps?”
“They’re not precise enough to scan the school properly, not yet.” Emily scowled. She’d already had that discussion with Master Highland. “We can detect active magic, sure, but not a lurking booby trap until its actually triggered.”
“And at that point, it’s too late.” Jayson frowned, then smiled. “Give it time, Emily. Good things come to those who wait.”
“So they say,” Emily said. She stood and paced towards the pile of books. “When do you think you’ll be ready to open for business?”
“I don’t know,” Jayson said. “I’ve opened a second room for broadsheets, magazines and textbooks, but... we’ll probably have to wind up ordering copies of books we already have, only we don’t know we have them...”
“I understand,” Emily reassured him. She picked up a book—a textbook on magical plants and where to find them—and frowned. “Could the librarians have had an emergency protocol?”
Jayson looked up at her. “How do you mean?”
Emily slotted the book onto the nearest shelf. “Whitehall’s librarian had a plan to shove the books—perhaps the entire library—into a pocket dimension if the school fell,” she said. “Could it have happened here, too?”
“It’s a possibility.” Jayson didn’t look convinced. “They could craft a massive pocket dimension if they used the nexus point for power, but the nexus point died. I’d expect the books to be expelled back into our dimension, unless”—he frowned—“unless they blinked out of existence with the pocket dimension itself. Or... they might still be there, but inaccessible if no one knows where to look. You might want to ask Master Highland.”
“He might not know,” Emily said. “Or...”
She looked up as Frieda hurried in. “Emily!”
Emily felt her heart sink. “What now?”
“It’s good news,” Frieda said, quickly. “Yvonne wants you to come to the workshop.”
“See you later,” Jayson said. “I’ll get back to work.”
“See you,” Emily said. She followed Frieda out the door. “Is it really good news?”
“Yvonne thinks so,” Frieda said. She nudged Emily. “Are you and he getting together?”
Emily flushed. “No.”
“You should.” Frieda grinned at her. “It’s nice to have someone, isn’t it?”
Emily blinked in surprise. That was unlike Frieda. “Is Hoban that good?”
“Yes.” Frieda smiled. “We’ve been very busy.”
“Just be careful,” Emily warned. “You don’t want to get pregnant before you leave school.”
Frieda colored. “We’ve been careful,” she protested. “My father used to say my mother tricked him into marrying her.”
Emily didn’t know what to say.
The workshop seemed busier now the tables were covered with tools, supplies and pieces of equipment in various stages of construction. A handful of apprentices buzzed around, performing incomprehensible tasks; their masters stood at their tables, slowly demonstrating their skills to watching eyes. Emily looked from side to side, frowning inwardly as she realized there were only three magicians in the chamber. Praxis stood next to Yvonne, who was examining a colossal printing press. None of the others had come to see the device take shape.
Yvonne looked surprised to see them, but smiled anyway. “Lady Emily,” she said, formally. “I present to you the very first printing press of Heart’s Eye.”
Emily smiled back, then turned her attention to the printing press itself. It was immense, easily large enough to print four or six pages at once. She couldn’t help thinking that it looked more like a clothespress than a modern printer, although it would likely be centuries before the Nameless World developed computers and laser printers itself. A pair of apprentices were carefully placing the printing blocks into the device, then inspecting each other’s work to be sure there were no mistakes. Emily had to smile at the spelling. It was phonetic, rather than standard... her standard. She supposed it made it easier to spell.
We’re going to have to come up with a dictionary, sooner or later, she thought, as the press clunked into life. The apprentices placed sheets of paper beneath the blocks, then inked the blocks. And quickly, before we end up with a dozen different ways to spell the same word.
The press clunked, loudly. Emily watched as the apprentices lifted the press and removed the printed pages. It was cumbersome, but—compared to what they’d had five years ago—practically miraculous. She’d read about craftsmen who’d devised ways to print rolls of paper, rather than sheet by sheet. It sounded like something out of a novel about a demented scientist, but they swore it was practical. Yvonne had actually brought a very basic printing press to Heart’s Eye.
We can’t afford something more experimental, not now, Emily thought. It might fail.
“Our first newsletter,” Yvonne said. “What do you think?”
“It’s a little bare,” Emily said, dryly. “We just haven’t done that much.”
“That will change,” Yvonne said. She motioned towards a set of tables at the rear of the room. “We’re already preparing our first textbook. It just needs to be printed, bound and distributed.”
Frieda grinned. “A blue book?”
“We are trying to focus on printing textbooks,” Yvonne said, stiffly. “Blue books are quite unnecessary.”
Emily held up a hand. “What sort of textbook are you printing?”
“Basic spells,” Yvonne said. “We’re also working on a compendium of potions ingredients. Dram wrote it. We’ll print it.”
“Once you set out the blocks,” Emily said. She was surprised that Dram had embraced the new technology, but... perhaps she shouldn’t be. Alchemists ran into problems—frequently—because their textbooks were relatively rare and very expensive. Now... if students had easy access to textbooks, they’d have far less trouble mastering the art. “How long do you think that’ll take?”
“I don’t know,” Yvonne said. “But once we have the blocks sorted, we can roll off as many copies as you like.”
“I look forward to reading them,” Emily said, seriously. She picked up one of the newly-printed sheets of paper and examined it. The type was smaller than she’d expected, but perfectly understandable. She had no trouble reading it. “You’ve done well here.”
“This isn’t difficult,” Yvonne said. She waved a hand at the printing press. “There’s nothing new here. We’ll have more trouble when we try to come up with something new.”
“But you will.” Emily had no doubt of it. “And everyone will benefit from your inventions.”
“Everyone,” Yvonne repeated. “Except, of course, the people we’re putting out of business.”
“They don’t get to put the clock back,” Emily said. “And they can adapt to the new world, if they wish.”
She knew it wouldn’t be easy. The Accounting Guild had abused its position and power for too long. When she’d made them unnecessary by introducing a whole new system of numerals, she’d made them all redundant. That wouldn’t last, she thought—it wasn’t as if accounting was dead on Earth—but it would be a while before the guild managed to regroup and rebuild. They’d alienated too many of their possible customers. And, she supposed, people who would have become accountants, if things had remained unchanged. Why spend years mastering an outdated system when one could master ten digits practically overnight?
“They’ll try,” Yvonne said. “One of my apprentices already thinks he can improve on my work.”
“And if he can, good for him.” Emily allowed herself a smile. “And if his idea doesn’t work out in practice, don’t rub it in too much.”
“Of course not,” Yvonne said. She looked as if a holiday had come early. “That would be unfair.”
Emily met her eyes as they moved into a smaller workroom. “Have you had any other problems?”
“Just an endless spat of disagreements,” Yvonne said. “And not all of them were with the sparkling toffs.”
“Wonderful,” Emily said, sarcastically. It hadn’t been that long since a demon had slipped into Whitehall’s wards. People had acted oddly then, too. But... nothing like what she was seeing now. And she couldn’t figure out how it could have happened this time. “Did they have anything in common?”
“Just one,” Yvonne said. “Every time it happened, it happened near an uncovered mirror.”
Emily glanced around the tiny workroom. The mirror in the corner had been covered with a cloth. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.” Yvonne met her eyes. “Whatever is happening, it’s something to do with the mirrors.”
Emily cursed under her breath. Yvonne was right. There had been a mirror in the room when she and Caleb had gotten their wires crossed...
“I think we need to inspect the rest of the mirrors, quickly,” she said. How the hell had they missed that? The mirrors had become part of the background, damn it. “And figure out just what they actually are.”
“And cover the rest of them,” Yvonne added. “Before something else happens.”



Chapter Nineteen
“IF THE MIRRORS ARE CONFUSING US,” Caleb said as they made their way down the corridor, “why does covering them make the effect go away?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. Why were people hearing things near the mirrors? And why did covering the mirrors make the effect go away? She made a mental note to write to Gordian—and Zed—and ask for any books they had on mirror magic. Gordian might say no, and refuse to have anything to do with her, but at least she would have tried. “Perhaps everyone involved really was telling the truth.”
Caleb gave her an odd look. “I thought you used a truth spell.”
“I did.” Emily clarified her point. “They both thought they were telling the truth because they were telling the truth.”
She looked around, warily. The mirrors really had faded into the background, but—once she started looking for them again—it was clear they were everywhere. Covering them all was going to take time, time they might not have. In hindsight... she shook her head. There was no point in worrying about what might have been. If she’d understood the dangers, she might have made different choices...
And I can’t change tack now for fear of being thought weak, she thought. She understood—now—why some people preferred to ride their plans and go down in flames, rather than admit they’d failed and do something else. Admitting a mistake would be seen as a confession of weakness by some. Worse, there was no assumption that someone might learn from a mistake, openly admitted. If we send the mundanes away, it won’t be easy to get them back in.
“It still doesn’t make sense,” Caleb said. “How do the mirrors affect our behavior?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. She recalled what little she knew about mirror magic. Mirrors had been used to store things, once upon a time. But the spells had rarely been used outside demonstrations because it was so easy to smash the mirrors. Those mirrors, at least. “It’s possible that they distort reality, somehow. Or just...”
She frowned as she caught sight of her reflection, again. “Where I come from, there was a theory about alternate universes. The theory said that a new universe would be created every time someone made a choice.”
Caleb glanced at her. “How would that even work?”
“I’m living proof that alternate worlds exist,” Emily reminded him. “But...”
She shook her head slowly. “This world is very different from mine. The geography, the culture, the magic... it’s all different. The theory stipulated that a new world would be created for each minor choice.”
“It makes no sense,” Caleb said. “Are you saying that the mere act of putting on a different pair of briefs would be enough to create a whole new world?”
“That’s the theory,” Emily said.
“But the world wouldn’t be that different,” Caleb pointed out. “What difference does it make if I wear one pair of briefs or the other?”
“Very little.” Emily let out a long breath as they passed another mirror. “But that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”
She frowned as she studied her reflection. It looked identical to her, as far as she could tell. Was a hair out of place? Did she have a speck of dust on her dress? She couldn’t tell. Cold logic told her she was looking at nothing more than her reflection, but once she’d had the thought it wouldn’t go away. Was she looking into a world that was—in almost every detail—practically identical to her own?
“There would be a division of energy too, if the entire universe split in two,” Caleb added, after a moment. “If there’s a split for every little choice, how long would it be until the universe ran out of energy and died?”
Emily had no answer. If Caleb was right, the universe should have run out of energy and destroyed itself by now, perhaps a long time before humanity had come into existence. Unless... she shook her head. There was no way to know. Perhaps something big had to change before the universe split in two. Or perhaps there was an infinite supply of energy. Or perhaps the energy supply itself was twinned too. She simply didn’t know.
“We’d have to experiment,” she said slowly, “although I have no idea where to begin.”
“Perhaps we should check our memories,” Caleb said. “When did we last see each other? Before we came here?”
“Beneficence,” Emily recalled. “I escaped Jacqui and ran to you.”
“That’s what I think,” Caleb said. They shared a handful of other memories and discovered their memories matched. “Perhaps the changes only started when we came here.”
“After the nexus point was reignited,” Emily mused. 
She forced herself to think. She hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary when she’d been taken to Heart’s Eye by Alanson, but... she hadn’t known enough to tell if something was wrong. Had power started flowing back into the mirrors? It was possible, she supposed. The school’s original wards were gone—they’d died with the nexus point—but if someone had set up a power tap that didn’t rely on spellwork, it might have survived the years without power. But how was that even possible? Spellware—insubstantial spellware—was the only thing that could survive the fury of a nexus point. Unless...
There could be spellwork inside the mirrors, she thought. I put spellwork in a pocket dimension. Someone else could have put it inside the mirrors themselves.
“We need to get to the bottom of it,” she said. She had no idea how to quench the nexus point—and she certainly didn’t want to try, not when it might be utterly disastrous. “If we check the mirrors, we can start inspecting the ones that feel odd to us.”
“Yeah.” Caleb followed her as they walked down the corridor. “Maybe we should just try painting them over.”
Emily smiled at him. “That might work,” she said. “Why did they even need so many in the first place?”
She puzzled over it as they moved from mirror to mirror. They really were everywhere, from mirrors easily large enough for both of them to tiny little mirrors that wouldn’t have been out of place in a lady’s handbag. Emily checked them, one by one, and found nothing. They were just mirrors, but... she knew there had to be a reason. Were they windows into alternate realms? Or... she wasn’t sure that was true. It would be stretching probability too far to assume that she and her counterparts would be looking into the same mirrors at the same time.
If I hadn’t lost my powers, I wouldn’t be here now, Emily thought. And in a universe where I never lost them, I would have gone to Heart’s Eye earlier.
“What do we do if we can’t get rid of the mirrors?” Caleb’s voice was grim. “Or if we can’t cover them all?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. “There has to be some way to keep them from affecting us.”
“Or maybe they lost control,” Caleb said. “That might be what killed them. Not the necromancer battering on the gates, but something they’d set up themselves.”
“We may never know,” Emily said. “We might need to find a way to remove the mirrors.”
She shook her head in frustration. They’d tried, several times. The mirrors remained firmly fixed to the walls. Indeed, they were practically part of the walls. She’d even watched an apprentice grab a hammer and try to smash the nearest mirror, only to have the hammer bounce off the mirror without leaving a mark. The mirrors felt real, but... Emily was sure they weren’t real mirrors. They were something else. She just didn’t know what.
“It may be impossible,” Caleb said. “And if it is impossible, what then?”
“Nothing is impossible,” Emily said. She could go back to the nexus point and fiddle with the spellware, trying to determine where the power was actually going. If there was some kind of spell locking the mirrors in place, making it impossible to damage or remove them, she’d find it. And then the power could be diverted elsewhere. “We just have to figure out how to do it.”
They stepped into a classroom and looked around. A handful of mirrors were positioned on the walls, their reflections looking back curiously. Emily glared, trying to spot any differences. If there were any, they were too subtle to see. On impulse, she raised a hand and waved. It didn’t look as though her reflection was reacting to her.
“It’s just a reflection,” Caleb said. He shook his head. “This isn’t going to work.”
“We can’t just give up,” Emily said. “We’ve gone too far to stop now.”
She glared at the mirror. Her reflection glared back. She was grimly determined not to fail, even if she had to search the entire building time and time again to parse out its secrets. It wasn’t just the vast amount of money she’d expended in the last few weeks. It was the simple fact the university was necessary. She couldn’t take the risk of setting it up somewhere without a nexus point. It would become a political football in the constant struggles between kingdoms—and magical communities—if she couldn’t enforce its neutrality.
And Master Highland probably won’t let me quit either, she thought. He’d take the building for himself if I let him.
They moved from room to room, making a list of each of the mirrors before checking them for stray magic. There was nothing, beyond a few vague sensations that slipped into nothingness whenever she tried to bring them into focus. She gritted her teeth as she compared notes with Caleb, time and time again. There were no discrepancies, as far as she could tell, but that was meaningless. The changes might be so subtle—or centered on something far away—that she might not notice them until it was far too late.
She couldn’t help feeling a little paranoid as they broke for lunch before resuming their search. How would she know if she was in an alternate universe, if the only real difference was something far away? Would she ever know? Or... she found it hard to believe that such universes even existed. If there was no observable difference, was there any difference at all?
Frieda popped her head into the room. “They’ve covered all the mirrors in the dorms, offices and labs,” she said. “Things are calmer already.”
“Things started to calm down as soon as everyone grasped the idea that the... disputes... might not be being caused by malice,” Caleb pointed out, dryly. “And then they started checking everything. It’s like being back in the lab.”
Emily nodded. Professor Thande’s advanced classes had been expected to recite their instructions back to him, with added commentary to prove they’d understood what they’d been told. She’d found it a little irritating, but she saw the logic. Better to have the instructions repeated than let a mistake slip through the cracks, only to explode in someone’s face when they tried to put the mistake into practice. Here, at least, it helped smooth out the problems. They’d already caught a handful of... disputes that would have passed unnoticed—at least for a while—if they hadn’t bothered to ask. If nothing else, it had done wonders for cooperation.
“It’s better than it was,” Frieda agreed. “Do you want me to stay with you?”
“Go back to Hoban,” Emily said. “None of us should be alone, at least until we’ve covered the mirrors.”
“He’s just down the corridor,” Frieda said. She raised a hand. “Be seeing you.”
“Is it just me,” Caleb observed when Frieda had left the room, “or has getting laid done wonders for her?”
Emily elbowed him, hard. “I think she’s lucky to be able to do anything.”
She felt a pang of guilt. Frieda’s childhood had been worse than hers. Constant beatings, abuse, the ever-present threat of being thrown out of the shack to die in the cold... Frieda had been very lucky that she’d been sold to Mountaintop, instead of simply being killed or married off by her family. Caleb didn’t know how lucky he was. His parents actually loved him. They certainly hadn’t treated him like an unwanted burden.
“I hope she’s happy,” Caleb said. “And that you find someone too.”
“That’s not likely to happen.” Emily glanced at him, sharply. “Why do you say that?”
Caleb nodded at the nearest mirror. “Do you think, somewhere in there, there’s a world where we didn’t break up?”
“I don’t know.” Emily didn’t want to think about it. There was probably a world—a hundred worlds—where she’d come to the Nameless World, only to be killed or enslaved or raped or... she didn’t want to think about it either. She might not live in the best of all possible worlds, but she didn’t live in the worst. If Shadye had taken Whitehall—and her—who knew what sort of world he would have created? “Why do you ask?”
“I was wondering,” Caleb said.
Emily looked away. She thought she understood. Caleb had good reason to regret how their relationship had ended. She regretted it too. She’d been able to relax with him in a way she’d never been able to do with Cat. But... she knew, at base, that he would put his family and their interests ahead of her. It was how he’d been raised. And it wasn’t something she wanted...
“Don’t worry about it,” she said, a little sharper than she’d intended. She didn’t want to continue the discussion. “Let’s just get on with it.”
He said nothing as they walked into another classroom, but she could sense his disappointment. She wondered, sourly, what he’d actually wanted. Did he even know? A return to the days before they’d split up? Or a simpler relationship... Emily shook her head, annoyed at herself for even considering it. She’d enjoyed being with Cat, on a physical level, but... there had been no room for a long-term relationship. And she’d wanted a long-term relationship.
And that might be hard to find, she told herself. She supposed she could look for another simple relationship, but... she wanted more. Someone who cared for her. Who’s out there for me?
She looked around the classroom. It was smaller than the others, more of an office than a classroom. A handful of metal desks were organized in a circle, facing a mirror. Her lips twitched as she saw the marks someone had carved into the metal, a handful of sigils she remembered from her first years at Whitehall. Hints of a crush, threats of dire punishment for anyone who took the chair when the owner wanted it... schoolchildren never changed, it seemed. And yet...
Her eyes narrowed as she looked at the mirror. It was uncovered, her reflection looking back evenly. Her hair was in a braid, hanging down her chest and almost touching her belt... her heart skipped a beat as she realized her hair wasn’t in a braid. She normally left it hanging down naturally, allowing it to brush against her back. Her reflection... she blinked, quickly. Her reflection’s hair was hanging down naturally too. But she’d seen it. She was sure she’d seen it.
“Did you see that?” She pressed forward, reaching out with her senses. The mirror was alive, faint traces of magic crawling over the surface. “My reflection. Did you see it?”
“I saw mine.” Caleb sounded as if he didn’t quite believe whatever he’d seen. “I looked as if I’d been in a fight.”
Emily glanced at him, then resumed her attempt to probe the magic. This time, the eerie sensation wasn’t going away. She muttered a pair of detection spells, trying to bring the spellware front and center. It felt as if something was pulling back, defying her attempts to study the spell. She gritted her teeth and pressed forward. Not this time. She wasn’t going to let it get away this time.
“Be careful,” Caleb said. “I can’t pick out the spells at all.”
Emily barely heard him. The mirror held her, somehow. She couldn’t look away. There was a resonance in the mirror, as if it was reflecting her magic at her. It was impossible. No, she reminded herself, once again. The word impossible was simply a reflection of the unknown. Caleb would be shocked beyond words if he saw Earth, with its computers and aircraft and everything else, just as she’d been shocked when she’d first seen magic. Just because she didn’t know how to do something didn’t mean it was impossible. And the resonance was growing stronger.
It’s responding to my magic, she thought. She twisted her spells, trying to figure out just what she was doing. It felt as if she was picking a lock that wasn’t completely there. She’d hacked plenty of locking spells in the last few years, but... this was different. What is it doing?
She looked up, into the eyes of her reflection. Her reflection’s fingers were almost touching the mirror, her expression showing the same frustration as Emily felt... they were the same person, weren’t they? Emily wasn’t so sure. It was hard to believe the reflection was just a reflection.
On impulse, Emily reached out and touched the mirrored surface. It gave way. She found herself falling forward, pulled into the mirror. She tried to catch herself, to cry out in alarm, but it was impossible to cast a single spell. Something had her, something was pulling her through...
... And then it was far too late. 



Chapter Twenty
IT WAS BRIGHT, VERY BRIGHT.
Emily closed her eyes a second before she landed on... something. It felt as though she’d fallen flat on her face in the bathroom. The impact was hard enough to stun her, just for a second or two. She gritted her teeth against the pain, realizing—in her dazed state—that her eyes were still closed. She had to force herself to open her eyes. The light grew brighter, feeling like nails driven into her eyes. It hurt, badly.
She muttered a spell, but nothing happened. The light was just too bright. It played with her mind, making it harder to concentrate... she forced herself to look around, to try to figure out where she was. There were no walls, no ceilings... she looked down and saw nothing underneath, although she was sitting on something. It felt slippery. She looked up, dimly realizing she was surrounded by silvery light. It took her longer than it should have done to realize that she had gone through the mirror. She was inside the mirror.
Shit, she thought, numbly.
Emily staggered to her feet, gritting her teeth against the pain. If the mirror was right in front of her... she might be trapped in a pocket dimension, unable to leave without the key or someone opening the door, or... her imagination supplied too many possibilities, each more dangerous than the last. Had she been shrunk? Or was she trapped in a lobster pot, a place that drained her spells as soon as she cast them? She’d been told such a prison was almost impossible to escape.
She stepped forward gingerly, her hands outstretched. There was something there, something invisible in the silvery light... she touched it and found herself unable to go any further. It wasn’t blocking her path so much as her feet were simply refusing to move. She felt as if she were caught in a nightmare, her legs caught in the mire while the monster bore down on her. She stepped back and found she could move easily, as long as she wasn’t pressing against the invisible wall. The mirror itself? Or what? Was she caught in a box?
They might be looking in at me right now, Emily thought. Caleb had seen her fall into the mirror. She was sure he would have called for help before jumping in. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to follow her without a plan... would he? She swallowed, hard. Caleb was no coward but, for once, it would be smarter to be one. If Emily couldn’t get out, Caleb would be trapped too. What are they going to do?
She stepped backwards, turning slowly. The silvery light was changing, faint gradients of light becoming apparent within the glare. There was a path leading away from the mirror. Emily inched forward, the path becoming clearer as she moved. She glanced back, but saw nothing. If Caleb and the others were trying to free her—if they’d realized what had happened—there was no sign of it. How long had it been? The mirror world was playing hell with her sense of time. It had probably been only a few minutes, but it felt like it had been a great deal longer. It might have been. A skilled magician could alter the flow of time within a pocket dimension, sending someone on a one-way trip into the future. She dreaded to think what someone with a nexus point could do.
The sense of walking along a path grew stronger as she picked up speed. She was being led somewhere, somewhere else. The path narrowed, until it was barely wide enough for her to walk; she had the feeling, even though she couldn’t see anything, that she was standing atop a precipice. If she fell off, God alone knew where she’d land. She briefly considered trying to teleport out, but she had a nasty feeling it would be disastrous. She didn’t have the slightest idea where she was, let alone where she wanted to go.
And I could wind up scattering my atoms across a thousand miles, she thought, grimly. If I even have the power to cast the spell...
She thought she heard, just for a second, someone whispering in the still air. She looked up sharply, then around, but saw nothing. Anything could be hiding in the silvery light, anything at all. A shiver ran down her spine as she glanced behind her, half-expecting to see a monster breathing down her neck. There was nothing... a thought struck her and she shivered, again. What if she’d traded places with her reflection? What if Caleb and the others didn’t know she was missing? What if they thought she was still with them?
It wasn’t a pleasant thought. Emily wished she hadn’t had it as she pressed on. Caleb would notice, wouldn’t he? He knew her very well. Or... what if the only difference between Emily and her reflection was a different hairstyle? Would Caleb notice? Would anyone? Would there be any significant difference at all? She tried not to think about it as the path grew narrow, leaving her feeling as though she was walking on a tightrope. The slightest mistake...
The world flared with light, blindingly bright. Emily threw up her hands to cover her eyes, losing her balance. She fell, landing on her backside before she even had a chance to scream. Something slammed into her head, a punch—no, the impression of a punch—that left her dizzy. She opened her eyes, unsure of when she’d closed them. She was in a small bedroom, staring around in confusion. She wasn’t in the classroom any longer. She was...
She glanced back. A mirror sat right behind her, so close she was almost resting against it. She stumbled up and staggered away, her head spinning so badly that she almost threw up. She wanted—needed—water. But Caleb had been carrying the water bottle... she cursed herself for not making sure they both carried some. It was the sort of mistake that could cost lives. Sergeant Miles would never have let her forget it, if she’d done it in class.
Emily gritted her teeth against the pain, then concentrated. Her magic felt warped and twisted, as if something wasn’t quite right. Where was she? She forced herself to look around the room, taking in the locked and warded door as well as the small collection of books on the shelves. They looked to be nothing more than textbooks, but... she eyed the door, warily. It had been locked from the inside, then secured with a set of very nasty hexes. No one, it seemed, had tried to force their way into the room.
Someone came in here, sealed the doors and then went into the mirror, Emily thought, as she picked up the first textbook. It was on charms, rather than mirror magic. They used the mirrors as portals and...
She frowned. If the mirrors were portals, then... why hadn’t more of the staff managed to escape? They could have used a mirror to escape the school before it was too late... right? Or... Emily remembered the path within the mirror and shuddered. There were no paths within regular portals. Perhaps the mirror-portals only had limited range. Or... it was easy to understand why they’d gone out of fashion. She had problems with regular portals—they always gave her headaches—but mirror-portals were far worse.
She searched the rest of the room as quickly as possible, giving the door a wide berth. The suite was smaller than she’d expected, with a tiny washroom that was barely large enough for a grown man. Had it belonged to a child? Or... she shook her head. It was the height of luxury, compared to communal showers or sponge baths. She was being stupid. Whoever had owned the room had probably been glad to have it. She would have been glad to have it, seven years ago. Whitehall had spoilt her. 
There were no clothes in the drawers, only a handful of talismans that had lost their power long ago. She took them anyway, silently promising herself she’d return them to their owner or his descendants when she had a chance, and stuck them in her pocket. The books weren’t as interesting as she’d hoped, but she made a mental note to come back and collect them later. They might come in handy. She turned her attention to the door and stopped as a nasty thought struck her. Was she even in her own world?
She felt her heart start to race as the thought refused to go away. Was she in a whole other universe? Was she... it felt right, but that was meaningless. There was no reason to assume that an alternate universe would feel different than her own. Earth certainly didn’t feel any different to the Nameless World. If she’d walked into an alternate timeline... she shuddered, helplessly. Would she notice any difference? Or would she assume that everything was normal until it was far too late?
The mirror seemed perfectly normal when she looked at it. Her reflection seemed unchanged. There were no differences, as far as she could tell. She considered, briefly, trying to force her way back into the mirror, but there was no way to know where she’d end up. The pathway had been so faint that she wasn’t convinced she would go anywhere. She let out a breath, then turned her attention back to the hexed door. The room’s owner had been very determined to keep intruders out, at all costs. Emily wasn’t sure she could have picked her way into the room without getting a very nasty surprise.
And this happened in a school, she thought, as she started to take the spells apart from the rear. What were they thinking?
She shivered as the first spell snapped under her touch. They’d been put together in a tearing hurry and it showed, although none of the mistakes and imperfections she saw actually hampered the spells from doing their job. Maybe it had been deliberate. The caster had mixed a transfiguration spell into a repulsion spell, perhaps intending to use the latter to kill the target while he was fighting off the former. Or maybe the caster had simply been desperate. Emily didn’t know. The caster hadn’t even left himself ways to take the spells down from the inside. It made it harder for her to take the spells apart, one by one.
At least I know this school was invaded too, she told herself, as another spell snapped. A shower of sparks shot out in all directions. The timelines are that close...
She cursed herself for an idiot as a thought struck her. The wards. She reached out to the wards, gambling they would welcome her. They responded, greeting her... Emily let out a sigh of relief. She was in her world, she thought. Or one close enough for there to be no real difference. The wards were hers. She silently promised herself that she’d add a message function to the wards as soon as possible. But they weren’t flexible enough to carry messages, not yet. It would be months before they grew that complex.
We should have started work a lot sooner, Emily thought, sourly. Perhaps she and Caleb should have gone to Heart’s Eye before they’d started Sixth Year. They could have prepared the school for occupation without having to worry about mundanes and magicians trying to undermine their positions. But we thought it was better to wait.
The last of the wards snapped under her touch. Emily stumbled forward, careful to check the door handle for surprises before trying to open the door. The lock was solid, held in place by magic... she frowned as she realized there was one final trick. Anyone who tried to unlock the door with magic would be in for a nasty surprise. The charm was cunning, too deeply embedded in the door to be easy to remove. She hesitated, then reached into her pouch to produce a multitool. Sergeant Miles had taught her how to pick locks, without magic. He’d pointed out, more than once, that most magicians rarely guarded against mundane tricks. Emily hadn’t needed him to point that out to her.
She gritted her teeth as she manipulated the lock, ready to throw herself back at the slightest hint of trouble. The lock was crude, simplistic; she rather suspected it was intended more to make it clear that someone shouldn’t enter without permission rather than actually keep them out. No first-year student would have any problems opening the lock with magic, if they tried. The wards would pose a far more serious barrier. She heard the lock click and jerked back, just in case. Instead, the door opened into a dusty corridor. Emily stepped through, one hand raised to cast a spell or raise a ward. There was no one outside. The dust was so thick that she was sure no one had passed the door since the school fell. She listened, carefully, but heard nothing. She was in a part of the school that hadn’t been searched in the last two weeks.
Which means I might walk straight into a trap, she thought. And I’m not even sure which way to go.
She concentrated, focusing on the wards. They were centered on the nexus point, which meant... she thought she knew the way back to the central stairwell. It was hard to be sure, but... she shrugged and started to walk. If she was wrong, she’d have time to go back before hunger and thirst started to get to her. Dust billowed up around her as she walked, staining her dress. She muttered a pair of repulsing spells as she kept going, passing a line of doors that had been locked and hexed shut. Had their owners jumped into the mirrors? Were they still in the mirrors? Was that even possible?
Emily concentrated, touching the wards again. They’d been designed to grow organically, rather than simply being emplaced by a wardcrafter. It wasn’t the only way to tap a nexus point, but it was the most flexible. She’d learnt that from Lord Whitehall himself. But... it didn’t look as if the wards had grown any further. She hadn’t gone any real distance into the future... she frowned, reminding herself that even a day or two might prove disastrous. Who knew what could’ve happened in her absence?
She reached a door that should have led into the stairwell. It was closed and hexed shut. Emily smiled—the necromancer clearly hadn’t bothered to try to force his way in—then unpicked the hex and pushed the door open. The stairwell beyond lay in ruins. She peered down, fighting a sudden sense of vertigo. Someone had smashed the stairs beyond repair, leaving a pile of debris at the bottom. Perhaps they’d thought the necromancer couldn’t levitate. Or perhaps the necromancer himself had done it, in a fit of rage. Who knew?
We might never know, Emily mused. She frowned. It looked as though she was on the fifth floor, although it was hard to be sure. Was she looking at the ground floor... or the basement or... she shook her head, then cast a levitation spell and lowered herself to the bottom. The air stank of something, something unpleasant. What was he doing here?
She looked around, then carefully stepped through a shattered door. The walls beyond were scorched, as if the necromancer had been trying to burn the entire school from the inside. A handful of mirrors hung in place, seemingly untouched. Emily checked them, careful not to touch them with her bare hands, but they felt like ordinary mirrors. She shook her head. Ordinary mirrors would never have survived anything capable of charring the walls. They would be in pieces, lying on the floor... she pushed the thought aside as she inched down the corridor. She could hear someone talking, someone reassuringly human...
A young girl stepped into view, her jaw dropping as she saw Emily. “You’re not supposed to be... Lady Emily!”
Emily held up a hand as the girl hastily curtseyed, almost tripping over herself. A maid. A girl recruited in Cockatrice, trading her services in exchange for an education. Yvonne had told her that some maids were very driven... Emily could believe it. Without a proper education, they would work until they were used up and then discarded. The rapidly-expanding middle class families didn’t have any sense they should be taking care of old retainers.
“It’s quite all right,” Emily said, as the girl began to stammer apologies. “I just got a little lost. Where am I?”
“The servant quarters, My Lady.” The poor maid looked terrified. “I... I thought you were... ah...”
“Don’t worry about it,” Emily told her. The girl wouldn’t know what to say. She’d probably thought the servant quarters were private, if only because her superiors wouldn’t lower themselves to visit. “But don’t go through the door. It needs to be checked carefully.”
“Yes, My Lady,” the girl said.
Emily took a breath. “How long has it been since we started covering the mirrors?”
“Um... two days, My Lady,” the maid said. “Um...”
“Thank God.” Emily breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn’t been thrown forward in time. And she was still in her own world. That was something, at least. “Carry on, please.”
“Yes, My Lady.”



Chapter Twenty-One
EMILY WANTED—NEEDED—A SHOWER, BUT there was no time. She hurried back to the classroom where she’d found the open mirror, hoping she would manage to find Caleb and the others before they did something stupid. She felt grimy, her dress stained beyond repair, but... she forced herself to pick up speed as she heard the argument echoing down the corridor. Caleb, Master Highland, Frieda...
She stepped into the room. “Hi.”
“Emily,” Caleb said. Beside him, Master Highland gaped at her. “What happened?”
“Long story,” Emily said. “Can you pass me the canteen? I need water.”
“Sure,” Caleb said. He unhooked the canteen from his belt and held it out to her. “What happened?”
Emily took a long drink, taking advantage of the pause to survey the room. The Gorgon and Cirroc stood in the corner, looking as if they wanted to be somewhere else; Hoban knelt in front of the mirror, tapping the surface with a silver wand. Someone had tied his belt to the doorknob. It looked absurd, but it was a sensible precaution. Whatever had pulled her into the mirror might not be deterred by magic alone.
Or it might pull the door into the mirror too, Emily thought. She took another swig, then passed the canteen back to Caleb. Once it had me, it refused to let go.
She jabbed a finger at the mirror. “That’s not a normal mirror,” she said. “That’s a portal.”
“A portal?” Master Highland sounded astonished. “A portal to where?”
“A bedroom on the other side of the school,” Emily said. “The room was locked from the inside, like all the others. I think whoever set the traps escaped through the mirrors.”
She outlined everything that had happened, ending with her escape from the room and walk back to the servant’s dorm. Master Highland and the others listened quietly, without asking questions until she got to the end. Emily was grateful. There was no harm in them knowing the truth, but... she didn’t know what they’d make of everything she’d thought. Very few people knew that alternate worlds existed. She wasn’t sure what would happen if more people knew they were real.
“And then I walked up here,” she said. “What happened here?”
“I saw you fall into the mirror,” Caleb said. “I called for help, then checked the mirror myself. I couldn’t get in. We were just arguing over what to do next when you returned.”
Cirroc had a different question. “Master... if the mirrors are portals, how did you not know about it?”
Master Highland looked as if he’d bitten into something sour. “Cirroc, I was never on the staff,” he said, tiredly. “No one ever told me that the mirrors were portals and... I never saw them used, although... in hindsight, some of the teachers did seem to get around the school quicker than we thought possible. We assumed they just had access to the servant passages.”
“Or that they teleported,” Frieda suggested. She shrugged when Emily looked at her. “This isn’t Whitehall. They could teleport around the school.”
“The wards wouldn’t let them,” Master Highland said. “It never occurred to me that the mirrors might be portals.”
It should have occurred to me, Emily thought. She’d heard stories about two mirrors being linked together and used as portals, although... they’d gone out of fashion so long ago that no one remembered. She understood why, now. And yet... what happened?
“They may be drawing power from the nexus point,” she said. “I just don’t know how.”
“We could get a pair of wardcrafters to examine the spells,” Master Highland offered. “If they’re drawing power from the wards...”
“They shouldn’t be.” Emily shook her head. The last thing she wanted was to give someone a chance to hack the wards. “The wards were never linked to the mirrors.”
“Your wards weren’t,” the Gorgon said. “What about the original wards?”
“They’re gone,” Master Highland said, dismissively. “What they did, when they were functional, doesn’t matter now.”
“I’d say it does,” Caleb said, “if they provided enough power for the mirror-portals to remain functional for ten years.”
“No portal would remain open for ten years, unless there was a steady supply of power,” Master Highland said. “It isn’t easy to keep them open for one year. A portal without power would snap out of existence...”
“That might be true for a regular portal,” Cirroc said. “But what about one based on mirrors?”
“We don’t know,” Emily said. An enchanted object could remain enchanted for quite some time, but... there were limits. A portal required more power than most magicians could produce for longer than a few seconds. “It’s clear they were doing something with the mirrors.”
Caleb touched the mirror. “What happened? How did you get in?”
“I think I must have unlocked something,” Emily said. She stood next to him as Caleb fiddled with the mirror. “I saw my reflection change, then... I was sucked inside.”
“That’s a little odd for a portal,” Master Highland pointed out. “They’re normally just... doors.”
“Maybe you’re meant to jump into the portal,” Cirroc said. “And rely on your speed to carry you though.”
“I had to walk,” Emily said. A regular portal brought two places together, so someone could just step from one to the other. A mirror portal, on the other hand, seemed to shorten the distance between two places rather than eliminating it completely. Was it taking a shortcut through an alternate dimension? A smaller dimension? “Maybe someone who runs into the mirror will be carried and tossed out at the other side.”
“If there’s only two mirrors, linked together.” Master Highland sounded irked. “There might be more.”
“I only saw one path,” Emily said. “Really... I didn’t see the path so much as sense it.”
“There’s probably more to the system than we know,” Caleb said. He was still poking at the mirror. “If you use a different spell, you might wind up somewhere different.”
“Or the rest of the system could be broken,” Hoban said. “I saw a couple of tombs that...”
“Ah,” Caleb said. “I...”
The world went white. Emily threw up her arms as she felt—again—the sensation of plunging forward into nothingness. Something scrabbled at her side, as if someone was trying to grab her. Caleb, perhaps. The world went bright, then dark, then... she opened her eyes to see the silvery light, all around her. There was no sign of Caleb.
“Caleb?” She looked from side to side, but saw nothing. Where was he? Had he managed to catch himself before he could be pulled into the mirror? Or... she shook her head. He’d been standing right next to her. He should have been pulled in first. “What did you do?”
She raised her voice and shouted, as loud as she could. “Caleb?”
There was no answer. There wasn’t even an echo. Her voice felt strange in her ears, as if there was something wrong. The silvery light seemed to suck up the sound, until the chamber—the mirror dimension—was completely silent. She clapped her hands, but the sound was deadened. No matter how hard she shouted, she barely heard anything. The sound seemed swallowed up by the silence.
She tried to go back, but discovered—again—that it was impossible. The path led her onwards, back to the room she’d found. She sighed and followed it, keeping a wary eye out for Caleb or... something. Was he on a different path? Or... or what? Perhaps he’d used a different spell or... she frowned. Perhaps the mirrors were designed to toss someone out at a random location, unless they used the correct keycode. Or... she shrugged. They were finally starting to get a handle on what the mirrors were. Given time, they’d figure it out.
Or we’ll find out where the power is coming from and shut it off, she thought. She still didn’t understand where the power was coming from. She’d have to check the nexus point chamber carefully... very carefully. It was already weird, dimensionally speaking. Perhaps there was more to it than she’d thought. Was I really the first one to think of using pocket dimensions to store raw magic?
The world turned white around her, again. She closed her eyes and stepped forward. This time, she wasn’t going to land on her backside! The mirror seemed to guide her out, as if she was stepping off a boat. The floor felt reassuringly solid as she opened her eyes. She was back in the bedroom. She wasn’t disappointed. At least she wouldn’t have to disarm another set of traps before she could leave...
Something flickered, at the corner of her eye. She barely had a chance to move before a fist slammed into her jaw. The force of the impact sent her stumbling back, fighting to keep her balance. Another punch hurtled towards her, crackling into her shoulder. Emily yelped, tasting blood in her mouth. A third blow cracked her chest, between her breasts. An inch or two lower and she would have been in real trouble...
She had to fight to throw a repulsion charm at her attacker, throwing him back against the wall. Her mind was spinning, the pain making it hard to focus. She gritted her teeth as she pulled herself upright and saw... Caleb, his face twisted into a nightmarish grimace of fear and hatred and utter horror. He flailed madly, as if he’d forgotten everything he knew about fighting. And he wasn’t using any magic. She couldn’t even sense any magic in him.
Caleb? Emily was stunned. Who...?
Caleb lunged forward, hurling himself at her. Emily tried to raise a ward; too late. He slammed into her, knocking them both to the floor. Emily felt her head crack against the stone, making it impossible to concentrate long enough to cast a spell to stop him in his tracks. He brought his fist down, barely missing her head... he wasn’t focusing either, she realized dully. His weight held her down, but... he wasn’t trying to kill her or knock her out or even rape her. He was...
This isn’t Caleb, she realized, dully. Caleb—the real Caleb—would have knocked her out with the first blow, if he’d had the advantage of surprise. This Caleb was lashing out in a panic, throwing away his chance to win through sheer panic. She could practically smell his fear. Not my Caleb.
He grabbed her hair and pulled it, hard. It hurt, but it was hardly fatal. Emily braced herself, then cast a light force punch. Caleb was blasted off her—the spell recoil slammed into her chest, leaving her feeling as through she’d cracked a rib—nearly hitting the ceiling before he fell. Emily rolled to one side, narrowly avoiding him crash-landing on her. Caleb hit the ground, the force of the impact knocking the wind out of him. Emily focused long enough to cast a freeze spell. She eyed him warily—her Caleb would have no trouble breaking the spell from the inside—but he didn’t move. And yet...
She shuddered. His eyes were moving—and fearful. He was scared of her, so scared... she felt numb terror clawing at the back of her mind. He wasn’t scared of what she’d do to him now, after he’d attacked her; it was something else. She was sure it was something else, a deeply primal fear that reminded her of things she didn’t want to remember. Caleb—this Caleb—felt like a victim of constant abuse.
Emily took a moment to center herself, casting a pair of spells that should keep her from collapsing before she managed to get back to the others. She didn’t dare try to heal herself, not when she might accidentally make things worse. She rubbed her aching jaw, feeling blood trickling down her cheek. Caleb—the alternate Caleb—had loosened a couple of her teeth. His teachers would not have been pleased if he’d done it in front of them. The perfect opportunity to knock her out, and he’d flubbed it.
Sergeant Miles would knock him out, to demonstrate how it should be done, Emily thought. Jade wouldn’t have made that mistake. Cat wouldn’t have made that mistake. But this person didn’t know what he was doing.
Caleb watched her, making no attempt to free himself. Emily looked him up and down, silently noting the differences. He had a small beard... her Caleb had never wanted a beard. He’d always preferred to be clean-shaven. His clothes were different, more of a military uniform than the trousers and shirt Caleb—her Caleb—had been wearing when he’d stepped through the looking glass. Where was her Caleb? It was impossible to believe the cowering man in front of her was him. Caleb wasn’t... he wasn’t a coward. Not like this. The man in front of her was so scared of her, of everything.
“Who are you?” She knew he wouldn’t answer. He couldn’t answer. “And where did you come from?”
She forced herself to resume her inspection. There were no traces of his magic on him, as far as she could tell, but there were hints of someone else’s magic. It was hard to be sure. Her own magic was confusing her spells. She didn’t dare release the freeze until she got him somewhere secure... if he didn’t manage to break the spell himself. She gritted her teeth, then checked his pockets and belt pouch. He was carrying nothing, save for a tiny silver wand. It felt oddly light in her hand, as if it had been stripped of power long ago.
“I’m taking you somewhere safe,” she said, as reassuringly as she could. Caleb—this Caleb—had attacked her, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of pity. He’d attacked her in a blind panic. No wonder he hadn’t managed to land a killing blow. “And then we will talk properly.”
She cast a handful of wards over the mirror, in the hope they’d alert her if someone—or something—came out of the mirror after them, then carefully levitated Caleb into the air and steered him towards the door. His panic seemed to grow worse as she guided him down the corridor, as if he thought she was going to drop him at any moment. The thought cost her a pang. Caleb—her Caleb—had trusted her. He knew she wouldn’t hurt him deliberately. But this Caleb was so terrified...
“We’ll be there soon,” she said. They had to take the long way around. She didn’t want to risk levitating him down the ruined stairwell. It would drive him mad with fear. “And then we’ll see.”
She thought fast as they made their way down the servant staircase. It was too narrow for her to steer him properly, but she had no choice. Thankfully, the spell cushioned his body, protecting him when she accidentally bumped him into the wall. Dust kept billowing, making her cough helplessly. Her throat felt parched. Caleb had the water, didn’t he? She wondered, again, where he’d gone. If this was an alternate Caleb, was her Caleb in the alternate world?
And this one has a goatee, she thought. It was darkly amusing, although no one else would get the joke. If he went through the looking glass...
She shuddered. “What sort of world do you come from?”
The alternate Caleb said nothing. Emily snorted at the folly of expecting an answer from a man who couldn’t move anything save for his eyes, then put the thought aside as they reached the bottom of the staircase. The doorway opened onto the central corridor, a statue neatly concealing its location from any passing students. Emily rolled her eyes—it wasn’t as if the students couldn’t guess the passageways existed—and steered Caleb down the corridor. She heard footsteps and braced herself a moment before Seth stepped into view. The alchemist’s apprentice looked shocked.
“Lady Emily?” Seth stared at Caleb. “What...”
“Seth,” Emily said, curtly. He was the last person she wanted to ask for help, but he’d have to do. “Go find Master Highland. He’s in the classrooms, on level four. Tell him to come to the office with the others, quickly.”
“Yes, Lady Emily.” Seth snapped to attention. “I’ll do it at once.”
Emily sighed as she levitated the alternate Caleb into the office and lowered him gently to the ground. Seth would do it, if he had a grain of sense in his head. And he’d probably give Master Highland an account of what he’d seen, too. That would bring Master Highland running, Emily was sure. Her friends would come with him too. And then...
She turned her attention to the alternate Caleb. He wasn’t looking at her any longer. He was staring at the covered mirror, his eyes wide with fear. He would have been shaking, if he’d been able to move anything apart from his eyes. She felt another stab of pity. Wherever he’d come from, it was clearly a nasty place. She wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t want to go back.
And my Caleb might be there now, Emily told herself. It made sense, she thought. If there was an alternate world... she wondered, grimly, if the alternate Caleb was something else, perhaps a warped reflection given shape and form. In that case... it didn’t matter. She didn’t know where to begin. How the hell are we going to get him back?



Chapter Twenty-Two
“EMILY?” MASTER HIGHLAND SOUNDED ASTONISHED. “WHAT have you done?”
Emily looked up. “This isn’t Caleb,” she said. “Not our Caleb.”
She explained, quickly, as Frieda and the others joined them. Alt-Caleb—she couldn’t think of anything better to call him—looked even more fearful, somehow, as she explained that he was either a twisted reflection of Caleb or he’d come from an alternate world. Emily wasn’t sure which one would be preferable. It was possible, she supposed, they were both true. She didn’t pretend to understand the uncertainty principle or how it related to alternate universes—she might be living proof that parallel worlds existed, but not alternate timelines—and most of what she knew came from fiction, but... she shook her head. Caleb—her Caleb—had been real. And he was out there somewhere.
“And so we have this person instead.” Master Highland studied Alt-Caleb thoughtfully. “What did you do to him?”
“Froze him.” Emily still didn’t know why Alt-Caleb had attacked her on sight. Blind panic? Or something more sinister? He clearly hadn’t planned the encounter. “What do you make of him?”
“He has a beard.” Cirroc laughed, humorlessly. “Our Caleb mocked me for trying to grow a beard.”
The Gorgon knelt beside Alt-Caleb. “Don’t you think we should try asking him?”
Emily nodded. “I’m going to fine-tune the spell,” she said, to Alt-Caleb. “You’ll be able to talk. Please answer our questions.”
Master Highland snorted. “Do you expect him to respond well to being asked nicely?”
“We can try.” Emily concentrated, carefully rewriting the spell without cancelling it completely. “Let me...”
Alt-Caleb’s head jerked, as if he’d been slapped. “I...”
He threw back his head and screamed, loudly. Emily covered her ears. Alt-Caleb was reacting more like a mundane who’d just encountered magic—like Roland, her thoughts whispered—than someone from a proud magical family of long standing. His eyes flickered from side to side, as if he were looking for something safe. But everywhere he looked, he saw something that terrified him. He even seemed scared of Frieda.
“We could feed him a calming potion,” the Gorgon suggested. “Or perhaps use a light compulsion spell...”
“He’s too badly traumatized,” Master Highland said. For once, he sounded as if he was trying to solve the problem instead of sniping at them. “A potion—or even a spell—might kill him outright.”
Emily rested her hand on Alt-Caleb’s forehead. He felt hot and feverish, as if he was burning up from the inside. She concentrated, checking the spells binding him as carefully as she could. Was he cursed? Or... or what? He didn’t seem to be dying, but... she reminded herself, sharply, that people could have a physical reaction to raw fear. Alt-Caleb might be traumatized beyond easy repair. He wouldn’t find much help, either. The Nameless World had no therapists.
“We have to do something,” she said. “I just don’t know what.”
“Read his thoughts,” Frieda suggested. As always, she cut through the chaff and proceeded straight to the heart of the matter. “You did it before, remember? You read my mind.”
Emily winced, inwardly. She would have preferred not to discuss that in front of Master Highland. She knew enough soul magic to worry the White Council, if the councilors ever put two and two together and realized what she’d learnt. And Master Highland might tell them... Emily shook her head. She hadn’t broken the rules, merely bent them. Really, someone else had done it for her.
“I might have to,” she said. The thought made her uneasy. She’d never been comfortable forcing her way into someone’s mind. It felt like rape, even if the person volunteered. And Alt-Caleb would not volunteer. “Do we have any other choice?”
“You will need to be very careful,” Master Highland said. He indicated Alt-Caleb with his foot. “You could get lost in there. You might never come out.”
“I know.” Emily took a breath, steadying herself. Master Highland actually sounded concerned. “I don’t think we have any other choice. Please, prove me wrong.”
Master Highland frowned. “We could give him a potion anyway, despite the risks. There are some that might work... Dram could brew them, if he doesn’t have a vial or two in stock. Or we could simply give him something soothing and wait for him to calm down. Or... we could simply wait.”
“We don’t have time!” Cirroc stood and started to pace. Magic crackled around him, darting around his fingers. “Where’s the real Caleb?”
“We have to get him back,” Emily said. Caleb was a friend. They couldn’t leave him... wherever he was. “Before... before something happens to him.”
“It’s already happened to him,” Master Highland muttered.
Emily said nothing as she sat behind Alt-Caleb, pulling his head into her lap. His hair felt oily against her bare skin, as if—at some point in his life—he’d forgotten how to take care of himself. It felt odd to be touching him, as if she was doing something wrong. His hands... her eyes narrowed as she realized something else was missing. Alt-Caleb clearly hadn’t managed to seriously injure himself while he’d been preparing for his exams. Her Caleb had had to take a year off to recover. He still bore the scars.
“I’m sorry,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure who she was really addressing. Alt-Caleb... or Master Highland? Or herself? “But I don’t have a choice.”
She gritted her teeth, then reached out with her mind. Caleb—her Caleb—could have resisted. He knew enough about mental magic to keep her out, even if she’d been prepared to risk breaking him as she smashed through his mental defenses. But Alt-Caleb had none. His mind was an open book. She frowned inwardly as she sank into his thoughts, wondering just how he’d managed to survive. There were plenty of ways to raid a person’s mind that weren’t borderline illegal...
A storm of fear struck her, crashing into her mind with terrifying power. Emily nearly screamed in absolute panic, as if she was too scared to string two thoughts together... the force nearly shoved her right out of Alt-Caleb’s mind. The emotion was so strong that it dragged her forward, like a cork in a storm... she had to fight to hold herself together, rather than letting her mind be shredded by fear. It was cloying, utterly terrifying. Alt-Caleb wasn’t scared of anything in particular. He was just so terrified that he might as well be scared of everything.
She forced herself to concentrate, to reach out to his memories as she’d been taught. But the fear itself was a strong defense, making it almost impossible to find anything. She wondered, grimly, if someone had imposed the fear on him. It would keep him from functioning normally, but... it would also keep him from blabbing his secrets. He could be threatened with everything from torture to domination spells and he wouldn’t break, because he was too scared. The fear of fear itself would keep him silent.
The maelstrom grew stronger, somehow, as she pushed her way through the storm. A handful of memories slammed into her, each so jagged and broken that she couldn’t put them in coherent order. She thought she saw a familiar face, but it was gone before she could focus on it. Caleb’s mother? His sisters? Or... her? The image brought so much fear with it that she nearly lost control of her bladder. The sensation yanked her out of his mind and tossed her back into her body. If it was a defense, she realized numbly, it was very effective. And someone had imposed it on him...
Her hands were shaking. The fear had tainted her, gnawing at her mind. She knew there was nothing to be scared of, but... it was hard, so hard, to dismiss it. It took her several minutes to be able to speak again. When she did, her voice shook.
“I couldn’t get anything,” she said. Her hands refused to stop shaking. She clasped them in her lap. “He was just so scared...”
She felt pity, mingled with horror. Lady Barb had told her horror stories about people who were subjected to compulsion or domination spells. Given time, the spell would start to work its way into their mind, doing permanent damage. Eventually, they would turn into drooling idiots. There were no shortage of stories about sorcerers who’d abused such spells... and the human wreckage they left in their wake. She had the feeling she was looking at one such victim right now. It was hard to believe that Alt-Caleb might have anything in common with her Caleb. They were very different people...
A nasty thought stuck her. She rested her finger on his forehead, trying to determine what spells might have been used on him. It wasn’t easy. If he’d been under the spell for years, the effect might have lingered long after the magic had worn off. She didn’t want to imagine the kind of person who would do that to someone... she shuddered. She’d met too many magicians who thought that power gave them the right to do whatever they liked. Seth, for example...
The magic traces were thin, partly obscured by her spell. But there were hints... she shuddered as she recognized them. A domination spell. No, not just any domination spell. A spell she’d learnt in the past—after someone had tried to use it on her—then used once, herself, to get a traitor to talk. It was the same spell. It had to be. And someone had used it on Caleb... she felt a flash of anger. Who would dare use the spell so openly?
She inched backwards, careful to make sure that Alt-Caleb’s head didn’t hit the floor when she pushed it off her lap. He whimpered quietly, as if he was too scared to even shout and scream. She shuddered—he wasn’t her Caleb, not like that—and stood, brushing down her dusty skirt. She felt too tired to do anything else... she knew she had to think, to find a way to get through the mirror and recover her Caleb. And...
Master Highland looked pensive, as if he was thinking about something else. “Did you see anything?”
“Nothing.” Emily shook her head. She didn’t want to discuss the spell, but she had no choice. “Someone used a powerful domination spell on him.”
Her mind raced. What if... what if there wasn’t enough room in their universe for both Caleb and Alt-Caleb? Could she send Alt-Caleb back to his world? If she didn’t... could she leave the real Caleb in the alternate world? Did the alternate world even exist? She really had no idea. She gritted her teeth in frustration. It would be easier if she knew for sure what she was dealing with. All she had were guesses and a single, traumatized soul.
“Cirroc,” she said. She took a moment to put her thoughts in order. “Take two people with you and... escort... Alt-Caleb to a bedroom. A single bedroom. Wash him, feed him... let him sleep. Don’t take your eyes off him. If he talks... listen.”
Master Highland didn’t object, although—technically—giving orders to his apprentice was a breach of etiquette. It was his job to relay the orders, although Cirroc was right next to them. But instead... he was too busy studying Alt-Caleb. Emily wondered what he saw...
He straightened and looked at her, his eyes sharp. “Emily,” he said, as Cirroc floated Alt-Caleb out the room. “How do we know you’re our Emily?”
Emily blinked in surprise. She should have thought of that... she reminded herself, sharply, that Master Highland was far from stupid. He’d probably been considering the implications of Alt-Caleb’s appearance while she’d been trying to read his mind. And if it had occurred to him that Emily might not be his Emily... hell, Emily wasn’t sure if she was his Emily. Had she fallen into an alternate world?
That way lies madness, she told herself. She got confused even thinking about it. You have to assume that you’re you.
“She’s our Emily.” Frieda glared at Master Highland, daring him to say something. “I’d know her anywhere.”
“And she hasn’t changed,” the Gorgon added. “Her clothes, her hair, everything. It’s the same.”
No goatee, Emily thought. She tried to keep from smiling at the absurd thought. But then, I wouldn’t have one anyway.
“The changes might be too subtle to detect,” Master Highland said. “How can we be sure?”
If the changes are too subtle to detect, Emily thought, do they even matter?
She was careful not to say that out loud. Master Highland would see it as an admission of guilt... although he might have some problems determining what she was actually guilty of. Not being Emily was hardly a crime... she shook her head. It didn’t matter. She needed a more convincing argument.
“I met you five months ago,” Emily said. Had it really only been five months? It felt as if a lifetime had passed since she’d left Whitehall. “You tried to convince me to give you the school—Heart’s Eye—in exchange for your vote. I told you that you could have a seat on the board instead.”
Master Highland looked dissatisfied. “That isn’t proof of anything...”
“That isn’t common knowledge,” Emily corrected. Master Highland would be a laughing stock if the truth got out. Trying to bully Emily into giving up the school was bad enough—trying and failing was worse. “No one outside the core group knew the truth until now.”
“But you might have...” Master Highland stumbled over his words as he tried to sort out a completely new concept. “Your duplicate might have split off from you after you came here. Now, I mean.”
“I don’t think so,” Emily said. Alt-Caleb had been tortured for years, although... theoretically, an Alt-Emily could have come from a third timeline. “I think I’m real.”
“I’m not disputing you’re real.” Master Highland snorted. “I’m concerned that you’re not you.”
“I am,” Emily insisted. She glanced at Frieda as her stomach rumbled. It had been too long since she’d eaten more than a quick snack. “I think we should get something to eat, then go back to the mirror.”
“And then what?” Master Highland said. “If we put him”—he jabbed a finger at the door—“back through the looking glass, will we get our Caleb back?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. If they tried... they might have to try. “But we might have to find out.”
She thought, grimly, as they headed to the dining hall. There was an absence of hard data, nothing they could use to make educated guesses... she remembered all the fiction she’d read and shivered. Theoretically, there could be an infinite number of possible universes. Or as near to infinite as made no difference. She tried to visualize transdimensional space and groaned. The sheer scale of the problem was beyond her comprehension. If there was only one alternate universe, they might be able to trade Alt-Caleb for Caleb; if there were millions, they might never be able to locate their Caleb. She had a vision of countless universes stacked like building blocks, each one with their own Caleb. They might never know they had the right Caleb...
I slotted into this universe nicely, she thought. But I had no counterpart. There was no Native-Emily for me to displace. But... there was a Caleb here. Did Alt-Caleb displace him when he fell through the mirror...
Frieda nudged her. “Are you alright?”
“No.” Emily shook her head. “I don’t even know where to begin.”
Frieda frowned. “Why weren’t you replaced?”
“I’m glad you know I’m me,” Emily said. She smiled at her friend. “I...”
She broke off as Frieda’s question ran through her mind. Why hadn’t she been replaced? Or... why had Caleb been replaced? They’d both gone through the looking glass... twice, in her case. Logically, she should have been replaced...
Unless this really is a different universe, she mused. It made sense. Too much sense. And there’s an Alt-Emily back home, thinking she’s the real Emily.
She lowered her voice. “Who won the war?”
“Queen Alassa’s War?” Frieda sounded bemused by the question. “Queen Alassa, of course.”
“Of course,” Emily echoed. Maybe that was too big a change. Or too far in the past. The point of divergence might have been a great deal more recent. “Was I... did I lose my magic?”
“Yes.” Frieda gave her a sharp look. “And you got it back. You’re real.”
“I know I’m real,” Emily said. “But is this where I belong?”
Frieda squeezed her hand. “Don’t let Master Highland hear you say that.”
“I won’t.” Emily chuckled, then sobered. “But I might never be sure I found my way back home.”
She thought about it as they ate dinner. Why hadn’t she been replaced? If she was in another universe... she shook her head. Everything seemed to be the same. But, if it was the same... the question echoed though her mind, time and time again. Why hadn’t she been replaced?
I may never know, she told herself. She bounced a dozen questions off Frieda, finding no discrepancies... it proved nothing. If the only difference between the two universes was something tiny, something unnoticeable, Frieda might not know there was a difference. And the question will nag at me for the rest of my life.



Chapter Twenty-Three
THE MIRROR LOOKED... OMINOUS.
Emily told herself, firmly, that she was imagining it. The mirror looked exactly like any other mirror, at least to the naked eye. There were thousands just like it scattered throughout the building. But... she felt something wrong, something that kept eating at her. The magic within the mirror—whatever it was—was growing stronger.
And more mirrors might be coming to life, Emily mused. We may have to check them again.
She watched, grimly, as Hoban and Frieda organized the ropes. Everyone would be tied to the wall. No one would be sucked into the mirror and replaced this time. She tested the rope gingerly and decided it could hold her weight, if necessary, then turned her attention back to the mirror. It looked subtly wrong, as if it was slightly slanted. She frowned, wondering if the mirror was starting to come away from the wall. But when she checked, the mirror was still firmly affixed to the wall. No, it was part of the wall. There was no dividing line.
“Interesting,” Hoban commented. He stood in front of the mirror, his reflection looking back. “I’m not wearing a jacket.”
Emily’s eyes narrowed in alarm. Hoban wasn’t wearing a jacket, but his reflection was. “Be careful,” she said, grimly. “We saw different reflections before we were pulled into the mirror.”
“And kicked out somewhere else,” Master Highland grunted. He moved up and stood next to Hoban. “Am I not in the other world?”
“I can’t see your reflection,” Hoban said. “Curious, don’t you think?”
“Yeah.” Emily nodded, slowly. Master Highland should have been reflected in the mirror, but... it looked as though the other Hoban was alone. She couldn’t see herself in the background either. “If these are alternate worlds, or timelines, there may be worlds where some of us aren’t here.”
She glanced around the room. Cirroc and Seth were bringing in more ropes—as far as she could see, neither of them were reflected in the mirrors either. Frieda stood behind Hoban, ready to grab him; she was reflected in some of the mirrors, but not all of them. Her own reflection looked back at her, her face pensive. She couldn’t tell if they were gazing into a single alternate world or a dozen. Only one mirror felt wrong, but she suspected that was meaningless. They might all be linked to the mirror dimension.
Hoban glanced at her. “It feels like there’s a locking spell underneath the mirror,” he said, bluntly. “Did you and Caleb try to unlock it?”
“Yes.” Emily looked past him. Her reflection... didn’t look any different, as far as she could tell. “And then we were pulled into the mirror.”
Master Highland moved up next to her. “And you weren’t replaced. Why?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. She wasn’t native to the Nameless World. Perhaps there were fewer alternate versions of her... she shrugged. It wasn’t something she wanted to discuss. “Perhaps the whole system is starting to break down.”
“I think we’re well aware of that,” Hoban said. “It wouldn’t be the first time ancient magic started to go wonky, without constant repair and maintenance. Whoever built this place didn’t leave any instructions behind...”
“Or they did, only to lose them when the school was invaded,” Cirroc pointed out. “We still haven’t found the necromancer’s lair.”
Master Highland gave him a sharp look. “For all we know, he was sleeping in the library.”
“That’s a bit upmarket for a necromancer, isn’t it?” Cirroc laughed. “Perhaps he was sleeping in the nexus chamber.”
“Perhaps,” Emily said.
“Lady Emily has been through a lot in the past six years.” Hoban smiled as he looked up from the mirror. “What if there’s only one Emily?”
“There’s certainly no one else called Emily,” Cirroc said.
Emily felt her cheeks heat. She had a feeling she knew what Hoban was talking about, but... she winced, inwardly. She’d have to ask anyway. “What do you mean?”
“In your first year, you survived a necromancer—you killed a necromancer.” Hoban studied her, thoughtfully. “Shadye killed a lot of powerful magicians, from older students to fully-trained combat sorcerers. You shouldn’t have survived. Would you care to know the odds of you emerging victorious from an encounter with a single necromancer?”
“No,” Emily said.
“Certain,” Frieda said. “She’s the Necromancer’s Bane.”
Hoban shrugged. “Time and time again, you beat the odds,” he said. “Perhaps”—he waved a hand at the mirror—“every other Emily died. Killed by Shadye, assassinated as part of a political plot, executed for treason... they died and so they no longer exist. You might be the sole Emily to survive. You weren’t replaced because there’s no one to replace you with.”
“If that were true...” Master Highland cleared his throat and started again. “If that were true, how would we be in Heart’s Eye now?”
“Perhaps Emily died freeing the school,” Hoban speculated. “Perhaps it was Emily who died, instead of Casper. Or...”
“But if Emily was killed by Shadye,” Cirroc said, “how could she have survived long enough to face Dua Kepala?”
Emily snorted as the argument grew tediously metaphysical. Hoban might have a point, but... logically, there would be hundreds of thousands of alternate versions of herself. Even if only one Emily survived each near-fatal encounter, that Emily would branch into hundreds of others soon enough. If each choice she made led to a split, to one universe branching into two... she shook her head. It was impossible to follow the argument for long. There should have been hundreds of alternates who could have replaced her.
And if I did die, back then, she asked herself, why would Caleb have come to Heart’s Eye?
Frieda nudged her. “I’m glad you survived.”
“Me too.” Emily kept her thoughts to herself. It was nice to know that Hoban was smart as well as handsome, but... he’d opened a box she would have preferred to stay closed. “There must be limits on who or what can be replaced.”
“Perhaps both of you have to be passing through the mirrors at the same time,” Frieda said. “And Caleb was merely unlucky.”
“Yeah.” Emily remembered Alt-Caleb’s fear and shuddered. She wasn’t going to sleep well, not tonight. “Or maybe we’re missing something.”
She sat back and watched as Hoban continued his work, teasing his magic into the mirror and carefully logging the response. It was starting to look as though the mirror did need to be triggered before it activated, although... none of the responses were particularly coherent. It was possible, Emily supposed, that they were keyed to one magician in particular... she shook her head. It was possible, but unlikely. Everyone who might have had access to the mirrors was long dead. Dua Kepala had killed them all.
Master Highland spoke briefly to Cirroc, then left the room. Emily watched him go, wondering where he was going. He wasn’t an enchanter or an alchemist, but... his help might have been useful. Or... she wondered, tiredly, if she should be glad he was going or concerned about what he might be doing. Caleb was gone. She had no way to know if she’d get him back. And...
Cirroc moved over to stand next to her. “A moment of your time?”
“Sure.” Emily led him back to the wall. “What’s up?”
“Watch your back.” Cirroc’s dark eyes were grim. “Master Highland is planning something. I can tell.”
Emily frowned. “What?”
“I don’t know.” Cirroc studied the mirrors thoughtfully. “He doesn’t confide in me that much—and anything he did say would be covered by master-apprentice bonds—but... he’s up to something. I just don’t know what.”
“And you’re risking your apprenticeship by talking to me,” Emily said, slowly. “Why...?”
“He hasn’t had much time for me lately.” Cirroc’s voice was light, but she could hear a grim undertone belaying his words. “And I don’t know how long I can wait before...”
Emily’s eyes narrowed. “Before what?”
“Before I have to make a fuss,” Cirroc said. “He should never have taken me as an apprentice if he didn’t have the time to teach me.”
“No.” Emily thought, fast. Cirroc was a friend, but he wasn’t a close friend. They were acquaintances, nothing more. She didn’t dislike him, but... she simply hadn’t spent much time with him. They had very little in common beyond attending the same school. Had Master Highland taken Cirroc as an apprentice in the hopes he could use the apprenticeship to manipulate Emily? “Did he ever ask you about me?”
“Yeah.” Cirroc looked embarrassed, although it was hard to be sure. He couldn’t blush. “I told him everything I know.”
Which wouldn’t have been that much, Emily mused. Or...
A thought struck her. Master Highland wouldn’t have asked Cirroc about her innovations. He wasn’t foolish enough to assume that she would have told Cirroc anything. Most magicians kept a few things to themselves, even from their nearest and dearest. And Master Highland wasn’t that kind of person. He didn’t think in terms of fancy spellwork or raw power. He thought in terms of political power and personalities... she felt her blood run cold. Master Highland would have asked about her time as Head Girl...
Which was an utter disaster, she thought, coldly. She would have been more upset if she’d wanted the job in the first place. Cirroc got the job after Jacquie and I proved... unsatisfactory.
She leaned forward. “What did you tell him?”
“I told you. Everything I knew.” Cirroc looked away. “Your life, your times...”
“My time as Head Girl,” Emily said. It wasn’t a question. “And how I messed up?”
“Yeah.” Cirroc didn’t look at her. “He wanted to know how you’d managed to mess it all up.”
“I’m sure he formed a pretty good opinion when he was at Whitehall himself,” Emily muttered. She’d been a terrible Head Girl. She hadn’t fought to keep her post because she’d never wanted it. But Heart’s Eye... she wanted Heart’s Eye. “If he makes a move... how much can you tell me?”
“Very little,” Cirroc said. “I can’t betray him openly.”
But you have, Emily thought. She felt a pang of sympathy. Cirroc could betray his master for the best of all possible reasons and... there would be people who would judge him harshly. Whistleblowers never prospered because they were seen as betrayers. And if he catches wind of what little you’ve told me, you’ll never have another shot at an apprenticeship.
“I understand,” she said. “And... I thank you.”
She cast her mind through the wards. Master Highland was in one of the offices, doing... nothing. Or at least it looked as though he was doing nothing. He was alone... maybe he was just doing paperwork. In hindsight, she wondered if she should have tried to turn the wards into a surveillance network that tracked more than just magic. But she couldn’t trust anyone with that sort of power, not even herself. And even if she did, no one else would.
“Don’t mention it,” Cirroc said. “Ever.”
He moved away from her, heading towards Seth. The alchemist’s apprentice looked... worried. Emily saw him casting sideways glances at the mirrors, careful to keep his distance even from the ones that looked normal. She didn’t blame him. The mirror that had swallowed Caleb and spat out a duplicate had looked normal too, right up until they’d begun to mess with it.
And Alt-Caleb was so scared, she thought. His fear had tainted her. She could practically feel it clinging to her mentality. Cold logic told her there was no reason to be scared, but cold logic seemed flimsy and weak in the face of overwhelming fear. What could do that to someone? Emily had been scared of her stepfather—she had a nasty feeling she’d panic if she came face-to-face with him, even now—but she hadn’t been that scared. What was he scared of?
She wondered, numbly, if Hoban had a point. If she hadn’t survived the battle with Shadye, who knew what would happen to Caleb? But... the battle with Shadye wouldn’t have happened, in the first place, if she hadn’t been there. Caleb... would presumably have had his accident, with or without her, then... then what? He could have retaken the year, passed his exams and graduated and gone on to a brilliant apprenticeship... unless something else had happened. But what? Dua Kepala might have overwhelmed Farrakhan without her, he might have overrun the rest of the kingdom, but... he wouldn’t have reached Beneficence. Not yet.
You’re wool gathering, she told herself, firmly. Concentrate on the here and now.
“There’s a lot of complex magics worked into the mirror,” Hoban said. “They’re pretty hard to follow. I can’t even get an analysis spell to work.”
“Whoever designed these things didn’t want them studied too closely,” Seth muttered, from where he was standing at the edge of the room. “The mere act of looking might damage them.”
“True.” Hoban looked up. “Trying to work an analysis spell on a portal would cause the portal to collapse.”
Emily frowned. “I didn’t know that.”
“It isn’t commonly advertised,” Hoban said. “My master—my former master—thought it was because half the portal spellware was somewhere else, on the other side. The analysis spell wrenched the first half out of alignment with the second and the portal collapsed, as the spells were no longer linked together. Here, though, it feels different. The magic doesn’t seem to have a second half.”
“Which makes sense if it leads into a mirror dimension, rather than simply jumping from one place to the other,” Emily pointed out.
Seth scowled. “It makes no sense. Why would anyone bother?”
“A first-year levitation spell for one’s trunk is puny,” Frieda commented. “You still have to work to carry the trunk up and down the stairs. Compared to a sixth-year spell, it’s cumbersome and useless. But compared to carrying it without the spell, it’s a miracle.”
“It’s magic,” Seth snapped.
“She’s right.” Emily met his eyes, evenly. “Maybe the mirror portals don’t eliminate all the distance between two points. What I saw certainly suggests there’s some walking involved as you move from point one to point two. But reducing the distance sharply isn’t to be sniffed at, if the alternative is having to walk ten miles instead of one.”
“Which might explain why mirror portals were never used outside the school,” Hoban commented. “At some point, the distance you’d have to walk would have become impractical.”
He looked at Emily. “Do you have any feel for how far you walked?”
“No.” Emily shook her head. “But it certainly felt like I didn’t walk very far. It took longer to get back here than it did to get there.”
“But you wouldn’t have been moving in a straight line,” Seth argued. “You couldn’t move through the walls. Could you?”
“No.” Emily silently gave him credit for pointing it out. “But that might be why they used the mirrors in the first place.”
Master Highland stepped into the room. “Any luck?”
“I’ve started to unlock the spellware,” Hoban said. “But it isn’t doing anything...”
He broke off. “Ah.”
Emily looked up in alarm. “Ah?”
“You might want to back off.” Hoban’s voice was calm. Too calm. “Something is happening.”
Frieda looked torn between standing next to him and retreating as fast as she could. “What’s happening?”
“I don’t know.” Hoban probed the mirror with his wand. “The spellware is changing, twisting...”
“Put up some wards,” Master Highland said, practically. “Hoban, step back...”
Emily nodded and cast the first ward. The magic moved... oddly, as if it were being drawn to the mirror. Master Highland raised his voice as he chanted a protection spell, the words hanging on the air like thunderclaps. The magic drifted, spinning through the air, slowly warping out of shape... she felt a flicker of alarm as it struck a chord of memory. Something she’d seen, a long time ago. A very long time ago...
“Get back,” she snapped. The protective wards were breaking. The mirror was shimmering, changing. The reflections were gone, replaced with something that hurt her eyes. She couldn’t force herself to look at it. “Hoban, get back.”
“I don’t understand,” Hoban said. “I...”
“Get back,” Emily snapped. The wards snapped, fragments of raw magic rushing towards the mirror. It was turning into a black hole, absorbing magic... and only magic. She could feel it tugging at her protections, but not at her. “Now!”
Hoban glanced up, into the mirror, then turned and stumbled away as fast as he could. Tears streamed from his eyes, tears mixed with blood... Emily heard Frieda cry out in horror, casting a spell that should have yanked Hoban towards them. But the magic failed...
“We have to move,” Master Highland barked. “Lady Emily, we need to seal the room!”
“Too late,” Emily said, quietly.
The mirror warped, twisted and became... something else, something shimmering in and out of reality. She found it hard to snatch more than brief impressions—claws, tentacles, long spider-like legs that were utterly inhuman—as the last of the wards snapped out of existence. It was bigger, somehow, than the room, as if was somehow warping the space around it to allow itself to fit. Big, bulbous eyes scanned the room... Emily heard someone cry out in terror. She didn’t know who. One thought dominated her mind as the creature took shape... she knew what it was, knew they were in terrible danger...
A Manavore...



Chapter Twenty-Four
FOR A LONG MOMENT EMILY STOOD, rooted to the spot.
She’d seen Manavores in the past, hundreds of years ago. They’d relentlessly harried Lord Whitehall and his commune, hunting down and slaughtering everyone with even a hint of magic... until she’d figured out how to destroy them. They were almost unstoppable, their multidimensional nature allowing them entry to confined spaces—even, perhaps, allowing them to sidestep their way around walls and other physical barriers. Sheer terror gripped her mind. She’d survived her first encounter with a Manavore by the skin of her teeth and this one was even closer... behind her, she heard someone cry out. Again.
“Stay still,” she ordered, as the Manavore’s extendable eyes peered around the room. Being so close to the creature was sheer hell, but... Manavores saw the world through very different eyes. They ignored people without magic. And modern magicians didn’t leak magic like their counterparts from the past. If they were lucky, the Manavore might not even be able to see them. “Don’t use magic...”
Seth let out a howl and hurled a fireball at the creature. It seemed to come apart into a flurry of spellwork, then raw magic, as it touched the Manavore’s field. The Manavore moved so quickly it practically teleported, looking right at Seth as the last of the magic drained away. Emily opened her mouth to shout a warning, but it was already too late. Half-translucent claws and teeth materialized out of nowhere, tearing into Seth. The alchemist’s apprentice came apart, his body warping and twisting into nothingness as the Manavore picked him apart. Emily had a brief glimpse of his face, soundlessly screaming, before he popped out of existence. The creature seemed unsatisfied by its victory. It inched forward, half-seen tendrils sniffing the air. Emily knew it was only a matter of time before it picked them out or...
It could go straight for the nexus point, she thought, numbly. She was beyond terror now, but her thoughts flowed like lead. Did a Manavore eat the nexus point, draining it dry?
She heard someone whimper behind her, scented urine on the air. She didn’t look to see who it was, not when she understood. Manavores were immune to magical attacks and almost certainly immune to physical attacks too. It was hard to hit something when you couldn’t even touch it. Most of the creature was rotating in and out of... somewhere else. A thought struck her, and she cursed herself for missing the clue when it had been right in front of her. Someone in Heart’s Eye had tried to duplicate her trick of cutting the creature off from its source of power, using a spellchamber to host the runes. But it hadn’t worked.
“Emily.” Frieda’s voice was very quiet, as if she thought the Manavore could hear. “What do we do?”
“No magic.” Emily forced herself to think. Even if they managed to slip out of the room and bar the door, they wouldn’t be able to stop the Manavore if it wanted out. It could simply jump over the walls, if it wished; it could move through the higher dimensions and walk around anything she put in its path. No, she’d have to kill it. “Everyone. Slip over to the walls. And press yourself against them.”
The Manavore moved, sniffing the air. Emily forced her legs to move, somehow stumbling back as the creature inched forward. It was coming at her... no, it was heading to the nexus point. She wondered, suddenly, just how intelligent the creature actually was. She hadn’t seen any signs of real intelligence the last time she’d encountered the Manavores, but that meant nothing. The creatures hadn’t needed to be intelligent when they’d hunted magicians who didn’t have the slightest idea how to stop them. A grown man hardly needed intelligence to beat up a child.
This way, she thought, as she reached the door. She threaded out a little magic, just enough to catch its attention. That’s right. Come after me.
“Follow us down the corridor,” she ordered. “When I say the word, hit it with very focused spells. Do not give it any magical traces to follow. And, as soon as you cast the spells, change position at once. It will come after you.”
She thought fast as she made her way down the corridor. The stone seemed to twist around the Manavore, as if it was hollowing out a space for itself as it moved. Emily cursed under her breath. If they’d had any hopes of hiding in the air vents or small places, they’d been soundly dashed. The Manavore could go places humans couldn’t. And if it scented magic, it would follow the source to the very end of the world.
Perhaps we should point it down the unexplored corridors, she thought. And let it have the pleasure of triggering the traps.
She raised her voice. “Cirroc, warn the others to get out of the way,” she ordered. “And to be prepared to flee the school if this goes wrong.”
“Got it.” Cirroc sounded nervous, but willing. “No magic?”
“Not yet.” Emily wished she’d taken the time to detail how to destroy a Manavore. As far as she knew, the creatures weren’t mentioned in any modern books. They’d been defeated so long ago that no one living—save for her—knew how to stop them. But if she’d written instructions down, someone would have asked pointed questions. “Let it follow me down the stairs.”
The Manavore kept coming as she reached the stairwell leading down to the Great Hall. A handful of people stood at the bottom, concerned. Yvonne and Praxis... Emily swore and shouted a warning, ordering them to get the hell out before it was too late. Yvonne had no magic, but Praxis... Emily wondered, suddenly, if Yvonne could walk right up to the Manavore without being seen, let alone hurt. The creatures only seemed interested in magic. They might ignore Yvonne completely. And if she found a way to hurt them, they might not realize what she’d done or who’d done it.
Which doesn’t mean they can’t hurt her, Emily thought. She sat on the banister and slid down the stairs. The Manavore stopped at the top, its mere presence poisoning the air all around it. And if they cut their way through the magicians, the mundanes will be next in line.
She pushed the thought aside as she reached the bottom. The Great Hall had emptied, thankfully. She pulled the chalk from her pocket and hastily started sketching a set of elegant runes on the floor, hoping the chalk would last long enough to defeat the Manavore. The creature seemed to hesitate, then lunged down the stairs. Emily looked up and froze as teeth and claws hurled towards her, time seeming to slow down as they reached...
A spell crashed into its back. The Manavore stopped—dead—then practically flowed up the stairs. Frieda was already moving, but the creature had her scent; it nearly caught it before Master Highland zapped it in the back with a twisting spell Emily didn’t recognize. Bolts of lightning crackled around the Manavore, so powerful that she could feel her hair trying to stand on end. It would have stopped any normal foe in its tracks. The Manavore just ate up the magic and came at him. Emily saw Master Highland pale as he realized, too late, the danger. He’d expended too much power in casting the lightning to protect himself... or hide.
She cast a spell hastily, yanking Master Highland off the stairs and pulling him to her as hard as she could. The Manavore seemed to flow after him—she had the strangest sense the creature was actually crawling across the ceiling, although she thought it was an illusion—as she cancelled the spell, allowing him to fall. It was a gamble—she didn’t know he could catch himself in time—but she had no choice. If they were lucky, the magic trail would break and Master Highland would become invisible—again—before he cast a spell to save himself. Cirroc threw another spell at the Manavore’s back, distracting it. The creature seemed to twist around and lunged towards him. Cirroc had the sense to be well away by the time it plunged through where he’d been...
“Keep it busy,” she shouted. Master Highland had landed neatly on his feet, cancelling the levitation spell as soon as it had saved his life. Emily silently blessed his cunning as the Manavore’s field washed over her, its senses probing for magic. She had the uneasy sense that it was just playing with them, that it expected to be able to end the matter at any moment... it was a cat, playing with the mice. “Don’t let it kill anyone!”
She returned her attention to the runes as the Manavore lunged at Frieda, who cast an illusion to distract the creature and ran down the corridor. The Manavore popped the illusion like a soap bubble—Emily wasn’t even sure it knew the illusion was there as it ran through the spellwork, absorbing the magic—and kept moving, chasing Frieda. Hoban hovered above the fray, casting a fireball at the Manavore before dropping down and out of sight. The Manavore ran up the wall and across the ceiling, defying the law of gravity as well as every other physical law. Hoban laughed as he caught a rope and swung across the room, using no magic. The Manavore seemed completely blind to his presence.
Frieda appeared, peeking through one of the lower doors. “Emily?”
“Just a moment,” Emily said. She studied the runes, knowing there would be no second chance if she failed. The Manavore seemed to be growing larger, its bulk spreading out to fill the entire hall. Hoban was already beating a retreat, trying to find a place to snipe at the creature without being killed immediately. “This needs some work...”
She muttered a silent prayer that the chalk would last long enough for the spell to work—she would have preferred to carve the runes in wood or iron—and then looked up at the Manavore. It had become a terrifying mass of claws and tentacles, teeth and eyes... it was utterly inhuman, utterly alien. Just looking at it made her want to throw up, yet... she couldn’t look away. It seemed to draw her towards it, pulling her in... she pinched herself, hard. The Manavore was trying to get her to walk straight into its mouth.
Or whatever it has that passes for a mouth, she mused, as she raised her hand. It didn’t precisely eat Seth, did it?
She cast the spell. This time, she didn’t try to hide her position. The Manavore flickered, changing position with terrifying speed. She couldn’t follow the movements. Indeed, she wasn’t sure it was moving in any conventional sense. The creature glared, then started to flow towards her. Emily stood her ground, balling her fists although she knew they would be absolutely useless. She wanted to turn and run, but her legs refused to move. The creature held her in its grip. She couldn't move. Teeth and claws snapped out towards her—the eldritch light grew stronger, burning into her very soul—as the creature crossed the runes on the floor. It was all she could do to close the runes...
Magic flared. She stumbled back, its grip on her snapping as the runes cut it off from its power source. The Manavore howled—a mental sound battering against her mind, not a physical sound that hurt her ears—as the magic grew brighter. Emily stumbled , falling to the floor. The Manavore was twisting, moving in directions the human eye wasn’t designed to comprehend. Emily covered her eyes, peeking between her fingers. The Manavore’s scream of frustration and rage grew louder—a wave of malice battering against her mental shields as it pushed against the wards—and then started to fade. It had made a dreadful mistake, she realized dully. It was caught in a web that forced it to expend its energy, but it didn’t have to expend its energy so quickly. It was practically committing suicide.
She heard a sizzling sound. The runes themselves smoked, threatening to catch fire. The floor beneath the creature was melting, warping out of shape... Emily didn’t know what to do except pray. The Manavore couldn’t affect the runes directly—she thought—but if it melted the floor it would either fall to the lower levels or simply disable the runes. Either way, it would escape and... she doubted it would let them trick it again. She reached for her magic, but... what could she do? The Manavore’s howl seemed to grow stronger, again, before it twisted and started to die. It threw everything it could into keeping itself alive a few seconds longer, but it snapped out of existence. There was a climactic sense of something utterly alien...
... And then it was gone.
Emily felt tears running down her cheeks, as if she’d been crying. She rubbed her eyes gingerly, half-expecting to find her hands covered in blood. Hoban had been bleeding... the thought snapped her out of her funk, driving her to her feet. Frieda was running up the stairs, straight towards Hoban. He was covering one of his eyes with his left hand. Blood leaked between his fingers and dripped on the floor.
That didn’t happen last time, Emily thought, as she forced herself to inspect the runes. They were scorched and twisted, but they’d held. Barely. I didn’t see anyone’s eyes bleed... did I?
She reached out with her mind, touching the wards. A Manavore should be instantly detectable, if only because its mere presence would be tearing holes in the wards. The wards had taken a pounding—she shuddered as she realized it would take some time to rebuild the network—but they seemed to be largely intact. And yet, there were blind spots. Anything could be lurking in the blind spots, anything at all.
The mirror turned into a Manavore, she thought, as she forced herself to walk up the stairs. What... where did it even come from?
“I’m fine,” Hoban said. Blood was still leaking from his eye. “I don’t need help...”
“Yes, you do.” Emily was in no mood for macho bullshit. Frieda wouldn’t think any less of Hoban for seeking medical assistance, now the danger was over. Besides, there was a fine line between stubbornness and outright stupidity. “Frieda, go fetch the Gorgon. She’s the closest thing to a Healer we have.”
And that’s something we’re going to have to fix, she thought, as Frieda hurried off to do her bidding. We should have hired a trained Healer as well as everything else.
Cirroc materialized beside her. “I got everyone down to the rear levels,” he said. “They’re safe...”
“For the moment,” Emily said. The mirror had become a Manavore. It made no sense. Nothing about the whole affair made sense. “Are there any mirrors there?”
“They’re all covered,” Cirroc said. “And...”
He swallowed, hard. “Seth is dead. Isn’t he?”
“I think so,” Emily said. It was possible that Seth had been snatched away somewhere, but... she shook her head. She’d never heard of any of their victims returning. Seth had died in terrible agony. “He never stood a chance.”
Cirroc’s face fell. Emily understood. An hour ago, Cirroc had been one of the elite; strong in muscle and magic alike. Now, he’d felt utterly helpless as the Manavore shrugged off his strongest spells and come within bare millimeters of tearing him apart. The shock wouldn’t be good for him. He’d either recover, and come out of it stronger than before, or fall into a funk from which he’d never recover.
It was easier for me, Emily thought. She gently moved Hoban’s hand away from his left eye and examined the wound. It was hard to see where the blood was actually coming from. I spent sixteen years without any power or privilege at all.
Cirroc sat down as Emily did what she could for Hoban. “Emily? What was that thing?”
“A very good question.” Master Highland sounded tired, but angry. “Lady Emily. What was that thing?”
His voice hardened. “And don’t pretend ignorance. Not now.”
Emily felt a hot flash of anger. How dare he talk to her like that? It vanished, almost as quickly as it had come. Cirroc wasn’t the only person who’d come face to face with a... with an outside context problem. Master Highland looked as if he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Lord Whitehall had handled it better, but then... Lord Whitehall had been on the run for months, if not years, before he’d reached the castle. Master Highland...
“Yeah.” Her throat was dry. It was hard to talk. “Let me deal with Hoban and then...”
She swallowed, hard. She’d have to choose her words very carefully. She needed time to think. What could she say without telling him something he’d either believe unquestionably or dismiss as an obvious lie? She wasn’t sure which outcome she’d prefer. If he thought she was a liar, it would be bad; if he started thinking about time travel, it might be worse.
“We’ll get something to drink too,” she said. “And then we’ll talk.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
IT WAS A MEASURE OF HOW badly shaken they all were, Emily reflected, that Yvonne served the drinks in the staff room without complaint and Master Highland refrained from sarcastic remarks. Everyone looked shaken, even the people who hadn’t seen the Manavore with their own eyes. They’d all seen the damage the creature had left in its wake.
And Seth is dead, she thought, as she took her cup of hot Kava. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Seth had been an asshole, but... she shook her head. Asshole or not, he hadn’t deserved the death penalty. His death was a warning in a way that Sixth’s death could never be. They—magicians as well as mundanes—were playing with fire in an environment that might be as dangerous to them as everyone else. All his magic couldn’t protect him. It merely made him a target.
She sipped her drink, composing herself as best as she could. Master Highland was watching her, clearly waiting... she knew it was just a matter of time before he started asking pointed questions. And yet, it was hard to figure out what to say. The truth would be dangerous—the thought kept rattling around in her head—but a lie might be equally bad, particularly if he caught her in it. He might, too. He was smarter than she wanted to admit.
Master Highland took a long swig of his drink, then placed the mug on the table. “Let us not waste time,” he said. “An apprentice is dead. The rest of us came very close to following him. You clearly knew what that... that thing was”—his eyes bored into Emily—“so enlighten us. What was it?”
“They’re called Manavores,” Emily said, picking her words carefully. “I came across references to them in old books. Very old tomes.”
Master Highland scowled. “And where did you find these books?”
“My father’s home,” Emily said. She hated to lie, but... she had no choice. “They were passed down through the years, from generation to generation. They... contained stories about the early days of magic. Some of them talked about creatures that ate magic and killed magicians. Manavores. The description matched.”
“Really.” Master Highland sounded displeased. She couldn’t tell if he thought she was lying or if he was perturbed at the thought of Void keeping long-lost books for himself. There was no way he could ask Void... unless he was prepared to go to him, cap in hand, and pay whatever price Void demanded. “And the books just happened to tell you how do defeat them?”
Jayson snorted. “With all due respect, Master, instructions for casting spells, waging wars and... eliminating supernatural vermin have been written down, time and time again. And then they have been passed through the generations. It would be odd indeed to encounter a description of a dragon or a griffin without instructions on how to kill one if necessary.”
“Dragons are fairly common,” Master Highland pointed out. “Manavores... I’ve never heard of anything like them.”
“They’re fairly simple to beat, as long as you know how to do it.” Emily took another sip of her drink. “I imagine they were driven to the brink of extinction.”
“And rightly so.” Cirroc looked pensive. “That lone creature could have killed us all.”
“If Emily hadn’t known how to stop it,” Master Highland said.
“Perhaps you should be grateful,” Yvonne pointed out, sardonically. “You might have been its next victim if Lady Emily hadn’t saved your ungrateful ass.”
Master Highland purpled. “You...”
Emily held up a hand. “We don’t have time to fight,” she said, firmly. “We don’t even know where the creature came from.”
“The mirror,” Hoban said. He glanced towards the covered mirror. “No. It didn’t come out of the mirror. It was the mirror.”
“They caught the Manavore and turned it into a mirror?” Master Highland looked suspicious. “What were they thinking?”
“There was a sorcerer who turned a dragon into stone,” Cirroc said. “And...”
“The dragon returned to flesh while the sorcerer was showing off his work to his friends and flamed them all,” Master Highland cut him off. “I am familiar with the story. It was a stupid thing to do and... this is worse. This is a school!”
Emily nodded, slowly. The Manavore could have casually wiped out the entire school... her blood ran cold as she realized that might well have been the tipping point, that the Manavore might have gotten loose and rampaged throughout the building. Someone had clearly tried to build a runic network to trap and kill the beast, which suggested... what? Had they had time to put their plan into action before the school fell? But... a necromancer couldn’t have stopped a Manavore. He would have just been a very tasty snack.
It would have made more sense if the Manavore had come out of the mirror instead of being the mirror, she mused, thoughtfully. What had they been thinking? Stupid didn’t seem a strong word, somehow. They might have been poking into alternate dimensions...
She frowned. Manavores were multidimensional creatures. She was sure of that, if nothing else. Heart’s Eye might have tried to use them to stabilize the mirror network—or something—just as one might use a dragon to fly. But... it would be utterly insane to capture such a creature and put it to work in a school. They wouldn’t have stood a chance if—when—the Manavore broke free. Emily wasn’t even sure how they could have held it prisoner. The Manavore would’ve absorbed any spells.
“And it was... weird,” Cirroc said. “Did you notice how it had no trouble moving down a corridor that should have been too small for it?”
“It’s a multidimensional creature,” Emily said. “Most of it exists in another dimension.”
“And that allows it to fit into confined spaces?” Cirroc didn’t sound convinced. “That doesn’t make sense!”
Emily reached for her notebook, placed it on the desk and drew a spider-like creature. “This is a two-dimensional creature,” she explained. “It’s flat. It can move anywhere within its two dimensions, but it doesn’t have any conception of height. A three-dimensional creature would be completely beyond its grasp. You could put your foot down next to it and all it would see is the bottom of your foot.”
“It could just look up,” Hoban said.
“It can’t look up,” Emily said. “It doesn’t have any conception of height.”
She took a breath, then drew a circle around the creature. “There’s now a wall around the spider,” she explained. “The creature cannot go through the wall. It’s an impassable barrier, as far as it is concerned. To us, the wall is laughable. We can just step over it.”
“And the Manavores may see our walls in the same light.” Cirroc stroked his chin. “They can simply go around it.”
“Yeah.” Emily made a face. “It’s also difficult to hit the creature. We can’t punch something we can’t reach.”
“An insect can still bite a man and bring him down,” Master Highland said. “How did you kill it? What did your runes actually do?”
“They cut it off from its power source,” Emily said. “I’m not sure if the creature actually absorbs power from magic, from spells we shoot at it, but... it couldn’t survive without its connection to the higher dimensions.”
Frieda coughed. “Did you kill it? Or did it simply withdraw back into... into the higher dimensions?”
Emily hesitated. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know any way to test it.”
“Particularly as testing it could prove difficult,” Master Highland said. “Or dangerous.”
He met Emily’s eyes. “Why did you tell us not to use magic?”
“The books said they sense magic,” Emily said. “As long as we weren’t using magic, it couldn’t actually see us.”
Yvonne barked a harsh laugh. “So all your vaunted magic is useless if one of those... things turns up?”
“Of course not,” Master Highland said. “Emily stopped one.”
“Yes,” Emily said. “But I didn’t kill it with magic. I killed it by cutting it off from magic.”
“And if it absorbed the spells we hurled at it,” Cirroc said, “we might have been fueling it all along.”
“So your magic was worse than useless.” Yvonne sounded as though she wanted to gloat, as if she would have gloated if the situation hadn’t been so dangerous. “You were literally giving it the power to kill you.”
“Perhaps,” Emily said. “I don’t know if it was absorbing the magic or merely breaking up the spellware.”
“It was absorbing the magic,” Master Highland said. “I don’t know if it could have made use of it...”
“Then it seems to me that finding a way to taint the magic might kill it,” Yvonne said. “Or am I barking up the wrong tree?”
“I don’t see how we can taint the magic,” Master Highland said. “And even if we did, would it work?”
“Even necromancy wouldn’t provide enough power,” Emily said. “And that would be hideously dangerous...”
“But the Manavore didn’t kill the necromancer,” Cirroc pointed out. “Surely...”
“Not one more word,” Master Highland snapped. “Necromancy is unthinkable.”
Emily nodded. For once, she agreed with him completely.
“There may be another possibility,” Yvonne said. “You can’t use magic on it because it absorbs your spells, right?”
“Yes,” Emily and Master Highland said together.
“So what if you could punch a spell through the... absorption effect and get it straight into the creature?” Yvonne leaned forward. “It would work, wouldn’t it?”
Master Highland snorted. “The trouble with getting a spell through the absorption effect is that we can’t get a spell through the absorption effect. We might as well say you could cast spells if you could cast spells...”
“But there should be a way to get something through the haze,” Yvonne said. “We should give it some thought.”
Emily nodded, slowly. Most protective wards weren’t shields, in the conventional sense. They didn’t so much block an incoming spell as they broke it up, tearing the spellware apart and dissipating the magic harmlessly. A physical blow—or a charmed object—would go through the wards like a knife through butter. The wards might not even register the threat before it was too late. It wasn’t that uncommon for magicians to be knocked out by someone sneaking up behind them and hitting them over the head with a club. Most magicians disdained physical force...
She wanted to believe it. She wanted to believe that it was possible to find a way to sneak something through the absorption effect. But...
“We can work on it,” she said. It would be brilliant, despite everything, if Yvonne and Praxis found a way to combine magic and mundane technology. “I’ll sketch out the runic diagram for your consideration...”
“I think we’re forgetting something,” Cirroc said. “What happened to Caleb? Our Caleb?”
“And what does it have to do with those... creatures?” Master Highland frowned, as if a thought had struck him. “Demons are supposed to be time-sensitive. Could these creatures be dimensionally-sensitive?”
“It’s possible,” Emily said. She looked at her drawing. “It’s possible they see multiple alternate timelines at once. They may be responsible for people being swapped for their alternate counterparts...”
Master Highland shook his head. “This makes no sense.”
“Things rarely do, until you find the piece that serves as the key and everything else falls into place.” Hoban grinned at Emily. “This is a fascinating puzzle, is it not?”
“Seth is dead.” Master Highland glared at him. “And this is turning into a nightmare.”
“Feel free to leave,” Frieda said.
Master Highland turned to look at her. “And you can watch your mouth.”
Emily rubbed her forehead. “Enough. We know how to stop these creatures. We’ll start setting traps, then continue researching the mirrors...”
“We should evacuate,” Master Highland said. He looked from face to face. “We came here, intending to clear the school and start setting up a... university. Instead, we are being attacked by creatures out of legend. We can’t abandon the building, but... at the very least, we should move everyone out before we continue...”
“We have to know what happened here,” Jayson said, quietly. “I would say that has become more urgent than ever.”
“Yes.” Master Highland tapped the table. “We should probably ask for help.”
“If help will come,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure what the White Council would do if they knew the truth. Or, more accurately, what little fragments of the truth they’d found. So far. Hoban was right—sooner or later, they’d stumble across the key to the mystery—but it might prove difficult if they were ordered to abandon the school. And who knew what problems would be left to fester if she followed orders? “We may be left alone.”
She sucked in her breath. “And we have a responsibility to find Caleb. I won’t leave him... wherever he is.”
Master Highland looked as if he wanted to say something, but didn’t. Emily scowled, inwardly. Had he been hoping she’d abandon the school? Or... was she just being paranoid? It was hard to argue that the school shouldn’t be evacuated. If every charmed mirror was actually a Manavore, and they might come to life at any moment, the entire group was on the verge of being slaughtered. They might be inside a ticking time bomb with no idea of when the timer would reach zero.
“I’m going to stay,” she said. “If any of you want to leave, you may do so. I won’t hold it against you.”
“That’ll make you the only one,” Jayson said. “Personally, I want to stay. I haven’t sorted out the library yet.”
“And that won’t do anyone any good if we’re all brutally killed,” Master Highland said.
“Feel free to leave,” Frieda said again. She stuck out her tongue. “I’m sure there are places where you would be almost welcome.”
Master Highland raised a hand, then lowered it slowly. “Lady Emily, I must insist...”
“Yes.” Emily shot Frieda a reproving look. She didn’t want to tell Frieda off in public—she wasn’t sure she had the standing to tell Frieda off in public—but she had no choice. “Please don’t sharpen your tongue on anyone.”
Frieda smiled, as if she knew Emily wasn’t angry. “Yes, My Lady.”
“So you can be respectful.” Master Highland snorted. “How... astonishing.”
Hoban bristled. “If you want to take it outside...”
“No one is going to be dueling anyone, not here.” Emily looked around the room, trying to gauge who would be the first to snap. They were all tired, frustrated and fearful. It would have been hard to cope even if they’d been the best of friends. She’d been on enough route hikes and forced marches to know just how easily tempers could boil and overflow into violence. “I think it’s time we went to dinner, then bed. We’ll continue in the morning.”
“Good idea,” Master Highland said. “Some food will do us all good.”
Emily nodded, tartly. She wanted to go after Caleb now, but... she didn’t know how to proceed. The Manavore was gone. And if it was gone... she felt her heart sink as she realized they might have lost all hope of finding Caleb. Their Caleb. If it had been that Manavore that had switched Caleb with Alt-Caleb...
Her eyes dropped to her drawing. A two-dimensional creature might be able to deduce the presence of a third dimension, but... it couldn’t make any practical use of the knowledge. Or could it? If it somehow climbed into the third dimension... Emily shook her head slowly. They were blind, fumbling through darkness without having the slightest idea of what was lurking in the shadows. Her spider-drawing couldn’t see her looking down from her lofty perch. Was something looking down at her from a dimension she couldn’t even perceive? She had no way to know.
No wonder so many religious people go mad, she thought, sourly. If constant surveillance changed a person’s behavior, what did it do when someone thought there was no way they could sneak even a little privacy for themselves? God would see them, wherever they went. There’s no hiding place at all.
“Go tell your subordinates what happened,” Emily ordered. She put the thought out of her mind. “Tell them that anyone who wants to leave, can. It won’t be held against them. By me or anyone else. And if they want to stay...”
She allowed her voice to trail off, just for a moment. “We’ll solve this, somehow. It won’t be the first problem we’ve solved.”
“We can.” Hoban sounded confident, more confident than she felt. “All the really old tombs, the really dangerous ones, are puzzles that need to be unpicked. And I’ve done it time and time again.”
“Really?” Master Highland sounded unimpressed. “And how many of them produced... things... that swallowed your magic?”
“Two of them were charmed to make it impossible to use magic.” Hoban didn’t sound annoyed by the question. “One of them was cunningly designed to allow someone to grow overconfident before the hammer fell, dropping them into the crocodile pit. It came very close to killing me too.”
“How... reassuring,” Master Highland said. His voice dripped sarcasm. “I feel better already.”
Emily stood, dismissing the meeting. “We’ll continue tomorrow,” she said, firmly. “For now, food and bed.”
“Hear, hear,” Cirroc said. 



Chapter Twenty-Six
EMILY DIDN’T SLEEP WELL, EVEN AFTER she ate a good dinner and cast a set of protective wards around her bedding. Her body was tired—her eyelids heavy—but her mind kept churning, recalling everything that had happened over the past day. She tried to meditate, to use magic to plunge herself into sleep, yet it didn’t work. On some level, she realized dully, she didn’t want to sleep. Her own mind was working against her. 
She slept restlessly, falling into nightmares only to jerk awake and sit up, half-expecting something horrific to be crawling out of the covered mirrors. But there was nothing in the dorm save for a handful of sleeping forms. The loudest sound was her own pounding heart. She wiped sweat from her brow, wishing—bitterly—that Cat had stayed with her until she’d regained her powers. She wanted someone to hold her in the dead of night...
Her thoughts spun in circles as she tried to force herself to sleep. She was forgetting something, but what? Something was nagging at her mind, something that had fallen out of her thoughts... something important. The Manavore lurked at the back of her mind, fear and panic threatening to overwhelm her every time she let go of her thoughts. She tossed and turned, trying to clear her thoughts and sleep. But her blankets were damp with sweat...
She sat upright, sharply, as it struck her. She knew what she’d missed.
“Emily?” Frieda’s voice came out of the darkness. “Are you alright?”
“No,” Emily said. She felt torn between giving in to her tiredness and a new sense of urgency. “I’m a bloody idiot.”
Frieda crawled over to sit next to her. “How so?”
“I was here two years ago,” Emily said. The memories were suddenly overwhelming, now she’d remembered. Had she been made to forget? Or had she simply put them out of her mind? A lot had happened since she’d first visited Heart’s Eye, from the near-collapse of an entire city to an outright civil war. “And there were carvings on the walls, down near the nexus chamber. Some of them depicted Manavores.”
She started to sit up. “I have to go look at them. Now.”
Frieda caught her arm. “Wait until morning,” she said. “You look ghastly.”
Emily bit her tongue to keep from saying something she’d regret. “We don’t have time.”
“You’re not in any state to do anything.” Frieda pulled her back down. “Go to sleep. If you start messing with magic now, you’ll probably blow us all up.”
“Thanks,” Emily said, sourly.
She gritted her teeth. She knew Frieda was right. But the thought of Caleb—her Caleb—stuck in an alternate universe chilled her to the bone. She didn’t know—she had no way to know—how much time they had before it was too late. Alt-Caleb had been utterly terrified, and he’d been scared of practically everything. What sort of world had he come from? She didn’t think she wanted to know.
And the universe might just be one of a million billion possibilities, one that might have already collapsed into non-existence. She wished, suddenly, that she’d spent more time studying multiverse theory while she’d been on Earth. But then, all the theorists and alternate historians had lacked anything resembling hard data. And, while I’m wishing, I wish I’d spent more time studying just about everything else too.
Emily must have drifted off, because the next thing she knew was the alarm charm dragging her out of an unsound sleep. She rubbed her eyes, feeling parched. Her head hurt. She forced herself to stand, drink water from her canteen and stumble into the shower. Her body felt grimy. Frieda picked up a pair of robes and followed her, looking stubborn. Emily guessed Frieda intended to make sure Emily had a proper shower and breakfast before they actually did anything.
And Master Highland is not likely to believe me if I tell him I forgot. Emily washed thoroughly, enjoying the sensation of water washing over her body. He’ll think I was keeping things from him. And he’ll be right.
She muttered a charm to dry herself, then pulled a robe over her head as Frieda showered and joined her. Emily wanted to go straight down to the nexus chamber—a quick check revealed that the wards hadn’t healed themselves after the Manavore had torn gaping holes in the structure—but she knew it was pointless. Instead, she banged on the boys’ dorm and, when one of the apprentices showed himself, asked him to wake Jayson and send him down to breakfast. He could come with her when she went to look at the carvings. She would sooner have taken Caleb, but...
Her heart twisted. Where was Caleb?
Yvonne greeted Emily as she walked into the dining hall. “We have something to show you,” she said, cheerfully. She looked as though she hadn’t slept, but—somehow—as bright and cheerful as someone who’d managed a decent night’s sleep. “Can you come to the workshop?”
“Later.” Emily took a bowl of stew from the cook and sat down at a table. “Frieda is going to make me eat.”
“Good.” Yvonne sat next to her. “We spent all night fiddling with ideas.”
“Good,” Emily echoed. She took a bite of her stew, barely tasting the food. Her throat felt sore, as if she had the beginnings of a cold. “Did you find anything useful?”
“We think so.” Yvonne smirked. “If these... Manavores really can’t see people without magic, we could simply walk right up and stick a knife in them.”
“Except a knife might not actually kill them,” Emily pointed out. “They’re so much bigger than we are.”
“There are insects that are so tiny you can barely see them with the naked eye,” Yvonne countered, “that can kill a man.”
Emily’s fingers played with the snake-bracelet on her wrist. “True...”
She frowned, remembering when she’d been taught to harvest ingredients from magical or dangerous animals. Her tutors had made it clear that panic was her worst enemy, that anyone who panicked while they were trying to drain a poison sac or remove hairs was likely to get seriously injured... or worse. And most of the creatures they’d used as sources hadn’t been particularly intelligent. That didn’t stop them from being dangerous, but—as long as one knew what one was doing—they could minimize the risks. She had no idea how dangerous the Manavores truly were.
They don’t have to be intelligent, she thought, grimly. We don’t declare a national emergency and call out the army for ant infestations.
“Knowledge is power,” Frieda said. “And so is being underestimated.”
“Sergeant Miles.” Emily smiled. “He told you that too?”
Frieda nodded. “He said I’d never make a soldier. I was too short and skinny, not enough upper-body strength. But that didn’t mean I was harmless.”
“No,” Emily agreed. Frieda had come a long way in four years. “But sometimes... the odds are too great for any level of knowledge to overcome.”
Yvonne cleared her throat. “My crew voted to stay,” she said. “I told them—I told them—that anyone who wanted to go could go. But they all stayed.”
Emily sighed, inwardly. She had no intention of punishing anyone who wanted to leave, but... that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be punishment. Someone who left would be branded a coward by the people he’d left behind, assuming they survived. They would find it hard to get work, once word spread. If they didn’t... she shook her head. She’d done everything she could. She couldn’t force the people who stayed behind not to talk...
And if we all die here, she mused, the people who fled will look very smart indeed.
Cirroc entered, looking tired. “Jayson sends his compliments,” he said, “but he’s still waiting for the shower.”
“Tell him to get some breakfast too,” Frieda urged. “You both need it.”
Emily finished her stew and stood. “Tell him I’ll be in the workshop,” she said. “Make sure he eats before coming down.”
“Yes, Mistress.” Cirroc winked at her. “It shall be done as you command, Mistress of a Thousand Hearts...”
“Oh, shut up.” Emily knew Cirroc was merely teasing her, but it didn’t make it any easier to bear. “Did you sleep well?”
“No.” Cirroc shook his head. “I was too busy thinking about... that thing.”
Frieda swore. “What about the other mirror? Is it still intact?”
Did it turn into a Manavore too? Emily kicked herself, mentally, for not thinking of it. There could be a second monster rampaging through the halls right now...
She closed her eyes, communing with the wards. There was a huge blank spot where the first Manavore had been, but... there didn’t seem to be any damage around the second mirror. It looked as though nothing had happened... she cursed under her breath. They were going to have to inspect the second mirror closely, after setting a trap. If another Manavore appeared, it would be caught and killed—or banished—before it could kill anyone.
“Check the other mirror, then set up a runic trap,” she ordered. “But, right now, it looks inert.”
“Good,” Cirroc said. “I’ll see to it personally.”
Emily turned to Yvonne. “Let’s go.”
They walked down to the workshop, careful to give the handful of mirrors—covered or not—a wide berth. Someone had been trying to paint over some of the mirrors, covering them with black paint... it should have worked, Emily thought, but the paint refused to stick to the mirror. It just slid off and pooled on the floor. It didn’t look as though it had had time to set before it was too late. She considered a handful of possibilities for making it stick, but came up with nothing. The mirrors were just... unnatural. She wondered, grimly, just how many were actually Manavores.
We should have thought of that, she told herself, although she knew it was pointless. We live in a world where an entire army can be turned into something harmless and smuggled across the border or carried into a castle...
“Lady Emily,” Praxis said, as Yvonne led them into the workshop. “I trust you slept well.”
“Well enough,” Emily lied. Praxis’s eyes were slightly wide, suggesting he’d taken a potion to keep himself awake. He was going to pay for that, sooner or later. “What do you have for me?”
Yvonne and Praxis exchanged glances, silently agreeing that he should speak first. “I took the runic network you crafted apart to see how it actually worked,” Praxis said. “I calculated that it should be possible to use a much smaller runic network—perhaps even a single rune—to achieve the same effect... if, of course, one could actually get it into position. A single rune on the floor would be easy to avoid.”
“Of course,” Emily said.
“So we devised a way of carving the rune into bullets,” Praxis explained. “It lacks power, but that shouldn’t matter. If my calculations are correct, it would actually be drawing power from the target itself. My guess is that it would either slow down or outright kill a Manavore.”
“By giving it indigestion,” Yvonne put in.
“It would be more accurate to say that it would disrupt the target’s magical structure,” Praxis said, “but your expression is more colorful.”
“Well, of course.” Yvonne smirked. “Marketing is half the struggle.”
Emily frowned. “Are you sure this will work?”
“It should.” Praxis looked rather less sure than he sounded. “The bullets are propelled by gunpowder, not magic. They shouldn’t be drained as they pass through the target’s absorption field because there’s nothing to drain. And while the rune could, in theory, be drained, the rune actually has no inherent magic itself. It merely draws on ambient magic and reshapes it.”
He shrugged. “The effect won’t last more than a few seconds, naturally. But it should be long enough to give the target a terminal case of indigestion.”
Yvonne grinned. “It does sound better, doesn’t it?”
She turned to Emily. “We brought supplies to start churning out muskets and pistols with us,” she said, “as well as a bunch of half-completed weapons. My crew have been carving out the runes all night. We should have a small number of weapons ready by the end of the day.”
Master Highland is going to love that, Emily thought, sardonically. Mundanes could use runes, but they were officially discouraged from doing so. There were enough horror stories to make someone who wanted to experiment think twice. I wonder what he’ll make of it.
Frieda had a more practical question. “You can really put them together that quickly?”
“We have most of the equipment and supplies with us,” Yvonne assured her. “If we had to start completely from scratch, it would take considerably longer.”
She lowered her voice. “We’re going to have to start thinking about setting up warehouses as well as railway lines,” she added. “It might be some time before we can draw anything but sand from the desert.”
“Sand has its uses,” Emily said, “but I understand.”
“And probably set up a few other things in Heart’s Ease,” Yvonne said. “I got a set of letters I was going to bring to your attention, at the next board meeting. There are merchants and industrialists who want to set up shop in Heart’s Ease.”
“They may think twice, when they realize we have a problem.” Emily eyed her thoughtfully. “What do you think of it?”
“It depends.” Yvonne shrugged. “The real problem is moving goods and supplies around, as you know. Once we have a railway line, things will get easier. And, naturally, anything we design here can be produced elsewhere.”
Emily nodded. Very few of her innovations had remained her property for long. She hadn’t realized just how many people would be interested in stealing the ideas she’d introduced and then improving them until the process was already well underway. She didn’t mind, not really. The more minds working on a problem, the more people trying to make a profit for themselves, the faster technology would advance. They were already talking about steamboats moving up and down the rivers or sailing out to sea. She hadn’t designed any of those boats.
“Right now, we have other problems,” she said. “But afterwards... we won’t stand in the way of anyone who wants to set up shop over there”—she nodded in the rough direction of Heart’s Ease—“as long as they follow the rules.”
“Quite,” Yvonne agreed. “And the rules are very simple.”
“Until people start making them complicated,” Frieda said. “That’s what the kings always do, isn’t it?”
Emily shook her head. The kings—and their noblemen—had a very simplistic view of law. They owned everything. Their peasants were their chattels, no freer than the slaves of Dixie or women in Afghanistan. They could be bought and sold at will. Whatever they produced belonged to their owners, not to them. And they did as little as they could, because it wasn’t them who profited when the chips were down. Emily understood, all too well. What was the point of striving when someone else reaped the rewards?
The kingdoms don’t have to be constantly on the edge of starvation, she thought coldly, but if they remove all incentive to produce more than the bare essentials, they shouldn’t be surprised if they find themselves consistently short of food.
“We’ll sort things out as we go along,” she said. Hopefully, that would be someone else’s problem. She’d given Heart’s Ease a set of laws, based on Cockatrice, but... Heart’s Ease was a very different place. She wondered how long it would be before one of those differences rendered her laws ineffective. “But, right now, we have to sort out our current problem.”
“We’ll have the first weapons ready by this evening,” Yvonne assured her. “And then we can start probing the mirrors again.”
“If they work, perhaps we can simply pick the Manavores off, one by one.” Praxis sounded pleased by the prospect. “And then we can declare the school safe and well.”
“Let us hope so,” Emily said. She wondered just how long it would be before she felt safe in Heart’s Eye, after everything that had happened. “But first, we have to get Caleb back. We might need the Manavores to get to... wherever he is.”
She shuddered. They’d destroyed one Manavore. Had they accidentally cut all ties to Caleb? He’d gone through that mirror... She told herself, firmly, that she could find him. If worse came to worst, she could summon a demon and make a bargain. She’d have to pay for it—and she’d have to be very careful to ensure she wasn’t tricked—but she could do it. If there was no other choice...
“We’ll see,” Praxis said. “For all we know, the Manavore was actually making things worse.”
“They stuck it in a mirror,” Frieda said.
“They turned it into a mirror,” Emily corrected. She wondered just who had come up with the idea—and why. Why hadn’t they been condemned to the nearest madhouse? Didn’t they understand the dangers? “And if that mirror is gone...”
She shook her head. She refused to think any more about it.
Jayson appeared at the door, looking disgustingly fresh. “Emily... um... Lady Emily?”
“I’m coming.” Emily looked at Yvonne. “Get the guns and bullets ready as quickly as possible.”
“Of course, My Lady,” Yvonne said. “We’re already working on it.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
“CIRROC WENT TO GUARD THE OTHER mirror,” Jayson said, as Emily led him and Frieda down the corridor towards the nexus point. “He said to tell you he wants relief. Whatever relief is...”
“He means he wants someone to take over the duty,” Emily said. “And quickly, before he falls asleep on the job.”
Jayson glanced at her. “Is that likely?”
Emily shrugged. Sergeant Miles had had some pretty choice words for lookouts who fell asleep on the job—and dire warnings of what would happen to anyone stupid enough to fall asleep while they were in the field—but she had no idea if Cirroc had taken his words to heart. He was the kind of person who always wanted to be doing something, not standing guard waiting for something to happen. She made a mental note to make sure Cirroc was relieved, sooner rather than later. She’d be a great deal happier if there were at least two sets of eyes on the mirror at all times.
She glanced from side to side as they made their way down the corridor. There were fewer mirrors here, but... she shivered, unwilling to take her eyes off them. If all of the mirrors were actually Manavores... if they all came back to life, the three of them would be dead seconds later. There was no way they could escape before it was too late. She took a long breath, telling herself—firmly—that the Manavore hadn’t escaped until Hoban had started messing with the spell holding it in place. They wouldn’t be doing that again in a hurry.
“Frieda,” she said. She could have kicked herself for not asking earlier. “How is Hoban? His eyes?”
“He said he was fine,” Frieda said. “And the Gorgon said she couldn’t find any actual wound.”
“Strange,” Emily commented. Hoban had been bleeding. She’d seen it herself. “Did he manage to heal himself?”
“No,” Frieda said. “He was as puzzled as she was.”
Jayson glanced at her. “It could have been a reaction to the magic. Or... or to the creature itself.”
“Perhaps,” Emily said, slowly. Her eyes had been streaming, afterwards. But tears, not blood. “People don’t bleed like that, not unless there’s an actual wound.”
“Not from their eyes,” Frieda said.
Jayson flushed. “I... I don’t pretend to understand it.”
“Just another puzzle,” Emily said. They turned the corner. She could feel the nexus point growing stronger. “We’ll solve it, sooner or later.”
She kept her thoughts to herself as they followed the path under the school. Someone—she forgot who—had theorized that contact with alien life would cause physical harm, if only because the aliens were so different than humanity. She’d never believed that, but now... she wondered if it were true. Dragons and orcs were practically human compared to multidimensional creatures. Contact with them was dangerous, even if they didn’t mean to cause harm. They were so big, so real, so much realer than humanity that... she remembered Hoban bleeding, and shuddered. It didn’t matter if the Manavore had meant to hurt him or not. Mere contact with the Manavore had hurt him.
And it tore Seth apart, Emily thought. It really did mean to hurt us.
She put the thought to one side as they reached the carvings. They looked unchanged, as far as she could tell. She wished—again—that she’d spent more time studying them before she’d returned to Whitehall. She wished... she gritted her teeth, reminding herself—again—that she couldn’t change the past. She couldn’t undo her mistakes. She could only learn from them.
Jayson inspected the first set of carvings. “Interesting. Is that the... creature you saw?”
“Yes.” Emily studied the diagram carefully. “It’s as close as someone can get.”
She tried to keep her doubts and fears out of her voice. The drawing was crude and unfocused, like a child’s scribble compared to the reality, but it was clearly a Manavore. She wondered who’d carved it into the stone and why. The next set of runic diagrams showed how to capture and kill a Manavore... her eyes narrowed as she remembered the remains of the ritual they’d found. Someone had tried to fight back... she cursed under her breath. They’d failed. Of course they’d failed. They’d failed, and left her with a mystery she couldn’t solve.
“Curious collection of runes,” Jayson said, as he inspected the next set. “This one is practically a three-dimensional rune.”
“Three-dimensional?” Emily looked up, sharply. “I was under the impression that was impossible!”
“It is.” Jayson didn’t sound convinced. “But here, they’ve drawn out a three-dimensional rune.”
Emily peered over his shoulder. It looked three dimensional, as if someone had tried to draw a two-dimensional representation of a three-dimensional object, but... it shouldn’t have worked. Not as a rune. The lines crossed each other, cancelling each other out... at best. It was more likely, she decided as she traced the lines of power, that they’d turn the rune into something altogether different. It was a paradox. The rune couldn’t exist—any more than a two-dimensional drawing was a three-dimensional object—and yet it did. What was it?
“I don’t know,” Jayson said, when she asked aloud. “But there are a lot of them.”
“Yeah.” Frieda sounded puzzled. “And they grow more complex as you walk towards the nexus point.”
Jayson pulled a notebook out of his pocket, then stopped. “I could copy them,” he mused, “but... it might be dangerous.”
Emily nodded, slowly. It wasn’t easy to draw out a rune without risking accidentally creating it. The textbooks always inserted a little mistake, allowing the reader to work out what the rune should look like without actually drawing it. And now... everything she knew told her that the runes shouldn’t work, but... they clearly did something. Why would anyone bother to sketch out the runes unless they had something in mind?
And they wouldn’t be trying to confuse intruders, she mused. They had no way to know the school would fall.
“We probably need to bring in more experts,” she said. “And try to figure out what the runes actually do.”
She held her hand over the nearest rune, gingerly feeling for magic. There was a faint sense of warmth above the rune, as if it was doing something... but what? Her eyes narrowed as she tried to parse it out. The power had to be coming from somewhere...
Frieda cleared her throat. “Runes draw power from ambient magic, right?”
“Yes.” Jayson didn’t look up from his work. “You can’t power a rune yourself. You’d overpower the rune and destroy it.”
“There’s a nexus point just down the corridor,” Frieda said. “Are the runes drawing power from it?”
“They shouldn’t be,” Jayson said. “And if they were, they would have been destroyed long ago.”
“Are you sure?” Frieda leaned forward. “The runes have to be drawing power from somewhere, right?”
Emily frowned. Everything she knew told her that Jayson was right. If a rune couldn’t handle a lone magician’s power, it certainly couldn’t handle a surge of power from the nexus point. Even trying could be deadly. They might trigger a surge of power that blew up the entire school. And yet, Frieda had a point. The only source of magic in the vicinity was the nexus point itself. There was nothing else.
“...Maybe,” she said, slowly. “I don’t know.”
She studied the runes thoughtfully. Were they designed to handle more power than the average rune? Or... or what? She’d crafted batteries that worked because the power had nowhere to go. Here... had someone devised runes that could handle a power surge? But... it shouldn’t have been possible. A river of power would almost certainly break its banks and spill over... if it didn’t explode. What had they been trying to do?
“I’ll keep figuring out the runes,” Jayson said. “But... I think we need to call help.”
“Your family?” Emily glanced at him. “Or Hoban and Master Highland?”
“Either. Both.” Jayson looked up at her. “This is way out of my league.”
Emily nodded. “We’ll search the surrounding area,” she said, calmly. “And make a note of all the carvings we find.”
She glanced at Frieda, who stepped up beside her as she started to walk down the corridor to the nearest fork. It twisted oddly, as if one passageway led to the nexus point chamber and the other circumvented it. The walls were lined with runes, ranging from very basic designs to ones that were completely beyond her comprehension. A handful of images sat beside them—something that looked like a Manavore, something that looked like a giant octopus—with a couple of runes under each picture. She tried to figure out what they did, but came up with nothing. It was very strange. She would have sworn a mighty oath that some of the runes in front of her were flat-out impossible.
And so was storing magic indefinitely, until I figured out how to do it, she reminded herself, tartly. Heart’s Eye was clearly carrying out its own experiments, even as it taught the next generation of students.
The air shifted, very slightly. She tensed. Beside her, Frieda lifted a hand, ready to cast a spell. The air moved, a faint gust of wind blowing against her face... she braced herself, eying the mirrors warily. If one of them was a Manavore... she motioned for Frieda to stay where she was as Emily moved forward, looking from side to side. The mirrors were unmoving. Her reflection looked... unchanged. And yet...
“There’s a door up ahead,” she hissed. “Watch my back.”
“I’m ready,” Frieda said.
Emily slipped closer to the door, reaching out with her senses. There was a single charm on the wood, one that warned of anyone approaching... it wasn’t deadly, as far as she could tell. It didn’t seem to have enough magic to do more than scratch. And yet, it was there... she gingerly touched the wood, ready to leap back if the spell was designed to trigger something deadlier. But there was nothing. The door wasn’t even locked. Carefully, very carefully, she pushed the door open. The wind grew stronger...
She recoiled, gagging in shock, as the stench hit her. The air was foul, so foul she had to cover her nose to keep from throwing up. She muttered a pair of spells to clear the air—behind her, Frieda choked, too—and another to check for subtle attacks, for spells that might be concealed by the smell. But she found nothing. The air just stunk...
Frieda inched up behind her, one hand pinching her nose. “I think we’ve found the boys locker room.”
Emily laughed, humorlessly. “Stay here,” she said. “I’m going in.”
She inched through the door and peered around. The room looked as if a bomb had hit it. A pile of blankets lay in one corner, a giant collection of books lay in another... pieces of wood lay everywhere, suggesting that something had been shattered beyond repair. She reached out with her senses, but detected nothing beyond faint hints of dying magic. It struck her, suddenly, that the necromancer had lived here. It might have been a nice room before he’d torn it apart.
He split his mind into two bodies to handle the power, Emily thought, numbly. What happened to the second body when the first was destroyed?
She looked around the room, feeling an odd twinge of sympathy. Dua Kepala had been the most dangerous necromancer she’d ever faced, yet... his life had been so empty. He hadn’t been interested in wine, women and song... or anything else that might drive someone to conquer entire countries. He’d been the sanest necromancer she’d encountered, with the possible exception of King Randor, but... he’d been so desperate to ensure a steady supply of food that he’d forgone everything else. She told herself, firmly, that Dua Kepala had brought his fate on himself. He’d had other options. He hadn’t had to become a necromancer.
Frieda appeared behind her. “Is this where he lived?”
“I guess so.” Emily looked at the next room and shuddered. It was bare, save for a single stone altar resting on the floor. There were hundreds of runes, carved into the floor, surrounding it. She could sense the taint of necromancy pervading the room. Hundreds—perhaps thousands—of innocents had been slaughtered on the altar, their lives sacrificed to give the necromancer one more day of life. “All of that slaughter, and for what?”
“If you’re powerless, you want power and control.” Frieda’s voice was calm, but Emily knew her well enough to hear the grim undertones. “And you eventually stop caring about what you have to do to get it.”
Emily gave her a reassuring look. “You wouldn’t have turned into a necromancer.”
“I might have,” Frieda said. “If you hadn’t come along... I might have sold my soul for power.”
“I don’t think so,” Emily said. “You’re a decent person.”
But she knew, as she turned her attention to the books, that Frieda had a point. She would have sold her soul, if it had given her power to escape her stepfather and find safety. And the only way to be truly safe was to have the power to make oneself safe... you couldn’t rely on anyone else, she knew, because they might let you down. Such thinking led to disaster—always—but... if someone was hurting, they might not care. She could have gone that way too...
Frieda cleared her throat. “That’s your influence.”
“It’s you,” Emily said, simply.
She picked up the closest book and smiled as she parsed out the title. An Introduction to Mirror Magic. She opened the first page and read the details. The book was over fifty years old, but... still intact. Still readable. Dua Kepala had taken the book out of the library and carried it down to his lair, for... for what? She had a sudden mental image of the two-bodied necromancer sitting in a comfortable armchair, drinking a glass of wine as he read his way through the entire library. She had to smile at the thought, even though it wasn’t funny. The necromancer could have made himself very dangerous if he’d studied the rest of the collection.
He was dangerous already, Emily mused. And he might have wanted to know why his victims filled their school with mirrors.
She felt her heart sink as she surveyed the pile of books. There were over a hundred volumes in the collection, ranging from old textbooks to tomes that might well be unique. Some of them were written in languages she didn’t recognize, the script so old that it predated the Empire itself. She picked up a handful of books, feeling a surge of frustration. The answers might be right in front of them, if only they could read the books...
“Go fetch Jayson,” she ordered. “Tell him we need him.”
Frieda nodded and hurried off. Emily smiled grimly and started to sort through the books. The textbooks were written in the common tongue, as far as she could tell; she could read those and leave the remainder for Jayson. She tried a translation spell on one of the books, but nothing happened. There was a spell woven into the leather that prevented the spell from working. She cursed whoever had written or bound the book under her breath. She could try to overpower the spell, but that might destroy the entire book.
She put it to one side and worked her way through the pile, silently counting the books as she sorted them out. It was a mess. Dua Kepala had been studying mirror magic, but... he clearly hadn’t released a Manavore. He wouldn’t have survived if he had, not unless... she shook her head. The necromancer couldn’t have kept ahead of the Manavore long enough to bait a trap. He’d leaked magic so badly there was no way he could hide.
“Wow.” Jayson entered the room, his face breaking into a smile. “Treasure!”
Emily smiled back. “There are a hundred and fifty volumes here,” she said, indicating one of the piles. “I can’t read thirty-seven of them. Can you?”
“Perhaps.” Jayson knelt beside her and started to go through the books. “Some of them, yes.”
“But not all of them.” Frieda sounded perplexed. “Should we call the others?”
“Praxis might know,” Jayson said. “Master Highland... we can ask, at least.”
“Yeah.” Emily let out a long breath. She wasn’t sure she wanted to tell Master Highland what they’d found. She was dreading what he’d say when he realized she hadn’t told them about the carvings. “We can see what he makes of them, if he wishes...”
She sighed, inwardly. If any of the books were on the banned list, Master Highland could cause trouble for her... hell, she wouldn’t even know she had a banned book until he or Jayson pointed it out. But... she shook her head. She was being selfish. The information in front of them might be the key to recovering Caleb and removing the mirrors. But... what did the mirrors have to do with Manavores? What idiot had had the idea of turning a Manavore into a mirror in the first place? Didn’t they know they were doing something stupid?
And all the great discoveries sound stupid until someone actually tries, she reminded herself, dryly. For all we know, everything worked perfectly until the necromancer attacked.
Putting the thought out of her head, she opened the first book and started to read.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
SLOWLY BUT SURELY, A PICTURE BEGAN to emerge.
Emily read through the texts, trying to parse out what she was reading and compare it to what she’d seen. The engineers who’d tapped the nexus point had been fascinated by mirrors... although she wasn’t sure why. There were vague references to Whitehall, none of which quite made sense, and long and complicated equations relating to pocket dimensions and mirror magic. Reading between the lines, she suspected they’d started by trying to duplicate Whitehall’s dimensionally transcendent nature—the school was bigger on the inside—but they’d taken their research in a very different direction. Instead of finding a way to craft a giant pocket dimension, they’d forged links into the mirror dimension. And then...
It made a certain kind of sense, she thought. They’d started with spells designed to hide things in mirrors—and use two mirrors as portals—and woven them together to craft a mirror dimension. An alternate school, one only accessible through the mirrors; a network of tunnels that most staff and students would never know existed, let alone be able to enter. They’d locked it all in place and...
... And then what?
Something had gone wrong, that much was clear. But what? And where had the Manavores come from? She tried to figure it out, but drew a blank. Was the mirror dimension a higher dimension? Had they accidentally poked a hole into... into wherever the Manavores came from? Or... and why had they turned one into a mirror? More than one, perhaps. Who knew?
“Two mirrors are meant to resonate together, like portals,” she mused. “They messed with the spells, so you could set your destination before you stepped into the mirror. Did one of them start resonating with its counterpart in a different universe?”
“Perhaps.” Jayson looked tired. “There’s a bunch of references to fishing in this book, but...”
“Fishing?” Emily glanced up, sharply. “Fishing for what?”
“Good question,” Jayson said. “It doesn’t say. They left out a lot of details.”
Emily stood, brushing down her robe. “I think we’re going to have to take the books upstairs and see what everyone else makes of them,” she said. The air still smelt foul, although she’d gotten used to it. “And then we’re going to have to decide how to proceed.”
“There’s a reference here to a power source,” Jayson said. “But... it doesn’t sound like the nexus point.”
“Odd.” Emily put two and two together. “Did they go fishing for Manavores to turn them into a power source?”
“Maybe,” Jayson said. “How old is Heart’s Eye?”
 

“It’s younger than Whitehall,” Emily said. The references in the textbooks proved that, if nothing else. “But not much younger.”
She frowned as they collected the books. Heart’s Eye had something to do with Manavores. That much was certain. If the school had been founded when Manavores had walked the world, hunting magicians... the school might have been trying to find a way to hit back. Or to find a way to put the creatures to work. Horses could be dangerous—she had never liked riding and never would—but they’d still been domesticated. She wondered, grimly, if whoever had founded Heart’s Eye had found a use for Manavores. Did the mirror dimension rest on them?
It might, she thought, numbly. And, if so... what do we do about it?
She turned a handful of possible ideas over and over in her mind as they made their slow way back up the corridors. Perhaps, if she was unique, she could find a way to breach the mirror dimension herself. Or... perhaps she could try to determine if there was a link between Alt-Caleb and his home... his home dimension. She frowned, remembering some of the rituals the books had described. They’d involved blood, if she recalled correctly. They were linked to some of the charms she’d used to produce the chat parchments.
Blood calls to blood, she recalled. And it knows where it came from.
“Call Praxis and Master Highland,” she said, once they were in the office. She dumped the books on the table with a sigh of relief. “Tell them to work their way through the books too.”
Frieda grinned. “Do you think they’ll listen to me?”
“Tell them you’re passing my words to them,” Emily said. “I need to have a word with Alt-Caleb.”
“Of course,” Frieda said. She sobered. “What happened to him?”
“I wish I knew,” Emily said. “He’s scared of everything now.”
She turned and walked up the stairs. Alt-Caleb had been given a room to himself, where he was constantly guarded by two apprentices. They stood outside the door, maintaining the charms that gave him an illusion of privacy while actually keeping him under close surveillance. Emily hoped they were doing the right thing. Alt-Caleb had panicked so badly, when he’d seen them, that leaving him alone seemed the best option. There was no other way out of the cell.
Unless he knows how to use the mirrors, she mused. But if he goes too close to them, he’ll be stunned.
She braced herself, then opened the door and stepped inside. Alt-Caleb was lying on a blanket, staring at nothing. A tray of food sat next to him, seemingly untouched. Emily wasn’t surprised. Alt-Caleb was practically skin and bones, as if he’d been kept on starvation rations for years. That was worrying. Caleb hadn’t been anywhere near as muscular as Cat, but he hadn’t been fat or unhealthy either. Magic burned up so many calories that few magicians were ever really fat. She couldn’t help wondering if Alt-Caleb hadn’t been allowed to practice magic. He hadn’t tried to use any spells in all the time he’d been held prisoner. He hadn’t even tried to warm or cool his room.
Alt-Caleb looked at her, his eyes wide with horror. His entire body started to shake, as if he was too scared to move. Emily felt her heart go out to him, even though she couldn’t imagine her Caleb being so terrified of... of everything. Very few people were truly fearless, she knew, but... very few people were completely terrified either. Alt-Caleb was on the brink of madness. He looked like someone who had been beaten so often that all he could expect was another beating.
She kept her distance, holding up her hands to show that her palms were empty. It was meaningless—and she was sure he’d know it was—but she hoped he’d understand that she was trying to show she had no bad intentions. An abused soul—and Alt-Caleb had clearly been abused—needed time to relax, time to realize that it was safe to relax. Emily herself had had problems, when she’d been younger. Caleb—her Caleb—had been very patient with her. She could do no less for his counterpart.
Carefully, very carefully, she reached out with her magic. Alt-Caleb’s body was covered in traces of magic: some eerily familiar, some completely alien. She didn’t think any of the spells were still active, but it hardly mattered. A spell could be used to insert a post-hypnotic command and then cancelled, leaving no trace for anyone to detect. Alt-Caleb trembled like a deer caught in the headlights. He looked as if he expected her to lash out at him at any moment.
“Hello.” Emily tried to keep her voice gentle, as if she was talking to a child. “My name is Emily...”
Alt-Caleb threw himself back, slamming into the stone wall. Emily nearly ran to him, barely stopping herself in time. He was terrified, utterly terrified... but of what? There was no threat in the room. Or was there...? She looked at the mirror, then down at herself. Was Alt-Caleb scared of everything? She couldn’t figure it out.
“We need to talk,” she said, although she wasn’t sure they could. “This isn’t your world.”
“Let me go.” Alt-Caleb’s voice was almost a scream. “Let me go!”
Emily held up her hands. “I’m not touching you...”
“Haven’t you done enough?” Alt-Caleb’s voice rose. “Haven’t you...?”
He collapsed. Emily hesitated, then inched forward. He’d fainted. It crossed her mind that he could be shamming, that he could be trying to lure her within arm’s reach, but no... he wasn’t shamming. He’d... fainted. He’d simply collapsed. She arranged him as comfortably as she could, then started to examine him. It had been over a year since she’d seen her Caleb naked, but he hadn’t changed that much. Alt-Caleb, on the other hand...
She shuddered. Alt-Caleb wasn’t just skin and bones. He was practically suffering from scurvy. It was the worst case of malnutrition she’d seen outside the Cairngorms, where Frieda had been born... Frieda, for all that she’d been mistreated and abused, hadn’t been starved so badly. Emily pulled up his shirt, feeling her gorge rise as she saw his chest. It was covered in scars, from physical bruises to hex marks. He looked as if he’d been beaten to within an inch of his life, healed by someone who didn’t know what they were doing and then beaten again. He was so thin that Emily had no trouble seeing his ribcage. She thought several of his ribs had been broken and set, sometime in the past. It looked as though they hadn’t been put back together properly either.
Dear God, she thought, numbly. Who did this to him?
She shuddered. King Randor had had no qualms about torturing suspects—he’d had scores of eager young sadists ready to practice their arts on the king’s enemies—but it had been torture with a purpose. This... this was worse. This was torture for the sake of torture, making someone hurt purely to hear them scream. She shuddered, again. A necromancer wouldn’t bother torturing someone. He’d just sacrifice them for power. But whoever had tortured Alt-Caleb...
His body quivered. She rested her fingers against his temples, muttering a sleep spell. It should have plunged him into an easier sleep, but he resisted... somehow. She had to repeat the spell twice before it took effect. His breathing became easier, his face relaxed... slightly. There were lines on his skull she’d never seen on her Caleb. Alt-Caleb looked several years older than his counterpart. But that might be something to do with the abuse... on impulse, she cast a detection spell she’d learnt from Lady Barb. The long-term spell damage was so extensive. Alt-Caleb wasn’t likely to survive another year.
And I have to ask myself if I’m prepared to send him back home, she mused, so we can get our Caleb back.
She stared at her hands. Could two people—two counterparts—share the same universe? Or was there only room for one Caleb? She didn’t know. Logically, there should be room for both; emotionally... she didn’t know. The fiction she’d read gave all sorts of answers, but... it was fiction. None of her favorite writers had ever seen an alternate world, not a real one. They no more knew the truth than Emily herself. And who knew what would happen if she was wrong? One book had even suggested that transferring a relatively small amount of matter from one universe to another would result in complete disaster. One or both universes would be utterly destroyed.
And I can’t rely on a helpful scriptwriter giving me the answer, she thought. Or saving me from the consequences of my own stupidity.
She stood and looked down at him. Could she send him back? Would her Caleb choose to stay, if it was the only way to save his counterpart from a slow and thoroughly unpleasant death? Or... or what? She thought she might have stayed, if she’d been swapped for her counterpart, but Caleb... Caleb didn’t have the chance to make the choice for himself. And she wanted him back. She didn’t want to condemn him to endless agony and death...
“Sending you back would be wrong,” she said, addressing the sleeping body. “But keeping you would also be wrong.”
She forced herself to turn and walk to the door. No matter what she did, she’d hate herself afterwards. If she swapped Caleb for Alt-Caleb... or if she left Caleb wherever he was... if, of course, he could be recovered. For all she knew, Alt-Caleb was just a reflection of the real Caleb, no more real than someone’s reflection in a mirror...
Her lips curved into a humorless smile. It wasn’t funny. Here, a reflection could be very real.
The Gorgon met her outside. “Did you learn anything from him?”
“No.” Emily shook her head. “Did you?”
“He doesn’t have long to live,” the Gorgon said. “I’m not an expert, but I think it’s just a matter of time. His internal organs are collapsing as we speak.”
“I saw the damage,” Emily said. “I hadn’t realized it was that serious.”
“He let me work on him,” the Gorgon said. “But... there was nothing I could do. The mere act of trying would probably kill him.”
The operation was a success, but the patient died, Emily thought. If he’s going to die anyway...
She rubbed her forehead, feeling a headache starting to pound. She wanted—she needed—a chance to sit down and think. But she knew she wasn’t going to get it. Caleb was lost, trapped in hell... the hell of it—her lips twitched at the thought—was that that was the best possible option. If he’d simply blinked out of existence when the collapsing quantum waveforms gave birth to Alt-Caleb...
I must be tired, she thought. She felt a flicker of amusement, even though it wasn’t particularly funny. I’m making up technobabble on the fly.
“I don’t know what to do,” she admitted. She caught sight of her reflection in a mirror. She looked terrible. “I don’t know how to find Caleb, I don’t know how to get him back and... I don’t know what to do with his counterpart if I do.”
The Gorgon’s snakes hissed. “He’s going to die soon,” she said. “There’s nothing we can do about that.”
“We could put him in stasis,” Emily said. She was clutching at straws and she knew it. “Or...”
“And then he’d die when we brought him out of stasis.” The Gorgon’s voice was very flat, utterly toneless. “He will die.”
“And so you think we should send him back?” Emily was too tired to be outraged. “To pain and suffering and death...”
“He will die,” the Gorgon repeated. Her voice didn’t change. “And when he does, what happens to our Caleb?”
Emily nodded, slowly. Once, years ago, she’d read a book where a girl swapped places with her counterparts, triggering a reaction that had swapped all of her counterparts. They’d all been quite happy with the change, if she recalled correctly. Everything had worked out perfectly. But here... she shuddered. The Gorgon had a point. It wasn’t one she wanted to think about, but a point nonetheless. There was nothing she could do for Alt-Caleb.
“We’re going to be experimenting with the mirrors.” Emily’s stomach growled, reminding her it had been hours since breakfast. She hadn’t had anything to eat for... longer than she cared to think about. “And then...”
She glanced at the closed door. “Try and see if you can spot anything... different about him,” she said. “Anything that we could use to find his home... his home timeline. I’ll get the others to have a look at him too. We need to figure out how to navigate through the mirror dimension and get to his homeworld.”
“Of course.” The Gorgon dropped a mock-curtsy, her fingers brushing her short skirt. “Is there anything else you wanted, My Lady?”
“...Sorry.” Emily felt herself flush. She was talking to the Gorgon as though she was a servant. There were more even-tempered people who’d take that very badly. “It’s been a long day.”
“Get some proper sleep before you go spelunking through alternate dimensions,” the Gorgon said. Her almond eyes narrowed, suddenly. “Tell me something... when are you expecting to start your apprenticeship?”
“I’m not sure,” Emily said. Void hadn’t been very clear, the last time they’d spoken. “He told me he’d come for me.”
“When Mistress Irene arrives, go on holiday,” the Gorgon urged. She rested a hand on Emily’s shoulder. “You’re in no state for an apprenticeship, not now. I know you’ve been through hell, but...”
She shook her head. “You need to be at the top of your game when you start your apprenticeship. If you do poorly, he’ll kick you out.”
“Probably.” Emily had no idea what Void would do, but she had a feeling the Gorgon was right. He wouldn’t be happy if Emily was tired all the time when she was supposed to be learning. “I just can’t stop.”
“Then it’s time you took a break.” The Gorgon shrugged. “Go somewhere and have a holiday. Or something. Just take a rest.”
“I will,” Emily promised. The Gorgon was right. She did need a break. She could take Frieda or Imaiqah or someone and go exploring. Or... visit Alassa. The queen’s pregnancy had to be nearing its end. “Once Caleb is back, and Mistress Irene is here, I can leave.”
She let out a long breath. She’d planned an easy summer. It hadn’t worked out that way, had it?
“Dinner,” the Gorgon said, firmly. She pointed a finger at the stairwell. “Now.”
“Yes, My Lady,” Emily said. She turned and started to walk down the corridor. “I’m on my way.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
“IF WHOEVER OWNED THIS ROOM WENT out through the mirror,” Master Highland said, “where did he go?”
Emily shrugged. She had no idea. If their theories were correct, the owner could have come out anywhere... or been thrown into an alternate timeline. If the system had been breaking down... she shook her head. There was no point in worrying about it now. She had to focus on finding Caleb and shutting the entire network down before something worse happened.
She raised her eyes to the mirror. It stood against the wall, surrounded by a complex network of chalk-drawn runes. Cirroc had done a good job. If the mirror was a Manavore, it would find itself in deep trouble as soon as it reverted to normal. It would be cut off from its power source at once and destroyed. Or banished. She didn’t care. The important thing was that it wouldn’t be rampaging through the building, slaughtering magicians and destroying everything they’d built. It felt as though they were finally getting a grip on what was happening. And that was all that mattered.
“It feels odd,” Master Highland said. “And there are other mirrors that feel just like it.”
“Yeah.” Emily remembered the map Jayson had found and frowned. “We’re going to have to find them all.”
“And then what?” Master Highland glanced at her. “What do we do with them?”
“I don’t know.” Emily closed her eyes for a long moment. “If we can use them to get into the mirror dimension, we might be able to recover Caleb... if we can find him. It depends on what Jayson and the others draw from the books.”
“You might be putting the entire school at risk if you try,” Master Highland warned. “Who knows what’s through the looking glass?”
Emily smiled, although it wasn’t that funny. “We’re already in danger,” she reminded him, dryly. “And we’re starting to figure out what’s really happening.”
“I admire your optimism,” Master Highland said, equally dryly. “I mistrust your judgement.”
He looked back at the mirror. “If these creatures are so dangerous, why... why did they use them for the mirrors?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. “They must have needed more than just a power source or they could have just used the nexus point. I wonder...”
She shook her head, slowly. “Did you never hear anything about this?”
“No, like I told you.” Master Highland spoke with icy patience. “I never heard anything about this, not when I was a student. There were always secrets, always things we students weren’t allowed to know, but... there were rumors, but nothing like this.”
Emily had to smile. “What sort of rumors?”
“Nothing serious,” Master Highland said. “There was a rumor going ‘round that the Schoolmaster was having a relationship with the charms tutor and her husband, but it was never proven. And there was a claim that one of the sports mistresses was actually a man in disguise... again, it was never actually proven. And there was...”
Emily sighed. “All the usual stupid rumors.”
“Yes.” Master Highland shrugged. “There was never anything particularly serious.”
“The sports mistress might disagree,” Emily said. “The charms tutor might disagree too.”
Master Highland opened his mouth to say something, then closed it as Cirroc hurried up to them. “Master, we’ve sealed the mirror as best as we can.”
“Good.” Master Highland looked at Emily. “Will the wards alert us if they break free?”
“We’ll sense the wards tearing,” Emily said. The network wasn’t regenerating itself, even though she’d designed the wards so they’d automatically repair themselves after being damaged. The Manavore might have done a great deal more harm than she’d realized. There was a gaping hole in the middle of her defenses. “But after the wards are gone, we won’t be able to track them.”
She frowned. “We’ll find the rest of the mirrors first,” she said. “And then we can decide how to proceed.”
“We’d probably be best to start with the rest of the locked bedrooms,” Cirroc said. “When do we start?”
“Now.” Emily took a breath. “You can come with me.”
Cirroc glanced at Master Highland. “Master?”
“Sure, go with her.” Master Highland returned his attention to the mirror. “Just make sure you put all of the weird mirrors on the map.”
“After surrounding them with runes,” Emily said. “We don’t want another Manavore getting loose.”
She spoke briefly to Frieda and Hoban—they could check the next set of bedrooms—then led Cirroc down the stairs and into the dorms. A handful of bedrooms had been left closed, earmarked for later attention; she groaned, inwardly, as she realized just how long it would take to check every mirror. They’d already noted a number of strange mirrors, mirrors that felt wrong, but... she rubbed her forehead at the sheer magnitude of the task. Even if they just checked the bigger mirrors, the task was likely to take weeks.
“We may as well start at the beginning,” Cirroc said. “Cover me?”
He pressed his fingers against the nearest door and went to work. Emily watched, making sure to keep a safe distance. Cirroc wasn’t as practiced as Hoban or Caleb, but he had no trouble dissolving the hexes and making the wards part. The door swung open, revealing yet another bedroom. Emily checked the mirrors, made a note of the one that felt wrong and hastily sketched out the runes before proceeding to the next bedroom. Cirroc was already ahead of her. She forced herself to move faster as he opened the door. She’d already given orders that no one was to be alone, even for a few seconds. It would be embarrassing when someone wanted to go to the bathroom.
They’ll have to put up with it, she thought, as she checked the next set of mirrors. We don’t want someone else being replaced.
Cirroc glanced back at her. “Are you and Caleb getting back together?”
Emily felt her cheeks heat. “What business is it of yours?”
“I have a sister who’d like him,” Cirroc said. “But she’d hate the thought of treading on your toes.”
“Hah,” Emily muttered. “I don’t think so...”
“You’re sure?” Cirroc chuckled. “He’s still got a thing for you.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Emily said, more harshly than she’d intended. “If you think your sister will like him, then introduce them. It isn’t any of my business.”
Cirroc shrugged as he opened the third bedroom. “It might be if you still like him.”
Emily glared at his back. “We’re just friends, nothing more.”
“Keep telling yourself that,” Cirroc said. “You might come to believe it.”
“Let’s just get on with it,” Emily said. She surveyed the sealed bedroom, checked the mirrors and made a careful note of which ones felt weird. “We have work to do.”
“Really?” Cirroc grinned at her. “We can’t talk while we work?”
Emily shrugged. She wanted to tell him to mind his own business. She liked Caleb, but... their relationship had died in Beneficence. Neither of them could overlook what had happened when his sister had been on the verge of death. They were better off as friends, not lovers. She would rescue him, risking her own life if necessary, because she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t. She’d do it for anyone. It didn’t mean they were going to become lovers again.
He wanted more than I could give, she thought, grimly. And I wanted things he couldn’t give either.
She put the thought aside as they went through the rest of the bedrooms, then hurried back to the Great Hall. Jayson had sketched a map of the school, outlining every corridor, classroom, bedroom and dorm they’d cleared; Emily checked her notes, then carefully added every weird mirror—every potential Manavore—to the map. There were a lot of them, scattered throughout the school. She had no idea what the designers had been thinking when they’d started harvesting Manavores. They must have been out of their minds.
In hindsight, a lot of things seem like utter madness, she reminded herself. But hindsight is often clearer than foresight.
“I think we’ve been making progress,” Jayson said. “And I think I know how to get to Caleb... our Caleb.”
Emily looked up, sharply. “Are you sure?”
“No.” Jayson shrugged. “But I think I know how he got swapped in the first place.”
He took a breath. “And I think we can send someone swinging through the mirror dimensions after him.”
Cirroc cleared his throat. “How?”
“Imagine the mirror dimension as a giant pit,” Jayson said. “It isn’t, but it will do as an analogy. We lower someone into the pit on the end of a rope, so we can pull them back if necessary. That gives them time to look around in relative safety.”
“I see,” Cirroc said. “And how do we know you’re... ah, lowering the volunteer into the right place?”
“Caleb had a link to the nexus point,” Jayson said. “Alt-Caleb does not. In theory, we should be able to follow the link to... his current location. And then we grab him and yank him back through the mirrors.”
Emily felt her heart sink. “Someone is going to have to go in after him.”
“Yeah.” Jayson took a breath. “Hoban would probably volunteer...”
“I’ll go,” Emily said. “I won’t ask anyone to go in my place.”
“Is that wise?” Cirroc looked doubtful. “We need you here.”
Emily had to smile. Cirroc—Cirroc—was lecturing her on prudence? “I have a link to the nexus point too,” she said. “You can use it to drag me back, if necessary. And... if I don’t exist in the alternate timeline, there might be room for me there.”
Jayson looked doubtful. “You think you weren’t replaced because you don’t have a counterpart?”
“It’s possible.” Emily looked at her hands. “And besides, I won’t ask anyone else to take the risk.”
Cirroc and Jayson exchanged glances. “I suggest you wait until Frieda and the others get back,” Jayson said. “And then see what they have to say about it.”
“If you insist.” Emily was grimly certain that, at some level, they were running out of time. “What do we do with Alt-Caleb?”
“I don’t know,” Jayson said. “The Gorgon was still working with him.”
Cirroc winked. “The world is big enough for two of them,” he said. “Just imagine the possibilities.”
“You have a filthy mind,” Emily told him, tartly. “And I’ve already heard every bilocation joke ever told.”
“I’d better make up some new ones,” Cirroc said. “I have to start being mature in a couple of years anyway.”
Jayson nudged him. “Only two years? Your poor master.”
Master Highland would probably be delighted if I jumped into an alternate dimension and never came back, Emily thought, grimly. Could he take control of the wards without me?
She considered it, briefly, as Frieda and Hoban hurried down the stairs to join them. Master Highland didn’t have administrative rights to the wards, as long as she lived; he might never enjoy complete control unless she turned it over to him of her own free will. And yet, given time, he might manage to subvert her control. The wards weren’t linked completely to her. She’d designed them to exist independently of her and her bloodline... 
And he could use Alt-Caleb’s blood to subvert his access rights, Emily mused. Given time, he could take control.
She looked down at her hands. What should she do? If she stayed... she didn’t like the thought of sending someone else into danger while she stayed behind, safe and well. And Caleb might need her... he’d listen to her, where he wouldn’t listen to anyone else. And... she groaned, inwardly, as Jayson explained the plan to Frieda and Hoban. Master Highland was a pain in the ass. If she hadn’t needed to make a deal with him, she could have dealt with him from a position of strength.
Fulvia is dead and still haunting me, she thought. And I don’t know how to fix the problem...
“You can’t be serious.” Frieda caught Emily’s attention. “You can’t jump into a mirror without knowing what’s on the far side.”
“I can go instead,” Hoban said. “It wouldn’t be the first time I didn’t look before I leapt.”
“We had noticed,” Jayson said. “How often did you come back with broken bones and hex damage because you didn’t...?”
Hoban cut him off. “Let me go instead, Lady Emily. It will be an adventure.”
Emily looked at Frieda, who seemed torn between pride and fear. She knew how her friend thought. Frieda was proud of Hoban for volunteering, but—at the same time—she didn’t want him to die or be replaced. And... she’d think less of Hoban if he didn’t volunteer. Emily tried not to roll her eyes. It struck her as silly. Frieda—and far too many other women—was in an untenable situation.
She was brought up to believe that calling a man a coward is an easy way to provoke a fight, she reminded herself, dryly. And to consider that a man who didn’t rise to the bait actually was a coward.
“I’ll go,” she said, firmly. Frieda couldn’t blame Hoban if he volunteered, only to be turned down. “It’s my responsibility.”
And if I don’t have a counterpart on the far side, she added silently, I might be the best possible choice.
“Then go change into something more suitable,” Hoban said. “We’ll meet you in the mirror chamber.”
“Good thinking,” Emily said. “Make sure you tell the others what you’re planning.”
Frieda followed her as she walked back to the dorm. “Are you sure you want to go?”
“I don’t have a choice,” Emily said. “I’ve got the link to the nexus point.”
“Then send Master Highland,” Frieda said. “Isn’t he supposed to be a combat sorcerer?”
Emily considered it as she opened her trunk and found her clothes. “I’d sooner go myself, to be honest,” she said. “I don’t know if I can trust him.”
And he might not trust me either, she thought, wryly. He might expect me to break the link and leave him stranded.
She changed into a shirt and trousers, then collected her pistol and a handful of tools and trinkets that might come in handy. There was no way to know what she might find on the other side of the mirror. Her imagination provided too many possibilities, from the Land of the Manavores to a hellish dystopian nightmare. Or Earth. If there was a way to get back to Earth through the mirrors... she shook her head. She had no intention of ever going back.
“Let’s go,” she said.
Her throat felt dry as they made their slow way back to the mirror. There was no reason to think any mirror was better than the others—particularly as the original mirror was gone—but it was well away from the inhabited sections of the building. If something went wrong, if a Manavore appeared out of nowhere and tore through the runes before they could banish the creature, there’d be a chance to set a trap and destroy it before time ran out. She felt her heart start to pound as they entered the chamber. The mirror sat in front of her, looking... ominous. Her reflection looked normal, but... there was something there, a difference. She just couldn’t put her finger on it.
“Emily,” Master Highland said. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
Emily reached out to touch the wards, drawing them to her. The link grew stronger, although... she wasn’t sure what would happen when she stepped through the mirror. Jayson was standing beside the mirror, muttering a handful of spells as he played with the locking charm. Emily could feel the mirror change, becoming something else... she tensed, readying herself for a sudden and thoroughly unwanted appearance. If a Manavore appeared now...
“No,” she said, truthfully. Her back was damp with sweat. “But it has to be done.”
“Good luck, then,” Master Highland said. He tied himself to the wall, then passed Frieda a rope. “Don’t get lost out there.”
“I won’t,” Emily said. She hoped she was right. “Jayson?”
“We’re ready, I think,” Jayson said. He sounded as though he was trying to put a brave face on absolute terror. “Just let me tie myself down and then... we can begin.”
Emily glanced at Frieda, then stepped up to the mirror. It looked unchanged, but... she could sense the mirror steadily becoming something else. It felt... bigger, as if it existed in dimensions the human mind wasn’t designed to comprehend. She hesitated, then reached out and touched the mirror. It felt... strange, almost insubstantial. There was almost no resistance to her touch. She thought she could simply press against the mirror and step right through. Instead, she reached out with her mind and unlocked the mirror. It felt easier now, as if the mirror wanted to be used. The insubstantial feeling faded. The mirror had become an open door.
One small step for man, one giant step for mankind, Emily thought. Her legs felt stiff, as if they didn’t want to take the next step. She had to force herself to put her feelings aside, to put herself in the mirror’s hands. It felt like a trust-building exercise where there was no real trust. Here we go...
She stepped through the mirror. Her reflection seemed to twist, then break into a thousand fragments. Behind her, she heard Frieda cry out in panic... too late. The floor gave way under her. She fell...
... And then she was somewhere else.



Chapter Thirty
SHE HIT THE GROUND, HARD ENOUGH to hurt. She lifted her hands, hastily raising a protective ward. If she wasn’t alone... something struck her like a physical blow. No, not something. The absence of something. There was no magic in the air. The chamber was pitch-black, without even a glimmer of light. Panic yammered at her as she stumbled to her feet and looked around, half-convinced she was somehow back on Earth. But she could still feel her magic...
The nexus point is gone, she thought numbly, as she cast a night-vision spell. She’d grown so used to its presence in the background that she hadn’t realized it was there until it was gone. Or...
She looked slowly around the room. It was the room, the mirror chamber she’d tried to use, but... it wasn’t. There was no sign of her friends. The floor below her feet was caked with dust so thick she knew no one had been in the room for years. And the mirror... she eyed it warily, probing it with her magic. The link to the nexus point—her nexus point—was dim, but she could feel it when she touched the mirror. She could force it open and go back home, if she wished. She could...
Dust billowed up around her as she turned and surveyed the room. There was no sign of Caleb. There was no sense that anyone had come through the mirror anytime in the recent past, nothing that might have suggested that Caleb had found himself trapped here or Alt-Caleb had been examining the mirror when he’d been thrown into another universe. And there was still no sense of the nexus point. She reached out with her senses, extending them as far as she could, but felt nothing. The nexus point was gone.
It’s gone in this universe, she thought. She tried to sense Caleb, but felt nothing. It didn’t prove anything, but... she glanced back at the mirror, wondering if she should turn around and go straight back home. If he’s here, somewhere...
She swallowed hard and made her way to the door. It was closed; locked, bolted and thoroughly hexed shut. She braced herself, then undid the charms one by one. Caleb hadn’t locked the door, she thought. The magic was completely unfamiliar. She’d opened the door once before, in her home universe, but here... the door had been left unlocked. She finished removing the spells and stepped into a dusty corridor. The dust was thinner, suggesting that someone had been exploring the school. She frowned, feeling vague hints of magic at the edge of her awareness. Caleb? Or someone else?
I should have taken some of Alt-Caleb’s blood, she thought, crossly. It would have upset him—and Master Highland—if she had, but... it might have made it easier to locate her Caleb. Or the Caleb that belonged in this world. Is this where Alt-Caleb came from?
She made her way down the corridor, careful to leave a trail leading back to the mirror. The school seemed to follow the same basic outline as her school, but she knew better than to take that for granted. This school seemed to have been abandoned for years. And yet... there were places in Whitehall where one could almost believe the entire building to be deserted, if one stood there long enough. The catacombs under the school hadn’t been explored for hundreds of years. They’d been dustier than Heart’s Eye.
Her lips curved into a faint smile as she found a stairwell leading down to the Great Hall. It took her a moment to realize that, in her world, the stairwell was a pile of rubble. Whatever had destroyed it hadn’t happened here. She stood at the top and peered down, into the darkness. Her spell should have allowed her to see what was lurking at the bottom, but... there was just darkness. She closed her eyes and concentrated, as hard as she could. The darkness refused to part. It was almost a living thing.
She tasted dust on the air as she looked around, slowly. The mirrors looked... dull, as if they were mere reflective surfaces rather than mirrors. Her image was curiously distorted, almost blurred beyond recognition. She touched the nearest mirror lightly and felt nothing. The mirror was a mundane mirror. And yet... she risked casting a light spell, throwing the stairwell into stark relief. The mirrors looked dead and cold.
The nexus point was never reignited, she thought, slowly. This school fell... and was … abandoned.
She felt a flash of alarm as it dawned on her that Dua Kepala—an alternate Dua Kepala—might be around somewhere. If he was still alive, here... she reached out with her senses, but found nothing beyond faint traces of magic. There was no hint of a necromancer, no hint of anything dangerous... she wasn’t sure how seriously she should take it. Her senses felt blunted, as if there was something dangerously wrong. She wanted to turn and hurry back to the mirror, leaving the dead school alone. And yet...
If Caleb is here, I can’t leave him, she thought. It had been a day—two days, really—since Caleb had fallen through the looking glass. He couldn’t be dead. He’d been strong and healthy and... he’d had water, hadn’t he? There was no sign of anything to eat in this dead school, but he should have been able to keep himself alive for a couple of days. He could have left the school.
She hesitated, wondering if that was actually true. The school was dead, but the rest of the world might be alive. Caleb might have made his way out of the school and teleported to Farrakhan or... or somewhere. Perhaps he’d gone looking for an alternate version of his family, or himself, or Emily herself. Or... perhaps he wasn’t here at all. He might have stepped out of a different mirror, or stepped into a very different world. She wondered, suddenly, if she could reignite the nexus point, before deciding it was probably impossible. She’d need a power source—a vast power source—and she had none.
Except myself, she thought. But that would be pointless.
She looked up and down the stairwell, then started to climb to the Schoolmaster’s office. There were windows, up there. Caleb would have gone there first, if only to get the lie of the land before deciding what to do. And... if there had been any differences between the school, there might be records there. It wasn’t much, but... it was all she had. Her legs began to ache as she reached the top, forcing her to take a break as she checked for hostile spells. The entire corridor seemed clear, but... there were traces of footsteps in the dust. Big footsteps. They belonged to a man.
Emily’s eyes narrowed. Caleb’s feet were bigger than hers, but not that big. And... it was hard to be sure, but it looked as though whoever had disturbed the dust had done it years ago, well before Caleb had fallen out of the mirror... if, of course, he’d fallen out of a mirror into this universe. Emily wondered, as she walked down the corridor, if she should shout for him. But she didn’t know who else might hear.
The traces of magic grew stronger as she reached the office, but... she couldn’t localize them. They weren’t trying to stop her... or do anything, as far as she could tell. The door wasn’t locked, let alone hexed. It looked as if someone had managed to force the door open without doing significant damage. Caleb? Or someone else... she pushed the door open gingerly, careful not to touch anything before she’d checked it for spells. The office looked to have been ransacked, the desk, bookshelves and chairs torn to pieces and scattered across the floor. The strange devices she’d seen in the other office were gone. Instead, a large mirror stood against the wall. She eyed it, warily. Another Manavore? Or something else?
Caleb wouldn’t have torn the office to shreds, she thought, feeling her heart sink. Cat might have, if he’d been in a tearing hurry, but not Caleb. He certainly wouldn’t have dumped books on the floor... she picked one of them up and glanced at the title. An Introduction to Mirror Magic. Her lips quirked. They’d recovered a similar book from the necromancer’s lair...
She felt another twinge of magic, focused on the mirror. She advanced towards it carefully, very carefully. The mirror felt... different. She tried to put the feeling into words, but failed. It felt... full. Or... or what? She thought something was trapped in the mirror. Caleb? Had he come up here and tried to use the mirror to escape? Or... she hesitated, torn between trying to undo the spell and concern about what might emerge. She was starting to think they’d found the wrong universe. If Caleb had come here, there was no sign of him.
“In for a penny,” she muttered, as she touched the mirror. “In for a pound...”
The mirror twisted in front of her, becoming something else. She stumbled back, suddenly convinced she’d made a terrible mistake. A Manavore... no, the mirror wasn’t becoming a Manavore. It was wavering, as if it was an illusion that could no longer maintain itself. It was... reality itself seemed to hiccup, a wave of... something crashing into her. The world seemed to wink...
... And then Dua Kepala—both of him—stood in front of her.
He looked different—younger somehow, as if necromancy had yet to take its toll—but it was him. Both of him. His hair was white, but his eyes were red. His mere presence crashed into her, polluting the air. Her legs felt as if they’d turned to stone. The last time she’d been so close to him, he’d killed Casper and fought Void to a standstill. She’d cheated to beat him and... there was no nexus point here, no hope of drawing on the power she’d need to tear him to shreds. And this Dua Kepala looked stronger and saner than his counterpart.
They trapped him in the mirror, she thought, numbly. Or he trapped himself. And I let him out.
Dua Kepala turned to face her, his bodies moving in unison. Emily couldn’t understand how he had one mind in two bodies—there were all sorts of horror stories about magicians who’d split themselves in two permanently—but it didn’t matter. His power was beating on the air, pressing against her defenses... demanding she submit. She bit her lip, then threw a blasting spell at the floor under his—their—feet. It wouldn’t do him any real harm, she thought, but it might distract them for a second. She turned as they stumbled, forcing herself to run. She couldn’t beat him in a straight fight.
“Come back.” Dua Kepala’s voice was rusty, as if he hadn’t spoken in years. “Come back and...”
Emily ignored him as she fled the office, scattering a handful of hexes and minor prank spells behind her. They wouldn’t slow him down for more than a few seconds, but... they might just buy her some time. Her magic was growing stronger, more focused... she hurled herself down the stairs, nearly tripping in her haste to get away. The necromancer followed, his magic reaching for her. It was practically part of him. She scowled, feeling a twinge of unwilling admiration. Dua Kepala had found a way to make necromancy work.
An invisible force grabbed her shirt and started to pull her back up. She looked up. Dua Kepala—one of his bodies—was standing at the top of the stairs, beckoning. She gritted her teeth, then muttered a spell that caused her shirt to dissolve into dust. The force let go, sending her plunging forward; she cast a spell to throw herself down the stairs and into a darkened doorway. Dust billowed around her as she landed. She coughed and spat, then rolled over. Behind her, Dua Kepala came closer. She picked herself up and threw the strongest blasting spell she could muster at the stairwell. The force of the explosion pushed her back against the walls. The stairwell itself shattered, sending the necromancer plunging into the darkness. Emily wanted to think the fall would kill him, but she knew better. A necromancer was very hard to kill.
Red light glimmered in the darkness. The necromancer was levitating himself... she turned and ran, throwing a second spell at the roof behind her. The entire building shook, pieces of debris falling to the ground. Hopefully, it would slow the necromancer down... she cursed under her breath, knowing he could simply melt his way through if he wished. And...
A hand snapped onto her wrist, yanking her up. She found herself staring into a pair of red eyes. The other body... she cursed her own mistake as she brought up her knee as hard as she could, striking him in the groin. It didn’t even slow him down. She forced herself to think as his eyes blazed into hers. He’d kill her. No, he’d drain her mind dry and then kill her...
She plucked the knife from her belt and stabbed into his eye. Dua Kepala stumbled back, letting go of her as magic—tainted magic—crackled around the blade. Emily dropped to the floor, then turned and fled. Behind her, she sensed his magic building to a crescendo. A normal person would be dead. But a necromancer... he might just survive.
Her mind raced as she kept moving, heading back to the mirror. Did she have time to prepare a nuke-spell? Did she dare use it? The nexus point was dead... wasn’t it? She was sure the school was empty, that Heart’s Ease had been abandoned as it had been in her timeline, but how would the nuclear blast and the dead nexus point interact? Would there be a far greater explosion? Would she devastate the entire continent? The entire world couldn’t be dead... would she sentence everyone to death? She couldn’t take the chance.
And Caleb can’t be here, she told herself, firmly. She reached out with her senses one last time, but there was nothing... apart from the necromancer. We found the wrong universe.
The necromancer was closing in. It was easy to sense him, but hard—very hard—to pin him down. The bilocation spell made it almost impossible. She forced herself to keep moving, despite the growing pain in her legs. There was no time to stop and check how badly she was hurt, or if she was bleeding. She had to get back to the mirror before it was too late.
She felt the entire building shake as the necromancer chased her up the corridor. She risked a glance and saw a sickly red light follow her, felt Dua Kepala’s presence as he closed in. She plunged into the mirror chamber, slamming the door behind her as she ran to the mirror. Her fingers brushed something solid. She had to push her magic into the mirror, hoping and praying she could open the link to her home dimension as the door shattered. Dua Kepala had hit it with enough magic to blow a hole in a stone wall.
He’ll bring the entire building crashing down, Emily thought, numbly. The mirror was twisting in front of her, opening a pathway and... she sensed, more than saw, the Manavore taking shape. Behind it, she could feel Dua Kepala
trying to push his way into the mirror. If I...
She forced herself into the mirror. It felt different, as if she was caught in a vice, intent on squashing the life out of her, as if her entire body was being ripped apart cell by cell... she screamed as the Manavore appeared behind her, its mere presence disrupting the path through the mirror dimension. She pushed out with her magic, forcing it into the dead universe. Dua Kepala wouldn’t stand a chance. The Manavore would see him as nothing more than a tasty snack. And...
The mirror dimension seemed to shatter. Light flared, so bright she had to squeeze her eyes tightly closed. Daggers seemed to plunge into her mind, pain stabbing into her thoughts. She fell, again. The link to the nexus point was suddenly stronger, much stronger. The pain faded as she felt a solid surface underneath her. She was home.
“Emily?” Jayson’s voice echoed in her ears. He sounded worried. “Is it really you?”
“Yes,” Emily said. She opened her eyes. “It’s me.”
“Let go of me,” a voice shouted. It was Frieda, but... it was wrong. “Let go!”
Emily stared in horror. Frieda was struggling with Cirroc and Hoban, wriggling desperately even through her hands were tied behind her back. Magic crackled around her, threatening to tear into them the moment they weakened. Emily reached for her magic, unsure what was happening. Had Master Highland mounted a coup? Had he taken over the school? Had he subverted Hoban and Jayson and... she froze as the truth dawned on her.
It wasn’t Frieda. It wasn’t her Frieda...
“No,” she said, quietly. “I...”
“She fell through the mirror with you,” Master Highland said, quietly. “And this is what came out.”



Chapter Thirty-One
IMPOSSIBLE, EMILY THOUGHT.
She stared at Frieda... no, Alt-Frieda. She looked like Frieda, but she clearly wasn’t. She was stronger, more muscular, her hair flying in all directions as she tried to get to Emily... her dress, a torn and tattered robe, exposed more bare skin than the real Frieda would ever have tolerated. Magic crackled around her, tainted by... something. It wasn’t necromancy, Emily thought. It was something worse.
“She wasn’t tied to the wall,” Jayson said. He was speaking so quickly that the words practically fell over themselves. “When you stepped through the mirror, she was dragged in and replaced...”
Emily felt a hot flash of anger. She glared at Hoban, who looked badly shaken. “Didn’t you think to check?”
“Let go of me,” Alt-Frieda shouted. Her magic grew stronger, battering against Cirroc and Hoban as they tried to hold her in place. “Let go!”
Master Highland glanced at Emily. “Where does this one come from?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. Alt-Frieda was still struggling, but... Alt-Frieda directed a hateful look at her. At Emily. Frieda had never looked at her like that, even when Fulvia was damaging her mind. Loathing and anger and hate... and fear. Frieda was terrified of Emily, as terrified as Caleb’s counterpart. “I don’t want to know.”
There was a surge of magic. Cirroc and Hoban were blasted across the room. Alt-Frieda lunged forward, trying to slam her magic into Emily. Emily lifted her hand and cast a protective ward, something that would have stopped a normal magician in his tracks. Alt-Frieda crashed into it, as if she were determined to kill herself as long as she could take Emily with her. Emily gritted her teeth as she felt the ward begin to weaken, then cast a stunning spell. Alt-Frieda staggered, then crashed to the ground. She hadn’t even tried to undo her hands.
“She was scared of you,” Master Highland observed. “Why?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said, again. He was right, damn him. Alt-Frieda really was scared of her... her personally. A nasty thought crossed her mind. If she did have a counterpart... what was her counterpart like? “Cirroc, Hoban. Take her to a bedroom, ward it thoroughly and keep her stunned until I get there.”
“Yes, My Lady,” Hoban said. He looked down at Alt-Frieda. “What happened to her?”
“What happened to you?” Master Highland caught Emily’s arm. “Did you find Caleb?”
Emily shrugged him off. “No,” she said. She picked up a cloak and wrapped it around her tattered undershirt. She’d forgotten she was practically topless. “Give me a minute to catch my breath.”
She watched Cirroc and Hoban carry Alt-Frieda out the door, then gathered her thoughts. “I went into the wrong universe,” she said. She hoped that was true. If Caleb had been stuck in the dead universe, she’d closed the door in his face. “I found an alternate version of Dua Kepala.”
“...Shit,” Master Highland said. It took him a moment to compose himself. “What did you do?”
Emily explained, briefly. “I think he won’t be able to follow me home,” she said, when she’d finished. She hoped that was true. The Manavore should have killed Dua Kepala by now. “But I don’t think we found the right universe. Caleb went somewhere else.”
“It looks that way,” Master Highland said. He eyed the mirror warily, as if he expected a necromancer to appear at any moment. Or a Manavore. “But how do we find the right one?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. She seemed to be saying that a lot. There were just too many unknowns. Things they knew they didn’t know... and things they didn’t know they didn’t know. “It might be impossible if the nexus link isn’t strong enough...”
“Blood might do,” Jayson said. “The books talked about using blood to link two mirrors together, remember? If we use Caleb’s blood to forge a link...”
“Except Caleb is... in an alternate timeline.” Master Highland’s tone suggested he was talking to a particularly stupid idiot. “If we had him here, we wouldn’t need to open the link, would we? Where do we get his blood?”
Jayson winced, then reddened. “Frieda... might have left some of her blood lying around... if it was the right time of the month...”
“She knew how to dispose of her blood,” Emily said, disgusted. It wasn’t a subject she wanted to discuss. “I don’t think she’ll have left any lying around.”
“We can use Alt-Caleb’s blood,” Jayson said. He sounded as if he were trying to forget his own comment about Frieda’s blood. “It would be linked to his timeline, wouldn’t it?”
“I hope so.” Emily wondered what, if anything, the Gorgon had found. There had to be some differences between Caleb and Alt-Caleb, if only at the quantum level. She’d read books that talked about quantum signatures, a piece of technobabble that was about as useful as telling someone that she was reversing the polarity of the neutron flow. “We might have no choice, but to try.”
And send both alternates back to their home dimension, if they come from the same dimension, Emily thought. We might not be able to keep them here.
She sighed. “I’m going to get a drink,” she said. She wanted Kava. She’d settle for water, if that was all there was. “And then I’m going to interrogate Alt-Frieda.”
“Be careful what you say,” Master Highland warned. “She was scared of you. Not us, you.”
“She didn’t know Hoban,” Jayson commented. “She didn’t react to me or Master Highland or... She didn’t go nuts until she saw Cirroc.”
Emily frowned. “My Frieda met Cirroc at Whitehall,” she said, although she wasn’t sure if that was true. Cirroc was two years older than Frieda, an insurmountable gap unless they were already friends or relatives. She might never have met him informally if she hadn’t been so close to Emily. “And... she had no reason to be scared of him.”
“Your Frieda has no reason to be scared,” Master Highland pointed out. He didn’t sound too pleased. Frieda had been more than a little cheeky to him. “What about this Frieda?”
“We’ll find out,” Emily said. Alt-Frieda seemed to be more coherent than Alt-Caleb. “And then we’ll decide how to proceed.”
“I’ll continue searching for mirrors,” Master Highland said. He let out a heavy sigh. “The searchers found five more while you were gone. There might be more in the unexplored sections of the school.”
“And each of them might be a Manavore,” Jayson said. “Am I the only one who feels a little exposed?”
“No,” Emily said. They walked past a large mirror, surrounded by capture runes. One or two Manavores that got out before they could be banished would do a lot of damage before they were stopped. If they could be stopped. “You’re not.”
They went to the dining hall, where they drank Kava and discussed what Emily had seen in the alternate timeline, then headed back to the bedrooms. The Gorgon was on guard, Cirroc and Hoban standing next to her. Emily peered into the second bedroom—Alt-Frieda was lying on a blanket, fast asleep—and frowned. Asleep, it was hard to tell that Alt-Frieda was different from their own Frieda. There was no goatee...
She laughed, inwardly. Humorlessly. Of course there was no goatee.
“I did a brief scan,” the Gorgon said. “She’s been badly hurt, time and time again, but... she’s not as badly off as Alt-Caleb.”
Emily nodded. “Did you search her?”
“She was carrying a pair of wands, both rather odd.” The Gorgon nodded to the table. “They weren’t charged, but... the spellwork was firmly emplaced. They remind me of ancient runes.”
“Quite so,” Hoban said. “The design is actually quite effective, if you don’t mind the danger of accidentally blowing your hand off.”
“And losing control of your magic,” Emily guessed.
“No, actually.” Hoban picked up one of the wands and examined it. “The runes aren’t designed to shape raw magic into spellware. They’re designed to take a piece of spellware and amplify it. I think... it’s a curious design. I’m not sure where they were drawing power from...”
Cirroc peered over his shoulder. “The caster?”
“No.” Hoban shook his head. “The wand seems designed to amplify the spell, but not draw additional power from the caster. There’s no other power source. They might be one-shot devices, I suppose...”
“You don’t sound very confident,” Emily said.
“I’m not.” Hoban frowned. “Whoever made these things knows more about wands than I do.”
“And is willing to take the risk of messing around with wands, even though the dangers appear minimized,” Emily added. Did this someone know how to make a battery? It was possible. The wand bore an alarming resemblance to one of her valves. “Is there anyone who experimented with wands like these?”
“Not as far as I know,” Hoban said. “But I don’t keep up with the latest research. Jayson might know more... you should ask him.”
“I will,” Emily said.
“And we might start experimenting ourselves,” Cirroc said. “That’s what this place is for, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Emily looked at the Gorgon. “What can you tell us about our guest...?”
“Very little.” The Gorgon grimaced. “Like I said, she’s been badly hurt. Plenty of signs of abuse, both physical and magical. And... whoever did it knew what they were doing. They pushed her to the brink, time and time again, but they didn’t actually kill her.”
“Like whoever tortured Alt-Caleb,” Emily mused. “They wanted him to suffer, but they didn’t want to inflict permanent damage. It was an exercise in pure sadism.”
“Quite,” the Gorgon agreed. “I could heal most of the physical trauma, if you give me a few days, but it would do nothing for her mind. I think she’s a little unstable, but... it hasn’t dampened her powers. She’s dangerous, with or without magic. There are... hints... that she might have used dark rituals to boost her powers.”
“But not necromancy,” Emily mused. She’d been warned, in no uncertain terms, that any and all rituals to boost a person’s magic came with a very high price tag. Madness was often the least of it. Better to learn slowly and patiently than risk madness. “What did she do?”
“I don’t know,” the Gorgon said. “And I’m afraid to ask.”
“Be careful,” Hoban said. Emily could hear the edge in his voice. She wanted to reassure him, even though she knew such reassurances wouldn’t be welcome. “That isn’t our Frieda.”
Emily nodded, slowly. “Keep an eye on us,” she said. “And be ready to intervene if I run into trouble.”
She stepped into the room, reaching out with her magic. Alt-Frieda was surrounded by a haze of spells blocking her from using her powers. Her hands were still bound, her ankles tied together. And yet... Emily could sense her magic, pulsing under the haze. Alt-Frieda’s magic felt... wrong, as if it had come from somewhere else altogether. Wrong context magic? Or merely something she didn’t recognize? It wasn’t impossible. The more she learnt, the more she realized just how much more there was to learn.
Alt-Frieda shifted, uncomfortably. Emily’s heart went out to her. She wanted to undo her bonds, remove the spells and... and what? It wasn’t her Frieda. Alt-Frieda hated her. She’d tried to attack Emily as soon as she’d seen her, just like Alt-Caleb. And Emily was starting to have a very nasty suspicion about why.
“I’m not your Emily,” she said. She had the feeling Alt-Frieda was faking, pretending to be asleep. “This isn’t your world.”
There was no answer. Emily sighed, inwardly. “I know you’re awake.”
Alt-Frieda shifted, her eyes opening as she tested her bonds. “You know everything.”
“I wish that were true,” Emily said. “I’m not your Emily.”
She felt her heart twist as she met Alt-Frieda’s eyes. Her voice was wrong, strangely accented. No... she’d kept her original accent, from the Cairngorms. This Frieda had never been to Whitehall, she guessed. Or... she’d never tried to copy Emily’s accent. What had happened to her? Frieda had wanted to forget where she came from as quickly as possible. Alt-Frieda, on the other hand, was an entirely different person.
Alt-Frieda’s eyes bored into hers. “Prove it. Untie me.”
Emily hesitated. “I need your word you won’t attack me,” she said. If Alt-Frieda was anything like her Frieda, she’d keep her word. Even if she didn’t... Emily had her magic, and help was just outside the door. She could take a chance. “Please.”
“Very well,” Alt-Frieda said. She looked down at the floor. “I won’t attack you as long as you don’t attack me.”
“Good.” Emily pulled the bonds free. Alt-Frieda sat upright, rubbing her bruised wrists before starting to free her ankles. Her fingers seemed uncoordinated, as if they’d been damaged and never properly reset. “This really isn’t your world.”
“You could be faking,” Alt-Frieda said. Fear hovered on the air, as if she expected to be beaten or killed at any moment... as if she was too beaten down to contemplate further resistance. “You were always good at masking yourself.”
Emily wanted to reach out and hug her. But she was sure it would be the worst thing to do. Alt-Frieda didn’t want to be touched by anyone, even her. Perhaps especially her. “How can I prove it to you?”
“I don’t know,” Alt-Frieda said. “I just don’t know.”
“I can touch your mind,” Emily said. It was the simplest solution. “And...”
Alt-Frieda flinched. “No.”
“It would let you touch me,” Emily pointed out. Her Frieda had made mental contact with her, but this one... this one didn’t trust her. “You’d be able to see me too.”
“You’d let me take a peek into your mind?” Alt-Frieda sounded suspicious. “And you won’t try to hurt me?”
“You have my word,” Emily said. She wondered how much that meant to Frieda. Emily had never given her word lightly either, but... “I won’t try to hurt you.”
Alt-Frieda lowered her eyes. “As you wish.”
Emily shuddered. It sounded as if Alt-Frieda was granting permission for something she fully expected to happen anyway, permission or no. She might expect Emily to rape her mind, if she resisted... she might just be surrendering to the inevitable, rather than trying to fight...
“I mean it,” Emily said. She kept her voice as calm as possible. She didn’t want to spook the younger girl. “Without your permission, I won’t go ahead.”
Alt-Frieda’s eyes went wide, then narrowed. “Fine. Do it.”
Emily braced herself as she reached out and touched Alt-Frieda’s forehead. It felt hot and sweaty, like a fever, though the room was cool. She focused her mind, then reached forward, slipping into Alt-Frieda’s mind. The girl was nowhere near as disciplined as her counterpart, Emily noted. Emily had opened the link, allowing Alt-Frieda to look at her, but... she couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. Emily wasn’t sure which.
Memories surged, some achingly familiar from when she’d touched her Frieda’s mind. The two girls had shared the same early life. Others...
 

... She is kneeling beside her bed when the older girl appears, wearing a long dark dress and glamour eyes. She is the only one who sees the glamour. The girl is introduced to her as her new mistress, she who must be obeyed...
 

... The older girl is strict, giving orders and expecting them to be obeyed. Failure means pain, but... she always fails and she is always in pain. She wants to learn more, yet... pain, pain, PAIN...
 

... She is lying on her bed, her entire body in agony. The beating was savage, almost beyond bearing. Her back and buttocks and legs hurt so much she can barely move...
 

... She is kneeling again, pledging herself to her mistress. She offers everything in exchange for lessons. And, as her mistress accepts, she sees a glint of brilliant red light in the older girl’s eyes...
 

... Another girl is screaming. She is casting spells, making the girl scream. The scene blurs... a dozen girls, a hundred, all screaming... she laughs in delight, watching them scream and beg for a mercy that will never come. She wants to watch them crawl... she delights in watching them crawl. Their world is hers now. They will never laugh at her again...
 

... A blonde girl, shouting and screaming. An army, formed around her; an army, wiped out in fire and light. A man, so muscular that it was hard to believe he was real, being ripped apart by magic; the blonde girl—woman, now—crying and begging as the slave collar was fitted around her neck...
 

... A boy underneath her, begging for... something she no longer knew how to give...
 

... A moment of pure horror. What had she become? Realization, horrified realization. She was no better, now, than the ones who had tormented her, the ones who had died. She was a monster. She didn’t deserve to live...
 

... Red eyes. Red eyes, take warning. Red eyes... a necromancer...
 

Emily jerked back, feeling her gorge rise. She turned away, a moment before her stomach heaved and she expelled her lunch on the floor. The memories hurt, each tainted with the darkest of magics... Alt-Frieda had been a slave, then a willing servant, then... she retched, again. Alt-Frieda had tried to betray her mistress, only to be caught and punished and...
The memory danced in front of her mind’s eye. The girl—the older girl, Frieda’s mistress—was Emily herself. And she’d had bright red eyes. And...
Emily swallowed hard. Her counterpart was a necromancer.



Chapter Thirty-Two
“YOU’RE NOT MY EMILY,” ALT-FRIEDA SAID. “She would never have been sick.”
Emily felt tainted. The memories mocked her. She couldn’t be... she wasn’t just a necromancer, was she? All the things she’d learnt over the years, all the things she’d never dared share for fear of the consequences... she retched, helplessly. If her counterpart had used them, freely and often, she could have set the entire world on fire and burnt it to ashes. She didn’t want to think about what she could have done... about what her counterpart had done. It was impossible to believe they had been, at one point, the same person.
For want of a nail, a shoe is lost, she thought. The rest of the rhyme ran through her head. Mocking her. And all for the want of a nail.
“I’m not her,” Emily said. She knew it wasn’t true. Her counterpart and herself were the same person who’d made different decisions... her head hurt, just thinking about it. “What happened to her?”
Alt-Frieda played with her dark hair. The action was so much like her Frieda that Emily’s heart nearly broke.
“She came to Mountaintop for a year,” Alt-Frieda said. “I was her Shadow. She didn’t take much notice of me until she saw I could be useful. She taught me and... she showed me power. She just didn’t tell me the price until it was far too late.”
Emily felt her gorge rise, again. “I’m sorry.”
Alt-Frieda didn’t seem to hear. “I went back to Whitehall with her, at the end of the year. She’d already built a network of friends and supporters. Some sided with her willingly, like King Randor. Others had to be... changed. She’d found a way to twist their minds. She taught me”—her face twisted—“she taught me how to do it. She was powerful, she was popular... by the end of the year, she’d launched a campaign that killed three necromancers and practically threw the world into her hands.”
“So quickly?” Emily couldn’t believe it. “How?”
“I don’t know,” Alt-Frieda said. “She didn’t tell me everything. Alassa was the only one who stood up to her and... she’s on the run. Somewhere... I don’t know where. But... I tried to talk to her, I tried to tell her... she lashed out at me. I don’t know why she didn’t kill me. The entire world is hers now. All those kings and sorcerers who pledged themselves to her...”
Impossible, Emily thought. No, it wasn’t impossible. She just didn’t want to believe it. How could she have taken the entire world?
She swallowed, hard. She could see how it might be done. The nuke-spell, to obliterate necromancers. Other spells, nastier ones, for kings and sorcerers who refused to fall in line. God knew King Randor had been ambitious... if that Emily—her counterpart—had been backing him from the start, he might have taken the entire continent. The White Council would have tried to stop him... an image floated to the top of her mind, a giant mushroom cloud rising over the White City. Frieda’s memories? Or her imagination? If Alt-Emily had decided she didn’t give a damn about civilian casualties, she could have wiped out the White Council in a single terrible moment. She could have smashed the Allied Lands flat and started to rebuild...
Alt-Frieda looked up at her. “She’s a monster. And she’s unstoppable.”
Emily shook her head. “Why did she come to Heart’s Eye?”
“She intended to turn it into a base,” Alt-Frieda said. “And... she had something in mind, something she didn’t share with me. But people started having problems and...”
“Caleb,” Emily said. “Did my Caleb—and my Frieda—end up in your world?”
“Yes.” Alt-Frieda nodded. “It was obvious he wasn’t the real Caleb.”
“Yes. He was.” Emily sucked in her breath. “What happened to your Caleb?”
“He had second thoughts.” Alt-Frieda laughed, harshly. “He doesn’t have them anymore.”
Emily stared down at her hands. “What did she do to him?”
But she had the terrible feeling she already knew. She’d missed the signs... but, in hindsight, they were clear. The traces of magic were hers because they were hers, just an alternate version of her. Alt-Emily had brutalized him, ripped his mind to shreds... no wonder he’d been so scared of her. What the hell had she done to him? She’d left him in such a state that he was completely useless, unable to do anything. It was torture for the sake of torture, making someone hurt purely for the pleasure of it. Her stomach twisted, painfully. She would have thrown up—again—if there had been anything left in her stomach. How could Alt-Emily be her? How had she gone so very wrong?
“What happened?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. “Where did she go so wrong?”
“Alassa said you—she—changed at the end of her first year,” Alt-Frieda said. “Alassa was always trying to talk sense into her head, but... she didn’t listen and Alassa is now on the run.”
“With Jade?” Emily wondered, suddenly, if Alt-Alassa was pregnant too. “Where’s he?”
“Jade’s one of your enforcers,” Alt-Frieda said. “And your bed-toy. You did something to him—I don’t know what—and he’s completely devoted to you. He’d do anything for you.”
Emily shuddered. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” Alt-Frieda looked down at her scarred hands. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“It doesn’t feel that way,” Emily said. She forced herself to think. Where had her counterpart gone so wrong? “Is there no resistance?”
“Just Alassa, as far as I know.” Alt-Frieda shrugged. “She doesn’t let me out very much, not now. She doesn’t trust me.”
“The Grandmaster?” Emily tried to think. “Lady Barb? Melissa and Markus and Void...”
“The Grandmaster died in fourth year,” Alt-Frieda said. “It was supposed to be a natural death, but... I did wonder. Melissa’s one of your—her—agents. I don’t know Lady Barb or Void. Markus... he never paid any attention to me when we were both at Mountaintop. I just don’t know.”
“No,” Emily agreed. She couldn’t believe Lady Barb wouldn’t notice that something was wrong. She’d been suspicious of her when they’d first met and she hadn’t been a practicing necromancer. “What did she do to them?”
“I don’t know,” Alt-Frieda repeated. “I don’t even know why she kept me around.”
“And how is she hiding her necromancy?” Emily wasn’t sure that was even possible. “How did she get through the wards without being detected?”
“I don’t know.” Alt-Frieda shook her head. “She used a glamour to hide her eyes...”
That wouldn’t have fooled the wards, Emily thought. And people would have wondered why she was using a glamour in the first place...
She considered it for a long moment, but came up with nothing. It was supposed to be impossible. A powerful sorcerer could mask his power—and his presence—but a necromancer, bleeding power in all directions, would always be visible to those with eyes to see. His mere presence would taint the magic around him. There would certainly be no point in trying to sneak around. He might as well be playing loud music as he crept up on his target. And yet... somehow, her counterpart had done it. How?
I don’t think I want to know, Emily thought. A handful of possibilities ran through her head, all far too dangerous to test. She couldn’t research necromancy without becoming a necromancer and risking madness. No, she would go mad. Her counterpart had certainly gone mad. Someone who could torture a man to the brink of insanity was clearly mad. It was so pointless. Did she draw down her power reserves in the hopes nothing would bleed out...?
She remembered herself and swore. “What happened to Caleb? My Caleb?”
“She was... doing things with him,” Alt-Frieda said. “I don’t know what, but... she’s very good at getting inside someone’s mind and twisting it. Give her a few days and he’ll be hers, body and soul. I don’t know why she didn’t do it to me.”
Perhaps she felt sorry for you, Emily thought, grimly. It was why she’d befriended her Frieda. Her counterpart and she were the same person... emotionally, she didn’t want to believe it, but logically it was true. Their motives wouldn’t be that different. Alt-Emily had simply taken them too far. Or perhaps she liked your natural admiration too much to want to twist it into something fake.
“Then we have to get him back,” Emily said, firmly. “And if she’s got your counterpart...”
Alt-Frieda looked up, sharply. “You want to send me back?”
“I don’t want to,” Emily said. She knew she might have no choice. “But I do want to get my people back, before she twists them...”
“Then you’d better hurry.” Alt-Frieda swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. “I don’t think you have much time left.”
She paused. “She—you, the other you—had a spell that cracked open necromantic wards, allowing the power to spill out. They exploded with terrific force. They... people who went nearby, afterwards, sickened and died. Do you know that spell?”
“It doesn’t do what she said,” Emily told her, grimly. The nuke-spell. It had to be the nuke-spell. Alt-Emily had walked up to the necromancers, activated the spell and teleported away before it went critical and detonated. The resulting blast had killed the necromancers without a fight. And she’d lied about what she’d done... of course she’d lied. There was nothing that kept others from using the same spell, save ignorance. Alt-Emily wouldn’t want her enemies using the spell on her. “I know what she did.”
“Teach me.” Alt-Frieda met her eyes, pleadingly. “Teach me and send me back.”
“You’ll kill yourself,” Emily said. “I...”
Alt-Frieda cut her off. “Do you think I care?”
She started to pace the room, her magic flaring as she grew angry. “Your counterpart holds the world in her hands. She’s butchered just about everyone who stood in her way. She’s warped and twisted good men until all they can think about is how to please her. She’s... she made me her servant, her willing servant. I have done terrible things in her name because I wanted to please her too. And now...
“There’s no hope left. She controls the magic, the armies, the kings... everything. Alassa is doomed. It’s just a matter of time before she gets dragged before your counterpart in chains or simply killed on the battlefield... if she’s lucky. If I can take her out... my life is nothing, if there’s a chance at her. Emily... I have to try.”
“And if she stops you,” Emily pointed out, “she’ll kill you.”
“Or worse. I’ve seen her do much worse.” Alt-Frieda stopped and turned to face her. “I have to do it. I have to try. And if it works... at least it’ll be quick.”
“I’ll be sending you to your death,” Emily said. “I can’t...”
“You don’t have a choice,” Alt-Frieda told her. “You—your counterpart—thought that two counterparts couldn’t exist in the same universe. Not for long. You have to send me back if you want your Frieda back. And Caleb too... you can put us all out of our misery if you show me how to cast the spell...”
And perhaps unleash a holocaust if the blast reacts badly with the nexus point, Emily thought, coldly. Alt-Emily had to have reignited the nexus point too. The blast might crack the entire planet in half.
She looked away, unwilling to meet Alt-Frieda’s steady gaze. Alt-Frieda was right. Emily had seen her memories, the flickering images of another her. There was no way to solve the problem without sending Alt-Frieda back home... and, if she had to go back home, giving her the nuke-spell might solve a few other problems. There was no risk of the spell falling into the wrong hands. It wasn’t as if Alt-Emily didn’t already know how to cast the spell.
And I might be condemning millions of people to death, Emily thought. If the blast was only powerful enough to destroy a city, it would take out Alt-Emily and her supporters; if it was a great deal more powerful, it would take out a great deal more. I just don’t know...
“There’s nothing left for us back there.” Alt-Frieda’s voice was very calm. “Please. Let me put an end to it.”
Emily nodded, slowly. There was no good answer, as far as she could tell. She couldn’t break the link between the two dimensions... and, even if she did, Alt-Emily would still be out there somewhere. No, there would be millions upon millions of counterparts... she swallowed, hard. It was hard to believe that all of her counterparts—all of her potential counterparts—were real, yet she knew they were. In one universe, Alt-Frieda might succeed; in another, she might fail completely. It was hard to say if anything was truly worth doing when there was always a timeline where if failed or... she decided to do something completely different.
“Very well.” Emily took a long breath. “I’ll teach you the spell, on the sole condition that you don’t start making the preparations until we get into your world. I don’t want you blowing us up too.”
Alt-Frieda blinked. “We?”
“I’m coming too,” Emily said, firmly. It wasn’t something she wanted to debate. “I have to get my friends out of there.”
“They might not be yours any longer,” Alt-Frieda warned. Her hands shook. She clasped them. “She’s very good at twisting people.”
“So you said.” Emily winced. It was easy, very easy, for a magician to twist a person’s mind until they were prepared to swear that black was white, up was down and good was evil... to make them say or do or believe anything. Caleb and Frieda were tough, but... they had no mental defenses against her. They trusted her. Alt-Emily would have no trouble taking advantage of their trust to weaken their minds. “The sooner we start, the better.”
Alt-Frieda frowned. “How do you intend to get there?”
“Your blood should call you home,” Emily said. It was a guess, but... she’d need to check with Jayson, to see if he’d made any further progress with the books. Logically, she should be able to trace a path to the alternate world. “And I think we might be able to use the nexus point to track Caleb.”
Except it didn’t work last time, she thought. I ended up in the wrong world...
She glanced at Alt-Frieda. “What happened to your Dua Kepala? The necromancer who took and held Heart’s Eye?”
“She killed him at the end of fourth year,” Alt-Frieda said. “And she claimed the school for herself.”
“A year before I killed my Dua Kepala,” Emily mused, thoughtfully. No Master Highland in the alternate timeline? Or... no opportunity for Master Highland to try to press his claim to the school? “Did she pick the fight deliberately? Or did he launch his invasion ahead of schedule?”
“He was the closest target,” Alt-Frieda said. Her voice turned sour. “The New Model Army demonstrated in front of Farrakhan. Dua Kepala and his armies marched to confront her. She blew him up.”
“And that was that,” Emily said. A chill ran down her spine. The New Model Army... more proof, if any were needed, that she would face a counterpart of herself. There wasn’t anyone else on the Nameless World who’d instinctively use that term. “Did she reignite the nexus point?”
“Yes.” Alt-Frieda looked grim. “I don’t know how.”
“Neither do I,” Emily said. She’d dumped one of Dua Kepala’s bodies into the nexus point. Perhaps... perhaps Alt-Emily had done the same. Alt-Frieda didn’t seem to know that Dua Kepala had been one mind in two bodies. Or... if all it took was a massive infusion of magic, maybe she’d used a battery. It was something to consider, later. “Right now, we have other things to worry about.”
She took a breath. “I’m going to have to talk to the others. And then... we’ll go get my friends back.”
“Teach me the spell first,” Alt-Frieda said. “We’ll get your people and then I’ll trigger the spell. You’ll be gone by the time your counterpart dies.”
“Very well.” Emily wasn’t happy about it, but... she couldn’t think of an alternative. “But first, I have to talk to the others. My friends will look after you. Just... just don’t give them any reason to be worried. We’re all a bit jumpy right now.”
Alt-Frieda laughed, humorlessly. “You’re definitely not her,” she said. Her voice cracked, just slightly. She wiped her eyes as she spoke. “She never talks to anyone. She just gives orders.”
“I’m not her,” Emily said. She didn’t want to think about being the person she’d seen in Alt-Frieda’s memories. It wasn’t her. “And...”
She shook her head. It wasn’t true, was it? They were the same person. If things had been different, Emily could have become a monster too. If...
They were different for her, Emily thought, grimly. She wondered, again, what had gone differently. What had tipped her counterpart over the edge? What had convinced her that she had no choice but to embrace necromancy? Had she been desperate? Seduced? Tricked? Or... or what? And once she started going bad, she couldn’t stop...
In truth, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.



Chapter Thirty-Three
“ABSOLUTELY OUT OF THE QUESTION,” MASTER Highland said.
Emily gazed back at him evenly, then allowed her eyes to sweep the table. Yvonne looked unconcerned, as if she thought the matter was of no import, but everyone else looked unsure. Professor Wyle and Alchemist Dram refused to meet her eyes; Praxis looked torn between Master Highland and Yvonne. Cirroc stood against the wall, his face so blank she knew he was feeling awkward. Jayson was the only one who seemed to be on her side, and even he had his doubts. She reminded herself, firmly, that she had the final say, even if they didn’t know it. Master Highland didn’t know she’d kept super-administrator rights for herself.
Unless he guessed I pulled a fast one, she thought. He never tried to pry...
“Let me see if I understand you correctly,” Master Highland continued. “You have deduced that Caleb and Frieda are trapped in an alternate world, a world ruled by an alternate version of you. You intend to open the mirrors and force entry to this world, taking with you the alternate version of Frieda. And... you intend to risk being captured yourself.”
“I see no alternative,” Emily said, keeping her voice calm. “I am not going to abandon them to their fate...”
“And what,” Master Highland demanded, “if this results in you being swapped for your counterpart?”
“I wasn’t replaced when I entered the dead universe,” Emily pointed out. “There might have been no alternative version of myself...
She realized her mistake, too late, as Master Highland pounced. “There is an alternate version of yourself in their universe. And we don’t want her here.”
Yvonne snorted. “Don’t you think you can handle her?”
Master Highland looked concerned rather than angry. “If half of what Alt-Frieda told us is true, this alternate version of Emily has killed a number of necromancers and practically rules the Allied Lands. It’s quite reasonable to be concerned about our ability to handle her, particularly as she will logically have access to the nexus point. We might find out—too late—that we can’t handle her.”
“She has no reason to expect a switch,” Praxis rumbled.
“She’s Emily’s counterpart,” Master Highland pointed out. “And Emily has a long history of putting everything on the line to rescue her friends. Her counterpart presumably knows what she would do...”
“Maybe not,” Emily said. At some point, she and Alt-Emily had become very different people. “I wouldn’t set out to conquer the world.”
“You can’t take that for granted,” Master Highland said. “Even if your counterpart wouldn’t do what you would do, she’d still have the ability to predict what you would do.”
“Perhaps,” Emily said. She couldn’t pick holes in his logic. “However, the only other option is finding a way to close the mirrors completely... which would mean abandoning Caleb and Frieda to my counterpart’s tender mercies.”
“There are nearly two hundred people in Heart’s Eye alone,” Master Highland said, curtly. “Do you really want to put them all at risk?”
Yvonne lifted her eyebrows. “Do you care about the mundane lives?”
“I am concerned about the risks,” Master Highland said. “If Emily is replaced—or simply captured—we will be in some trouble. Even if we never see her again...”
“I am aware of the risks,” Emily said, icily. He had a point, damn him. She didn’t want to admit it, but it was true. “And we can take precautions.”
“We can’t even be sure you’d get into the right universe,” Dram pointed out. The alchemist had been very quiet since his apprentice’s death. “There might be millions of alternatives... what does it matter if you save two, when there are millions of others who will remain trapped?”
“That’s an excuse for doing nothing,” Jayson said, tartly. “If nothing we do matters, then why do anything? But... it does matter. We have to get our friends back.”
Master Highland looked at Emily. “How can you be sure you will find the right universe, this time?”
“We think we can use blood from Alt-Frieda and Alt-Caleb to locate the correct universe,” Emily said. She’d taken the time to review Jayson’s notes before calling the meeting. “It should be possible. And then we can use the nexus point’s link to Caleb to find him.”
“Except you have a link too,” Master Highland said. “And your counterpart will presumably be able to use it too. You are the same person.”
“I’m nothing like her,” Emily snapped.
“No, but as far as the wards are concerned, you’re practically identical,” Master Highland said. “I must insist, in line with the rules you laid down, that you cut your link to the wards before you step through the looking glass.”
Emily blinked, realizing—too late—what he’d had in mind. It wasn’t a physical coup. It wasn’t an attempt to take the school by force, an attempt that would have failed even if he’d managed to kill her. It was... she found herself torn between laughing or crying. He was launching a mental coup. He’d found a logical reason to convince her to give up the wards, to put the school in his hands, and... she couldn’t say no. He had a point. The hell of it was that he really did have a point.
She resisted the urge to put her head in her hands. She couldn’t give him what he wanted. She just couldn’t. She couldn’t cut her links to the wards completely, not without surrendering complete control. And he’d know if she tried to cheat him... perhaps. And... she wanted to shake her head. If she gave him what he wanted, he could keep coming up with excuses not to return the school to her... or simply kick her out. She couldn’t look to anyone for help. They’d laugh themselves silly when they discovered she’d been tricked into giving up control. They certainly wouldn’t help her recover what was hers.
“The risk is minimal,” she said, weakly. She wanted—she needed—time to think. “My counterpart wouldn’t risk exposing herself to the wards.”
“You don’t know that,” Master Highland said. “And you couldn’t program the wards to zap her without getting zapped yourself.”
“...Probably not,” Emily conceded. She found herself caught in a bind. Trust Master Highland... or risk her counterpart taking control of the nexus point? “I...”
“You might be able to alter the wards to detect people from alternate universes,” Jayson said, calmly. “The blood tie would have to be strengthened, but...”
Master Highland shot him a sharp look. “Can you guarantee that the... evil Emily couldn’t crack it? She has two of our people in her clutches?”
“And is she responsible for... everything that’s happened, ever since we arrived?” Yvonne sounded more curious than hostile. “Or is there something greater at work?”
“I’m not sure,” Emily admitted. “Alt-Frieda seemed to think that Alt-Emily was caught by surprise too. And then...”
A thought struck her. How did Alt-Emily know about the Manavores? Had she encountered a Manavore? Had she fallen into the past? Or... Yvonne might have a point too. Something greater could be at work, as the barriers between alternate universes continued to fall. Or... she shook her head. She’d worry about it later.
If Caleb hadn’t been replaced, I could leave the wards with him, she thought, grimly. But his counterpart can’t handle the wards...
She leaned forward. “Cabiria was supposed to claim the seat I offered to House Fellini. I’ll give it to Jayson instead, at least until Cabiria finally arrives. There will be balance...”
Master Highland frowned. “I don’t recall agreeing to that...”
“I don’t recall giving you a veto,” Emily said, as sweetly as she could. “You have a seat on the board. You do not have absolute power.”
She took a breath. “And I need a link to the nexus point so I can find my way home,” she added. “I’ll step my link down as much as possible, once Jayson is added to the wards, but I can’t cut it completely. Between you, you should be able to stop my counterpart if she tries to do any damage.”
“If she comes through at all,” Praxis said.
“It isn’t a good solution,” Master Highland said. “What if...?”
Emily cut him off. “Do you have a better one?”
Master Highland scowled, but said nothing. He’d probably try to bring pressure to bear on Jayson, but... that would take time. House Fellini wouldn’t let him push them around, not when they needed to keep their reputation for fair dealing. He’d find something eventually, Emily was sure, but it would take more time than he had. She hoped. Jayson wasn’t one of his devotees. He wouldn’t surrender his position if Master Highland asked.
“Very good,” Emily said. “Yvonne... how are we coming along with weapons?”
“The first batches of rifles and runic ammunition have been distributed,” Yvonne said. “I’ve stationed a handful of gunners on each of the occupied levels. They’re ready to fight if the mirrors turn into monsters again.”
“I took the precaution of moving most of our people down to the workshops,” Praxis added, calmly. “We won’t have that much room to cover.”
“Good thinking,” Emily said. It felt like a defeat, as if they had already surrendered most of the school, but... she couldn’t fault his logic. “Put a handful of guards outside the nexus chamber and a handful of others in front of the mirror. We might need them.”
“I’ll see to it personally,” Praxis said.
Emily glanced at Cirroc. “Take Alt-Caleb to the mirror chamber and hold him there,” she ordered. “Make sure you keep him under guard. If we have to send him back... we will.”
And straight to his doom, if Alt-Frieda manages to trigger the nuke-spell, she thought. Alt-Frieda knew what she was doing, but Alt-Caleb was so far out of it... she doubted they could get any sense out of him. He was going to die anyway... she swallowed, hard. That didn’t make it right. We might put an end to the threat or make matters worse. Much worse.
“Put Jayson on the wards first, before anything else.” Master Highland met her eyes. “And I want you to repair the damaged wards too.”
“That might be tricky,” Emily said. “The wards are designed to repair themselves.”
“Yes, but it doesn’t seem to be working,” Master Highland pointed out. “Can you speed up the process?”
“I can try.” Emily reached out and touched the wards, very lightly. There was still a giant tear in her defenses where the Manavore had been. “The problem is, trying to speed things up may make it worse.”
“Do your best,” Master Highland said, grudgingly. He stood. “I’ll meet you down in the nexus chamber.”
“Give me ten minutes,” Emily said. She snorted at the rudeness—she hadn’t dismissed the meeting—but there was no time to make an issue of it. “Jayson, stay behind. Everyone else... go do your jobs.”
Cirroc shot her a faint smile as he followed Master Highland through the door, winking at her when Master Highland wasn’t looking. Emily nodded to him, keeping her face carefully expressionless. Was that all that Master Highland had been planning? Or did he have something else in mind? Or... was she just being paranoid? She thought she’d set things up so Master Highland would lose more by trying to unseat her than he could possibly gain, but... it was hard to be sure she was outthinking him. For all she knew, he’d subverted Jayson already.
He was interested in me, Emily thought, recalling the kiss Jayson had given her. Would he betray me because I rejected him? Or...
She shook her head, firmly, as she turned to face Jayson. “I’m sorry for putting you on the spot.”
“I dare say Cabiria won’t be too pleased, but she’ll understand.” Jayson shrugged. “I’ll pass the wards to her when she arrives.”
“That will probably cheer her up,” Emily said. She groaned, inwardly. There were questions she wanted to ask, questions she didn’t dare ask. “Did you finish checking the equations?”
“Yeah.” Jayson frowned. “Obviously, mirror magic is not my field, but... I think I sorted it out properly. I’d prefer to have both Frieda and Alt-Frieda in front of me, so I could compare them”—he shrugged—“I think it’s as close to perfect as possible. You should fall straight into their universe.”
“And see if I get replaced.” Emily frowned. Master Highland had given her an idea. “If I dump both of the alternates through the mirror, will the originals be relocated here?”
“I don’t know,” Jayson said. “The equations are complex... and change frequently, depending on what assumptions we feed into the calculations. It’s possible that people only get switched when they and their counterparts are both stepping through the mirror dimension. It’s equally possible that the process is completely random. Or... maybe some people are more vulnerable to it than others. I couldn’t guarantee anything. I think...”
He looked at his hands. “I don’t think the process is entirely natural. But... I don’t know.”
“The nexus points exist outside time and space,” Emily said. All times were now to a nexus point. It was how she’d travelled in time. “Or so theory has it.”
“Perhaps they exist in multiple universes simultaneously too,” Jayson said. “The power has to come from somewhere.”
“Yeah.” Emily didn’t want to think about the implications, not now. “But... the nexus point was dead in the dead universe. I... I shouldn’t have been able to go there at all.”
“It’s all just theory,” Jayson said. “We could spend years cataloguing the possibilities.”
“Or perhaps we should keep it to ourselves,” Emily said, sharply. “There might be worse things than an alternate me out there.”
“It’s hard to imagine.” Jayson grinned, teasing her. “Why do you think your counterpart went bad?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. The memories she’d borrowed from Alt-Frieda had yet to fade. “And I don’t want to think about it either.”
“I understand,” Jayson said. He rested his elbows on the table. “What do you want to do now?”
“We’ll go down to the nexus chamber and get you linked to the wards,” Emily said. “If Master Highland presses you...”
“I won’t let him,” Jayson said. “I’ve dealt with plenty of overbearing sods I’ve had to listen to, because they were my relatives. Him? I don’t have to be nice to him. He’s no relative of mine. He should be grateful. The family would have chewed him up and spat him out by now.”
Emily felt herself smile. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” Jayson winked at her, mischievously. “And then what?”
“I go find my friends.” Emily felt her blood run cold. Master Highland might be right about Alt-Emily predicting what she’d do. She might be waiting. “And then I take them home.”
She looked down at her hands. She’d surprised other enemies by introducing them to concepts they had never even considered, before it was far too late, but Alt-Emily...? Everything she’d done, her counterpart might have done too. The necromancer trap? The batteries and their valves... she shivered, helplessly, as she remembered the wands Alt-Frieda had been carrying. In hindsight... they’d clearly been designed by Alt-Emily. Her counterpart knew everything she could do. She could...
I’ll just have to make it up as I go along, Emily thought. She can anticipate every plan I devise.
She looked up. Jayson was still sitting at the table. “Shall we go?”
Jayson didn’t move. “After this”—he cleared his throat—“never mind.”
Emily’s eyes narrowed. “After this... what?”
Jayson colored. “After this, would you let me court you?”
“You’re asking me now?” Emily couldn’t decide if she wanted to laugh or hex him. “I... right now, we have other problems.”
“I know.” Jayson looked down. “But... I... I just couldn’t work up the nerve to ask.”
Emily winced, inwardly. She knew what it felt like to... to try to work up the nerve to ask for something, something that could easily be refused, something that... the mere act of asking for it would render someone vulnerable. She understood. She understood all too well. But... she wasn’t sure she wanted to risk another courtship, let alone anything else.
She met his eyes. “Did your family ask you to court me? Again?”
Jayson’s face grew redder. “Not this time,” he said. “And... I do like you.”
“This is probably not a good time,” Emily said, dryly. She wondered what had prompted him to ask now, of all times. There was no way she could ask. “Jayson...”
She took a breath. “At some point, sooner rather than later, I have to start my apprenticeship. I cannot court anyone, not now. I don’t even have time for a simple relationship. Afterwards, if you’re still interested, maybe. But not now.”
“I understand.” Jayson looked torn between relief and shame, as if he wished the floor would open and swallow him whole. “I... I’ll ask again, when your apprenticeship is finished.”
“Please.” Emily kept her expression as blank as possible. It wasn’t that she had any reason to dislike him, beyond the fact his family had urged him to court her, it was... it was that she wasn’t ready for a third relationship. And besides, they had too many other problems. His timing was appalling. He could have waited until they rescued their friends, surely. “You can ask again then, when I’m done.”
She nodded to the door. “We’d better get moving. Time is not on our side.”



Chapter Thirty-Four
EMILY’S THOUGHTS CHURNED AS SHE AND Jayson walked to the nexus chamber, passing a handful of covered mirrors. Two were surrounded by runes, chalk runes. Why had Jayson chosen now, of all times, to ask if he could court her? Bad timing? Or something more sinister? Or... she put the thought out of her mind as she passed a third mirror, cursing under her breath as just how weak the runes looked. It was hard to believe they could stop a Manavore in its tracks.
And if we miss one, just one, it could free the others, she thought. And then we’d have a real nightmare on our hands.
She felt the air turn colder as they nodded to the guards and entered the nexus chamber itself. It felt larger, somehow—she heard Jayson let out a gasp as he saw the stone bridges hanging over the spark of light—and tense, as if it was waiting for something to happen. Master Highland stood in front of them, staring at the nexus point as if he were hypnotized. Emily was tempted to walk up behind him and tap his shoulder, but she told herself—firmly—it was an urge that shouldn’t be indulged. It might result in all three of them plunging into the dimensional tangle below the nexus point.
Master Highland turned as they approached. “I dropped a coin into the void,” he said, pointing down. “And it fell down from above and nearly landed on my head.”
“It’s a twisted dimension,” Emily said. “The whole place is designed to channel power.”
“So if I flew up,” Jayson said, “would I eventually find the nexus point above me?”
“I think so,” Emily said. It made sense, but... “I never thought to try.”
“So why is it still intact?” Master Highland frowned. “The nexus point was dead, right? So why did the dimensional twist remain in place? It should have snapped out of existence as soon as the power failed.”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. The simplest answer was that it hadn’t remained in place—she hadn’t dared jump off the bridges before they’d reignited the nexus point—but if that were true, it raised a number of other questions she had no answers for. “It will take us some time to parse out the logic...”
“If we ever can,” Master Highland said. He glared around the chamber. “I dislike not knowing.”
“Then leave.” Jayson met his eyes, evenly. There was no give in his voice. “There’s no way to snap our fingers and get the answers dropped into our laps. We have to work it out piece by piece.”
Master Highland blinked, but said nothing.
Emily felt touched. She had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Jayson, I’m going to add you to the wards first,” she said. It was hard to speak clearly. “Once that’s done, I’m going to step down my access as much as possible and then go back to the mirror.”
And that will be less than you think, she added, as she knelt on the bridge. The air around her was suddenly thrumming with magic, pulsing as if she were caught inside a drum. I won’t give up everything.
“I’m ready,” Jayson said. He looked as if he wanted to give her a hug, but didn’t dare. “Master?”
“Get on with it,” Master Highland ordered. “We don’t have all day.”
Emily smiled. Master Highland had been outplayed, more by luck than judgement. And he knew it. It couldn’t be easy for him to watch his plan go down in flames, even though he’d managed to maintain a certain degree of plausible deniability. She could hardly complain about something that had been intended to help, could she? And there was no disputing his cover story. Who knew what outsiders would think if they only heard one side of the story? They might see him as the hero and her as the silly little girl who’d managed to get in well over her head.
“Brace yourself,” Emily said. She closed her eyes and reached out to the wards. “Here we go...”
A wave of sensation assailed her as she plunged her mind into the network she’d seeded and watched grow. The damaged section was trying to repair itself, but failing miserably. The Manavore hadn’t just harmed the wards themselves; it had, somehow, damaged the underlying structure as well. She had no idea how that had happened, unless... she frowned as she worked her way through the damaged section, her mind recoiling at what she found. The entire network was caught in a trap, trying to repair itself and yet unable to make any real progress. And... 
“We may have to rebuild the wards from scratch,” she said. She wasn’t sure how to do that, not as long as the fragmented spellware continued to draw power from the nexus point. “I can’t see how to repair the damage without...”
“That’s what comes of newfangled designs,” Master Highland said, dryly. Emily could barely hear him over the rushing in her ears. “You can’t repair them when you need to...”
“The designs are nearly a thousand years old,” Emily said. She reached out, surveying the damage more closely. The threads of magic were steadily coming apart, reaching out to touch... touch what? A thought struck her and she swore. “Oh, fuck...”
The ward network shivered, a tidal wave of sheer power crashing into it... into her. Her head snapped back, as if she’d been slapped or punched with terrific force. For a moment, she thought it was real, as if Jayson or Master Highland had tried to knock her out while she was linked to the wards. And then, as her scattered thoughts collected themselves, she realized it was worse. Far worse. Her awareness expanded, too late. The mirrors were coming to life. All the mirrors were coming to life.
“What happened?” A hand grasped her shoulder. She was so dazed she couldn’t tell who was speaking. “Emily! Answer me!”
“Emily,” another voice said. Who? Jayson? Master Highland? She didn’t know. “What’s happening?”
A scream rent the air, followed by a gunshot. Emily barely heard either. She was transfixed, held in place as she watched things burst out of the mirrors. Manavores... and other things, different things. She could hardly bear to look, yet... she couldn’t force herself to look away. The ward network was starting to splinter, their mere presence tearing great holes in the web. Emily gritted her teeth and drew on the nexus point, trying to keep the network from collapsing. Lord Whitehall had found a way to keep the Manavores out of the castle, hadn’t he? She wished she knew how.
She held her link to the wards as she opened her eyes. The chamber was lit up with bright red light. She didn’t have to look down to know the nexus point was going crazy. Brilliant flashes of red-orange light filled the air, each one bringing a wave of magic with it. Outside, she heard more gunshots. Someone was shooting at... at the Manavores. She hoped—prayed, desperately—the runic bullets were working. If they didn’t work, the school was about to be overrun...
Master Highland shook her, hard. “What happened?”
“They were waiting for a chance to break through,” Emily said. The room was growing hotter with terrifying speed. “And now they’re loose.”
She closed her eyes. She could feel the... things... tearing through the school, despite her best efforts. She had to fight to keep the wards from surrendering to the onslaught, from completely collapsing. Her people, people she’d invited to the school, were dying. She could feel their deaths... she forced her eyes to open, despite her body’s sudden insistence that she needed sleep. She could barely move. She felt torn between two worlds...
“The guns are working,” Jayson called. He was standing by the door, peering out. “We hit the creatures with bullets, they die.”
“And more are coming out of the mirrors,” Emily said, bitterly.
She saw it now. The Manavores were gateways to other realms, as well as living beings in their own right. Now... they were being warped and twisted, allowing things from other realities to infest her reality. She cursed, again, as she understood the true horror of what they’d unleashed. Things from the higher realms were going to spread out and utterly destroy the Nameless World, unless she could stop them. But she didn’t know where to begin. The nuke-spell would only make matters worse...
Master Highland was staring at a piece of paper. “Yvonne’s got the workshops under control,” he said. The chat parchment glowed with magic. “Praxis thinks they can keep themselves safe, for the moment. The dorms have been abandoned. Cirroc and the others are at the mirrors...”
This must have been what happened last time, when the school fell, Emily thought. She heard more gunshots from outside the chamber. They weren’t running from a necromancer. They were running from Manavores and...
Her thoughts darkened. They must have dimmed the nexus point, somehow, to save themselves. But they didn’t last long enough to save themselves when the necromancer arrived.
She looked up at Master Highland. “I need to get back in tune with the wards,” she said. She wasn’t sure if she was telling him or pleading with him. “Give me a moment to think and”—her fingers fumbled with the pistol on her belt—“use this, if you have to.”
Master Highland eyed the gun as if she’d given him a live scorpion. “What do I do with this?”
“Point it at the enemy and pull the trigger,” Emily said. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open. She was under attack... she could feel something pressing at her mind, trying to break her link to the wards. “Fire when you see the whites of their eyes.”
Master Highland let out an odd sound, halfway between a laugh and a cry. “Do they have eyes?”
“Sometimes.” Emily closed her eyes. “Let me think...”
The ward network seemed to grow stronger, just for a second, as she plunged her mind back in. Master Highland was right, she noted absently; the wards around the workshops and the mirror chamber were still intact, suggesting the Manavores and the other creatures—alien things, their mere presence pressing against her minds—hadn’t managed to break into the sealed compartments. Emily silently blessed their foresight and that they’d covered or protected all the mirrors, even the ones that hadn’t been transfigured Manavores. They’d have been wiped out in seconds if they’d left the mirrors intact...
Lord Whitehall used the wards to drive the Manavores out, she reminded herself, as she channeled power into the network. Did he turn the wards against them directly?
She reached out, intending to rip the Manavores to shreds. It didn’t work. Pain stabbed into her head, so sharp and real that she thought she’d been stabbed with a knife. It came within bare seconds of killing her. She forced herself forward, trying to throw the Manavores out of the building, but it didn’t work. Mere contact with the creatures nearly threw her out of the network. She could feel them turning to look at her. They knew she was there. They knew...
How did he do it? More pain, so much pain that she could barely string two thoughts together. She wanted to turn and flee, to close the link and lock it behind her. Somehow, she managed to keep the link open. How did he do it?
She heard Master Highland say something, but she ignored him. She didn’t have time. The very structure of the school itself was breaking down; corridors twisting and going places that no human mind could understand, rooms expanding to the breaking point and then far beyond. She could feel reality screaming, feel things scuttling at the corner of her eyes as... something happened. What had they done? What had they unleashed? She pulled back as much as she could, feeling the pain lessen. But reality itself was still bending and twisting and...
Her awareness flittered through the school. The Manavores were doing something... she pushed her awareness closer, trying to study the creatures rather than destroy them. A Manavore rose up in front of her, an impossibly big creature in a very small space... she felt her eyes begin to fragment as she tried to peer into dimensions she couldn’t grasp, let alone comprehend. She’d been more accurate than she’d known when she’d talked about two and three-dimensional creatures. The Manavore—what she could see of the Manavore—was a very tiny part of something much greater...
She felt her thoughts begin to... soften, a strange tranquility coming over her as she glided through the Manavore. She was falling—or rising—and... somehow, it was hard to feel any sense of alarm. It dawned on her that she might be dying, that she might already have left her mortal body far behind, but... she wasn’t alarmed. She felt peaceful. She wanted to close her eyes and sleep forever...
A vision exploded in front of her mind’s eye, something so vast... something her mind was trying to comprehend, trying to interpret in a manner she could understand. Huge things—ideas, she knew on some level—moved around her, seemingly unaware of her presence. Below her—she thought it was below—she saw a monstrous web stretching out in all directions. It was flat, yet multidimensional... her head hurt as she tried to take it in. She was down there—no, her body was down there—down in a place so tiny she could barely see it. The sense of alienness was beyond comprehension. And yet...
Timelines, she thought, numbly. I’m looking at timelines.
A shadow fell across her, across the web. She looked up and saw... something. Her mind struggled, fighting desperately to put some form of meaning to whatever she was seeing. A giant spider, prowling the web. No, a spider held in place by the web. By tiny threads of light, each linked to a mirror. And, below the web, a single glowing point of light. She knew, somehow, it was the nexus point. The spider was held...
It wasn’t a spider. It was... her mind quailed as she tried to grasp the sheer immensity of what she was seeing. It was... it was... it was...
 

She fell back into her body. The force of the impact jarred her, even though she knew she hadn’t moved. Blood poured from her eyes, staining her dress... there was no pain, yet... she was bleeding. She touched her eyes lightly, but there didn’t seem to be any wound. She blinked, hard. Her vision was blurry. It wasn’t the blood in her eyes, it was something else. The world was a fragile place, the walls barely even there. She wondered she could simply press through the solid matter, as if it wasn’t there. Reality itself was breaking down...
I’m drunk, she thought, dazed. It should have scared her. Instead... it was just another piece of abstract information, as if it didn’t affect her at all. She knew something was wrong, and yet she couldn’t force herself to care. I’m drunk and... I can’t think clearly and...
Master Highland slapped her. She barely felt it.
“Emily,” he snapped. His voice sounded tinny, as if he was a long way away. “Emily!”
“I know,” Emily said. Much of what she’d seen was already draining from her mind, as if she couldn’t retain memories she couldn’t comprehend, but... she’d seen enough. “I know what they were doing. I know what they were trying to do.”
 

She broke down into helpless giggles. Master Highland slapped her again, harder. Emily looked up at him, too out of it to care. His blows barely hurt, as if they weren’t quite real... she thought he looked unnerved, as if he’d expected a very different reaction. She wondered, suddenly, what she looked like. A girl with bleeding eyes... or a multidimensional creature in her own right? The thought brought her back to herself. She bit her lip to help her focus. It felt as if the slightest distraction would send her plunging back into the other world.
“Fishing.” She found herself starting to giggle again. “They said they were going fishing.”
Master Highland looked at her as if she’d gone insane. “Emily, I swear to you that if you don’t start making sense...”
Emily shrugged. It was hard to care about his threats, now that she’d seen the truth. She understood precisely what they’d been trying to do when they’d founded Heart’s Eye. And she knew why they’d failed, why the school had fallen, why they’d left a booby-trapped building for her...
“They went fishing,” she repeated. The sheer audacity of the plan stunned her. “Guess what they caught?”
Master Highland’s grip tightened. “What? What did they catch?”
“A Faerie,” Emily told him. She remembered the creature caught in the web and shuddered. She knew she hadn’t seen all of the creature, but what she’d seen had been more than enough to leave scars. Her eyes hurt, even though the bleeding had stopped. “They caught a real live Faerie.”



Chapter Thirty-Five
“A FAERIE?” MASTER HIGHLAND ASKED.
Emily nodded, forcing herself to her feet. Her jaw was starting to hurt, even as the memories of the Faerie continued to fade. “I saw it all.”
She leaned against him as she stood upright, drawing on the nexus point recklessly for energy. She’d pay for it later, she was sure, but she had no choice. Time wasn’t on their side. The chamber looked translucent... she blinked and it was as solid as ever, as if reality wasn’t on the verge of breaking down. And yet, she heard the howling in her ears, a sound that transcended reality itself. The entire building was turning into something else.
“The Manavores aren’t creatures,” she managed. They stumbled towards the door, moving like drunken lovers. “They’re aspects of a greater whole. Fingertips of an entity sitting outside reality. They’re”—she found herself grasping for analogies she could hold in her mind, analogies he could grasp—“hands reaching into a murky pool. They’re...”
“Monsters,” Master Highland said, bluntly. The howling seemed to grow louder. “And they’re killing everyone.”
Emily nodded, curtly. Heart’s Eye had reached out and caught a Manavore—more than one Manavore—and discovered, too late, that they had a tiger by the tail. The Faerie was trying to break free, trying to escape... and, in doing so, it was threatening to rip reality apart. She saw it now, clearly. Its presence had warped timelines, bringing them into contact; it had allowed people to use the mirror dimension to cross from timeline to timeline, regardless of the dangers. And now...
She swallowed, hard. The Faerie was trying to escape. And, when it broke free, it would break the links between alternate timelines. If she didn’t manage to get Caleb and Frieda back by the time it left, they’d be trapped forever... if they didn’t just blink out of existence. She still wasn’t sure if the alternate timelines were real in any conventional sense. They might be just possibilities, twisted versions of reality summoned into existence by the Faerie... universes that would collapse, the moment it was gone. She simply didn’t know.
“We can talk to it,” Master Highland suggested. A shudder ran through the building. They nearly tumbled off the bridge. “Ask it to leave...”
“We can’t.” Emily could barely remember what she’d seen, but... the Faerie had been so completely beyond her that there was no point in even trying to talk. “An ant might as well try to talk to a stomping boot.”
“There are spells one can use to talk to animals,” Master Highland pointed out.
Emily glanced at him. “Can the animals cast the spells?”
She reached the door and, bracing herself, pushed it open. Jayson and the two guards stood outside, their weapons at the ready. Creatures flowed down the corridors, translucent monsters that faded in and out of reality... this time, Emily could see the threads of power leading back to the Faerie itself. They really were just fingers—manipulators—of something greater. And, every time a bullet stuck one, it blinked out of existence.
“Emily,” Jayson said. He glanced at her, his eyes going wide as he saw her bloodstained shirt. “What happened?”
“There’s no time to explain,” Emily said. She reached out to the wards, strengthening them as much as possible. It was a tug-of-war that could only have one outcome, but... it would give her time to rescue her friends. She sealed the nexus chamber behind her, hoping the wards would keep the Manavores out. If nothing else, they’d have trouble operating in an environment that couldn’t support their link to the Faerie. “We have to get to the workshop.”
“Got it,” Jayson said.
“I think they’ve got us,” one of the guards put in. He sounded terrified. “I don’t want to say we’re surrounded, but... we’re being attacked on all sides.”
Emily reached out to the wards and—carefully—summoned power. Light flared, further down the corridor. The Manavores stopped dead, then turned to flow towards the lights. Emily pulled herself away from Master Highland and led the way down the corridor, hurrying in the opposite direction. The darkness grew stronger, surges of power suggesting that something watched from the shadows. She had to risk a very basic night-vision spell, even though it might draw the Manavores to them like moths to a flame. They couldn’t get there in the dark.
The sooner we invent electric light, the better, she thought. They ran down a corridor that—only an hour ago—had been lined with mirrors. Now, half the mirrors were gone. We can’t escape without using magic, but we can’t escape if we do.
The building felt different as they made their way to the workshops. The walls felt strange, as if they were no longer quite real. She thought she could push her fingers through the stone with very little effort, even though it was stone. It was real yet it wasn’t, and... she felt her head start to ache, realizing she saw several different possibilities at once. She wanted to ask what Master Highland saw, but she didn’t quite dare. He might think she’d gone insane.
A Manavore appeared out of nowhere, as if it had always been there. It lunged towards her, teeth and claws reaching for her throat. The guards shot it, quickly. It winked out, as if it had no more substance than a soap bubble. Another appeared behind them, its presence polluting the air. Jayson swore as the guards shot it too. The Manavores had found them.
“Run,” he said, quietly.
Master Highland pressed the pistol into Emily’s hand. “Take this.”
Emily nodded as they picked up speed. The pistol felt reassuringly solid, although... she knew they were just kicking and screaming on their way to the gallows. The Faerie had no shortage of Manavores. She could practically feel them, stacked up in the millions as the creature struggled to break free. And, sooner or later, the Faerie would start to use naked force to free itself. She felt its presence growing stronger, bringing so much power to bear on reality that it was on the verge of shattering everything. It cared nothing for the devastation it wreaked on her world... on multiple worlds. It just wanted to leave.
As flies to wanton boys are we to... them, Emily thought, grimly. The Faerie was so big, so powerful... so inevitable. It was a grown man splashing through a puddle, heedless of the damage it was doing to the microscopic life forms below his feet. How did they ever banish them in the first place?
She put the thought aside as she heard the sound of gunshots in the distance. The workshops were clearly still being defended, thankfully... she glanced at Jayson, then raised the pistol as they hurried forward. The Manavores surrounding the door flickered, suddenly facing them; the guards opened fire, banishing them in an eyeblink. Emily reached out to the wards again, causing a division that drew them away from the doors. They turned and flowed away...
Something moved above her. She jumped to one side before her conscious mind realized what was happening. A Manavore—no, something else—fell, landing where she’d been standing. It was so alien that her mind skipped over it, as if someone had deliberately blurred the image. Just trying to look at it made her eyes hurt worse, almost as if she stared into a blinding light. Somehow, she managed to point the pistol at the creature and pull the trigger. It snapped out of existence. The world dimmed around her, as if the lights were failing. She felt a flash of panic at the thought of going blind before she blinked, hard. Her vision returned to normal.
“Don’t shoot,” she shouted, as they hurried forward. “We’re friendly!”
“Lady Emily,” Yvonne called. “Come on in!”
She held the door open for Emily and the others, then slammed it closed. “What happened?”
“We don’t have much time,” Emily said. “We have to get to the mirror.”
Yvonne nodded, tersely. “You want us to come with you?”
Emily glanced at her, then looked around. “Where’s the magicians?”
“We found they draw the... things... here,” Yvonne said. She looked tired, sweat dripping down her face. “I put them in the insulated chambers...”
“Good thinking,” Emily said. It wouldn’t be very effective, in the long run, but... it would buy them a few more minutes. “We need more ammunition before we head to the mirror.”
Master Highland caught her arm as Yvonne hurried off to gather more ammunition. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to just let the thing go?”
“It’ll break free, sooner rather than later,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure how to cut the link and banish the Faerie, even if she hadn’t been sure that—without it—there was no way to reach the alternate timelines. “There’s nothing we can do to speed the process up.”
She frowned. She wasn’t sure that was true. She could use the wards, now she knew what she was doing, to shatter the mirror dimension. The Faerie was tied to the mirror dimension. Logically, shattering the mirror dimension would send it flying back to its own realm... but she wasn’t sure. And she wanted—she needed to recover her friends. She couldn’t condemn them to hell. 
If Alt-Emily is me, Emily thought, surely she’d want her people back too.
She dismissed the thought as she reloaded the pistol. She’d always found it hard to make connections with others. It hadn’t been easy to befriend Alassa and Imaiqah, let alone Jade, Frieda, Cat and Caleb. If her counterpart had never managed to really make friends, or somehow lost the ability when she started experimenting with necromancy, she might not give a damn about Alt-Caleb and Alt-Frieda. Hell, she might want to keep the originals. They’d be a great deal more useful than people who were either on the verge of death or openly rebellious.
“We can hold out here for a few more hours,” Yvonne said. She indicated the forges, where her apprentices were hastily producing more bullets. “But we’re going to run out of gunpowder sooner or later.”
“See if you can transfigure stuff into gunpowder,” Emily suggested. The transformation wouldn’t last more than a few hours, at best, but it wouldn’t matter. “The bullets won’t be using magic to fly.”
“We can try.” Yvonne sounded doubtful. “You want me to send a couple of people with you?”
Emily shook her head. “It would be better if I went alone,” she said. “They’ll be watching for large groups...”
“I’m coming with you,” Jayson said, firmly. He took a rifle from one of the guards and crammed his pockets with bullets and gunpowder. “You can’t go alone.”
“I’ll come too,” Master Highland said. “I’m not staying here waiting to die.”
Emily opened her mouth to point out that he had a link to the wards—and that he might have to take over, if she died—and then closed it again. Neither would forgive her if she ordered them to stay behind, even if everyone knew she’d ordered them to stay behind. And besides... she shook her head, slowly. The Faerie was slowly breaking free. They didn’t have time to argue. She’d just have to hope for the best.
“I’m glad to have you, both of you,” she lied. She lifted her pistol. “Shall we go?”
“Good luck,” Yvonne said. “We’ll wait for you.”
Emily nodded. Either the Faerie would leave, in which case the school should return to normal, or it would tear reality itself apart as it tried to free itself. There was no point in Yvonne and her apprentices trying to escape. They were bottled up nicely, forced to wait for the Faerie to escape or destroy everything. She silently calculated how best to destroy the mirror dimension, if there was no other choice. She’d have to hope that was enough to free the Faerie.
“See you on the other side.” Emily looked at Jayson and Master Highland, then crafted another diversion. “Let’s go.”
The howling seemed to grow louder as they left the workshop and hurried up an empty corridor. It was empty, yet... she could feel things scratching at the edge of reality, trying to push their way into the human realm. There were other things, strange movements at the corner of her eye, movements that vanished whenever she turned her head to look at them. The darkness pressed around them like a living thing, bringing back memories of when Whitehall’s pocket dimensions had threatened to collapse. Heart’s Eye wasn’t a pocket dimension, but it didn’t seem to matter. The corridors twisted in directions she couldn’t comprehend.
Emily felt her heart skip a beat as they passed a set of intact mirrors. A handful of reflections looked back, all different. A queen, wearing robes; a scholar, a book under her arm; a naked slave, an iron collar around her neck. She heard Master Highland mutter an oath, deeply shocked. She wondered, grimly, what he’d seen in the mirror. An alternate version of himself? She didn’t dare ask.
“That isn’t me,” Jayson said, quietly. “That really isn’t me.”
“They’re possibilities,” Emily told him. She tried not to think about the final reflection of herself. Who had enslaved her? And why? “But they’re not you.”
“I hope not.” Jayson sounded horrified. “That really isn’t me.”
They found the stairwell and hurried upwards. The mirrors—the ones she’d seen the first time she explored the stairwell—were gone. She wondered if they’d all been Manavores... or something smaller, something that could fit through the mirrors. There could be hundreds of tiny monsters roaming the school. She gritted her teeth, telling herself the Manavores would vanish when the Faerie broke its bonds and escaped. They couldn’t survive in the physical world without a connection to their own realm.
They’re not individual creatures in their own right, Emily reminded herself, sharply. They’re aspects of a greater whole.
A body lay at the top of the stairs, so badly mangled that it was hard to tell if it had once been male or female. Emily felt her gorge rise, again, as she studied the corpse. It was wearing a basic servant’s outfit, but that meant nothing. The damage was so extensive that she couldn’t tell if the body had once had breasts or a penis... the outfit itself could have belonged to a maid or a manservant or... she shook her head, silently promising herself that she’d ensure the body had a proper burial, afterwards. It might be impossible to figure out who it had been, once upon a time...
“Emily,” Jayson said, quietly.
Emily looked up, just in time to see reality warp into an utterly alien shape. A Manavore materialized in front of them, claws and teeth sliding through the air as it moved. She pointed the pistol at it and pulled the trigger. The Manavore flickered, then blinked out. Two more appeared, seemingly untroubled by their comrade’s death. Jayson shot them both...
“Run,” Emily snapped.
She threw a ball of magic behind her, hoping it would distract the Manavores long enough for them to escape. Instead, the Manavores kept coming. She didn’t have to look behind her to know they were there. Their mere presence felt like someone breathing down the back of her neck, sending shivers down her spine. She could feel them snapping at her heels, tendrils of something crawling around her feet. She pointed the gun behind her and fired, trying to use her senses to aim. There was a tiny pause, so brief she knew she could have only imagined it, before the Manavores resumed the chase. She told herself to keep moving...
Reality twisted. The Manavores were suddenly in front of them. Emily shot them both, then led the charge through the space where they’d been. There was a howl—reality itself seemed to tremble, again—before she sensed more of the creatures behind. They were coming... she ran through a door, waited for the others to pass, then slammed the door closed and warded it. It wouldn’t last long, but it might...
The walls turned translucent. She could feel it. She knew, without looking, that the Manavores were coming through the walls. She was suddenly very tired, barely able to keep herself upright. The pistol was so heavy she couldn’t lift it. She sensed, more than saw, the creatures as they forced their way through the walls, but... she couldn’t shoot them. She wanted to drop to the floor, to collapse. It meant certain death, yet... she couldn’t resist the urge to just give up. They couldn’t win. 
She stumbled back, somehow, pressing herself against the stone wall—the solid stone wall—as the Manavores closed in. She couldn’t lift the pistol, she couldn’t fight... she knew, with a stark certainty that admitted of no contradiction, that she was dead. There was no escape. Her magic wouldn’t save her, not now. Even trying would only hasten her doom.
Master Highland threw a hex at the nearest Manavore. The creatures spun around to face him, claws and teeth extended. “Run,” he shouted. The shock broke the spell. Emily found she could move again. “Run, you...”
Emily glanced at Jayson, then turned, grabbed his hand and ran.
Behind her, she heard a scream.



Chapter Thirty-Six
EMILY DREW ON THE WARDS, RECKLESSLY, as she practically jumped across the runes and threw herself into the mirror chamber. Her body felt strange, energetic in some ways, but lethargic in others. Jayson followed; behind them, the howling grew louder as the Manavores—balked by the wards—slammed themselves against an invisible barrier. Emily smiled, tiredly, as she saw Cirroc, Hoban and the Gorgon standing next to Alt-Frieda. Alt-Caleb sat on the floor, his face so pale that Emily knew he was on the verge of death.
“Emily,” Cirroc said. “I...”
“We have to hurry,” Emily said, cutting him off. She would tell him his master was dead later. They would have a great deal more to mourn if they failed. “We don’t have much time.”
She babbled an explanation as she faced the mirror, trying to trace the thread leading to the alternate timeline. The right alternate timeline, this time. Cirroc and Hoban had done a great deal of work, making sure they found the right universe. Jayson checked their work as Emily motioned for the Gorgon to follow her into a corner. She was aware of their eyes on her, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t have time to care.
“If I don’t come back, you’ll need this.” Emily tore a strip off her bloodstained shirt and held it out to the Gorgon. “Link yourself to the wards, shatter the mirror dimension and then... do whatever you want.”
The Gorgon blinked. “Are you coming back?”
“I hope so.” Emily knew she might not have time to come back. “If I don’t, you have the key to the school. Use it.”
“Thanks.” The Gorgon looked worried. Emily understood. There were people who’d be horrified at a gorgon controlling the nexus point. But... it wasn’t as if they could do much about it. Master Highland was dead, Caleb was missing, Jayson didn’t have complete access to the wards. “I... Emily, be careful.”
“I will.” Emily gave her a quick hug. “And you be careful too.”
Jayson caught her attention. “I think we have a link,” he said. “Blood calls to blood.”
“Yeah.” Emily nodded to Alt-Frieda. “One moment.”
She met Alt-Frieda’s eyes. “I don’t think we need to swap you for your counterpart,” she said, slowly. She thought that was true, from what she’d seen when she’d looked at the tangled mess of timelines from above. “You can stay...”
“I have to go back,” Alt-Frieda said. Her face was grimly determined. “Give me the spell.”
Emily sucked in her breath. “Very well,” she said, reluctantly. The others might ask, later, what spell she’d meant. “Listen carefully.”
She cast a privacy spell, then explained precisely how the nuke-spell worked. Alt-Frieda’s eyes went very wide as the implications dawned on her. The nuke-spell was a little more complicated than necromancy, but not that much more. A young magician, barely out of her first year of schooling, could cast the spell. Emily shuddered, wondering—for the first time—if she was doing the right thing by opening a university. Someone might figure out that atoms existed, then how to split them... and then the entire world would be plunged into fire. But it was already too late. She’d given them too much before the implications dawned on her.
You cannot stuff the mushroom cloud back in the metal container, Emily thought. Even if she wanted to, she doubted it was possible to stop people from thinking. And you can’t turn back the clock.
Alt-Frieda swallowed. “I’m ready.”
Emily took a breath, then walked up to the mirror. Her reflection gazed back at her, flickering through a hundred—a thousand—different versions of herself. Emily tried not to think too much about them, even the ones that looked happy. Who knew why she was happy? She turned and checked the others, making sure they were tied to the walls. They wouldn’t be making that mistake again.
“I should be coming with you,” Hoban said. He looked determined, yet torn between his heart and his duty. “She’ll expect it...”
“No.” Emily shook her head, firmly. She needed him guarding the mirror. “The fewer, the better.”
She took Alt-Frieda’s hand—the girl flinched, then steadied herself—and pressed her other hand against the mirror. She could feel the mirror dimension shaking as the mirror opened, allowing her to step into the silvery realm; she could feel the mirrors fracturing, as if it was only a matter of time before they shattered into thousands of tiny pieces. A storm battered her thoughts as the silver light grew brighter, forcing her to screw her eyes closed; she felt something strange under her feet, then solid ground. She opened her eyes, again. She was in the alternate dimension.
“She knows we’re here.” Alt-Frieda’s voice was very quiet, as if she barely dared to whisper. “I can feel her.”
Emily nodded, slowly, as she reached out with her mind. She could sense the nexus point—in a sense, it was her nexus point—and, beyond it, the wards pervading the school. They were different—she wondered, suddenly, if her counterpart had ever gone to the past—but they were hers. She suspected the wards wouldn’t notice her, unless they were configured to notice that Emily was now in two places at once. It was hard to believe she and her counterpart were the same person, or had been the same person, but they were. She just didn’t want to accept it.
She looked around the mirror chamber, noting the differences. There was no bed, no washroom... the walls were lined with shelves, each crammed with books. She felt a twinge of unease as she glanced at the titles, noting how many were rare, almost impossible to find. It was the kind of room she would have created for herself, a bedroom that was practically a library, with the bed added as an afterthought. But there was no bed... she shuddered, forcing herself to accept that she and her counterpart really were the same person.
But not completely, she thought, as she reached out still further. The wards ignored her, but... they were nasty. Powerful hexes glinted in the air, ready to strike down anyone who defied Alt-Emily. Others... she shuddered, tasting hints of her counterpart’s madness in her paranoia. Compulsion spells linked to truth spells... even mind-reading spells. Alt-Emily seemed determined to ensure that no one could enter her fortress without being detected and stopped. What the hell was she thinking?
“We have to move,” Alt-Frieda said. “She’ll be coming.”
“Yeah.” Emily took a breath. “Let’s go.”
She touched the wards gingerly as they headed to the door, telling the wards to ignore them. It was hard to tell if she’d succeeded. Logically, she could have given the wards orders; practically, there was no way to know what precautions Alt-Emily would have taken against her counterpart trying to take over. Emily knew what she would have done if she’d known she was facing an enemy who wore her face—she would have asked someone else to set the wards and choose the passwords—but would her counterpart have trusted anyone that far? It wasn’t a pleasant thought. Emily would have trusted Caleb and Frieda to handle it, but... they’d been the first to be swapped for their counterparts.
The door opened when she touched the handle. Cat stood outside... no, Alt-Cat. His face twisted when he saw them, a horrible mixture of shock, lust, fear and awe. Emily could practically feel it as she stunned him, hexing him so hard he was picked off his feet and thrown into a wall. His wards crumpled like paper. She blinked in surprise—her Cat would never have been taken down so easily—before realizing that he’d given her permission to push magic through his wards. No, Alt-Emily had forced him to give her permission. There could be no other explanation. Emily couldn’t imagine Cat—or anyone—willingly giving such permission to anyone.
“Dear God,” she whispered. Alt-Cat looked... like a twisted monstrous shadow of the person she knew. Even stunned, he leered. “What did she do to him?”
“He’s one of her enforcers,” Alt-Frieda told her. “He lives to please her.”
“I don’t want to know,” Emily said. She cast a spell to make sure Alt-Cat would remain asleep, then led the way down the corridor. “We have to hurry.”
Her mind raced as she reached out gingerly, looking for Caleb and Frieda. They appeared to be held in the dorms... precisely where she’d put Alt-Caleb and Alt-Frieda. She supposed that shouldn’t have been a surprise, although she did wonder why her counterpart hadn’t bothered to create a jail. Perhaps she hadn’t thought she needed one. She could kill or transfigure anyone who got in her way. A pair of maids appeared at the end of the corridor, slave collars clearly visible around their necks. They prostrated themselves as soon as they saw her, pressing their faces into the ground. Emily wanted to remove the collars, to let the maids run free, but she couldn’t. They weren’t ordinary collars. The spells keeping the maids under control were so elaborate, it would take hours to free them.
She forced herself to walk on, somehow. The wards were growing stronger, nastier... although they seemed to be having problems focusing on the intruder. Emily frowned, realizing that her counterpart appeared to have made a mistake. There were so many spells probing for intruders that they were actively interfering with each other, except... she frowned as she realized, again, just how paranoid her counterpart had become. There were spells designed to watch for footprints, spells designed to watch for heat signatures... she cursed, inwardly, at the reminder they were, at base, the same person. She was the only person she knew who’d thought to use motion-detection spells to watch for invisible intruders.
They passed through a pair of sealed doors, held closed by so many spells that it would have taken hours to break through if they hadn’t parted the moment Emily touched them. She had given herself permission to pass, yet... Emily felt her own paranoia start to deepen. Her counterpart might have rigged the doors to report when they were opened, even if they were opened by her. She glanced into the library—it was crammed with books, each one seemingly from the days before the printing press—then started to climb up to the dorms. The wards grew stronger, darker...
She glanced at Alt-Frieda. “How many people live here?”
“Not many,” Alt-Frieda told her. “Ten or so servants, people like me; fifty or so slaves.”
Emily gritted her teeth. Sixty people sounded like a crowd, but compared to the sheer size of Heart’s Eye... Alt-Emily, it seemed, had the same disdain for crowds as Emily herself. She didn’t need a small army of servants to tend to her needs, not when she didn’t have the ego or social background that demanded she hire a vast number of menials to sit around and do nothing. Emily had only hired servants when she needed them. Her counterpart clearly had the same idea.
“She brought you, Cat and Caleb here,” Emily said. “How many others...?”
Her voice trailed off as she realized what was missing. The mirrors had been removed. Or covered. The mirror she remembered seeing at the dorms was gone. Not hidden, removed... she wondered, sourly, how her counterpart had managed to do that. And her world wasn’t being torn apart by Manavores... Emily suspected it was just a matter of time. The timelines were continuing to tangle, knotting themselves up beyond repair... what was going to happen if the knot continued to tighten? Would it eventually break?
“She didn’t bring many people,” Alt-Frieda said. “She never wanted many people around her. Even when”—she hesitated, changing her mind—“she never let me stay.”
“I don’t want to know,” Emily repeated. She stopped in front of a door and braced herself, carefully feeling for the locking hexes. “They’re in here.”
“Get them out,” Alt-Frieda said. “Take them back to the mirror and go.”
“I understand,” Emily said. She had the nasty feeling that things were going far too well. She wasn’t sure where her counterpart actually was, but... she was nearby. Emily felt her mocking presence diffused throughout the school. “Give me a moment...”
She touched the door. This time, it didn’t open. Emily frowned. Her counterpart had charmed the lock, trying to exclude her... it worked, sort of. She must have found a way to identify timeline signatures... Emily considered her options. She didn’t have time to unlock the door, but if she blasted it... she didn’t know what was on the far side or who’d be hurt if she did. If Caleb and Frieda were there...
“Give me your hand,” she ordered. “Quickly.”
Alt-Frieda hesitated, then held out her hand. Emily pressed it against the door, hastily casting an unlocking charm. The door seemed to quiver uneasily, the hexes rustling as they realized they were being hacked, before the lock clicked and the spells faded into the ether. Emily gingerly pushed the door open, recoiling at the smell. The room was a chamber of horrors. Blood and shit and piss in the air...
She hastily cast a spell on her nose as she inched into the chamber, glancing from side to side. A Gorgon—not the Gorgon—lay on a bench, dead and half-dissected. A pale-skinned man stood in a tube, his face utterly blank and inhuman... a vampire, she realized dully. She felt sick, again, as she swept the room. It was madness, horror beyond imagination. She’d always been curious, she’d always wanted to know, but this... this was monstrous. A headless corpse—a child—lay on a bench, half-covered by a silver blanket. The head sat next to it, yammering madly. Emily had no idea what sort of spells were involved in keeping it alive. It was horrific.
“Hurry,” Alt-Frieda said. “I can feel her.”
Emily nodded. It was hard to sense her counterpart—in some sense, her presence was masking her counterpart’s—but she could tell where her counterpart wasn’t. The wards were twisting, as if her counterpart was trying to push Emily out. It was pointless, yet... it was working. Emily couldn’t devote all of her attention to the wards unless she wanted to forget her friends. It was no consolation to know her counterpart probably had the same problem.
She stepped into the next room and froze. Caleb was lying face-down on a bench, his back covered with welts; Frieda sat in a chair, blood dripping from a cut on her forehead. They were both naked. A man stood in front of them, holding a whip. He turned to face Emily, his lips twisting into a cruel smile. Emily realized, to her horror, that she recognized him. He’d been King Randor’s personal torturer, the man who’d tortured Imaiqah and threatened to do the same to her...
Magic surged. She blasted him across the room and straight into a stone wall, smashing his body to jelly. He had no time to scream before it was too late. The shattered mass fell to the ground, blood and gore splashing everywhere. She felt a moment of horror at what she’d done, mingled with a sense the bastard had finally got what he deserved. He’d tortured and raped and murdered dozens—perhaps hundreds—of people on the king’s command. And Alt-Emily’s. He’d deserved far worse than a quick death.
“Wow,” Alt-Frieda said. She was staring at Frieda. “She’s so... me.”
Frieda was staring back at her counterpart. “Who are you?”
“Your counterpart,” Emily said. She hastily undid Frieda’s bonds. Her friend stank of durian—someone had force-fed Frieda potion—but otherwise she seemed largely unharmed. “We have to get moving.”
“I saw you here,” Frieda said, dully. “You’re a monster. She’s a monster.”
Alt-Frieda flared. “You don’t know how lucky you are.”
“Not now,” Emily said. She had to struggle to untie Caleb. He was so badly beaten, she wasn’t sure he could walk. Blood covered his back, staining her hands. “Caleb? Can you hear me?”
“...Emily?” Caleb shifted, awkwardly, as she tried to help him up. “What... a trick. A trick. I won’t be fooled again...”
“I’ve come to take you home,” Emily said. She helped him to turn over and sit up, then wrapped an arm around his shoulder and lifted him to his feet. Caleb wasn’t that big, compared to Jade or Cat, but he was still difficult to move. In hindsight, perhaps she should have brought Hoban too. “Do I have to levitate you?”
“I can walk,” Caleb managed. His entire body twitched violently as his bare feet touched the ground. He’d been beaten on the soles of his feet... savagely. Emily wondered if it was just another form of torture... or if the torturer had intended to make sure Caleb couldn’t escape even if he somehow got off the bench. Blood spilled from open wounds and pooled around his feet. “I...”
“Let me levitate you,” Emily said, grimly. She wanted to heal him, but she didn’t think she had time. Even smoothing the bruises would take time she didn’t have. She muttered a spell to clean the blood, closing the open wounds. “Where are your clothes?”
“It doesn’t matter,” a cool voice said. Emily looked up, sharply, as magic twisted around the newcomer. “Caleb will not be going anywhere. And neither will you.”



Chapter Thirty-Seven
FOR A MOMENT, THE WORLD SEEMED to stand still.
Emily stared at her counterpart in utter disbelief. She looked... normal. The face looking back at her now was the face she saw in the mirror every day. But... she looked closer, noting the glamour covering her counterpart’s eyes. It was a neat bit of magic, subtle enough to pass unnoticed unless someone knew to look for it. The glamour faded the moment she spotted it, revealing brilliant red eyes. The sense of tainted magic was overwhelming.
She felt sick. Caleb had told her, more than once, that she was beautiful. Emily hadn’t really believed him. She certainly hadn’t felt beautiful. But her counterpart had an unhealthy captivating beauty, a presence that drew Emily even though she knew Alt-Emily was a monster. Alt-Emily, like herself, was tall and willowy, with brown hair shading to black and a face so pale she was almost albino. There were no scars on her pale hands, no hint of injuries from the wars... she wore a long black dress that flattered her without showing a trace of flesh below the neckline. It was almost something Emily herself would wear.
“’Oh, would some power give us the gift,’” she quoted, “’To see ourselves as others see us...’”
“’It would from many a blunder free us,’” her counterpart agreed. “And foolish notion...”
Her eyes seemed to grow brighter. “Like the one where you thought you could walk into my territory without being caught?”
Emily took a breath. “What happened to you?”
Alt-Emily shrugged. “Why? What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean,” Emily said, irked. She knew she was being mocked. “What did you do differently?”
“I embraced myself,” Alt-Emily said. She held up a hand. The magic grew stronger. “I decided I wanted to take complete control, and I did...”
“Alassa is still out there,” Alt-Frieda said. Her voice was quavering, but she held herself up. “She’ll finish you.”
“Her sole remaining army is trapped, starving to death,” Alt-Emily said. “It’s only a matter of time before she falls.”
“There must be a difference,” Emily said. She’d expected a maddened necromancer, not the cold monster in front of her. “What did you do that I didn’t do?”
“What didn’t you do that I did?” Alt-Emily shrugged. “You never took control, did you?”
Emily shivered. “What did you do to Caleb? Your Caleb?”
“When he was in me, I put a bit of myself in him.” Alt-Emily smiled, coldly. “It’s funny how vulnerable men get when they’re inside you. Took me a while to get the hang of it, I admit, but... it works.”
Emily felt even sicker. “You’re not me.”
“It would be more accurate to say that you’re not me,” Alt-Emily said. “Tell me, what have you done? You’ve had six years. What have you done?”
“Saved the world,” Emily said. She remembered the time limit and cursed herself for being drawn into conversation. “I don’t have time for this.”
Her counterpart smiled. “Do you remember when people would ignore us? When they didn’t have time for us? And when it was worse when they did have time for us? Now... you have time for me now.”
“Listen to me,” Emily snapped. “Back home, reality itself is breaking apart. I have to get Caleb and Frieda home before it’s too late...”
“So what?” Alt-Emily shrugged, again. “I don’t care.”
Emily stared at her in horror. “Billions of people will die...”
“An unimaginable number of men, women and alien creatures from worlds you and I will never visit will die, if your universe is ripped apart,” Alt-Emily said. “So what? They’re not me.”
“The devastation will spread,” Emily insisted, doggedly. She thought it was true, although she wasn’t sure. “Every timeline that touched mine will go too, including yours.”
“You don’t know that,” Alt-Emily said. “If you truly believed it, you would have abandoned your friends and cut the links between universes.”
She had a point. The scale of the devastation—of the possible devastation—was truly beyond comprehension. At some point, it was simply impossible to believe that each of the numbers represented a real person. There were people who denied the Holocaust because they couldn’t grasp how many people had died. And, if an entire universe was destroyed, it would be a far greater atrocity. It was just words. There was no way to make the connection between a destroyed universe and each individual life.
“We have never been afraid to make the hard decisions,” Alt-Emily said. “You would have abandoned your friends if you thought there was no other choice.”
“I’m not you,” Emily said.
“You were prepared to let Caleb’s sister die so you could take out the god-form,” Alt-Emily said. She nodded to Caleb as Emily stared at her, aghast. “Yes, I ransacked his brain. You and I have a lot in common. And I wouldn’t have risked everything to save two people if I thought everything was doomed anyway.”
“We’re the same person,” Emily said, numbly.
“No,” Alt-Emily corrected. “I’m nothing like you.”
She shrugged. “Cut the link to your universe. Open your mind to me. I’ll put controls in, just to make sure you can’t betray me, but otherwise... you can stay here. You can even keep them”—she waved a hand at Frieda, Caleb and Alt-Frieda—“as pets. You’ll survive, even if your universe dies. I could find a use for another me.”
“I can’t take the risk,” Emily said. She’d told the Gorgon what to do, but... would it be enough? “Let us go in peace. We don’t want a fight.”
“I’ve built too much to risk you tearing it down,” Alt-Emily said. Her face shifted, a flicker of madness. “And I will not let you go.”
“I won’t come after you,” Emily said, knowing her words were futile. “Once the mirror dimension is gone, there won’t be any more links between our universes...”
“You wouldn’t leave a threat behind you,” Alt-Emily said. “And neither will...”
She jabbed a finger at Emily, casting a spell. Something... a powerful something... crashed into Emily’s wards. Emily stumbled back, snapping off a pair of spells in response. Her counterpart’s magic was strong, scarily strong. She seemed to be mingling the sheer power of a necromancer with the training and skill of an experienced sorcerer. Void might have been able to match her, in skill if not raw power. Emily didn’t know anyone else who could.
Alt-Frieda cast a spell, something Emily didn’t recognize. It flickered around Alt-Emily, then snapped out of existence. Alt-Emily snorted, rudely. She’d woven additional protections into her wards, protections Emily could barely follow. She’d layered so many protective wards on herself that it would take hours to break them down by force, even if Alt-Emily just stood there and took it. Emily was morbidly impressed. She hadn’t thought it was possible to function as a magician while maintaining so many protective wards. Her counterpart was very good.
“Frieda, stay still and wait.” Alt-Emily’s voice thrummed with command. “I’ll deal with you afterwards.”
Alt-Frieda stopped. Her hands dropped to her sides. Her eyes flickered, filled with panic and fear and a nameless dread Emily knew all too well. She’d been beaten as casually as a man might step on a snail. Emily shot her a sympathetic glance, then knuckled down to some hard fighting. She had to beat her counterpart. Neither Caleb nor Frieda were in any state for a fight. There was no one else who could do it.
And if we don’t get back soon, the Gorgon will shatter the mirror dimension and close the doors forever, Emily thought. Her wards were starting to fray. She cast a disruption spell, hoping it would keep her counterpart busy for a few seconds, then hurled a blasting spell at the floor under Alt-Emily’s feet. We really don’t have time.
Her counterpart smirked, catching the blasting spell and snuffing it out before it could detonate. “Did you really think you could get me with that?”
Emily gritted her teeth. “Why didn’t they notice what you were becoming?”
“I imagine they didn’t want to look too closely, not at me.” Alt-Emily giggled. It was a chilling sound. “You know what it’s like when someone is a great heroine. No one wants to look too closely for fear their heroine might have feet of clay. Think about how many people got away with their crimes because no one dared ask questions. I beat a necromancer, and they thought I was a heroine. They didn’t want to know how I’d done it.”
“I bet the Grandmaster knew,” Emily said, savagely. Alt-Emily had beaten a necromancer... which necromancer? Shadye? “I’m sure he guessed...”
“He did have his doubts.” Alt-Emily smirked. “He had to go. It was really easy. You should have tried it yourself.”
“The Grandmaster died saving my life,” Emily snarled. “You ungrateful bitch!”
Her counterpart’s eyes flashed murder. “What’s the point of gratitude when people just turn against you the moment—the very moment—you outlive your usefulness?”
Another spell crashed into Emily’s wards. “Oh, he was glad at first,” Alt-Emily said, as Emily deflected the curse. “He didn’t ask too many questions, thankfully. Gave me time to figure out how to control my new gifts, how to hide them... I wonder, sometimes, if he sent me to Mountaintop so he could interrogate my so-called friends in private. He must have said something to Alassa. She wouldn’t have turned on me if she hadn’t been pushed... still, he had to go. You can guess how I did it too.”
“No,” Emily lied. “I can’t.”
“Poison,” Alt-Emily said, bluntly. “A binary poison, both components as magicless as a Muggle. And that was that.”
“And now you rule the world,” Emily said, coldly. She tried to drive a spell through her counterpart’s wards, but failed. “Damn you.”
“You’re either the controller or the controlled,” Alt-Emily said. “And I chose to be the controller.”
“You chose to be a monster,” Emily said, flatly. She could see the logic, the terrible logic, but... she wouldn’t embrace it. The world was not divided into controllers and controlled. “You went mad.”
“No one will ever tell me what to do again,” Alt-Emily said. Her eyes were very hard. “No one will ever threaten to beat me or rape me or enslave me or kill me... not now, not ever. You?”
Emily shook her head. “Let us go,” she said. A thought struck her, one she’d been trying to avoid. “You can keep your personal hell.”
“You’ll find a way to strike back if I let you go.” Alt-Emily didn’t sound angry, merely... accepting. Her magic was starting to build as she brought all her power to bear on Emily’s wards. “I won’t take the chance.”
“I could give you an oath,” Emily said. “But you won’t accept that, will you?”
She reached out with her mind, deliberately blending their magics as she forced her awareness into her counterpart’s mind. Alt-Emily hadn’t realized, not really, that they were the same person. Emily didn’t like to admit it, even to herself, but they were. Her counterpart’s mental defenses were strong, so much stronger than hers they were terrifying, yet... in some sense, they were also hers. They melted before her, unable to stop her... any more than they could stop the sorceress who’d created them. Emily felt their thoughts start to blur...
STOP FIGHTING, she thought. She took a grip on her counterpart’s mind and squeezed as hard as she could, holding her counterpart still. Shock and horror rushed through the mental link. Alt-Emily felt as if she were being raped. Emily felt a pang of guilt, mingled with a grim awareness that she had no choice. She had to keep her counterpart still. STOP FIGHTING.
Memories bubbled up, pulling her further into her counterpart’s mind. The early ones were familiar, very familiar... she laughed at herself a second later, kicking herself for missing the obvious. They weren’t just familiar. They were identical. She saw, through both sets of eyes, her mother vomiting drunkenly into a toilet, her stepfather shouting at her... and, later, watching her as she moved around the house. Shadye’s face leered, his red eyes boring into her skull; she felt her counterpart’s terror as she’d felt it herself. That memory was the same. What had changed? When had they become two separate people?
 

And then the memories reached out and overwhelmed her...
 

... Shadye stands in front of her, mocking her. He’s controlling her. Sergeant Harkin is in front of her... no, not Sergeant Harkin. Sergeant Miles. She’s holding a knife—a stone knife—to his throat. Shadye pushes and she can no longer resist. The knife slides into his throat... POWER, POWER, POWER. She pushes it at Shadye until the world turns black...
 

... They find her in the Great Hall, the sole survivor. Everyone else is ash and less than ash. They believe her when she tells them she killed Shadye... they believe her because they want to believe. They don’t know about the itching in her eyes, the growing sense that the world is growing off-kilter...
 

... She looks into a mirror. Red eyes look back...
 

... She seduces Jade one afternoon. He becomes hers...
 

... King Randor listens to her when she speaks. He’s willing to use her. She’s willing to use him too. She ignores Alassa’s concerns as she tells Randor how to build his armies, how to make gunpowder, how to craft a force that could take the entire globe...
 

... Frieda, crying. A sense of kinship. Another seduction, mental rather than physical...
 

... The Grandmaster, watching her. His death, his lips turning blue as he tries to speak. A grim awareness that he’s already warned too many others...
 

... Alassa, screaming. She runs... too late. Far too late...
 

... Mushroom clouds rising, one by one. Necromancers dying. The White Council, wiped out. King Randor’s armies spilling across the land, slaughtering everyone who dares stand in their way. Alassa, leading the resistance. A brute, her husband, fighting by her side. A hopeless war...
 

... And Heart’s Eye. Always Heart’s Eye...
 

The torrent of images grew stronger. Caleb, showing off. Alt-Emily listening, praising, seducing... it was impossible to believe they were the same person, yet... they were. They had to be. Emily understood her counterpart far too well. They were the same person. If things had been different, she might have taken the entire world too.
She wants to be safe, Emily thought. She felt a twinge of sympathy, muted with the grim awareness that nothing justified Alt-Emily’s crimes. And she thinks she can hold the entire world forever...
Pain stabbed through her mind as her counterpart tried to fight back. Emily gritted her teeth, realizing that Alt-Emily was trying to ruthlessly ransack her mind too. It was hard, so hard, to keep her grip on her counterpart’s mind. Alt-Emily had little experience of mental conflict—she’d always been dominant—but she was learning fast. She was drawing information from Emily’s mind, twisting it to suit herself. She...
 

GET OUT OF MY HEAD, Alt-Emily thought. Her rage tore into Emily’s mind. Her anger was almost beyond belief. NOW.
Emily ignored her. Instead, she reached out and ripped her counterpart’s defenses apart from the inside. The wards and incants collapsed in on themselves. Emily was thrown out of Alt-Emily’s mind a second later, but it was already too late. Far too late. She strode forward, brushing the handful of surviving spells out of the way, and slammed her fist into her counterpart’s jaw. Alt-Emily tumbled, her eyes going wide as Emily hit her again. She’d never tried to develop her body as well as her magic. Emily smiled as she realized she had some advantages...
Her counterpart hit the ground. A moment later, there was a surge of magic and a blinding white light. Emily threw up her hands to cover her eyes. When the light faded, when she lowered her hands, her counterpart was gone. She’d teleported out.
Emily stared in surprise. Alt-Emily had been stunned, even if she hadn’t been knocked out. She was in no state to teleport... had she programmed the wards to automatically teleport her? Or... or what? 
She turned to Alt-Frieda. “I’m sorry,” she said, and slapped her as hard as she could. There was no time to be gentle. “We really have to go.”
“You beat her!” Alt-Frieda’s eyes were very wide. One hand rubbed her reddened cheek. “You beat her!”
“In a manner of speaking,” Emily said. She checked Caleb, cursing under her breath. Caleb—her Caleb—was dazed and broken, mumbling. If Alt-Emily had damaged his mind, he might never recover. It wouldn't be pleasant even if she’d avoided doing any permanent damage. “Do you know where she went?”
“No,” Alt-Frieda said.
“She’d go somewhere she felt safe,” Frieda said. She slipped her hand into Emily’s. “Just like you, right?”
“Yeah.” Emily considered it for a moment, then shook her head. God alone knew where her counterpart would feel safe. She wouldn’t have the Grandmaster’s house, not in this reality. Zangaria? Whitehall? Or... or somewhere she’d never been? “How did she do it?”
“I don’t know,” Alt-Frieda said. She looked around the chamber of horrors, as if she expected Alt-Emily to teleport back at any second. “She could be anywhere.”
“Then we have to go, now,” Emily said. She levitated Caleb into the air, then nodded at Frieda to take point. There was no time to look for clothes. “Before she recovers and does something else to us.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight
THE AIR FELT DIFFERENT AS THE small team made its way out of the chamber of horrors and back towards the mirror. The wards buzzed, neither impeding their process or trying to help them. Emily reached out to them, time and time again, but they seemed to have slipped into neutral mode. It was easy to guess that her counterpart had teleported to the nexus chamber—to her nexus chamber. She might not be able to tune the wards to strike at Emily herself, but she could surely prevent Emily from using the wards to strike at her.
And she managed to construct a teleport key, Emily thought, numbly. She had no idea how that trick was done. Teleporting normally required conscious control. Her counterpart could suspend a spell within a pocket dimension, ready to be triggered if she was knocked out, but... how could she know where she’d be when she got knocked out? It would be tricky to handle the variables without a solid idea of where she was. How did she do it?
She tossed ideas around and around in her head as they hurried down the stairwell. They saw no one, not even a servant, but... she could feel doom snapping at their heels. How much time did they have? The Gorgon might have shattered the mirror dimension by now... Emily could still feel the nexus point, but which nexus point? Hers? Or her counterpart’s? They might even be the same nexus point. If the nexuses transcended space and time, if it was always the ever-present now, could they transcend the dimensional barriers too? For all she knew, the cracks in reality were already threatening to tear everything apart.
Everything. Her counterpart had had a point, as much as she hated to admit it. The scale of the devastation—the potential devastation—was completely beyond her comprehension. An uncounted number of people might be about to die.
She glanced at Frieda and her counterpart, feeling a chill run down her spine. They were identical... she frowned, feeling torn between the certainty that they were identical and the awareness there were differences. Alt-Frieda looked grim, her face a bitter mask; Emily felt her heart go out to the younger girl, again, as they made their way down the corridor. Alt-Frieda didn’t have to stay, did she? She could come back with them. It wasn’t as if it would be hard to find a place for her... her lips quirked. Frieda had no ties to her family, not any longer. Caleb, on the other hand... she wondered what his mother would say if she suddenly found out she had an extra son.
Caleb himself looked woozy as she levitated him down the stairs. Emily made a mental note to make sure he was checked out by a healer, a proper healer. God alone knew what had happened over the past two days. Emily had tasted her counterpart’s ruthlessness, tasted the pleasure she took in controlling everything and everyone. She didn’t want to think about what her counterpart could have done to Caleb. If she’d broken her Caleb to the point where he was on the verge of death...
She’s me, Emily thought. It was hard to accept, despite everything. She’s me, just... twisted.
“The mirror is just in there,” Alt-Frieda said. “Can you still get out?”
“We’ll find out,” Emily said. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?”
“It’s her world.” Alt-Frieda indicated her counterpart. “And if I can take her out...”
Emily pushed open the door. The mirror stood there, seemingly untouched. And... her counterpart stood in front of the mirror, her mere presence polluting the air. Emily swore, kicking herself for being a fool. She should have realized that her counterpart would cut her line of retreat. It was what she would have done, if things had been different. She would have moved to keep her counterpart from escaping too.
She must have seen the truth in my mind, Emily thought, as she carefully lowered Caleb to the floor. Surely, she would have seen my mind as much as I saw hers.
“Well,” Alt-Emily said. She held up a hand. “I’ve been expecting you.”
“Of course you have,” Emily said. She gathered herself. “Let us go.”
“I suppose I could,” Alt-Emily said. “But then... perhaps I shouldn’t.”
“You’re outnumbered,” Frieda said. “We can take you.”
Alt-Emily cocked an eyebrow. “You and Caleb don’t have any magic, not now. Your... counterpart”—her gaze lingered on Alt-Frieda—“cannot use magic against me. The only real threat is my counterpart, and she cannot match my power.”
“Not directly,” Emily said. She reached out with her mind, only to discover that her counterpart had closed her mind. The shock of having her thoughts invaded had probably taught her that they were, on some level, the same person. “But I don’t have time to match wits and magic with you.”
“How lucky for you,” Alt-Emily said, dryly. “I have more of both.”
“No, you don’t.” Emily gritted her teeth. The sense of time running out was growing stronger and stronger. “Let us go. We’re no threat to you.”
“Yes, you are.” Alt-Emily nodded to the mirror. “You’d come back...”
“I don’t even know if I can come back,” Emily snapped. “You saw my mind, didn’t you? You must know.”
“Yes,” Alt-Emily shrugged. “I know that you would seek to stop me if you could.”
She met Emily’s eyes, evenly. “But then, I suppose you really haven’t tried to make things better. You could turn the world into a paradise if you used your powers and knowledge to their fullest extent.”
“I’ve done a lot,” Emily said. “And you know it.”
“I’ve done more,” her counterpart said. She grinned. “The entire world bends the knee to me now.”
“Except Alassa,” Alt-Frieda said.
“She might as well be Bonnie Prince Charlie,” Alt-Emily said, easily. “No armies, not any longer. No power, nothing that can make her rightful claim to the throne a reality. And no one who can help her... not really. She’s a gnat who will be swatted in time.”
She tapped the mirror. “You could always stay,” she added. “You’re thinking about it, aren't you? Stay here and fight me... of course, I won’t let you. The only way you get to stay here is on my terms.”
Emily stared back at her for a long moment. “You remember all the old movies we used to watch?”
Alt-Emily shrugged. “Of course.”
“The villains would gloat to the hero, who was at their mercy,” Emily said. “I never understood why they just didn’t kill him.”
“I dare say the scriptwriter was on the hero’s side,” Alt-Emily said. “Do you have a point?”
“I’ve met people here who gloated too,” Emily said. “People who might have won, if they hadn’t stopped to gloat. How much trouble could Randor have saved himself if he’d simply snapped my neck, when he had me in his dungeons? And it took me a long time to figure out why. They’re insecure. They want to gloat, they want to make it clear that they’re in charge, because they think—deep down inside—that they’re not in charge. That... everything they have rests on sand, that it can be taken away in a moment.”
Alt-Emily raised a single dark eyebrow. “Indeed?”
“Our stepfather was like that too,” Emily said. She saw that now, although she was damned if she’d ever forgive him. To understand all was not to forgive all. “He wanted control because he didn’t have control. And you are just like him. You’re a terrified child lashing out with godlike power.”
“I’m nothing like him,” Alt-Emily snapped. Her magic flared, power tainting the air. “I didn’t...”
“Yes, you did.” Emily shuddered at the memories she’d seen in her counterpart’s mind. “You are so obsessed with control because you fear, deep inside, that you don’t have it. You warp and twist minds until they start to collapse because you don’t let them be free. You fear they will turn on you. You condemned Jade and Cat and Caleb and God alone knows how many others to a living death, because...”
Alt-Emily jabbed a finger at her. A curse—an extremely powerful curse—crashed into Emily’s wards. Emily parried it, throwing back a wardbreaker spell. Her counterpart shoved the ward forward, trying to slam the ward—and the spell—into Emily’s defenses. Emily stepped to one side as Alt-Frieda hurried back, her hands working overtime as she started to cast the nuke-spell. Emily cast another pair of spells to serve as a distraction, eying the mirror as Alt-Emily threw another curse. The air seemed to grow dark, just for a second. Her counterpart was using the darkest of magics.
She’ll run out of power, sooner or later, Emily told herself. She tried to slip into her counterpart’s mind again, but her enemy’s shields remained firm. But will she run out of power before she kills us?
Frieda ran forward, fists raised. Alt-Emily glanced at her, then cast a nasty transfiguration spell. Frieda screamed as her body started to warp; Emily realized, to her horror, that the spell was designed to force someone into a form that literally couldn’t survive. Even a brief touch was utter agony. She cancelled the spell with an effort, giving her counterpart a chance to land a solid blow. Her wards nearly shattered under the impact. It took her everything she had to hold them together long enough to pull Frieda back and shove her at Caleb.
“Get him through the mirror,” she snapped. She could feel something behind her, a sense of power and deadly potential she hadn’t sensed in four years. Alt-Frieda was readying the nuke-spell. “Hurry!”
“You will not get away,” Alt-Emily said. Her face glowed with manic glee. “You will die here...”
Emily shaped a spell and threw it, mingling a handful of different strands of magic into a single attack. Her counterpart had to be kept busy long enough for Alt-Frieda to finish preparing the nuke-spell. If she sensed what Alt-Frieda was doing... Emily looked past her counterpart at the mirror. They had to get through... she cursed her counterpart, savagely, as she started to unleash a hail of spells. She’d seen Emily’s mind. She had to know that Emily wouldn’t be able to cross the dimensional walls once the Faerie was gone.
And it might be gone already, Emily thought. She dodged a spell that would have killed her. We have to move.
She glanced at Frieda, then flung herself against her counterpart. So close, skill counted for more than power. Magic crackled around them as she pressed her advantage, throwing caution to the winds as she tried to rip her opponent’s wards apart. It was strange—she felt as if she were undressing herself as well as her counterpart—but it seemed to work. They really were the same person at heart, even if they were also very different. But her counterpart was tearing apart Emily’s wards too.
“Damn you,” she said. She shoved her counterpart to the side, slamming magic into her with all the force she could muster. “You...”
A spell punched her, throwing her across the room. Alt-Emily was angry, angry beyond words. Magic swelled, beating around them. There was nothing beautiful about Alt-Emily now. She was a force of nature, her power stamping her presence on the air. Emily felt sad, in a way she could never have put into words. Her counterpart had truly fallen. She could never be redeemed.
Frieda half-carried, half-dragged Caleb to the mirror and threw him in. A spell struck the mirror a heartbeat after she vanished. Emily opened her mouth to mock her counterpart, a half-second before the mirror started to change. She blanched, realizing what was about to happen, and launched herself at the mirror. The Manavore was already taking shape and form. The gateway was closing...
“No,” Alt-Emily said. Her voice was very quiet, but Emily heard it. Her counterpart might as well have shouted. “No...”
Emily plunged through the gateway a second before it closed. Silver light flared around her. She heard a scream—she had no idea who’d screamed—before the howling slammed into her mind. She hit the floor hard enough to hurt, yet... the floor shifted under her hands and feet. It felt unreal, as if it wasn’t quite there.
“Emily.” The Gorgon sounded terrified. “I can’t focus!”
Emily opened her eyes, unsure of when she’d closed them. The mirror chamber was... twisted, the corners of the room steadily becoming something else. She could feel the entire building warping, twisting... no, the effects were spreading far beyond the school. And the nexus point... it was rolling and twisting, as if it was on the verge of being snuffed out. She saw it now; she saw what had happened. The Schoolmaster had snuffed the nexus point to save the school from the Manavores, only to give the necromancer a shot at the school...
“Let me.” She sat on the unsteady floor and threw her mind into the wards. They were on the verge of breaking, struggling against forces they hadn’t been designed to contain, but... they’d held themselves together. “Give me a second...”
The mirror dimension opened up in her mind. They’d built a house, she realized dully, without ever knowing what they were doing. No wonder mirror magic had been largely abandoned. They’d been toddlers paddling in the shadows, unaware of monsters lurking in the depths. She saw her reflections in her mind’s eye—hundreds of reflections, each one different and yet the same—as she touched the base of the mirror dimension itself. It was on the verge of breaking, of snapping under the strain. And, when it went, it would take everything with it.
No, she told herself. She wasn’t going to give in, not when there was one last card to play. Not this time.
She reached further, seeing the tiny strands that bound the Faerie to mundane reality. They were already breaking, one by one. Reality itself threatened to go with them. She braced herself, then shattered the mirror dimension. The Faerie vanished, as if it had never been. She hoped the recoil would throw it a good long way from her world, from every world... she knew, deep inside, that she would never know. The Faerie itself might not have known what it was doing. It had probably paid as little attention to humanity as humans paid to microscopic creatures in a glass of water...
Something shattered. She heard it... no, she felt it. The force of the impact was almost a physical blow, knocking her back into her body. Her eyes flew open. The universe dimmed, as if God Himself was about to sneeze, then snapped back into focus. Emily felt the shockwave as everything fell into place. Pieces of debris crashed down around her. She looked up, just in time to see the remains of the mirror hit the floor. It was nothing more than a pile of magicless shards.
“The mirrors!” Hoban shouted. “They’re all broken!”
“Good.” Emily pulled herself to her feet. “Caleb?”
“I’ve got him,” the Gorgon said. “He needs to go into stasis!”
“Do it,” Emily snapped. “Hurry!”
The Gorgon cast the spell, quickly. Emily watched, then turned her attention to Frieda. Her friend looked shaken, but alive. She was hugging Hoban, her naked body pressing against him... Emily had to smile, even though she knew they’d have to talk about what Frieda and Caleb had endured in the other dimension. It was a discussion she would be happy to postpone for a few days, if not longer. She wasn’t sure she wanted to think about it either.
“Emily,” Cirroc said. “He’s dead.”
Emily felt a flash of alarm. “Who’s dead?”
“Alt-Caleb,” Cirroc said. He sounded badly shaken. “His heart just stopped.”
“...Put the body in stasis,” Emily said, finally. She was too numb to feel grief or guilt or anything else. Caleb’s counterpart had died... it solved one problem, she supposed, but it created others. She kicked herself, a moment later, for thinking of his death as good. Alt-Caleb hadn’t deserved his torment. Or his death. “We’ll bury him properly, once we clear up the mess.”
“I’m taking Caleb to the dorms,” the Gorgon said. She levitated Caleb into the air and steered him towards the door. “He needs a proper healer.”
“I’ll come with you,” Cirroc said. He threw a glance at Frieda and Hoban. “Get a room, you two.”
Hoban laughed. “We’ll see you this evening,” he said, as he passed Frieda his jacket. “Bye.”
Emily nodded as they left the room, then turned her attention to where the mirror had been. There was nothing left now beyond a pile of dust. There was no hint of a doorway into the mirror dimension, let alone an alternate timeline. She couldn’t cross the dimensional barriers, not any longer. And...
She concentrated, recalling the last seconds before she’d thrown herself back into her own world. Alt-Emily had been facing a Manavore... had she survived? Or had she died? And Alt-Frieda had been casting the nuke-spell... had she managed to start the reaction before it was too late? Were they all dead? Or had she failed? Or... had their dimension been nothing more than a warped reflection of the real dimension, one that had snapped out of existence when the mirror dimension had vanished?
Emily took a long breath. She knew, in her heart, that she would never know.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
“I CAN’T STOP THINKING ABOUT ALT-EMILY,” Caleb said. They stood together on the edge of the cemetery where Alt-Caleb had been buried, two days after his death. “She was... terrible.”
“I know,” Emily said, quietly. She wanted to reach out and take Caleb’s hand, but she didn’t dare. He’d been looking at her oddly over the past days, as if he was torn between friendship and utter terror. “I saw her mind.”
“I saw... her,” Caleb said. “She did... things... to me.”
“I understand,” Emily said. She wished, suddenly, there were therapists Caleb could talk to, but... there were none in the Nameless World. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“Or yours,” Caleb said. The pain in his voice nearly broke her heart. It wasn’t just pain. It was something else, something terrible. “But...”
Emily looked away. She didn’t know what her counterpart had done, but she had a pretty good idea. She’d seen what her counterpart had done to Jade, after all, and Alt-Emily hadn’t needed to be subtle when Caleb had fallen into her hands. There were all kinds of ways to break someone’s mind, to manipulate them until they did your bidding without question. And Alt-Emily hadn’t cared about the long-term damage. It was probably something of a plus to her. A dull-witted person could never be a threat.
She silently cursed her counterpart under her breath. The damage went a lot further than physical scarring. Caleb had been healed, physically. He was in good condition, for a man of his age. But mentally... she reached out to touch his hand and saw him flinch. He knew, intellectually, that it hadn’t been her who’d tortured him. Emotionally, on the other hand, it was a different story.
“If you want to leave, I will understand,” Emily said. It hurt to say it, but there was no choice. If Caleb could no longer work with her... he could no longer work with her, and that was all there was to it. “Mistress Irene is here. She can take over your duties...”
“I won’t leave,” Caleb said. He turned to look at the castle as a gust of wind rippled their clothing. “We have a lot of work to do.”
Emily nodded. The mirrors—all of them—were gone, but the wards were still in a tangle. There were some sections that hadn’t been cleared at all. They were probably still booby-trapped... she shuddered at the thought of magicians laying traps that wouldn’t slow the Manavores down for more than a second or two. Or, perhaps, a necromancer. 
She knew, now, that Dua Kepala hadn’t taken the school. He’d simply walked in, once the nexus point and the wards were gone. Anyone who’d survived the Manavores hadn’t survived him.
“Yes. We do.” Emily shuddered as the wind changed, blowing tainted sand towards them. She tasted twisted magic on her tongue. “We’d better go inside.”
She took one last look at the graveyard, shivering inwardly. Seventeen people were dead, fifteen of them magicians. Master Highland had died saving her life... she silently thanked him, even though she had no idea if he’d meant to save her or if he’d just been desperate. Perhaps he’d thought that her death would allow the wards to pass to him... if so, he’d given up his ambitions to save her life. Or maybe... she shook her head, reminding herself not to think ill of the dead. They’d held a brief ceremony, but there’d been nothing to bury. Master Highland’s body had never been found.
The storm grew stronger, gusts of sand pressing against the wards as they made their way back to the castle. A handful of carts and wagons had arrived from Farrakhan, bringing additional people from the city... oddly enough, the warped stories of just what had happened at Heart’s Eye had brought more people to the school. There were others moving into the ruined city. Emily had a feeling the city would be alive again once the university was up and running. Too many people wanted to get in on the ground floor.
Yvonne stood in the Great Hall, talking to Mistress Irene. “Lady Emily,” she said, as Caleb headed into the office. “A word?”
“Sure,” Emily said. She glanced at Mistress Irene. “If you’ll excuse us...?”
“Of course,” Mistress Irene said. The older woman’s voice was artfully flat. “But we do have to talk.”
Emily nodded. “I’ll come to your office,” she said. “I won’t be long.”
Mistress Irene nodded and swept up the stairs. Emily watched her go, feeling oddly discontented. Mistress Irene had taken command swiftly and efficiently, organizing the survivors and newcomers in a manner Emily could only envy. It helped, she supposed, that magicians and mundanes had been forced to fight back-to-back against an overwhelmingly powerful enemy. Emily hadn’t heard any angry muttering about having to share their dorms, let alone witnessed anything worse, over the past two days. She hoped the peace would last. She wasn’t in the mood to handle petty problems.
“Lady Emily,” Yvonne said. She sounded pleased, although it was hard to be sure. “We’ve finished repairing most of the damage to the workshops."
“That’s good,” Emily said, for want of anything else to say. “You’ll be staying with us?”
“Of course.” Yvonne’s face twisted in dour amusement. “Master Highland gave his life for the dream. I could hardly dishonor that by running. Besides... who knows what other threats might materialize?”
“I don’t,” Emily said. It wasn’t entirely true. The mirrors were gone—and the threat of an interdimensional invasion seemed to have been averted, but there were more conventional threats. Heart’s Eye would become the center of a whole new world. Once the kings realized what might be born in the university, they might try to put the entire building to fire and sword. “But yes, there will be threats.”
“Praxis was pleased with his appointment,” Yvonne added. There was something in her tone that suggested she and the enchanter were more than just friends and colleagues. “Will he be staying on the board?”
“I think so,” Emily said. “The Old Boys League will have to nominate a replacement for Master Highland”—she’d had to inform them of Master Highland’s death—“but he deserves a seat in his own right.”
She met Yvonne’s eyes. “As do you.”
“I dislike politics,” Yvonne said. “I’d much sooner be working in the labs.”
“’You may have no interest in politics’,” Emily quoted Heinlein. “’But politics has an interest in you’.”
Yvonne snorted. “Six years ago, the idea that I would have any political influence would have been thoroughly absurd. Now...”
Emily nodded. Yvonne had been a girl in a world where powerless women had little formal voice or power... she hadn’t even been the firstborn, in line to inherit everything her family owned. And her family had had little wealth and power anyway... no, six years ago, Yvonne could never have hoped to better herself. Now... the sky was the limit. Emily just hoped Yvonne wouldn’t forget what it was like to be poor.
“I need sane and responsible voices on the board,” Emily said. “And I also need people who have actually seen and done things.”
She smiled. On Earth, it was perfectly true that those who didn’t know how to do it told other people how to do it. Bureaucracies tended to decay as careerism overrode common sense. But, on the Nameless World, someone had to display a certain degree of practical competence if they wanted power, authority and respect. They were never allowed to coast, or to claim competence when they had none. She hoped that would never change.
“We shall see.” Yvonne smiled. “I thank you for the opportunity, Lady Emily. We already have ideas for mixing more magic with science.”
“I look forward to seeing them,” Emily said. “And I’ll see you at dinner tonight.”
She hurried up the stairs. Cirroc stood at the top, using magic to sweep up the remains of the mirrors. “Emily?”
“Cirroc,” Emily said. She hadn’t had time to speak to him over the past two days. “Are you alright?”
“Well, Dram has agreed to take me as an apprentice,” Cirroc said. “He can give me the basics while I stay here. It could be worse.”
“Yeah.” Emily hadn’t given any thought to Cirroc’s apprenticeship, now his master was dead. She was glad that problem had solved itself without her pulling strings. “Will you and he get on?”
“Oh, probably.” Cirroc shrugged. “Dram lost his apprentice too, so... we’ll just have to cope. Somehow.”
Emily nodded. “Seth didn’t deserve to die.”
“Most people don’t,” Cirroc said. “But death is a part of life. It happens.”
“I know.” Emily looked at the dusty floor. “Will you be staying?”
“I think Dram wants to inherit Master Highland’s seat,” Cirroc said. “So yes, we’ll be staying. I couldn’t leave you all alone, anyway. You’d only mess it up without me.”
He lowered his voice. “Isn’t Frieda meant to be going back to school?”
“Two days,” Emily said. She’d barely seen anything of her friend. She certainly hadn’t had time to discuss what they’d seen on the other side of the looking glass. “I think she and Hoban are... busy.”
“Very busy,” Cirroc agreed. “Is he going to be staying?”
Emily shrugged. “Jayson will be staying,” she said. “Cabiria has been delayed, again. I don’t know about Hoban.”
“Better find out, before you start making plans that involve him,” Cirroc said. “He isn’t the kind of guy to let himself be tied down for very long.”
Emily nodded. She hoped Frieda knew that. “I’ll see you at dinner,” she said. She intended to hold a formal dinner before Frieda had to return to Whitehall. “Good luck with the mirrors.”
“They just crumbled to dust,” Cirroc said. “It’s just a matter of getting the dust out of the school.”
“True,” Emily said.
She smiled as she walked down the corridor to the Schoolmaster’s office and tapped the door. The wards flickered into existence, decided she was permitted entry and faded into nothingness. Emily felt her smile grow wider—Mistress Irene hadn’t wasted any time setting up her own wards—and schooled her expression into impassivity as she opened the door. Inside, the office hadn’t changed that much. Mistress Irene was too practical to waste time personalizing her quarters when there was too much else that had to be done.
“Emily.” Mistress Irene rose to greet her. “Thank you for coming.”
Emily took the proffered chair gratefully. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “We wouldn’t have gotten so far without you.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere,” Mistress Irene said. She looked tired. “I’ve only been here two days.”
“Yes, but everyone knows you,” Emily said. “And they know they were threatened by my counterpart.”
She sighed, inwardly. Too many people knew the truth—or a garbled version of the truth—for her to cover it up. They knew there had been interdimensional contact, from faint glimpses of alternate timelines to people actually moving from one universe to another. Many of the rumors were grossly exaggerated, as usual, but... there was a kernel of truth underpinning the lies. She had no idea what the long-term effects of that would be. She was living proof that it was possible to cross the dimensional barriers and take up long-term residence in another world. How many magicians would start experimenting with cross-dimensional magic now they knew it was possible?
And how many of them will start worrying about me, now they know I had an evil counterpart? She shuddered at the thought. There’s no way to stop those rumors either.
“I’ll keep everyone in line,” Mistress Irene said. “But it will be difficult to encourage research and development while, at the same time, keeping them from disagreeing.”
“That’s always the case,” Emily said. Her lips twitched, humorlessly. “The price we pay for free speech and debate is free speech and debate.”
“Indeed,” Mistress Irene said. “There will always be those who will try to pervert the rules.”
“Or refuse to hear the truth, simply because they don’t like it,” Emily said. She shrugged, calmly. “Here, at least, people can speak freely.”
And no one will be allowed to silence anyone else, she added, privately. They will have a chance, at least, to listen to someone else pointing out their mistakes.
“It won’t last,” Mistress Irene said. “No matter what you do, it won’t last.”
“I have to try,” Emily said. “How many problems could have been avoided if someone was playing devil’s advocate, calmly pointing out the flaws...?” 
“None, if people refuse to listen,” Mistress Irene said. “How pleased would you be if someone told you that you were wrong?”
Not very pleased at all, Emily thought. But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t listen.
She frowned, remembering Rhett Butler’s attempts to explain the facts of life to Southerners who’d been eagerly awaiting the civil war. He’d pointed out that they were horrendously outnumbered and outmassed, that the North could out-produce them effortlessly... he’d been right, but the Southerners hadn’t wanted to listen. They’d mocked him and threatened him for daring to speak his mind. Who knew how different things would have been if they’d listened? It was probably a good thing their minds had been firmly shut.
And I might have been able to find out, if I looked through the mirror dimension, she thought coldly. But now I will never know.
“I’ve set things up to ensure free speech survives as long as possible,” she said. She knew it would be chancy, but she’d done everything she could. “And by the time we slip here, the habit should be firmly established elsewhere.”
“I certainly hope so,” Mistress Irene said. She leaned back in her chair. “What are you going to do now?”
“I don’t know,” Emily admitted. “Void hasn’t called me. I... I’m just waiting.”
She sighed, inwardly. She needed a holiday. She knew she wasn’t going to get one. There were places she wanted to visit, but... she’d have to go alone. Frieda was going back to school, Alassa and Imaiqah were a very long way away, Caleb could hardly bear to stand next to her, Cat was... somewhere. She hadn’t heard anything about him. She wasn’t surprised.
“Take a break,” Mistress Irene advised. “You won’t have time to rest once your apprenticeship begins.”
“I know,” Emily said. “Did you consider my request?”
“About taking the Gorgon as an apprentice?” Mistress Irene frowned. “I have considered it. I don’t think I’ll have the time to give her a proper education, unless she’s willing to accept a considerably longer apprenticeship than normal. I’ll ask her, personally, if she’s interested. She’s already said she’ll be staying here, so... she’ll have the chance.”
“Thank you,” Emily said. “That’s all I ask.”
“Quite.” Mistress Irene didn’t look pleased. Emily didn’t know why. “Let me have that conversation with her, please. An apprenticeship doesn’t work so well if one or both parties feel bullied into it.”
“I’ll let you handle it,” Emily said. “I wasn’t planning to...”
Mistress Irene snorted. “You, Emily, are one of life’s meddlers. You should not have raised the subject with me.”
“I was only trying to help,” Emily protested. It was hard not to feel embarrassed at the older woman’s sharp tone. “She...”
“That’s what they all say,” Mistress Irene said. “They’re trying to help. Sometimes they do, but... more often, they make things worse. People don’t like being helped when they don’t want it... sometimes, they resent it even as they want it. And that leads to resentment, bitterness and ultimately...”
She broke off, looking up as she communed with the wards. “You have a visitor,” she said, slowly. “I’ll have her escorted up here.”
Emily frowned. Mistress Irene seemed to have mastered the rebooted wards very quickly. But then, she’d had a lot of practice at Whitehall. “Void?”
“No.” Mistress Irene smiled. “Lady Barb.”
Emily turned as the door opened. Lady Barb stepped into the room, wearing her combat sorcerer’s outfit. Emily stood and gave her a hug, silently glad that Lady Barb hadn’t seen her counterpart. Alt-Emily had murdered Lady Barb’s counterpart... the memories were faded, but they were there. Emily had no idea what her Lady Barb would make of them. She didn’t want to find out.
“Emily,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was calm, but there was an undertone of urgency. “I have a message from Alassa. She’s about to give birth and she wants you there.”
Emily glanced at Mistress Irene. “I have to go.”
“See you when you come back,” Mistress Irene said. She smiled, rather dryly. “Stay as long as you like.”
Long enough to let you assert yourself, Emily thought. She’d told everyone that Mistress Irene was the new administrator, but people still kept coming to her with their problems. It wouldn’t be long before someone asked her to overrule Mistress Irene. And once you’re established, people will stop coming to me.
“Take care of everyone,” Emily said. She didn’t have time to say goodbye to Caleb or Frieda... Frieda, at least, wouldn’t thank her for interrupting. They’d understand. Caleb might even be relieved. “And tell them where I’ve gone.”
“Of course,” Mistress Irene said. “And give Her Royal Highness my regards.”
“Her Majesty, now,” Lady Barb corrected. “She’s Queen.”
Emily headed for the door. She could go now. She didn’t need to take anything with her beyond a couple of chat parchments... she didn't even need those. She could come back and collect them later, if she had to stay longer than she thought. She had no idea when Void was going to summon her.
“Let’s go,” she said. They could teleport the moment they stepped outside the wards. “Hurry.”



Chapter Forty
“I KEEP THINKING ABOUT HER,” EMILY said. She knew she was echoing Caleb and she didn’t care. “My counterpart.”
Lady Barb frowned as they waited in the antechamber. They’d arrived too late to witness the birth. Instead, they’d been asked to wait. Emily hadn’t been inclined to argue. Alassa needed time to recover after giving birth. 
“She wasn’t you,” Lady Barb said. Emily had told her what had happened during the journey to Zangaria. “Not really.”
“She was me, once,” Emily countered. “We were the same until...”
She remembered her counterpart’s memories and felt sick. “Shadye forced me to kill Sergeant Harkin. She... she had to kill Sergeant Miles. It drove her insane. It made her a necromancer.”
“But she’s still not you,” Lady Barb pointed out, curtly. “You’re not responsible for her crimes.”
“We’re the same person,” Emily said. “I mean”—she looked down at her hands—“I mean, we’re the same in many respects...”
“But not in all.” Lady Barb cut her off. “You didn’t kill Sergeant Miles. You didn’t kill... however many other people your counterpart killed. You didn’t enslave hundreds of people...”
Far more than hundreds of people, Emily thought. She remembered the mushroom clouds her counterpart had witnessed and shuddered. Alt-Emily hadn’t just watched them. She’d made them. She enslaved an entire world.
“She wasn’t you,” Lady Barb said. “And you can’t blame yourself for her crimes.”
“I don’t,” Emily said. “I...”
Lady Barb snorted. “Yes. You do.”
“...Maybe,” Emily said. “But I keep thinking about her.”
“Yeah.” Lady Barb touched her hand, gently. “Perhaps you shouldn’t.”
Her voice hardened. “And you shouldn’t discuss it with Void either.”
Emily blinked. “Why not?”
“Because it might not be a good idea,” Lady Barb said. “Enough rumors have already gotten out...”
She looked up as Jade strode into the antechamber. “Emily? She’s ready for you?”
Emily stood. “Just me?”
“Just you,” Jade said. “I just had to chase the witnesses out of the chamber. She wants to talk to you alone. I’ll keep Lady Barb company.”
“Thanks,” Emily said.
She stood and headed through the door. The birthing chamber was heavily warded, from spells designed to keep prying eyes out to charms that should ensure an easy and safe delivery. A Healer nodded to her as he left the room, leaving Emily and Alassa alone. Alassa lay in the bed, a pink thing in her arm... Emily felt her eyes start to water as she realized it was a baby. Alassa’s baby. She’d known Alassa was pregnant, but... she hadn’t really believed it. It had never felt entirely real. And yet...
Emily had never thought of herself as particularly maternal, not considering the fact her mother had been a drunkard and her father a mystery. She’d contemplated children with Caleb, when they’d been a couple, but... they’d never married, let alone procreated. The idea of children had almost seemed an abstract concept, something that belonged to a distant future if it belonged to her at all. But one look at the child in Alassa’s arms was enough to make her heart melt into a puddle.
She was tiny, so tiny. Emily could hardly believe she’d grow into a little girl, let alone a grown woman. And yet... she was perfect. A tiny wisp of blonde hair crowned a baby face, tiny hands poked out of the swaddling cloth... Emily wanted to take the baby and hold her and, at the same time, she didn’t dare. The infant was so fragile, she might break her simply by touching her. Emily clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from reaching for the child. She shouldn’t hold her.
Alassa looked tired, but—at the same time—she’d never looked more beautiful. Her blonde hair was a mess, her face was wrinkled and sweaty and... she was beautiful. She glowed with life. She held the baby to her breast without even trying to cover herself. Emily felt embarrassed, but she couldn’t look away. The baby latched on effortlessly and began to feed.
“She won’t have a wet nurse,” Alassa said, tiredly. “She’s mine.”
“I understand,” Emily said.
Alassa smiled. She was too tired for it to be more than a faint movement, but Emily saw it. “I’m glad you came.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t come in time,” Emily said. “I...”
“Don’t worry about it,” Alassa said. She smiled again, wider this time. “There were enough witnesses to be sure she came out of me.”
Emily rolled her eyes. “As if there aren’t spells to prove who fathered and mothered the child.”
“Spells can be fooled,” Alassa said. “And you know that some people will believe whatever they want to believe, whatever they find convenient to believe, as well as I do.”
Emily nodded and changed the subject. “Have you settled on a name?”
“Emily,” Alassa said. “She won’t be the first Emily, but... she’ll be my Emily.”
“You want to name her after me?” Emily wasn’t sure what to make of that. She’d known there were people naming their daughters after her, but... she’d never gone out of her way to meet them. It felt a little creepy to have perfect strangers honoring her. Or insulting her, perhaps. There were cultures where naming a child after someone living was a grave insult. “Me?”
“Yes,” Alassa said. “I owe you everything. And... there aren’t that many choices.”
“There are thousands of female names,” Emily said. “Hundreds of thousands. Millions.”
Alassa leaned back in her bed. “But not that many when it comes to picking a name with meaning. This child—this Emily—is going to take the throne when I die. She can’t be named after mother because mother was just a queen. There aren’t that many queens who ruled in their own right. And I can’t name her after a commoner because it would be a commoner name.”
She shook her head. “But Emily carries a wealth of meaning. It honors the magician who saved my throne, it honors the baroness who saved her barony, it honors the girl who changed the world. And it shows that I—we—are unafraid to walk into the future, rather than trying to cling to the past.”
Emily held up her hands. “Enough! I am convinced.”
Alassa giggled. “I thought you’d be.”
“What does Jade think of it?” Emily felt the memories rising up within her and shoved them away, ruthlessly. That wasn’t her Jade. “Did you ask him?”
“Of course I did,” Alassa said. “He liked the idea. He thought...”
She lowered her voice. “We’d have done it for you anyway,” she said. “Let the world know we honor you. You deserve it.”
Emily blushed. “Thanks.”
Alassa carefully removed the baby from her breast. “Would you like to hold her?”
“I’m scared to try,” Emily admitted. The baby—little Emily—opened her mouth and started to cry. “I don’t think she likes me.”
“It’s how she tells us she’s hungry,” Alassa said, as she switched the child to the other breast. “She can’t tell us yet, so...”
She shook her head. “Mother told me I’d be spending a lot of time guessing what my child wants, before she grows old enough to actually tell me. I didn’t really believe it until...”
“She’ll learn to talk, sooner or later,” Emily said. “And then she’ll be demanding all sorts of things.”
“I know,” Alassa said. “We... we wanted to ask if you’d be her godmother.”
Emily blinked. “Me?”
“Don’t answer just yet,” Alassa said. “It isn’t an honorary title. If I die and Jade survives me, he’ll be regent. If both of us die, you’ll be regent. You might wind up running the whole kingdom.”
“Horrors,” Emily said, lightly. It had been hard enough running a barony, even with her hands-off approach. “You’re not going to die.”
“We will all die, one day.” Alassa burped the baby, then held her out to Emily. “We have to take precautions, even if we hope they will never be necessary. And... if they are necessary, I have faith that you will rise to the challenge.”
Emily gingerly took the baby. “I hope you’re right.”
She looked down at her namesake, watching the child snuggling against her. Little Emily was so small, yet so... so perfect. She felt a flash of envy that surprised her, mingled with the awareness that motherhood wasn’t going to be easy. King Randor had been a failure as a father. Alassa was lucky she wasn’t a great deal worse. She’d been a brat until she’d met Emily...
“I am right.” Alassa spoke with utter certainty. “Am I ever wrong?”
“Well...” Emily drew out the word as much as possible. “I hope you’re right here.”
“Quite.” Alassa took back the child, who closed her eyes and went to sleep. “Will you be staying?”
“I don’t know,” Emily said. “Do you want me to stay?”
“You’re always welcome,” Alassa said. “If nothing else, you can stand next to the bed and scowl at anyone who sounds as if they’re planning how best to take advantage of Princess Emily’s birth.”
“Princess Emily,” Emily repeated. “That’s not going to be easy to get used to.”
“There would have been more surprise if I hadn’t named the child after you,” Alassa said, dryly. She grimaced as she settled back, keeping the baby by her side. “If she’d been a boy, I might have had to name him after Father.”
“Ouch,” Emily said.
“Ouch indeed.” Alassa’s mouth opened in a yawn. “I need a nap. Tell Jade to keep the council in line, will you?”
“I will,” Emily said. She concealed her amusement as Alassa closed her eyes. “Will the baby be safe?”
“There are enough wards around her to protect her from anything,” Alassa said. “And the nurse will be outside.”
Emily watched her friend go to sleep, then checked the wards before walking out of the room. Jade sat in the antechamber, grinning from ear to ear; Lady Barb sat next to him, her expression unreadable. Jade leapt to his feet as Emily approached, his grin widening until it looked as if his face was going to split in two. Emily didn’t blame him for being delighted. It was proof he could father children...
“Emily,” Jade said. “Did you like your namesake?”
“She’s wonderful,” Emily said, honestly. “And you must be so proud.”
“He’s been bragging all afternoon,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was grim. “Emily, I’m afraid I have bad news.”
Emily shivered. “What’s happened?”
“Void has sent for you,” Lady Barb said. “It’s time for your apprenticeship to begin. And if you don’t go now, you won’t have another chance.”
“I understand.” Emily swallowed, hard. The timing was awful. She couldn’t leave Alassa now, could she? And yet, she wanted—she needed—the apprenticeship. “I...”
“Go,” Jade said. “We’ll be here when you get back.”
“I... I know,” Emily said. Did she have time to collect her possessions? Or... should she just go straight to Void and collect her possessions later? “I...”
She looked at Lady Barb. “I’m ready,” she said. “Let’s go.”
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