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  Prologue I


  “THEY SAY YOU CAN GET A good view from here,” Rahsia said, from behind him. She sounded grimly amused. “Do you like what you see?”


  Gannet ignored her voice, choosing instead to look out the window at the sight below, even though it tore at his soul. Fourteen people - nine men, five women - were positioned in the pillory, surrounded by the City Guard. They’d been arrested only two days ago and slammed into the stockade, without even a pretense of a trial. But then, everyone had known they were guilty of the charges laid against them. They just hadn’t believed that free speech, questioning the nobility, and demanding change were crimes.


  They won’t last much longer, he thought, morbidly. One woman - she’d been thirty, if he recalled correctly - was already lolling to one side, her head bruised and battered where pieces of rotten fruit had struck her. They haven’t had anything to eat or drink since they were chained up in the stocks.


  He clenched his fists in bitter, helpless rage. Five minutes. Five minutes had made the difference between escape and being arrested with the others. If Rahsia hadn’t delayed him with news of potential new allies among the magicians...


  I’d be down there too, he thought. Trapped, helpless, and surrounded by the people I wanted to save.


  It had all seemed so simple, once upon a time. The New Learning had swept through Zangaria like wildfire, bringing change in its wake. Hundreds of thousands of people could now read, write and do their sums, without the aid of a guild. The printing presses had followed, allowing the newly-enlightened population to actually learn about the world surrounding them for the first time in their lives. And, with the political ideas emanating from Cockatrice, Gannet had dared to hope they were on the cusp of real lasting change - and freedom.


  He knew, without false modesty, that he was smart. He’d been a merchant, after all, and no merchant lasted long without a canny eye for opportunities. But his low birth had doomed him to obscurity. His lack of connections ensured he would never be anything more than a small shopkeeper, beneath the attention of those who called themselves his betters. But why were they his betters? What separated an aristocrat from a commoner, beyond an accident of birth? Aristocrats were no more or less moral than commoners, he knew from bitter experience; commoners could show more nobility than some of the so-called noble aristocrats.


  Rage - and cold hatred - flared in his heart as he lifted his eyes and stared at Swanhaven Castle, its malignant dark mass looming over the city. Lord Hans and Lady Regina lived there, competing for the favor of King Randor and struggling to win the Barony of Swanhaven for themselves. One of them had issued the orders to crack down hard on the freethinkers, taking his friends into custody and placing them in the stocks to die. Gannet neither knew nor cared which of them had actually issued the orders. If anyone deserved to die, it was the two of them – no one had a good word to say about them. They were both part of a vile and corrupt system that needed to end.


  But how?


  There were stories, hundreds of them, of brave swordsmen who’d fought their way into castles and emerged with the maiden fair, but Gannet knew he was no fighter. Like all commoners, he’d been denied the chance to wield anything more dangerous than a club. It was death for him to own a sword, let alone seek training in its use. And, with the castle surrounded by wards as well as armed guards, even a truly legendary swordsman would be unable to find a way past the defenses and into the keep. There was nothing he could do.


  He swung around, suddenly, to glare at Rahsia. “Did you know this would happen?”


  The dark-haired girl shook her head. She was around twenty, if he was any judge, although magicians were fond of making themselves look younger. She’d introduced herself, when they’d met, as a representative from a handful of magicians who also wanted political change. Gannet had been suspicious - magicians were practically noblemen - but she’d done nothing to justify his concerns. Indeed, he’d found her quite pleasant company when they’d talked about other things. She certainly wasn’t one of the young firebrands who talked of nothing but revolution and war - and the paradise that was sure to come, once the aristocrats were dead.


  “There was no warning,” she said, softly. “We have no contact with the magicians in the castle.”


  Gannet nodded, cursing inwardly as a loud cheer rose up from the square below. Someone had probably thrown a rock and killed one of the prisoners, but he refused to turn and look, knowing that a friend of his might have been killed. If they’d been interrogated first, before being put on display, they might even have betrayed him too - if, of course, his name hadn’t already been given to the soldiers. He knew he didn’t dare go back to his garret.


  They won’t have found everyone, he told himself. I can rebuild...


  “There’s nothing to be done here,” Rahsia said. She rose from the bed and held out a hand. “We should go.”


  “There’s nowhere to go,” Gannet said. It wasn’t quite accurate - a flophouse would be happy to put him up without asking any questions - but for once in his life he didn’t know what to do. “They’ve won.”


  “Not yet,” Rahsia said. She gave him a considering look. “The core problem, as you know, is that the lords and ladies are backed by the king.”


  Gannet scowled back. “Of course I know,” he snapped. “Everyone knows that!”


  It was true, too. The peasants might - might - be able to overthrow a village headman, or a minor noble. But the barons - or the king himself - would be sure to respond. Entire villages had been burned to the ground, their populations slaughtered or sold into slavery, just for daring to lift a hand against their lords and masters. It had made the survivors unsurprisingly reluctant to risk taking a stand, even when their betters insisted on taxing the villages so harshly that their mere survival was in doubt. No wonder, Gannet thought, that so many had fled the lands to the towns - or Cockatrice. There was nothing left for them in the countryside.


  “Then the problem lies with the king,” Rahsia said. “We should seek to kill him and exterminate his line. And there will never be a better chance.”


  “The king,” Gannet repeated. He was a minor merchant, by all the gods; he didn’t even live in Alexis! “You want to assassinate the king?”


  “Yes,” Rahsia said, firmly. “And his daughter. The Iron Duke - the former Iron Duke - has already been disgraced. With the king and his bratty Crown Princess gone, there will be no legitimate heir to the throne.”


  “There are the barons,” Gannet pointed out.


  “None of whom have a clear-cut claim,” Rahsia countered. “Those who did were killed after the coup attempt in Alexis. The survivors do not have a strong blood-link to the Line of Alexis. There will be civil war if they start disputing who should take the throne.”


  Gannet thought, fast. Like all merchants, he did his best to keep abreast of power struggles amongst the aristocracy, even though his ability to affect them was practically nonexistent. The strongest surviving baron was, ironically, the one who was least interested in wielding her power - and, perhaps, the one who would be the best monarch for the country.


  “There’s Baroness Cockatrice,” he said. “Would she take the throne?”


  “I have it on good authority that Lady Emily is not interested in such power,” Rahsia said, dryly. “But even if she were, she’d be challenged by the other barons. They would see her as a more dangerous threat than any other.”


  “So there will be civil war,” Gannet said.


  “Yes,” Rahsia said. “The social structure that binds the country together will shatter once the king is dead. Aristocrat will turn on aristocrat, which will give you the chance to prepare your forces to act. And all you have to do is kill the king and his sole heir.”


  Gannet hesitated. King Randor had to go - the man had worked with the commoners to save his throne, then started to marginalize them - but he had no particular dislike of the princess. He’d heard stories, of course, yet they’d all been so inflated by the time they’d reached Swanhaven that he didn’t believe them. And besides, some of the stories about Lady Regina were far worse.


  But the death of one young girl was a small price to pay for freedom.


  “It won’t be easy,” he said. That was an understatement, all right. “How do we even get into the castle?”


  Rahsia smiled. “Let me take care of that,” she said. Her confidence surprised him. “We do have allies in Alexis. You just work on rebuilding our network here.”


  Prologue II


  “THE FINAL GUEST LIST, YOUR MAJESTY.”


  King Randor, fifth monarch of Zangaria, took the parchment from Lord Nightingale and watched as the aristocratic functionary oozed his way out of the chamber. It galled him to rely on a man who would happily degrade himself completely for a scrap of power and safety, but there was no alternative. Nightingale was loyal because he had to be, because there would be no escape for him after his master’s death. The Crown Princess loathed him, the Barons hated him and most of his fellow bottom-feeders regarded him with envy. The only real question would be which one of Nightingale’s enemies would get to him first.


  He shook his head tiredly as he felt the wards slip back into place, protecting his privacy from prying eyes. It was impossible to pretend that the kingdom hadn’t changed, that Zangaria wasn’t more unstable than ever. The remaining barons were plotting to regain power - and kept reminding their monarch, none-too-politely, that the other baronies needed to be filled - but they weren’t the real problem. Randor understood the barons, understood the driving lust for power, for the prize of kingship, that drove them onwards. He might have beheaded four of them after their attempted coup, but he understood them. They were rats, doing what rats did.


  No, the real problem lay with the commoners.


  His father, King Alexis the Great, had played the commoners off against the aristocracy, using the former to regain the power his father had ceded to the barons. And it had worked, at a price; the commoners now had their Assembly and believed they should have a say in how the country was run. Even that wouldn’t have been a problem, were it not for the flood of new ideas pervading the country. If he’d realized just how much trouble the printing press alone would cause, he’d have banned it on the spot instead of allowing it to spread. Now, even a Royal Edict wouldn’t be enough to stop printers printing their damnable pamphlets and distributing them around the country.


  And all because of a single girl, Randor thought, looking up at the portrait of his barons hanging from the fall wall. It had been painted a year after the coup and the artist had worked from preliminary sketches, but the images looked surprisingly realistic. Baroness Emily looked young, her face showing character rather than good looks; she certainly looked out of place, next to the other barons. She’s turned my kingdom upside down.


  In hindsight, he admitted privately, it might have been a mistake to ennoble her. But it had seemed a good idea at the time. He had needed to find her a reward commensurate with what she’d done for him, saving the lives of the Royal Family and preventing the plotters from seizing the kingdom. A barony had seemed the obvious solution. Baron Holyoake had left no heirs - at least, no innocent heirs - and the execution of everyone involved in the plot had left the barony vacant. And it had, he’d thought, the advantage of both keeping his hands off the barony and leaving it under the control of someone he could influence.


  But she makes no sense, he thought, ruefully.


  He’d tested Lady Emily, when they’d first met, and nothing quite added up. The official story claimed she was the daughter of two servants to a sorcerer, but someone who had grown up in that sort of environment would bend the knee to anyone she considered her superior. Rumor had it that she was actually the daughter of a powerful sorcerer, yet she seemed to lack the upbringing any such child would have been forced to endure. Even if her father was powerful enough to ignore the interplay of politics in the White City, his daughter should have known better than to invite both the Ashworth and Ashfall families to the Faire. Indeed, if Emily was Void’s daughter, Randor couldn’t help wondering if the sorcerer had neglected his daughter just as badly as Randor had neglected his own. Had he been disappointed in the girl? Or had he merely seen her as an unwanted burden?


  It was a bitter thought. Randor knew his duties to the kingdom; his first duty, one he’d started even before assuming the throne, was to sire an heir. But, for all his fornication, he’d only managed to produce a single daughter. He’d left Alassa in the care of innumerable nannies and governesses for nearly fifteen years, while struggling desperately to sire a son; by the time he’d finally swallowed his pride and admitted he would probably not have another heir, his daughter had turned into a spoiled brat. Sending her to Whitehall, despite the risks, had seemed the only way to turn her into a suitable heir.


  And it had paid off! Alassa had grown into a fine young woman, a capable heir to the throne...but it wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t befriended Lady Emily. Randor had interrogated his daughter closely, the first time she’d returned to Zangaria; Emily simply didn’t make sense. There were just too many oddities surrounding her. One moment she was a timorous little girl, the next she killed a combat sorcerer in a honorable duel.


  He sighed inwardly as he tore his gaze from the portrait. Emily didn’t realize it, he was sure, but she was causing problems for him. Her hands-off attitude in Cockatrice had spurred the development of printing presses and other industries; hundreds of thousands of peasants were leaving the land and moving to Cockatrice in hopes of making a better life. She hadn’t started that problem, he had to admit, but she’d certainly made it worse! The gods alone knew how many people had left the lands, yet every single peasant who quit weakened society still further. The ties that bound the state together, ties that ensured that everyone knew their place, were snapping. His barons were already pressing him to do something about it.


  And, if that wasn’t bad enough, she’d snubbed him publicly. Her decision, apparently, to seek a courtship threatened to undermine his relations with the other barons. She hadn’t even bothered to ask his permission before starting her courtship! And he was her liege lord!


  Alassa’s wedding comes first, he reminded himself. There will be time to discuss Emily’s conduct with her later.


  Gritting his teeth, he looked down at the parchment. Thousands of guests, thousands of security problems...and a warning from a demon that chilled him to the bone. He wanted to simply hold a private wedding, but he knew he didn’t dare. It would be taken as a sign of weakness and the barons, who had assassins on their payrolls, wouldn’t hesitate to start planning something. Randor had no illusions about them - and, for that matter, of the difficulty of securing the castle when hundreds of guests would be staying and thousands of guests would be flocking through each day.


  And those fools who think a king can do anything need to sit in the throne for a day, he thought, sourly. The more I push in one direction, the stronger the reaction I get from the other.


  The wards shimmered, once. He touched them with his mind and realized that Alicia, Heir Presumptive to the Barony of Gold, was waiting outside. No doubt she intended to petition him, again, to grant the rights she should have inherited from her father. After all, she was the only surviving member of her family.


  And the aristocrats are pressing me to confirm her, he thought, as he lowered the wards. And that would mean finding her a suitable husband.


  He shook his head at the thought. There were just too many demands on his time...


  ...And the more he concentrated on one problem, the more likely it was that another would explode in his face.


  Chapter One


  THE MAGIC FELT...ODD.


  Emily braced herself; power sparkled around her fingertips and surged out of control. A glowing ball of light, ominously bright and dangerously hot, appeared in front of her, already shimmering into an unpleasant red glow. Emily cursed under her breath and fought hard to regain control, throttling back on the flow of magic until the light globe slowly flickered back to normal. It was a simple spell, one she’d mastered quickly, but now there was too much power at her disposal for it to work properly. She focused her mind, locking the spell in place, and let go. The light globe drifted into the air.


  “Not too bad,” Void said.


  Emily scowled at him. “It’s shabby,” she protested, crossly. Her head throbbed as she canceled the spell, allowing the magic to drain into the ether. “And it could have turned dangerous.”


  “But it didn’t,” Void said. He rose to his feet and held out a hand to Emily, inviting her to stand. The rune she’d carved into her chest heated as it sensed the subtle magic protections surrounding him. “You’re doing better than I expected, under the circumstances.”


  Emily felt her cheeks heat. “Thank you,” she said, as she took his hand and allowed him to help her to her feet. “But it still feels frustrating.”


  “Your magic has expanded,” Void said, “without giving you the time you needed to learn to handle it. The spells you cast by instinct are now massively overpowered. You just need to learn to control the flow of magic again.”


  He turned and walked through the door into the next room. Emily followed him, shaking her head in private amusement as he motioned her to a chair and picked up a large jug of Kava from the sideboard. She knew he had servants - she’d met them when he’d rescued her, so long ago - but he hadn’t brought any of them into her house. Instead, they’d split the cooking duties between them. And he’d never complained about her food.


  She studied him as he turned to take the seat facing her. His appearance had changed, several times, since they’d first met; this time, he was tall, with long dark hair that flowed down to his shoulders and an angular face that reminded her of the hunting hawks she’d watched in Zangaria. His dark eyes were easily the darkest she’d ever seen, so dark she sometimes fancied she could fall into them and never climb out. And the aura of power, which hung around him like a shroud, warned anyone who met Void that he was a very dangerous man.


  “You have been doing well,” he said, as he passed her a mug of Kava. “How are you feeling?”


  “Tired,” Emily said.


  Void frowned. “No nightmares?”


  “Not really,” Emily said. She had taken potions every night for a week, but even after that she hadn’t had many bad dreams. She’d expected to revisit the duel again and again in her sleep, yet she’d seen almost nothing. “Is that a bad thing?”


  “You tell me,” Void said.


  Emily frowned. She’d killed a man, personally. It wasn’t the first time she’d killed, but it was the first time she’d done it with her bare hands. Master Grey had wanted to kill her, but she’d killed him instead...and she felt almost nothing, as if she’d lost the ability to care. She’d snuffed out his life to keep him from taking hers...


  She looked down at her hands. They were shaking.


  “I don’t know,” she said, finally.


  Void cocked his head. “And how are you feeling physically?”


  Emily took a sip of her Kava before answering. “I have a slight headache,” she said. She rubbed her eyes with her free hand. “And it feels like my skin is on fire. Is that normal?”


  “Very little about this is normal,” Void said. “Most magicians tend to shy away from the kind of exertion that boosts one’s powers - or burns them out completely. I think your mana reserves have swelled past the point you can store them comfortably. You need to spend more time in the spellchambers, casting spells.”


  Or draining the magic into a battery, Emily thought. It hadn’t been too hard to set up another couple of batteries, once her magic had renewed itself. But what happens if this carries on?


  “It’s a muscle,” Void added, seemingly unaware of her thoughts. “The more you practice spells that require large amounts of mana, the more your ability to store and concentrate mana in your body increases.”


  He shrugged. “But you can handle that, I think,” he added. “You haven’t gone mad, thankfully.”


  Emily gave him a sharp look. “Is that why you stayed? Did you think I would go mad?”


  Void met her eyes, unapologetically. “The possibility needed to be considered,” he said, firmly. “And...”


  “And someone had to be there to...handle me if I went mad,” Emily interrupted. She couldn’t help feeling a stab of betrayal. Void was the closest thing she had to a real father now, but he’d stayed with her out of fear she’d go nuts. “Did you plan to kill me?”


  Void held her gaze. “Would you rather leave a possible necromancer to her own devices?”


  Emily shivered. Void had saved her life...but Lady Barb and the Grandmaster had both warned her that he shouldn’t be taken for granted. He’d done a great deal of dirty work for the White Council in the past, trampling roughshod over everything else just to get the job done. She had no doubt he would have killed her if she’d gone mad...


  ...And he would have been right. A maddened magician with her level of control - and her knowledge from another world - would have been very dangerous. But the thought didn’t make her feel any better.


  “No,” she said, finally. She put the mug down on the table. “But I haven’t gone mad, have I?”


  “No,” Void agreed. “And the more you practice with your magic, the easier it should become to handle it.”


  He cleared his throat, loudly. “There are, however, a number of matters we should discuss,” he said, changing the subject. “For starters, Mistress Irene informs me that you will need to be back at Whitehall within the week if you wish to take your Fourth Year exams. Under the circumstances, Emily, I have no doubt you could redo Third and Fourth Year if you wished, instead of trying to take the exams now. I suggest you think about it over the next day or so and then let me know what you want to do.”


  Emily didn’t need to think about it. “I want to go back,” she said. “I can’t leave Caleb in the lurch.”


  Void smiled. “Missing him already, are we?”


  “Yes,” Emily said, feeling her cheeks warming again. She’d wanted to invite her friends - and her boyfriend - to the house, but Void had cautioned her against it. “Is that so wrong?”


  “No,” Void said. He smirked. “I would advise you not to discuss your expanded powers with him, as he might get a little jealous, but that’s your choice. You might also want to warn him that you’re not entirely stable right now. There’s a good chance you’ll say something to him you’ll both regret.”


  Emily colored. The first few days in the house had been bad, very bad, as her magic slowly returned. She’d found herself crying for no reason, then screaming her rage to the heavens, unable to keep herself under control. Void had been immensely patient, she’d come to realize slowly; she doubted there were many tutors at Whitehall who would have put up with her for longer than a few hours. She’d probably have been expelled several times over by now.


  Void shrugged. “That does lead neatly to a second pair of issues we need to discuss,” he added. “The first is this.”


  He reached into a pocket, produced a small wooden box and passed it to her. Emily opened it carefully, after casting a handful of spells to check it was safe, and blinked in surprise as she realized it contained a ring. There was a faint hint of magic surrounding the gold and silver band, but it didn’t feel hostile. In fact, it felt almost welcoming.


  She looked up at him. “Are you asking me to marry you?”


  Void blinked, nonplussed. “What?”


  Emily sighed. “Where I come from, married couples exchange rings,” she explained. Void had listened to her stories of Earth with great interest, but she’d never discussed marriages with him. “The boy offers the girl a ring when he wants to marry her.”


  Void looked faintly displeased. “Traditionally,” he said stiffly, “a sorcerer will receive four rings in his - or her - lifetime. The first one” - he pointed to the box in Emily’s hand - “is a family ring, which is generally presented when the sorcerer is deemed mature. Most families hand them out in a private ceremony after the sorcerer passes his first set of exams. Among other things, they serve as proof of identity.”


  Emily looked down at the ring for a long moment. “And what does this one mean?”


  “People will ask why I haven’t given you a ring,” Void said, dryly. “That one marks you as a member of my family.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. It was suddenly very hard to speak. She had to swallow, hard, before she could say a word. “Do...do you have any other family?”


  “I’m the last of my family,” Void said, curtly. “But I do not believe they would have objected to me welcoming you into the family. It is far from uncommon to adopt promising newborn magicians and they are always treated as if they were born into the family.”


  He shrugged. “You can wear the ring, if you like, or keep it with you. Certain people may ask you to present it. If they do, make sure you have it on your finger when you show it to them.”


  Emily nodded, looking down at the ring. “What are the others? I mean, the other rings?”


  Void held up his left hand, revealing three rings. “You’ll get a ring when you complete your Sixth Year exams and leave Whitehall,” he said. “Your master, assuming you do an apprenticeship, will give you a ring when you complete your training. And you’ll get a fourth ring when you have a child.”


  “You’ve only got three rings,” Emily said.


  “So I do,” Void agreed. He tapped the table, firmly. “You have entered a formal courtship with Caleb, as I understand it. You will be going to Beneficence after your exams, correct?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. She had no intention of letting him distract her for long. “I’m going to meet his parents. Lady Barb said she would accompany me.”


  “She’s there to be your chaperone,” Void said, curtly. “Under the terms of a formal courtship, his parents will be taking a good long look at you and your choice of chaperone.”


  Emily frowned. “Will they expect you to come?”


  “It is generally assumed that a chaperone will be female,” Void said. “A combat sorceress would be regarded as an excellent chaperone. She will be expected to defend your honor to his parents. However, there will be times when you are expected to defend your own honor.”


  “I see,” Emily said, uncertainly.


  “His siblings may challenge you, gently,” Void added. “Keep your tone polite, but don’t give them any ground. They’ll be looking for signs of weakness.”


  He paused. “You and Caleb will be expected to behave yourselves,” he warned. “His family will be watching to see how you treat him - and vice versa. When you’re at a formal setting, be formal. Don’t kiss in public...”


  “I wouldn’t,” Emily objected.


  “And I strongly advise you not to be caught in bed with Caleb while you’re in his family home,” Void finished, ignoring her comment. “His family will not approve.”


  He held up a hand before she could say a word. “Lady Barb will probably go through how you should behave as well,” he added. “I suggest you listen to her. She’s been through it herself.”


  Emily blinked, distracted from her embarrassment. “I thought she’d never married!”


  “Her courtship failed,” Void said. “Yours...”


  He shrugged. “The purpose of a courtship is to build up a lasting relationship,” he said, after a moment. “Sometimes, two people find that they are incompatible, no matter what they do. There is no shame in breaking off a courtship, even as you approach the wedding day; better that, Emily, than being tied to someone you don’t like.”


  “I understand,” Emily said, quietly. She took a breath. “What happens if his family doesn’t like me?”


  “Or thinks you’re too dangerous to bring into the family,” Void added. “It would depend on Caleb. Is he willing to give up his family to be with you?”


  Emily swallowed. Markus had given up his family to be with Melissa, but she’d had the impression that Markus didn’t like his family very much.


  “I don’t know,” she said, finally.


  “You’re not just marrying him,” Void said. “You’ll be joining his entire family. You might discover that you can’t bear the thought of being married to them.”


  Emily looked down at her pale hands. She would have left her family without a second thought; hell, she’d certainly never tried to find a way back to Earth. But Caleb? He’d admitted he had problems with his family, but he didn’t hate them the way Emily had hated her stepfather. Would he leave his family for her? Could she ask him to make such a sacrifice?


  “I don’t want to think about it,” she admitted, reluctantly.


  “No one will think any less of you if you decide that you cannot bear to be married to them,” Void said. “There are dozens of failed courtships every year, Emily. But you are the one who has to make that choice. I cannot dictate it for you.”


  “Fulvia tried to dictate who Melissa married,” Emily pointed out, mulishly.


  “I’m not Fulvia,” Void countered. “And I have very little to gain or lose from your courtship. Fulvia had the interests of an entire family to consider; I...my position is not dependent on you.”


  Emily considered it. “Is that true of his parents?”


  Void shrugged. “Caleb is the second-born, isn’t he?”


  “I think so,” Emily said. She forced herself to remember what Caleb had said. “He’s definitely got at least one older brother and a second brother - I think he’s three or four years younger than Caleb.”


  “They’re not that important a family,” Void said, dispassionately. “They may see advantages in having their son married to you. I think they may be a little disappointed that it wasn’t their eldest son who started to court you, because he’d be the heir. But if something were to happen to him, Caleb would be next in line.”


  “Caleb isn’t going to worry about that,” Emily objected.


  “He should,” Void said. “Unless he leaves the family, he will be the heir if something happens to his older brother.”


  “It all sounds very cold,” Emily said.


  “Courtships are cold,” Void said. “But when they work, they tend to work very well.”


  He shrugged, again. “If you really want to go back to Whitehall, I’ll arrange for you to be collected tomorrow; we can shut the house down together. After that, you’ll be the only person who can enter and leave at will.”


  Emily felt a stab of bitter pain. The Grandmaster was dead. He’d left her the house and a letter, warning her that her life was about to become a great deal harder. Part of her just wanted to stay in the house, wrapping her wards around herself and forgetting the rest of the world. But she couldn’t, not if she wanted to pass her exams. She needed those qualifications to advance.


  And Alassa would kill me if I didn’t attend her wedding, she thought.


  The thought caused another bitter pang. Alassa and Imaiqah would be leaving Whitehall after their exams. She’d be alone; her only true friend left at school would be the Gorgon, unless she left too. Frieda would be staying, of course, and so would Caleb, but it wouldn’t be the same. The former was two years younger than she; the latter was her boyfriend, not someone she could confide in.


  “I have somewhere I need to be,” Void added, quietly. “I probably won’t see you again for a while. But, for what it’s worth, I’m very proud of you.”


  “Thank you,” Emily whispered. “For this and...and everything.”


  “You’re welcome,” Void said. He tapped the box. “Aren’t you going to put on the ring?”


  Emily hesitated, then cast a handful of detection spells. Void nodded in approval - he’d warned her, several times, to be sure she checked before touching anything - and waited until she was sure the ring was safe before allowing it to rest on her palm. It felt warm against her bare skin, pulsing faintly with magic. And it felt almost as if it belonged.


  “I wonder,” she said, slowly. “Does this make you my father?”


  “It makes you part of the family, such as it is,” Void said. He’d never talked about his family, even when he’d encouraged her to open up about her mother and stepfather. “There’s only me now.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said.


  “Don’t be,” Void told her. “Their deaths weren’t your fault.”


  Emily looked down at the ring, drinking in the details. It looked as if he’d wrapped a piece of golden thread around a silver thread and melted them together, weaving magic into the raw material until it was almost alive. She’d seen more elaborate pieces of jewelry - Alassa wore them frequently - but the ring was special. It told her that she belonged.


  Carefully, she placed it on her finger. It was a little loose, but as the magic spiked around the ring it tightened just enough to ensure it wouldn’t fall off. She pulled at it and discovered that it needed a hard tug to pull it free. She’d never really liked rings - she’d never had the money to buy any jewelry on Earth - but Void’s ring seemed perfect.


  “Welcome to the family, Emily,” Void said. He took a breath. “And now you can go work on Alassa’s wedding present.”


  Emily smiled. Imaiqah, thankfully, had reminded her that the happy couple would expect a present from each of their guests, saving Emily from a considerable amount of embarrassment. But she knew Alassa deserved more than a set of cutlery or a blender, assuming they even existed in the Nameless World. She’d settled, after confirming she wouldn’t have to hand the gift over publicly, for one of her notebooks, outlining the different political ideas from Earth. Alassa wouldn’t have an easy time of it when she took the throne and Emily hoped an infusion - another infusion - of ideas from Earth would help. She was, after all, one of the few people who knew about Earth.


  “It’s almost finished,” she said. Writing the notebook had taken longer than she’d expected, but she was proud of her work. “She’ll love it.”


  “As long as no one sees it,” Void warned. “The truth of your origins is not something we want to get out.”


  Chapter Two


  “I HAVE SPOKEN TO MISTRESS IRENE,” Void said, the following morning. “Lady Barb will be here this afternoon to escort you back to Whitehall.”


  “That’s good,” Emily said. She couldn’t help feeling torn. Part of her wanted to go back to the school that had been her first true home, part of her wanted to stay put. She’d killed Master Grey. Nothing would ever be the same again. “Will...will you be making me do more spells this morning?”


  “I was thinking we might do something a little bit different,” Void said. He tapped the table meaningfully. “But you would be well advised to eat before we start.”


  Emily smiled as she opened the breadbox and recovered a loaf of bread, a crock of butter and several eggs, the latter all wrapped in preservation spells. Void had already brewed a pot of Kava; she poured herself a mug, then whipped the eggs, dumped them into a pan and scrambled them on the stove. It wouldn’t be very fancy, certainly not compared to the multi-choice breakfasts she’d enjoyed at Whitehall, but it would keep her going. Her appetite had increased along with her power.


  “Make sure you cast preservation spells over everything before you leave,” Void said, as she reached for a plate and poured the eggs over the bread. “The last thing you want is to come home and discover that the food has gone bad.”


  Emily nodded. Sergeant Miles had hammered that into her head, along with a number of other titbits she’d done her best to recall. She still wasn’t a very good cook, but at least she could make something that would keep her alive. Sergeant Harkin, on the other hand, had been able to create the most stupendous feasts, just from ingredients he’d found in the forest. She couldn’t help wondering, as she sat down, what that fearsome man would have made of her now. She’d killed a combat sorcerer in a formal duel.


  “Your exams are scheduled for two months from today,” Void said, as she ate. “I will be expecting you to do well, very well. Despite circumstances...”


  He shrugged. “But you’re still getting used to your increased power,” he added, warningly. “If you feel yourself having too many headaches, or having problems coping with spells you used to be able to cast without bother, go to Mistress Irene and ask to be held back. There’s no shame in admitting you need more time to recuperate.”


  “But everyone would point and laugh,” Emily objected.


  “You shouldn’t care about the good opinion of idiots,” Void said. “Would you have advised your boyfriend to take his scheduled exams even though he spent most of the year in a coma?”


  “No,” Emily said, reluctantly. She knew he was right, but she’d picked up enough of the school’s ethos to believe that being held back was humiliating. She’d still be classed as a child even as she turned twenty-one. “But Caleb had an excuse for missing so many classes.”


  “So do you,” Void said, dryly. “You can be held back, if you wish, and no one will think any less of you.”


  That wasn’t true, Emily knew. It was rare for a student to willingly repeat their first four years of schooling - or even merely go back to Third Year or redo Fourth Year. The lure of being considered an adult, rather than a child, was too great. Caleb had been taunted, she remembered; she didn’t want to have to endure classes with students two years younger than her, all of whom would be scared witless by her. But he was right. The people whose opinions mattered would understand precisely why she’d repeated a year or two.


  She finished her breakfast, washed the dishes in the sink and followed Void into the next room. The Grandmaster - she felt another pang of grief - had turned it into a study, lining the walls with row upon row of bookshelves. Most of them were classic texts that had been reprinted - it had amused her to discover that he’d purchased hundreds of books from the printing presses - but there were a handful of rare editions among the dross. She suspected she could have completed most of her formal studies just by sitting in the study and reading the books he’d left on the shelves.


  “There is a second tradition,” Void said, once they were sitting. “When a child becomes an adult, at least in a magical family, the parents take the time to share certain magics that belong to one single bloodline. The children are sworn to secrecy and told never to share the spells with anyone, save for their own children when they become adults. It is quite rare for any of those spells to leak.”


  Emily frowned. “Melissa was disowned...”


  “Melissa was probably too young to learn,” Void said, dismissively. “I have no idea how the Ashworth Family handles such matters, but I imagine their oaths would make it impossible for Melissa to share any such spells with her children, now that she is no longer considered part of her former family.”


  “If she knows,” Emily mused.


  “If she knows,” Void agreed. He cleared his throat. “Now, I have no such spells to share.”


  Emily blinked. “Your family didn’t have any?”


  “My family...” He shook his head, his expression darkening. “Suffice it to say I have no such spells to share.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said.


  “Don’t be,” Void said, bluntly. He produced a pair of black gloves and pulled them over his hands. “I would like, however, to teach you some other spells you will probably need in the future. If, of course, you want them.”


  Emily smiled, leaning forward. Learning new spells was one of the things she loved about being in the Nameless World. And learning something very few other people knew...she liked knowing something unique, even though she already knew too much. The Nuke-Spell alone would change the world beyond repair if it ever got out. She rubbed the snake-bracelet at her wrist as Void reached into one of his pockets and produced a small gemstone. It sparkled with an eerie light that sent shivers down her spine.


  “Hold your hand above the gem, but be careful not to actually make contact,” Void ordered, as he rested the gem on his gloved hand. “It could get dangerous.”


  Emily swallowed, then reached out. The sense of danger grew stronger as her hand approached the gem; she felt a sudden stab of pain on her chest, where the rune had been carved into her skin, once her hand was bare millimeters above the shimming crystal. And yet, despite the pain, there was something in the spell worked into the gem that called to her. She pulled her hand back before she could give into the pull and actually touch the gem.


  “I don’t believe you will have covered gem-work yet,” Void said. Emily shook her head, unable to take her eyes from the glowing crystal. “Like a wand, you can embed a spell into a gem, but the principle difference is that the gem spell can be active. Nightmare Hexes, which I believe you have encountered, are often anchored to gems. A spell can be kept active for a considerable period of time, if the spellwork is done properly or there is a ready-made source of power nearby.”


  “Like a nexus point,” Emily said.


  “A nexus point would be considerably overpowered,” Void said. He returned the gem to his pocket. “A living person would be sufficient.”


  He gave her a sharp look. “What do you think that gem was for?”


  Emily hesitated. She’d felt a compulsion to touch the gem the moment she’d held her hand above it, but her rune had sounded the alert at once. Maybe it wasn’t subtle magic - it certainly hadn’t behaved like subtle magic - yet she was sure it worked along the same lines...


  “Influencing people,” she said, finally.


  “Controlling people,” Void corrected. His voice was flat, completely toneless. “If someone were to be enslaved, for whatever reason, one of these gems would be inserted into their foreheads and fixed to the bone. They would then have to follow orders from whoever mastered the gem.”


  Emily shuddered. “And you want to show me how to make those gems?”


  “You need to know,” Void said. He waved a hand around to indicate the house. “This isn’t your castle in Cockatrice, Emily. You’ll need servants eventually and those servants will have to be completely trustworthy. Binding them to you is the simplest solution.”


  “I couldn’t do that,” Emily said, flatly. She’d had nightmares for years after Shadye had used blood magic to control her like a puppet. “I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.”


  Void looked at her. “Would it help if I told you that most people who were enslaved thoroughly deserved it?”


  Emily felt sick. “I couldn’t...just take someone’s free will like that, no.”


  “Even when someone exercising his free will decides to steal from you - or worse?” Void asked. “The real world is a messy place.”


  He met her eyes. “You will need to have servants, eventually,” he warned. “And most of them will expect some form of binding. You’ll be paying them well for their services.”


  Emily shook her head. If the gem spells were anything like as powerful as the compulsion spells she’d learned at Whitehall, few people would be able to resist them. The potential for abuse was far too high. It would be easy to make all sorts of promises to someone she wanted to hire, then break the promises as soon as the man was bound to her. There were some temptations that were best left untouched.


  “You may find that you pay for refusing to learn,” Void said. He looked down at the table for a long moment. “But I won’t force you to master the spell.”


  “I know,” Emily said. Void had never pushed her to do anything, let alone threatened her with punishment. It had taken her some time to realize he expected her to have the self-discipline to learn - and if she didn’t, it would be her fault when the exams came and she wasn’t ready. “I thank you for the offer, but I don’t want to learn this.”


  “As you wish,” Void said. He looked up. “Is there something you do want to learn?”


  “Teleportation,” Emily said. “Do I have the power reserves now?”


  Void considered it. “You should,” he said. “I understand you know the theory?”


  “The basics, yes,” Emily said. She’d been taught at Mountaintop; her tutor, who hadn’t been best pleased to be teaching her, had warned her not to actually try the spell until she had the power to handle it. “But I’ve never tried to cast it.”


  “Pity you didn’t mention that earlier,” Void said. “It would have saved you casting so many high-power spells each morning.”


  Emily frowned. “I’m sorry...”


  “Not your fault,” Void said. He sounded more annoyed than she’d expected. “It didn’t occur to me that you might be able to teleport now.”


  He pointed a finger at her. “But we will go through the calculations first, piece by piece,” he added. “And you will not try to cast the spell until I’m satisfied that you know what you’re doing.”


  Charms Tutors, in Emily’s experience, were always strict. Too many things could go wrong with a badly-written spell for them to be anything but precise. Void, however, made her go through everything with an attention to detail that made her eyes ache after four hours of working her way through the calculations. The math she’d learned on Earth, at least, gave her an advantage. She was used to thinking in terms of multiple dimensions.


  But they know the world is round, she thought, sourly. The more she looked at the spell, the more she was convinced she could use it to jump to the moon...if she had the power to cast the spell and the precision to ensure it didn’t mean her immediate death. Why don’t they know more?


  She felt the wards shimmer around her and blinked. “We have a visitor.”


  “Don’t try the spell until after your exams,” Void said, as he rose to his feet. “Lady Barb is here early, I’m afraid.”


  “I’ve already packed,” Emily said. She rose and headed for the door. “And thank you for everything.”


  Void smiled. “Just make sure you do well on your exams,” he said. “You have a reputation to keep.”


  Emily opened the door. Lady Barb stood outside, wearing black robes that contrasted neatly with her long blonde hair. She carried a staff in one hand; beyond her, Emily could see a horse-drawn coach waiting for them. Emily gave Lady Barb a tight hug - she’d missed her badly - and then stepped back, welcoming Lady Barb into her house.


  “I pledge to hold my hand in your house,” Lady Barb said, tightly. Her lips thinned when she caught sight of the ring on Emily’s finger. “I trust you are ready to depart?”


  “I am,” Emily said. There was bad blood between Lady Barb and Void. She’d wondered about trying to get her parental figures to talk, but she had the feeling it would merely get her hexed by one or both of them. “I’ll just fetch my trunk.”


  She hurried up the stairs to her bedroom, grabbed the trunk from where she’d left it at the foot of the bed and hurried back downstairs. Void already stood at the door, holding his own trunk in one hand and quietly ignoring Lady Barb. Emily put her trunk down, hurried to place spells on everything that needed preserving and then started to close the wards. The house would remain sealed until she returned. She bid a silent farewell to the Grandmaster as they stepped outside, the final wards falling into place. Anyone who tried to break in would be held in stasis, if they managed to break through the first three protective wards.


  “I thank you,” she said to Void. “I’ll see you soon?”


  “Soon,” Void confirmed.


  He stepped backwards, nodded to her and vanished. Emily stared at where he’d stood, feeling a flicker of envy. His teleportation spell had been so perfectly controlled that he hadn’t even caused a flash of light. Lady Barb caught her arm and tugged her gently towards the carriage, leaving the house behind. Oddly, Emily felt as if she was leaving home. She hadn’t felt like that since she’d gone to Zangaria after her first year at Whitehall.


  “I trust you have been preparing for your exams,” Lady Barb said, curtly. “You have a great deal of work to do.”


  “I know,” Emily said. The older woman looked stern, too stern. “I did my best to keep up with my reading and practical spells.”


  “You still have a great deal of work to do,” Lady Barb said, as they climbed into the carriage and sat down. She tapped on the headboard, ordering the driver to start moving, and then looked back at Emily as she pulled the curtains closed and cast a handful of privacy wards into the air. “Are you all right?”


  “He didn’t hurt me, if that’s what you’re asking,” Emily protested. She knew why Lady Barb disliked Void, but the Lone Power hadn’t done anything to her. “He helped me learn how to cope with my new power reserves.”


  “I’d keep that to yourself if I were you,” Lady Barb said, flatly. “Your masking is good, but it isn’t perfect. Your fellow students will be quite jealous.”


  Emily swallowed. “What...what happened at the school?”


  “Mistress Irene is still doing the Grandmaster’s job without the pay,” Lady Barb said. “So far, the White Council has yet to decide on a successor. There are so many deals being struck in the White City that no one can keep track of who’s in the lead. I imagine they will come to an agreement by the start of next year.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. “Why don’t they just give the position to Mistress Irene?”


  “Because she doesn’t have the political capital the Grandmaster had,” Lady Barb pointed out, directly. “The Grandmaster of Whitehall is more than just the ruler of the school, Emily; he or she has a great deal of influence over magical policy. It isn’t a post that is given to just anyone. And...after what happened over the last four years, I think they’ll want someone capable of taking the school and keeping it in line.”


  “There isn’t anyone who dares to cross Mistress Irene,” Emily said. “If she isn’t the strictest tutor in Whitehall, she’s certainly the second or third.”


  “That’s not what they care about,” Lady Barb said. She leaned back in her seat as the carriage shook, vigorously. “Master Grey was just the latest in a stream of...incidents.”


  Emily nodded. Shadye’s invasion, the Mimic, the Demon...


  Lady Barb frowned. “Did you inspect Master Grey’s property before time ran out?”


  “I wasn’t in any state to go,” Emily said. “Void arranged for me to get an extension.”


  “No other claimants, then,” Lady Barb mused.


  She shrugged. “Don’t worry about it right now, though,” she added. She fixed Emily with a gimlet eye. “You’ll be back to classes tomorrow, so make sure you have a good night’s sleep. No wandering out of your room after Lights Out.”


  “I won’t,” Emily promised. She took a breath. “What...what do they think of me now?”


  “A great deal of respect, seeing you managed to kill a combat sorcerer with far more experience than you,” Lady Barb said, curtly. Emily wondered what she thought of Emily now, but didn’t dare ask. Being in proximity to Void always put Lady Barb on edge. “And also a considerable amount of fear. I’d tell you to watch your back, but I doubt anyone would take a shot at you. Just concentrate on your exams and leave the future to worry about itself.”


  She sighed. “And I would take a very careful look at anything Void gave you,” she added, darkly. “It might well have a sting in the tail.”


  Chapter Three


  “EMILY,” IMAIQAH CALLED, AS EMILY ENTERED the bedroom. “Welcome back!”


  Emily felt a lump in her throat as she hugged her very first friend. “I’ve missed you. Thank you for writing to me.”


  “Ah, it’s a great deal easier with the parchments,” Imaiqah said. “We were too busy to write longer letters.”


  She sat back on her bed and watched as Emily unpacked her trunk. “I’m afraid you’ll have to stand still for measurements soon,” she warned. “Queen Marlena dispatched two tailors to measure me for dresses and they’ll want to do the same for you.”


  Emily sighed. There was no point, she knew, in suggesting she could wear just one dress during the wedding. She was expected to wear a new dress for each day of the ceremony - five in all - even though each dress cost enough to feed a poor family for a year. Queen Marlena would make sure of it, no matter what Emily said. But it could be worse. Alassa had to wear nine dresses during her wedding, including one that had to be worn the day after she tied the knot.


  “There’s no choice, I suppose,” Emily said. She finished unpacking and picked up the timetable from her bedside table. “When are they coming back?”


  “They said they’d arrange it for when you arrived,” Imaiqah said. “Alassa will send her mother a note once she sees you.”


  She paused. “Have you seen Caleb yet?”


  “No,” Emily said. “We exchanged a few letters, but he couldn’t come to the house.”


  She glanced at her friend. “Have you seen him?”


  “He was in classes, but I haven’t seen him otherwise,” Imaiqah said. “I don’t know what he was doing.”


  “I’ll go find him later,” Emily said. Caleb and she had to finish their joint project before the exams started or they’d be marked down. “Was he...”


  “Well, I haven’t heard of him being with anyone else,” Imaiqah said. She stuck out her tongue as Emily colored. “That was what you wanted to ask, wasn’t it?”


  “Just a little,” Emily admitted.


  She finished reading the timetable and sighed. Martial Magic had been taken off completely - she’d killed the tutor, after all - but the rest of the timetable was crammed. She would barely have any time to catch her breath before the exams started in earnest. Lady Barb had added a note, warning her to revise areas covered in the classes she’d missed; Emily nodded and silently promised herself that she’d get notes from her friends so she’d know what to revise. The only upside of being in the house, she suspected, was that she’d had plenty of time to practice her practical spellwork.


  The door opened, revealing a tired-looking Alassa. “Emily,” she called. “It’s good to see you again.”


  “You too,” Emily said. Alassa looked perfect, as always, despite her tiredness. Long blonde hair framed a heart-shaped face, inhumanly clear of marks or blemishes. “Did you have a long day?”


  “Professor Thande kept me back because I managed to blow up one of his prized caldrons,” Alassa said. Her robes were stained with something Emily preferred not to identify. “He wasn’t pleased about the mess.”


  “Nor was the rest of the class, I suspect,” Imaiqah said. “What did you do?”


  “I’m not entirely sure,” Alassa confessed. “I think I may have added the bat’s blood a stage too early, but trying to compensate by adding lizard scales was definitely a mistake.”


  Emily looked from one to the other, then shrugged. “Back to work tomorrow,” she said, firmly. “Or...” - she looked at Alassa - “do we have to do the fitting before the exams?”


  “They’ll come take your measurements within the week,” Alassa said. “After that, there will be a few minor adjustments once you arrive in Alexis. You shouldn’t have to worry about anything else until then.”


  “But Alassa will,” Imaiqah said. “How many guests are you allowed to reject?”


  “None, it would seem,” Alassa said. She stomped her foot as she started to march around the room. “I’m going to have upwards of four thousand guests at my wedding - and, compared to some of the weddings of yore, that’s small. But I’m not allowed to reject any of them, even though I wouldn’t want to be in the same room with some of the assholes my father has invited. Can you believe he’s invited Barnum De Born?”


  “No,” Emily said, “because I don’t know who he is.”


  “Minor nobility,” Imaiqah put in.


  “Very minor nobility,” Alassa said, “and about the only thing he’s good at, apart from sucking at my father’s teat, is gathering gossip and writing scurrilous poetry about the great and the good. But father wants to invite him to the wedding.”


  She shook her head. “You do realize I’m going to have to dance with all the male aristocrats? And that I don’t even get to pick my own bridesmaids? Every young noblewoman between eight and eighteen has applied for a post. I’m going to have more bridesmaids than there are students in Whitehall.”


  “Not literally, I hope,” Emily said. There were around a thousand students in Whitehall and fitting them all into the Great Hall was difficult. “Don’t you get to whittle them down a little?”


  “Just a little,” Alassa said. “But I’m going to be preceded by at least a hundred young maidens.”


  “I’m sure it’s worth it,” Emily said. She didn’t envy Alassa, not really. Maybe she’d been born to wealth and power, but it came with a cost. “And you can claim a reward for it later.”


  “I doubt it,” Alassa said, pessimistically. “Gratitude simply doesn’t last.”


  Emily frowned. “And you told your father about the demon’s warning?”


  “Father says he’s taking every precaution he can,” Alassa told her. “But he flatly refused to allow me a private wedding with only a few guests. My wedding is the event of the year.”


  “I know,” Emily said. The vision the demon had showed her felt almost like a dream - or a nightmare. Alassa bleeding to death on her wedding day...She’d been told it was a possibility, not a certainty, but there were times when the mere thought of it scared her to death and times when it seemed nothing more than a trick of her unconscious mind. “Take all the precautions you can, please.”


  “Father and Jade are organizing them,” Alassa said. She gave Emily a reassuring smile. “I can’t refuse to have a public ceremony, Emily. Father would never let me get away with it.”


  She shrugged, expressively. “I’ve taken the liberty of arranging for a few friends to join us after dinner,” she added, changing the subject. “I know you have to get back to work tomorrow, so you can catch up with everyone tonight.”


  “Go find Caleb now,” Imaiqah advised. “He’ll want you to seek him out personally.”


  “I will,” Emily said. She glanced at her watch - there was an hour until dinnertime - and stood. “Thank you, both of you.”


  “Just be there at the wedding,” Alassa said. “I might need to hide behind you midway through the ceremony. Too many aristocrats.”


  Emily smiled and left the room, walking down the corridor to the lower door. Madame Beauregard was standing in front of the door, berating a Third Year Emily didn’t recognize for some offense. She waited patiently for the housemother to let the younger student go, then asked Madame Beauregard to find Caleb for her. The housemother eyed her for a long moment before consulting the school’s wards and informing Emily that Caleb was in one of the higher-ranking spellchambers. Emily thanked her and hurried down towards the Armory.


  The door was closed and warded, but opened when she rested her fingers against the locking charm. Master Grey had granted her permission to use the spellchambers whenever she felt like it, back when he’d been pretending to be a real teacher, and no one had bothered to rescind the permission. Inside, Caleb stood in the center of the room, tossing off hexes at the training dummies. Emily smiled and watched as he knocked down two more before noticing her and ending the game. The dummies picked themselves off the floor and marched back to the walls, where they would wait for the next training exercise.


  “Emily,” Caleb said. “I...”


  He ran towards Emily and hugged her, tightly. Emily hesitated, then allowed herself to melt into his arms. Kissing him felt...strange as well as good, but she was no longer so reluctant to let his lips touch hers. She held him for a long moment, then stepped backwards, breaking the hug. Caleb let her go.


  “It’s good to see you again,” she said, and meant it. “What were you doing here?”


  “My father will insist on knowing just how well I’ve been doing,” Caleb explained. “At some point, he’ll have my mother take me into a spellchamber and put me through my paces - if he doesn’t ask Casper to do it. I have to be ready. Sergeant Miles was kind enough to let me use the room.”


  “You’re doing fine,” Emily said.


  “I’ll never make a combat sorcerer,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I think too much, I think.”


  Emily smiled. Sergeant Miles had said, more than once, that some people reacted instinctively to any given situation, while others tried to think their way through before acting. There were advantages and disadvantages to both, he’d gone on to say, but someone caught in a situation that called for the other reaction was going to wind up in trouble. Caleb would spend too long, if he was challenged, thinking of what spell to use. He wouldn’t just snap one off at once to upset his opponent.


  “As long as you can look after yourself, it isn’t much of a problem,” Emily pointed out. “Are they still willing to see me?”


  Caleb looked relieved. It crossed her mind, suddenly, that he must have wondered if she’d think better of dating him, after they’d been unwillingly separated for a month. She hadn’t thought like that, but...she’d never really doubted that Caleb liked her, once she’d realized he did. He could have avoided her altogether if he’d wanted.


  “They’re looking forward to it,” he said. He frowned, darkly. “Casper may want to ask you about the duel. He’s got dueling ambitions of his own.”


  “Joy,” Emily said, sarcastically. She’d expected Void to insist on going through the duel, spell by spell, but he hadn’t asked her about it. She had received a handful of letters inquiring if she would like to write an outline of the duel, which she’d burned after reading. It wasn’t something she wanted to think about. “What should I tell him?”


  “Piss off, if you want,” Caleb said. He smiled, rather nervously. “Or just that you don’t want to talk about it.”


  “I don’t think your mother would thank me for telling her son to piss off,” Emily said, ruefully. Nothing she’d heard about Casper had been good, but it was clear that Caleb cordially disliked his elder brother. “I’ll just say I won and that’s all there is to it.”


  The dining bell rang. Caleb took her hand and led her out of the chamber, walking up towards the Dining Hall. Hundreds of students poured out of various classrooms; a number glanced at Emily, their eyes going wide, then backed away as if she were a wild animal. She sighed inwardly, cursing under her breath, as Caleb gently squeezed her hand. It was almost certain that many of the students staring at her had either watched the duel or heard eyewitness reports. The latter had probably grown in the telling.


  “Emily,” Frieda called, as they reached the entrance. She ran towards Emily, arms open wide. “Welcome home.”


  Emily let go of Caleb and hugged the younger girl tightly. “It’s good to see you again, too,” she said, as Frieda let go of her. Frieda looked to have put on a little more weight, thanks to the proper food she was receiving at Whitehall. Her dark hair had been tied neatly into two ponytails. “Did you have a good time?”


  “I was the sole pupil in some of my classes until the others recovered from the demon’s meddling,” Frieda said, cheerfully. She shot Caleb an unreadable glance and then turned her attention back to Emily. “I learned some really interesting tricks that I can’t wait to show you.”


  “I can’t wait either,” Emily assured her. She nodded towards the door. “Shall we go eat?”


  Frieda nodded and pushed her way through the crowd into the hall. Emily followed at a more sedate pace, noting how the younger students seemed to be in awe while the older students watched her warily. There was a power hierarchy at Whitehall - she’d been told, in no uncertain terms, that picking on younger students would be harshly punished - but her defeat of a full-fledged combat sorcerer had smashed it. No one was really sure where she fit in.


  But I don’t care about the hierarchy, she thought, crossly. If other students wanted to engage in mock duels, that was their concern. All I want is to get on with my studies.


  She took a plate of food - the servants, at least, didn’t treat her any differently - and made her way to the table. Alassa and Imaiqah were already there; Melissa sat at the far end of the table, alone in a crowd of students. Emily felt a stab of pity and waved to the redheaded girl, who nodded back. At least Markus made regular visits to Whitehall, Emily knew. Melissa wasn’t completely alone.


  “You could always ask her to join you,” Frieda offered. “She’s hoping you will.”


  Emily hesitated. Both Alassa and Imaiqah had good reason to dislike Melissa, although Alassa had probably played as large a role in starting the feud as Melissa. If she asked Melissa to join them, they’d object. There were too many bad memories for them to be anything more than coldly polite to one another. And, if she was honest, Emily had to admit she had too many bad memories too. She’d already done far too much for Melissa.


  “Not now,” she said, sitting down next to Alassa. “It wouldn’t go down well.”


  “I think I may have made a mistake,” Imaiqah said. She held out a parchment to Emily. “I have to take care of all of this.”


  Emily took the parchment and unfurled it. “You have to supervise the bride, check the invitations with the guests, supervise the bridesmaids at their rehearsals, coordinate with the groom’s family and guests...how many things are there on this list?”


  “You need to get help,” Alassa said. “Speak to my father’s castellan. He’ll tell you who can be spared to assist you. Make sure whoever handles the bridesmaids is nobility, because they won’t listen to anyone else.”


  “Alicia,” Emily suggested. “She’s in line to be a Baroness.”


  “I’m not sure she would be terrifying enough,” Alassa said. She smiled, sweetly. “You should do it, Emily. Tell them you’ll turn anyone who doesn’t behave into a bird.”


  Emily frowned. “Why a bird?”


  “They’ll make pleasant noises, if nothing else,” Alassa said. She smiled, then looked past Emily at Caleb. “If you want to attend, please let me know so I can send an invitation.”


  Emily blinked. “You weren’t going to send him one?”


  “I can’t send an invitation I know will be rejected,” Alassa said, patiently. “That would make me look bad. So if Caleb agrees to attend, I can send him an invitation, secure in the knowledge I won’t be embarrassed.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. She rolled her eyes. “Does that mean that everyone invited to the wedding was asked before they were actually invited?”


  Alassa shrugged. “Pretty much,” she said. “But I only have to ask the ones I’ve invited personally. My father’s servants can handle the ones he wants to invite.”


  She glanced at Caleb. “Are you coming?”


  “Please,” Emily added.


  “If you will have me, I will come,” Caleb said. “But I don’t know what I can contribute.”


  “Just be someone I invited personally,” Alassa said. “And keep Emily company.”


  Emily elbowed her, although she knew Alassa had a point. She would have to be fitted for her dresses, while Imaiqah was the Maid of Honor. Emily would have much less to do, once she arrived at Alexis; she’d intended to take Frieda and explore more of the city below the castle. If she’d tried to do anything else, she knew she’d just get in the way. But having Caleb there would be fun. They could go to Cockatrice and continue their joint project.


  And hope to hell nothing goes wrong, she thought.


  She ate her meal slowly, savoring every bite, while Alassa and Imaiqah continued to discuss the wedding in great detail. Frieda might have been insulted on Emily’s behalf, when Alassa had asked Imaiqah to be her Maid of Honor, but Emily was privately relieved. There was just too much to do; seating arrangements had to be made, important egos with big mouths had to be soothed and social catfights handled with careful diplomacy. It wasn’t something she knew she could handle.


  “We could go for a walk now,” Caleb muttered, as they finished their meal. “Do you want to come with me?”


  “Just be back before Lights Out,” Alassa said. She smiled at Caleb. “You’re invited too, you know.”


  Caleb frowned. “Invited to what?”


  “Just a small social gathering,” Alassa said. “A chance for Emily to hear all the news before we get back to work. It should be fun.”


  “We’ll be back,” Caleb said. He didn’t sound too enthusiastic. “Coming?”


  Emily nodded as she rose to her feet. A social gathering sounded like torture to her; she’d never been really comfortable in groups of more than two or three people. Alassa - and Imaiqah - could be comfortable, or fake it; she’d never developed the skills to cope with it herself. But she did want to hear all the news...


  ...And see her other friends again. The Gorgon was missing - she’d been skipping meals even before the Demon had gotten its hooks into her - and some of Alassa’s teammates had clearly decided to spend more time practicing in the Arena than eating dinner. They were going to regret that tomorrow, Emily knew; a starving magician was a weak magician. But it would be their choice.


  Lady Barb caught her on the way out. “I assume you’ve seen your timetable?”


  “I have,” Emily confirmed. “It’s very full.”


  “I’m giving up some of my free time to help you catch up,” Lady Barb said. Her face darkened noticeably as she glanced towards the High Table, where Sergeant Miles was waiting for her. “And so are some of the other tutors. Don’t waste it.”


  “I understand,” Emily said. “I won’t.”


  “You’ll be expected to work like a maniac,” Lady Barb added. “Make sure you get plenty of sleep tonight. You’ll need it.”


  “She’s right,” Caleb said. “We’ve been working hard ever since the duel.”


  Emily nodded as they walked up to the battlements, where they could chat while waiting for the others to finish dinner. It felt strangely comforting to be standing next to him, without saying a word. Outside, darkness was already falling over the land, sending a chill down her spine as the sun vanished behind the Craggy Mountains. Caleb wrapped his arm around her and she let him.


  “It feels good to be back,” she said, seriously. “And thank you for all your letters.”


  “I would have come if I could,” Caleb assured her. “But your father said no.”


  “You wouldn’t have liked me so much,” Emily admitted. She was still astonished by just how patient Void had been with her, when her magic and emotions had been running rampant. “I had some very bad days just after the duel.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Caleb said. “I like spending time with you.”


  Emily nodded and relaxed into his arms for a long moment, then pulled herself free. “The others should be finished by now,” she said. She wanted to be with him, but at the same time she wanted to catch up with her friends before she plunged back into schoolwork. “We can go spend some time with them.”


  Caleb looked doubtful. “If they’ll allow me in the room.”


  “They will,” Emily assured him. She took his hand and led him towards the door. “They invited all of our friends.”


  Chapter Four


  LADY BARB WAS RIGHT, EMILY DISCOVERED as she returned to classes; she was expected to work like a maniac. When she wasn’t in the classrooms, having facts hammered into her head, she was working her way through a list of practical exercises at twice the recommended speed or writing essays to prove she’d mastered the source material. She wasn’t the only one spending most of her evenings in the library, too; by the time the tailors arrived to measure her for her dresses, she simultaneously welcomed the break and cursed them for taking her away from her studies. She was so busy that she had hardly any time to spend with Caleb or her friends, outside classes. The only advantage was that she was kept so busy with the practical work that she didn’t have to worry about taking time to expend mana.


  “You’ll be entering the exam protocols tomorrow,” Lady Barb told her, one evening. “This is pretty much your last chance to apply to restart Fourth Year.”


  Emily shook her head. “I don’t think I want to do it all again,” she said, after a moment. Besides, she had the feeling she’d be expected to restart from Third Year, unless their joint project was credited to her anyway. They’d handed in the final version two days ago. “I just want to get it over with.”


  “You’re doing better than I expected,” Lady Barb said. “Do you feel confident?”


  “I’m not sure,” Emily admitted.


  She sighed, inwardly. Exams on Earth had been useless; the ones she’d taken had involved nothing more than memorizing facts, none of which were any use outside the examination room. But at Whitehall, a good two-thirds of her mark would be based on her practical work and her results would follow her for the rest of her life. If she failed her exams, she would have to redo Fourth Year or simply be denied permission to advance to Fifth Year. In some ways, conceding defeat now would save her from being branded as a failure.


  “I have to try,” she said, firmly. “If I fail...I can go back to Third Year and start again.”


  “Very well,” Lady Barb said. She smiled, rather dryly. “Tomorrow morning, make sure you have a good breakfast before you assemble in the Great Hall. And I suggest that you listen, very carefully, to what you’re told. It could make the difference between success and failure.”


  Emily nodded, thanked the older woman and hurried back to her bedroom. Both of her friends were already there, Imaiqah working her way through a large volume she’d borrowed from the library while Alassa wrote a long letter to her father. She, at least, wouldn’t have her results made public. The only reason Alassa was still taking the exams, Emily knew, was so she knew just how good she was. Everyone else thought she was being punished for abusing her position.


  “There’s a note from Mistress Irene,” Imaiqah said, looking up from her book. “We’re to assemble in the Great Hall at nine bells.”


  “And we’re not to be late,” Alassa said. She yawned and stretched - somehow, she managed to make even that look beautiful - as she rose. “Or there will be the dire punishment of being barred from the examination chamber.”


  “Easy for you to say,” Imaiqah snapped. “My dad will kill me if I don’t get good results.”


  “You’re a noblewoman now,” Alassa said. “You have a wonderful career ahead of you if you can’t do magic...”


  “It isn’t the same,” Imaiqah retorted. “And you know it.”


  “Calm down, both of you,” Emily said. It wasn’t the first fight or near-fight she’d seen as exams loomed nearer. Caleb had told her about a fight between five boys that had sent three of them to the infirmary and the remaining two to the Warden. Other students had snapped and snarled at one another as they’d struggled to finish their papers. “You both need some sleep.”


  “This book won’t read itself,” Imaiqah said. She paused. “Well, it could, if I charmed it properly, but it would be useless for me.”


  “You’re not going to be taking much of anything in,” Emily pointed out. “Leave it now, have a shower and relax. That will help you sleep better.”


  She paused. “Are we actually starting the exams tomorrow?”


  “I don’t think so,” Alassa said. “Mistress Irene is going to talk to us, it seems. You should have tried asking Aloha.”


  Emily nodded, ruefully. Her older friend hadn’t spoken to her since Master Grey’s death. Aloha had practically had a crush on the combat sorcerer; she’d certainly learned a great deal from his harsh lessons. And now he was dead...Emily had a feeling that Aloha understood, but couldn’t really forgive. Master Grey had been precisely the sort of tutor Aloha liked.


  “I don’t think she’s talking to me at the moment,” Emily said. She undressed, showered and headed for bed. “Get some sleep, really. I’ll see you both in the morning.”


   


  She closed her eyes and concentrated on her meditations. It must have worked, because the next thing she knew, the bed was shivering, threatening to throw her onto the floor. She jumped up hastily, checked the time and showered while Alassa and Imaiqah struggled out of bed. When they were all dressed, they headed down to the Dining Hall for breakfast and then made their way to the Great Hall. Caleb sat next to her as they waited for the stragglers to enter, just before the doors closed with an audible boom. Emily had a feeling that anyone who was late would be in deep trouble.


  “Good morning,” Mistress Irene said. She marched into the room from a hidden door and stood on a podium, her cool voice carried across the room by a spell. “You stand at the cusp of taking your first set of major exams. If any of you have chosen to take a step back and repeat the year, please leave now.”


  There was a long pause. No one left.


  “Very good,” Mistress Irene said. “For those of you who are leaving us this year, these will be the most important qualifications in your life. You will find that they allow you to enter careers that would otherwise be firmly closed. For those of you who intend to continue your studies at this school, your results will hopefully convince your future tutors that you’re worth teaching. I advise you all to make sure you put forward your very best effort during the exams.”


  There was a long, chilling pause. “You should have read the official guidelines by now, but I will go through them just to make sure you all know what you need to know,” she continued. “You will be escorted from here to the examination section, where you will be completely isolated from the rest of the school until you have completed your exams. There is no barrier preventing you from leaving, but if you leave without completing all of your exams, the ones you miss will be marked as failed. You may take nothing into the examination section without special permission. If you feel you need to have something with you, speak to one of the tutors during the passage through the entrance corridor. Bear in mind that they will err on the side of caution, so I suggest you make your arguments convincing.”


  Emily fondled the snake-bracelet on her wrist and scowled. Lady Barb knew what it was, but no other tutors knew. The snake would have to stay with her or she’d have to tighten the spells and hope she could recover the bracelet before it reverted to its normal form. A magician’s familiar wouldn’t try to hurt someone who found it, but a Death Viper would certainly be seen as a threat. She’d probably be able to hear the screaming through several layers of silencing wards.


  Someone coughed, loudly. “But what about our revision notes?”


  “It’s a bad idea to cram right up until the final moment,” Mistress Irene said, coolly. “You’ll have the information you need provided on the exam papers, if necessary.”


  She cleared her throat and continued. “You will be separated into two groups, male and female. Once you reach the entrance corridors, you will undress and don examination robes. You will be scanned by protective spells as you pass through the doors; again, if you are caught with anything, you will have to explain its presence. Everything you need will be provided. If we catch any of you trying to slip notes through the doors, you will be barred from taking the exams and quite possibly expelled. These exams are serious.


  “Inside, you will be given your examination timetables. You will sleep in the dorms provided, be escorted to the examination rooms when the time comes and - when all of your exams are completed - you will be allowed to leave. Until then, remember that your fellow students are trying to rest when they’re not in the examination rooms. Any of you who make a noise, or a disturbance, will be frozen until the start of their next exam. There will be no further warnings.”


  Emily shivered. Mistress Irene meant it.


  “If there are no further questions,” Mistress Irene concluded, “we shall begin.”


  No one asked anything, not entirely to Emily’s surprise, but there were dozens of pale faces surrounding her. They’d known the exams were about to begin, yet they hadn’t truly comprehended that they’d be separated from their revision papers. Emily sighed inwardly as Lady Barb started calling for the female students to follow her, then fell into line behind Alassa. She waved goodbye to Caleb as they made their way through a hidden door and down a long corridor into a changing room. There were so many wards buzzing over the compartment that her hair threatened to stand on end.


  “You’ll find robes in the lockers,” Lady Barb said. “Place everything in the lockers, unless you feel it deserves special permission. Do not waste my time.”


  Alassa opened one of the lockers and pulled out a long dark robe that looked several sizes too small to fit her. Emily frowned, then realized it was charmed to resize itself to fit its wearer; Alassa pulled off her robes and underwear in one smooth motion and pulled the robe over her shoulders. It fitted tightly - too tightly - to her body. No one could be in any doubt she wasn’t hiding anything.


  “I don’t think I can keep the knife with me,” Alassa said, pulling it from her ankle holster and holding it up to the light. “I’d be too tempted to bury it in an examiner.”


  “I think that would be an automatic fail,” Imaiqah said, as Alassa hid the knife in the locker and closed it firmly. “I’d be tempted too.”


  Emily laughed, despite herself. They’d been told stories about examination board supervisors who’d vanished one day and been discovered, a year later, in the frog pond, but they’d also been warned that attempting to hex the supervisors was a guaranteed fail. They were powerful and experienced magicians, after all. Getting caught trying to...convince them to give someone a pass would be embarrassing.


  “Come on, Emily,” Lady Barb called. Most of the girls had already passed through the other door, leaving Emily and her friends alone. “Use a glamor to hide yourself if you wish.”


  Emily nodded and undressed slowly, before pulling the robe on. It adjusted itself automatically, as she’d expected, but it was far too tight around her body. She’d never worn anything so revealing, even though everything below her neck was covered by black fabric. Caleb would probably like to see her in it, the treacherous part of her mind noted, as she hastily cast a glamor over herself. She had never dared let him do anything more than hug and kiss her.


  “I need to keep this with me,” she said, holding up the snake-bracelet. “It’ll revert to its normal form soon, without me.”


  “Keep it,” Lady Barb said, after a moment. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief as she returned the bracelet to her wrist. “Are you carrying anything else?”


  “Only my hairpins,” Imaiqah said. She took one of them from her hair and held it up, allowing her hair to drop down to her shoulders. “Should I dump them?”


  “Yes,” Lady Barb said. She took them from Imaiqah and dropped them into a box, which she marked with Imaiqah’s name. “Anything else?”


  Emily shook her head. Lady Barb gave her a sharp look, then motioned her up the corridor and into the dorm. She felt spells crawling over her as she walked through the corridor, probing at her body to make sure she wasn’t hiding something. It was paranoid, she had to admit, but she knew why. Whitehall’s reputation rested on its exam results. They couldn’t afford to allow anyone to cheat, even though it would catch up with the cheater sooner rather than later.


  A dark-skinned young woman in a black robe counted them into the dorm, then closed the door and motioned them towards the beds. Emily frowned in dismay as she realized she’d be sharing a room with forty girls, but there was clearly no point in arguing. Besides, no one would dare pick a fight on the night before the exams. She sat down on the bed, picked up an envelope with her name written on the front and opened it carefully, pulling out her timetable. It was as bad as she had feared.


  Imaiqah waved to the supervisor. “Where are the boys?”


  “They have their own dorm,” the supervisor said, curtly. “You won’t be seeing them until after the exams.”


  Good, Emily thought. She didn’t want any of them, even Caleb, to see her in such a revealing outfit. The glamor might not work perfectly. There won’t be any distractions for either of us.


  “Charms first,” Alassa said, reading the timetable. “That’s not a surprise; Healing tomorrow...I’d have expected that later, really.”


  “Some of the students will be taking a second Healing exam,” Imaiqah commented. “The ones who want to become Healers have to prove they can handle it.”


  “It isn’t listed here,” Emily mused. She ran her eye down the list, mentally ticking off the exams she’d prepared for. The second Healing exam had probably been left off, as there was no way she could become a Healer. “We have Alchemy on Day Three. And here...”


  She frowned, then waved to the supervisor. “I’ve got Military Magic listed here,” she said, puzzled. “I didn’t apply for it.”


  “One moment,” the supervisor said, checking her record book. “Sergeant Miles put your name down for it. You’re only doing the theoretical section, it would seem. Didn’t he mention it to you?”


  Emily shook her head, blankly. She hadn’t seen the sergeant since the Grandmaster’s funeral. Lady Barb certainly hadn’t mentioned it to her. She hadn’t even revised!


  “I’ll check that,” the supervisor said. She took Emily’s timetable and inspected it. “You’re scheduled to take it on Day Seven, I see. I’ll let you know before then what’s happened. It may be just a mistake.”


  Maybe, Emily thought. She hadn’t wanted to take Martial Magic - and she hadn’t taken Military Magic at all. It was a special course, as far as she knew; she didn’t know anyone who’d taken it. Jade might have done, in his fifth year, but it was already far too late to ask him. Or someone might have entered my name for other purposes.


  She shook her head and turned back to the timetable, just as a bell rang. The supervisor cleared her throat, loudly.


  “The compartment has been sealed,” she said. She jabbed a finger towards a set of doors at the far end of the room. “One of those doors leads to the washrooms; you may use them up to thirty minutes before the exams. Another leads to the dining room, where you can eat whatever you want; again, the doors will be locked thirty minutes before the exams. The toilets are always open, but I suggest you don’t get caught in there when the exams start. If you fail to present yourself for the exams, you will be marked as non-attending and you will fail.”


  Emily swallowed. Beside her, Alassa and Imaiqah looked equally nervous.


  “Your first set of exams starts in two hours,” the supervisor finished. “Those of you who are attending should be lined up in front of the door” - she pointed a finger - “ten minutes before the start time. Once you are in your private rooms, you will be told when to start and finish. Until then, I suggest you relax as best as you can or talk quietly. If you sleep, bear in mind I will not be waking you.”


  Alassa elbowed Emily. “Are we ever going to get more than someone wittering away at us?” she whispered. “So far, we’ve been lectured by two separate people...”


  “Yes,” Emily said, before the supervisor could overhear. “In two hours, we start Charms.”


  She looked at the washroom door, then lay back on the bed. There was nothing to do, save rest and clear her mind as best as she could. She was almost glad of the lack of anything to distract her. Once the exam started, she knew all too well, they would be pushed to the limit. And afterwards...


  Alassa will be married, she thought. It was a galling thought. She didn’t begrudge Alassa her happiness, but Alassa would have less time for Emily in the future. And Imaiqah will be going to stay with her in Zangaria, while I stay here. And even if I learn to teleport, we won’t be able to be so close after they leave. And...


  She shook her head, firmly. She’d go to the dining room in an hour and eat as much as she could, then relax until the exam started. Charms would be heavily practical, she knew; she’d need the energy just to make sure she didn’t run out of magic midway through the exam. And if Void hadn’t forced her to keep practicing, learning how to handle a sudden excess of power...


  Relax, she told herself firmly. There’s nothing else to do until the exam starts.


  Chapter Five


  “YOU MAY BEGIN,” THE SUPERVISOR DRONED, once Emily was inside the exam room with the door closed. He looked bored; he hadn’t even looked up at her when she’d walked through the door. He certainly hadn’t bothered to introduce himself. “Water and rations are on the table. If you need to go to the toilet, it’s in the side compartment; if you leave the chamber, you will not be permitted to return.”


  Emily nodded, opened the paper and got to work. The first set of questions was largely theoretical, but a couple of them were nasty; she read through the list, answered the ones she felt she could answer correctly and moved on to the next section. She’d been warned, more than once, that she shouldn’t try to answer unless she was fairly sure she knew the correct answer. Some mistakes would be counted against her, while honest ignorance would be commended. It would have been absurd on Earth, she knew, but she understood. A tiny mistake in charms could have disastrous consequences.


  The supervisor moved round to watch her carefully as she began the practical exercises, one by one. Some of them demanded that she perform a certain spell successfully, on her first try; some of them required her to unravel another set of spells or combine a handful of her own spells to produce a specific result. She felt her head starting to pound, but forced herself to carry on; she had no intention of simply giving up, even if she was hurting. The annoying part, she noted, was that she could have achieved the same results with a single spell, but she’d be marked down for trying. She was being tested on her ability to make several spells work together.


  She opened the third section and winced. The explanatory notes informed her that she would be hexed by the supervisor, forcing her to free herself before it was too late. Emily shuddered at the thought - she knew too many hexes that could turn lethal, if they remained in place for too long - and looked up at the supervisor. He was holding a wand in one hand, waiting for her.


  “Drop your wards,” he said. “And say the word.”


  Emily glanced down at the papers. She was fairly sure she wouldn’t be hexed with anything intentionally lethal, but if she was injured she’d be taken to the infirmary and probably fail the rest of her exams. It wouldn’t be remotely fair, yet she knew all too well that no one would really care. Life wasn’t fair in the slightest. Under her breath, she cursed whoever had come up with the examination structure, then met his eyes as she dismantled her protections from within. It left her feeling uncomfortably naked.


  “Do it,” she said.


  The hex, whatever it was, was powerful. She shuddered as she felt it crash into her mind, pushing her to her feet. Her body twitched and rose, despite her strongest commands. A sense of hopelessness flared through her mind, telling her it was useless to resist; she had to tell herself, firmly, that she could fight back before it was too late. Her body stumbled towards the door and she cursed, before grabbing hold of herself. He was trying to force her to leave the room, conceding the rest of the exam...


  No, she thought, savagely. She’d practiced shielding her mind time and time again. This time was no different. I won’t give in.


  She pulled her magic around her and froze her feet to the floor, then concentrated on finding and removing the hex before it pushed her into releasing herself. It was a tricky spell, all right; she couldn’t help admiring the skill of whoever had created it even as she sought to remove it from her mind. The prank spells she’d used at Whitehall were blunt instruments, easy to remove if one knew what one was doing. This spell was far more dangerous...


  Got you, she thought. She isolated the spell and ripped it out of her mind, shoving the last shreds of magic away from her. And I win.


  “Done,” she said, releasing her feet. “What...”


  The second spell struck her before she could finish the question. She barely had a moment to yelp in pain before her body morphed into a dog. The wave of doggy sensations - simple emotions, so powerful that they threatened to overwhelm her - washed through her mind. It was suddenly very hard to remember that she was human, particularly when the supervisor knelt down and held out a hand, offering to play. She spun around madly when he tossed a ball at her; the doggy part of her mind wanted to play fetch, while the human part was on the verge of panicking. The longer the spell held her in canine form, the harder it would be to summon the willpower to turn herself back.


  She held tightly to her human thoughts as she cast the counterspell. There was a flash of light and she found herself kneeling on the floor, human again. She eyed the supervisor warily, wondering what other spells he’d use, but he did nothing apart from placing his wand back on his belt and returning to his chair. There was no way to know if she’d passed or failed; she’d broken both spells, yet she knew she might not have done it quickly enough to pass. She sighed, sat back down and concentrated on running through the remaining questions and trying to answer them as best as she could. By the time the bell rang, her head was pounding so badly that she would have sold her soul for a painkilling potion.


  The supervisor collected her papers, watched carefully as Emily sealed them personally and then opened the door. Emily staggered out, stumbled to the dorm and threw herself on the bed, too tired to speak to anyone else. Alassa already lay on her bed, she noted, blonde hair spilling out around her like a shroud, but there was no sign of Imaiqah. She took a quick drink of water from the jug beside her bed, then closed her eyes and forced herself to sleep. There was no point in worrying about how well she’d done.


  “I think I did all right,” Alassa said, later. They were eating dinner before going back to bed for the night. “But I nearly failed the final hurdle.”


  “Tell me about it,” Imaiqah agreed. “I still feel like I’m a chicken.”


  “I think she thinks she’s a pig,” Alassa said, nodding towards Penelope. The pale girl was eating with her hands, stuffing food into her mouth as if it would vanish at any second. “That spell was nasty.”


  “But at least you passed,” Song said. “I was stuck as a goat for the remainder of the exam period.”


  Emily shook her head, stumbled back to bed and closed her eyes. It felt as if she hadn’t slept at all when she awoke the following morning and headed into the examination chamber for the second time. The Healing exam was, if anything, far harder than the Charms exam; she answered a whole series of practical questions, then healed a couple of volunteers from Dragon’s Den. Emily wasn’t sure who had thought it was a good idea to keep several people injured or unwell for some considerable time, just so they could be healed by trainee magicians, but she made a mental note to give that person a piece of her mind if she ever found out. One of her volunteers was a young boy who’d broken his leg...and it could have been healed instantly, if a magician had been nearby. Leaving it broken for hours, let alone days, was just cruel.


  They could have broken someone’s leg specifically to let me mend it, she thought, crossly. It was cruel too, but with the right spells it would be painless and Whitehall could certainly afford to pay any volunteers handsomely. But they couldn’t infect someone with a disease, could they?


  She finished the exam, checked her written answers again and headed back to the dorm for the second time. Alassa joined her a moment later, looking as tired as Emily felt, but she insisted that Emily eat something before they went to bed. Imaiqah had been held back for some reason; she didn’t join them until they’d almost finished eating.


  “There was a problem with one of my patients,” she said, shortly. “The supervisor said I could have extra time, if I wanted.”


  Emily nodded slowly. Lady Barb had told them, right from the start, that every patient was different. Some of them could be healed quickly - broken bones could be mended by almost any magician - while others would require hours of patient work. She wasn’t surprised that Imaiqah had been given extra time, even though they hadn’t been told it was a possibility. In hindsight, it was obvious. It might take longer than they thought they had to cure a particularly difficult patient.


  And if we’d tried to hurry, she thought, we might have been marked down.


  She smiled wanly at the thought as they walked back to their beds. Lady Barb would have been furious if they’d tried to rush their work, particularly if there was an innocent life at stake. She’d hammered it into their heads, time and time again, that they were to be careful and take their time when they healed a patient. Emily wouldn’t have cared to face her after a patient had died, if her carelessness and haste had caused the death. She’d have been lucky not to be summarily booted from the class.


  The next exam, Subtle Magic, was just as difficult, although she was starting to get used to the pace. Subtle Magic was tricky because of the rune in her chest, which started to burn the moment she stepped into the pre-prepared examination chamber; it wasn’t easy to find and neutralize the runes carved into the room with her chest feeling as if it were going to catch fire at any moment. But it would have been harder still, she suspected, if the subtle magic had been messing with her mind from the start. She removed the final runes, answered the theoretical questions and then headed back to the dormitory, where she discovered she was the first to finish. The others had taken longer to find and remove the runes.


  “Alchemy today,” Alassa said, the next day. “Good luck.”


  Emily shivered. Alchemy had never been her favorite subject, although she had managed to pass the classroom tests by strict attention to detail and extreme care. She wasn’t reassured when she stepped into the examination chamber and discovered that it was surrounded by heavy-duty wards, ready to contain an explosion. The supervisor nodded to a large workbench supporting three caldrons and a small pile of ingredients, and told her to sit down at a smaller desk.


  “There are three practical tests, following your theoretical exam,” he told her. “For the first test, you have to pick a potion from a list and brew it to an acceptable standard. For the second, you have to salvage an alchemical brew that is on the verge of exploding; for the third, you have to analyze a brewed potion and determine both its ingredients and its function.”


  He paused. “Do you have any questions?”


  Emily hesitated. “Do I get told what the second alchemical brew was meant to be?”


  “Clear Sight Potion,” the supervisor said. “You’ll find a list of ingredients and instructions beside the caldron.”


  Emily closed her eyes in pain. She’d tried to brew Clear Sight Potion herself, in class, and it had rarely worked. Stopping an explosion wouldn’t be hard - she’d just have to add something that would nullify the magic - but that would put the potion completely beyond repair. She’d have to work out what had gone wrong very quickly and then apply corrective measures....


  And be ready to dive under the table if it boils out of control, she thought. She’d seen a string of nasty accidents in Alchemy, including at least one student who’d been blinded for a week following an explosion. This could get very bad.


  She took the paper when it was offered and worked her way through the questions. They looked to be reasonably simple, easier than she’d expected, but they weren’t the true meat of the exam. It was the practicals that would determine her final grade. She finished writing out the answers, rose to her feet and walked over to the workbench. The first caldron was empty; the other two were held in stasis. They’d be released the moment she touched them with her fingertip. Gritting her teeth, she picked up the list of recommended potions, selected the easiest and went to work. An hour later, she bottled up the brew and turned her attention to the third caldron. She’d have to leave the second caldron until last, just in case it blew up in her face.


  And I might end up as scarred as Caleb, she thought, as she prepared a handful of diagnostic spells. Would he still be interested in me if my face looked like Emperor Palpatine’s?


  She pushed the morbid thought aside as she went to work, releasing the stasis field and studying the blue-green liquid in the caldron. The analysis spell showed her some of the ingredients, allowing her to mentally add several more; she knew, from experience, that several ingredients wouldn’t mix with others without exploding or turning the liquid into useless sludge. In fact, the more she saw of the ingredients, the more she believed it was a modified strengthening potion. It wasn’t a recommended recipe - unless she was very wrong, it would be dangerously addictive - but she was sure she knew what it was meant to do.


  Just as long as no one tries to drink it more than once, she thought, as she wrote down her conclusions. Professor Thande - she was certain he’d brewed the potion - loved varying the recipes, just to see what would happen. They’d become addicted within two or three doses.


  She pushed the thought aside as she turned her attention to the second caldron and read through the list of instructions carefully. It was hard to be sure, as there were three separate parts where the tiniest mistake might have led to an explosion, but she had a feeling - going by the colorcolor - that the mistake was in the final section. The brewer had added too much of one ingredient, overbalancing the potion. She gritted her teeth, prepared a handful of countering agents and released the stasis field. The smell made her gag - she had to fight to keep from diving under the table at once - but she poured the first countering agent in, watching carefully to make sure it wasn’t about to explode. It bubbled unpleasantly; she hastily added the remaining agents, praying desperately that she hadn’t unbalanced the recipe in a different direction. There was a long pause, then the brew settled down. Emily breathed a sigh of relief, bottled four samples and turned away from the workbench. It was done.


  “You may leave,” the supervisor said.


  Emily nodded and walked back to the dorm. Alassa and Imaiqah were already gone - Alchemy was their last exam - but Melissa and the Gorgon were still waiting for the second Healing exam. She nodded to them both, then settled down on the bed to go to sleep. No one had told her anything about the Military Magic exam, but she had a feeling she should wait until she knew what was happening. But she wanted to leave...


  She was woken, four hours later, by the supervisor. “You have been entered for the Military Magic exam by Sergeant Miles,” she said. “You’ll only get half credit, because you’ve only been entered for the theoretical side...”


  Emily rubbed her forehead, but nodded reluctantly. Sergeant Miles presumably knew what he was doing. She’d ask him when she left the examination halls. Until then...she ate, slept and followed the supervisor into the examination chamber for the final exam. Behind her, the handful of girls taking the second Healing exam waited for their supervisors to arrive.


  The Military Magic supervisor looked her up and down as soon as she arrived, then pointed to a desk and waited for her to sit down. “It is irregular for a person to take half of the exam,” he said, “but apparently it has to be tolerated. You have two hours to answer as many questions as you can. Do not leave the room...”


  “I understand,” Emily interrupted. She just wanted to get it over with. “Can I begin?”


  “Of course,” the supervisor said. He made a show of turning a giant hourglass over to mark the start of the exam. “Off you go.”


  Emily scowled at the paper as she opened it. Like the other exams, it contained a list of questions that forced her to think rather than merely scribble answers down by rote. Some of them were easy enough - Sergeant Miles had talked her through the basics of military affairs in Martial Magic - but others were too complex for her to answer. She did the best she could - she pulled one solution directly from Earth - and finished the paper just in time for the last of the sand to run out. The supervisor took it, opened the door for her and pointed to the exit. Emily glanced back at the dorm, hurried down the corridor and out of the exam complex.


  And I won’t see it again until the end of Sixth Year, she thought, as she passed through the door. The wards resealed themselves behind her. If they let me stay...


  “Emily,” Lady Barb said. She was standing at the far end of the corridor. “I trust you’re ready for a nap?”


  Emily ignored the question. “Why did Sergeant Miles put me in for the final exam?”


  “Because you might need it,” Lady Barb said. “And because it will be a useful thing to have.”


  And, no matter how many times Emily asked, Lady Barb refused to be drawn any further.


  Chapter Six


  “YOU MIGHT WELL ALREADY HAVE SUFFICIENT credit to win a pass in Military Magic,” Alassa mused, four hours later. “Master Grey would certainly give you a pass.”


  “I don’t think he would have wanted to give me anything other than a knife in the back,” Emily muttered. Her head hurt, even though she’d managed several hours of sleep before her friends had returned. “He wanted me dead.”


  “That might explain it,” Alassa said. “You did kill a combat sorcerer in a duel. That, combined with a high score on your papers, might be enough to win you a pass.”


  She shrugged. “Or they may think you’d have a use for the paper qualification in the future,” she added. “You’d better see if you can get a straight answer out of the sergeant.”


  “The paper qualification won’t be enough,” Imaiqah pointed out. “If she hasn’t done the practical...”


  Emily held up a hand. “Does it really matter, right now?”


  “Probably not,” Alassa said. She turned and picked up a letter from her trunk. “My father sent you a letter. Do you want the crib notes from me or do you want to unpick the letter for yourself?”


  “Just the crib notes,” Emily said. She’d grown used to Alassa reading all official communications from Zangaria, now that she was her father’s confirmed heir. “What does he want?”


  “You’re going to Beneficence in a couple of days,” Alassa said. “On the way to Alexis, he’d like you to visit Swanhaven and give him your impression of the competing would-be rulers.”


  Emily frowned. “Would-be rulers?”


  “Baron Swanhaven was beheaded after the coup,” Alassa said. She closed her eyes, reciting from memory. “His son, who was up to his eyebrows in the plotting, was also killed. He’d wiped out most of his remaining family after his late wife gave him an heir, so the only two claimants to the Barony are Lord Hans and Lady Regina. Lady Regina has the closest claim, by blood, but Lord Hans has a penis. My father told them to share power - he appointed a regent to keep an eye on them - until he decided which one of them would inherit the position permanently.”


  “I suppose they can’t get married,” Emily muttered.


  “My father would probably not approve,” Alassa said. “Merging their competing claims would cause...problems with some of the other baronial bloodlines.”


  “So right now they’re doing everything they can to win the favor of the king,” Imaiqah put in. “They’ll be trying to win your favor too.”


  “Regina was one of the girls my mother thought would make a good companion for me when I was a child,” Alassa said. “She’s ambitious, very ambitious. I think she would have been purged too if she hadn’t been six years old when the heir was born. Baron Swanhaven might have considered her an ultimate fallback position for his line.”


  Emily shrugged. “And what’s Lord Hans’s excuse?”


  “I’ve never met him,” Alassa said. “He’s a couple of years older than Lady Regina, but I don’t think he ever spent time at court, toadying to my father. I have no idea why he was allowed to remain alive.”


  “Maybe he just looked harmless,” Imaiqah suggested.


  “There’s no such thing as a harmless nobleman, particularly one with a tenuous claim to a powerful position,” Alassa said. “Just being one of the few survivors would make him a potential threat to the baron.”


  “And if he becomes baron,” Emily said, “he’ll become a potential threat to the king.”


  “True,” Alassa agreed. “My father will have to make a decision soon, Emily. He’ll want your observations before he makes his final choice.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. She didn’t pretend to understand all the complexities of ruling over a country that was still largely in the feudal ages, but she thought she understood the dilemma facing King Randor. His choice for baron would be instantly opposed by the other - who would be the sole heir if something happened to the first choice - while the newly appointed baron would be a potential threat to the king himself. Why not? The last set of barons had tried to overthrow and murder their liege lord, while enslaving his brother and daughter. Randor had to be very tempted to leave the matter unsettled as long as possible.


  “I’ll go visit them on my way to the capital,” Emily said, softly. “Is there anything else I need to know?”


  Alassa sighed. “I’ll be leaving tonight with Frieda, as we agreed,” she said. Emily had wanted to take the younger girl with her to Beneficence, but Lady Barb had vetoed the plan. “Imaiqah plans to stay to attend the goodbye feast tomorrow. I trust you have planned everything with Caleb?”


  “We’re meeting this afternoon,” Emily said, glancing at her watch. They’d agreed to meet before dinner and go for a walk afterwards. “But we do have a plan.”


  “Make sure you honor it,” Alassa said. “Courtships are just as bad as any other relationship, Emily; no one gives a damn about what you do as long as you do it properly.”


  She frowned. “My father may wish to talk to you about that too.”


  “My relationship with Caleb is none of your father’s business,” Emily said, stiffly.


  “Yes, it is,” Alassa said, curtly. “You’re the Baroness of Cockatrice. If you and Caleb marry, he will automatically become both a high nobleman and the father of your children. My father has every right to disapprove of the match...”


  “My personal life is still none of his business,” Emily insisted. She glared at the bed. “My predecessor chased so many women during his adult life that it was a wonder he found time to take part in a plot, yet no one gave a damn about his personal life.”


  “None of those...relationships...included marriage,” Alassa said, firmly. “Whatever bastards he might have sired were never in line to inherit anything. I tell you, right now, that if he’d announced his intention to marry a shepherdess or swineherd my father would have objected violently.”


  “Caleb is not a swineherd,” Emily snapped.


  “Neither were the princes I was meant to consider, two years ago,” Alassa snapped back. “I was expected to marry one of them!”


  Emily cocked her head. “And who would your father like me to marry?”


  “Someone harmless,” Alassa said.


  Emily opened her mouth to retort that Caleb was harmless, but Imaiqah spoke first. “It’s a question of bloodlines,” she said. “As long as you’re not planning to marry another baron, you’re probably fine.”


  “He doesn’t control me,” Emily said, icily.


  “No,” Alassa agreed. “But he does have good reason to worry about the future. The result of a bad choice, either for you or in Swanhaven, may not come to pass on his watch, but they will come to pass on mine.”


  Emily nodded and grabbed her coat. “I’m going for a walk,” she said. She didn’t want to think about King Randor meddling in her relationships right now. “I’ll try and see you before you go, but if I don’t, please take care of Frieda.”


  “I will,” Alassa said. “But try and speak to her first yourself.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Emily agreed.


  She gave Alassa a hug, walked through the door and strode down the corridor, too lost in her own thoughts to care about a handful of students shying away from her. King Randor had tricked her, three years ago, into taking the Barony - or, at least, he’d put her in a position where refusing would be very difficult. But she hadn’t really understood what she’d taken on, even after starting a handful of lessons most aristocratic children received from birth. She was the absolute mistress of the Barony, her word law for nearly a million men, women and children...


  And she hated it.


  She ground her teeth as she walked past a young boy standing in the middle of the corridor, frozen in place by a spell. King Randor had no right, no matter what he thought, to try to dictate to her. She could understand his concerns, intellectually, but she refused to concede that he had any authority to choose her boyfriend, let alone her future husband. Hell, by any reasonable standard, Caleb was a good choice. His family might be useful to the king, his father didn’t have that high a standing and Caleb himself was only the second in line to what standing the family did have. Emily had a feeling that Randor would approve, if she asked, but she didn’t want to ask. It wasn’t any of his concern.


  “Duck,” someone shouted.


  Emily held up a hand, hastily deflecting the freeze spell as a pair of young girls ran towards her. Their faces dropped so rapidly when they realized who they’d tried to freeze that it was almost comical; they’d not only attacked a girl two years above them, but the Necromancer’s Bane herself. Emily tried to give them a reassuring smile; they turned and fled the other way, as if they expected her to blast them both to ashes. She shook her head in dismay and made her way slowly down to the Armory. If Sergeant Miles was there...


  “I’m afraid he’s supervising an exam,” Sergeant Harris said. He was a bald man who reminded Emily uncomfortably of Master Grey, although his face was badly scarred and one of his arms had been replaced with a golden prosthetic. “Can I help you with anything?”


  “No, thank you,” Emily said. She didn’t know Sergeant Harris well; he’d joined Whitehall at the start of the year, but she’d spent most of her training with Master Grey. “I’ll try and find him later.”


  “I believe he won’t be back for a week,” Sergeant Harris said. “You can leave a note, if you like.”


  Emily cursed herself under her breath. The first year of Martial Magic included a long march into the countryside, then five days of living off the land while running through a series of increasingly dangerous exercises. Of course Sergeant Miles would be supervising. He’d supervised the exam she’d taken herself, three years ago. He wouldn’t be back until after she’d left.


  “I will,” she promised. There should be time to scribble a note before she left the school and leave it in his office. “And thank you.”


  She turned and walked back up the corridor as the dinner bell rang. One of the girls who’d fled from her stood to the side, frozen in place. Emily hesitated, then cast the counterspell and watched as the girl spun around, her eyes going wide when she saw Emily looking at her. The game of Freeze Tag would have come to an end, Emily was sure, now that the dinner bell had rung. But it was quite likely that her friends would forget she was there until she either managed to break the spell for herself or was caught and caned for being out after Lights Out.


  “Go eat dinner,” she ordered, tiredly.


  The girl gave her one last look and fled. Emily smiled and followed her at a more sedate pace until she reached the door. Caleb leaned against it, waiting for her. She gave him a quick hug and led the way into the Dining Hall, which was only half-full. Many of the younger students had already completed their exams and gone home for the holidays. They ate a quick dinner, chatting about nothing, and then left the building. There were a good three hours before Lights Out.


  “My parents are looking forward to meeting you,” Caleb said, once they were walking up the mountainside. The warm air smelled faintly of flowers; insects buzzed past them, avoiding the two magicians with ease. “Are you still planning to arrive in two days?”


  “We’ll be leaving the day after the goodbye feast,” Emily said. “You’ll have plenty of time to get there first.”


  “Wonderful,” Caleb said, weakly. “Just don’t take anything my brother says seriously.”


  Emily looked up at him. “That bad?”


  “He thinks he’s the gift of the gods,” Caleb admitted, reluctantly. “To everyone. And he’s still an apprentice combat sorcerer.”


  “Oh,” Emily said.


  She smiled, despite herself. Jade had completed his apprenticeship in two years; Casper, who was probably around the same age, had yet to be released by his master. It suggested either incompetence or a reluctance to learn. But he couldn’t be completely incompetent or he would have killed himself by now, if his master hadn’t strangled him personally. A careless magician rarely lasted long.


  “I won’t take him seriously,” she said. She smiled, again. “Why hasn’t he qualified?”


  Caleb smirked. “I believe he keeps finding something else to do with his time,” he said, darkly. “His master has the patience of a saint.”


  “I see,” Emily said. She gave him a reassuring look. “Are you nervous?”


  “Just a little,” Caleb admitted.


  “I’m nervous too,” Emily said. She squeezed his hand lightly. “But at least you survived meeting...meeting my father.”


  “That’s true,” Caleb agreed. “My mother does want to see you. She didn’t like Master Grey very much.”


  Emily sighed, inwardly. She’d have to find the time to go through Master Grey’s estate when she had a moment, perhaps after the wedding. God alone knew what he might have gathered, over the years, or what she might be able to use for herself. At least he didn’t have any direct heirs, as far as she could tell. She didn’t have to worry that she had deprived a son or daughter of their father’s possessions.


  And given someone a very good reason to want revenge, she thought, darkly. The Code Duello forbade revenge attacks, but her reading had made it clear that it was sometimes honored in the breach, rather than the observance. I’ve got enough enemies without adding more.


  “I’ll be glad to see her,” Emily lied. In truth, she wasn’t looking forward to it. “And I hope you’ll find time to show me around the city.”


  “You wanted to visit your bank,” Caleb noted. “I think we can find time to wander.”


  Emily smiled. It would be nice to see more of the Nameless World. Indeed, after the wedding, she was seriously considering setting off on a tour. Caleb and Frieda could come with her, if they wanted; they could explore parts of the world she’d never visited. Or she could go back to Mountaintop and read some of the books that were being held in storage for her. Or even just return to her house and relax until term started again.


  They reached an overhang looking down over Whitehall and sat on the grass. Emily smiled to herself as she studied the school, her mind touching the magic fields flickering up and down from the nexus point below the building. The wards felt different, now that there was no Grandmaster; she hoped it wouldn’t be long before a newcomer was installed in the office, even though it would be odd to see someone else in the Grandmaster’s chair. Caleb wrapped his arms around her and she relaxed into his touch, although it was hard for her to relax too far. Part of her was still worried about letting anyone touch her.


  “Two more years to go,” Caleb said. “And then...we will see.”


  Emily nodded. “Do you still want to try for a mastery?”


  “I think I need at least one, if I am to convince anyone to join me,” Caleb admitted. “But it will be hard to convince anyone to accept me as an apprentice if I don’t intend to stay in the field.”


  “You do intend to stay in the field,” Emily pointed out. “You’re just planning to combine it with others.”


  “That’s not the mark of a master,” Caleb countered. “It certainly doesn’t show the single-minded determination of an apprentice who wants to become a master.”


  “Like Casper,” Emily said. She had no idea what a combat sorcerer needed to do to win his spurs, but if Jade had done it in two years...she wondered, idly, if Casper had deeper ambitions than he’d admitted to his family. Caleb might not be the only one considering new ways to develop magic. “Do you think he’ll make it harder for you to get a post?”


  “I don’t know,” Caleb admitted. “No master wants to waste his time tutoring someone whose heart isn’t in it.”


  “Ask Mistress Irene,” Emily suggested. “She’d probably know someone who might be interested.”


  Caleb nodded and kissed the back of her neck, lightly. Emily stiffened; he pulled away, very gently. Emily cursed her own weaknesses as she rose to her feet, trying to silently convey the feeling that it wasn’t his fault. She didn’t want a string of boyfriends like Imaiqah - and she couldn’t imagine having a passionate relationship like Melissa and Markus - but she wanted to be comfortable. And yet, every time she thought about letting herself go, she ran up against insurmountable mental barriers. The mere thought was terrifying.


  She helped him to his feet and kissed him, lightly, before turning to walk back down the path to the school. The sun was already dropping below the mountains, casting the surrounding terrain into darkness; they didn’t have long to return before Lights Out. She held his hand as they walked, wishing she could just confide in him. But would he understand if she told him everything? There was a part of her that knew she didn’t dare take the chance.


  “I’ll see you at the dinner and dance tomorrow,” she said, as they reached the entrance and walked into the school. “You’ll be there, won’t you?”


  “I wouldn’t miss it,” Caleb assured her. He let go of her hand as they stopped outside the female dorm. “And I’ll see you in Zangaria too.”


  “Yeah,” Emily said, reluctantly. She’d intended to travel with Caleb and Lady Barb to Alexis. “There’s been a slight hitch. We need to take a detour first.”


  Caleb put a gallant expression on his face. “As long as I’m with you,” he said. “I don’t mind.”


  Emily snorted. She gave him one last kiss, ignoring the sound of Madame Beauregard clearing her throat loudly, and walked through the door into the dorm.


  Chapter Seven


  “YOU LOOK LOVELY,” IMAIQAH SAID.


  Emily had her doubts as she looked into the mirror. Imaiqah had insisted she spend an hour getting ready for the dinner and it looked as though the time had been well spent, but she didn’t want to do it every day. Her hair had been washed, her face had been scrubbed clean and she’d donned a blue dress that flattered her curves more than she cared to admit. Imaiqah had wrapped her hair into a long French braid, leaving it hanging down her back and told her to stay very still. It seemed she wasn’t even allowed to dress herself. But if it took so much effort to look lovely, she wasn’t sure she wanted to bother.


  “I feel strange,” Emily muttered. Imaiqah was almost a force of nature when it came to getting dressed, even though four years ago she’d had to make her own dresses if she wanted to wear something other than robes. “And a little exposed.”


  “All eyes will turn as you walk past,” Imaiqah assured her.


  Emily bit down on the rejoinder that came to mind and watched as Imaiqah pulled her own dress on, then inspected herself in the mirror. She wasn’t quite sure who Imaiqah was taking to the dance, but she hoped he appreciated the amount of effort Imaiqah had spent on herself as well as Emily. Imaiqah’s face was tinted, her hair wrapped up in a style that looked oddly familiar and her dark dress showed off the tops of her breasts.


  “You look fine,” Emily said, impatiently. “Shouldn’t we be going downstairs?”


  “Not yet,” Imaiqah said. “You have to be strategically late when dealing with boys or they’ll start thinking they can get away with anything.”


  Emily rolled her eyes, but waited until Imaiqah was ready before following her down the stairs to the outer hall. Lady Barb would have been furious if they’d been late for her classes - the tutors had been getting stricter about it ever since Fourth Year had started - yet it was almost worth it to see Caleb’s eyes open wide when he saw her. She fought down a flush that would have stood out on her pale skin, kissed his cheek delicately and allowed him to lead her into the Great Hall. A handful of tables, groaning under the weight of food and drink, had been placed against the far wall, while a number of couples were already gliding around the dance floor.


  “I don’t know how to dance,” Caleb admitted. “Help?”


  “Just hold me and follow,” Emily muttered back. She’d never bothered to learn the more complex dances, but the simple ones were merely a matter of following the shouted directions and the music. “And try to relax.”


  They whirled around the dance floor several times before Mistress Irene, sitting at the High Table with the rest of the staff, tapped her fork against her glass for silence. The musicians stopped playing, encouraging the students to gather in front of the tutors. Emily held Caleb’s hand and waited, silently, to hear the speech.


  “It has been an extraordinary term,” Mistress Irene said, softly. “Many of you still carry the scars of possession, others resisted temptation and remained strong. But our Grandmaster is dead and there will be a new person seated in his chair, when some of you return for your next year of schooling.”


  Emily felt a shiver running down her spine at the tutor’s words. Things were going to change, whether she liked it or not.


  “Those of you who are leaving us will always be welcome, if you wish to return,” Mistress Irene added. “By graduating now, you join countless others who have left Whitehall ever since this building first became a school. Your exam results will be mailed to you, once we have finished proctoring them; I and the staff wish you the very best in your future careers.”


  She paused for a long moment. “Those of you who intend to return next year will have your results mailed to you soon. If you fail to qualify for Fifth Year, you may be allowed to redo your Third or Fourth Years. Should you wish, instead, to leave the school, merely let us know and we will send you your final certificate.


  “These have been troubling years,” she concluded. “But I must say, here and now, that you have all done very well. I am proud of you all.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. How many of those troubling years had been her fault, directly or indirectly? Shadye had used her to get into the school, the Mimic had been released during his invasion of the school...and the Demon would never have gained entry if she and the Grandmaster hadn’t brought it back from the Blighted Lands. But she’d never intended to do the school any harm. It was her first real home.


  She glanced around and saw a number of students wiping their eyes. Whitehall had been different for them too, she knew; many of them had come from poor backgrounds and the school had been their first real taste of luxury. They no longer belonged in their villages, but would they fit into magical society? It might not matter, Lady Barb had told her; even a small amount of magical training would allow someone to make a good living, if they were prepared to work hard. They would certainly never have to return to their hometowns.


  And what will they do, she asked herself, when their children ask about their pasts?


  Mistress Irene called a handful of students up for brief congratulations; Emily listened and applauded politely when the time came. They were all students who intended to leave, after the dinner, and not return. Mistress Irene talked about their achievements, mentioned something of what they intended to do with their lives and then let them go. They would probably have been jeered on Earth, Emily suspected, for daring to do well at school. But jeering a nerd at Whitehall could be very dangerous.


  “You should be up there,” Caleb muttered.


  “I’m not planning to leave,” Emily muttered back.


  She smiled genuinely as Imaiqah stood up. Mistress Irene feted her for coming out of her shell and developing unexpected talents, then let her return to the crowd. Emily nodded in silent agreement; Imaiqah had developed rapidly, once she’d learned to have faith in herself. And now she was poised to become a close confidante and advisor to a Queen...


  And she’s leaving me here, Emily added, mentally. She knew it was selfish, but she couldn’t keep herself from feeling down. I’ll be alone.


  The long stream of congratulations finally came to an end. Caleb led her over to the buffet tables, piled food on both of their plates and found a quiet spot in the corner to eat it. Emily couldn’t help noticing that some of the boys were giving her second or third looks, their expressions torn between interest and a certain amount of fear. She’d killed Master Grey, after all; she wouldn’t have any difficulty tearing a student apart. She couldn’t help finding it depressing, even though she knew it was better than being seen as a helpless victim. All she really wanted was to get on with her studies in peace.


  “It’s never easy to leave a school, unless you hate it,” Caleb commented. “The outside world is going to be a shock for them. There’s no one out there to clear up their messes.”


  Emily shrugged. She’d heard that most of the crap students learned at high school on Earth was useless outside school - and she believed it. A person who’d risen to become Big Man on Campus would be penny-ante in the outside world. But she wasn’t sure that was so true of anyone leaving Whitehall. They’d have practical knowledge and powerful magic, not worthless pieces of paper and too many competitors for too few jobs.


  “You hated Stronghold,” she said, instead. “Are you sad you left?”


  “Never,” Caleb said. “But it was still hard to walk into a whole new school, knowing I was alone.”


  “I’m glad you did,” Emily said.


  She understood, all too well. Caleb would have entered Whitehall in Third Year, after all the cliques had formed. He would have been an outcast from the start, unable to make many friends. Injuring himself in Fourth Year wouldn’t have helped. He had needed to repeat most of the year while everyone he knew moved on to Fifth Year. But at least he’d made friends with Emily and her friends. She had no idea if the Grandmaster had been intentionally matchmaking or not, but it had definitely worked out for him.


  And now Melissa is excluded from her former friends, she thought, catching sight of the redhead leaning against the wall. Just as Alassa was after I almost killed her.


  She sighed, inwardly. Alassa had been lucky. She’d found a second set of friends almost at once. Melissa, it seemed, hadn’t. Her former friends were too connected to the magical families, the families she’d deserted. None of them would want to suggest that walking away was easy.


  Caleb squeezed her hand. “What are you thinking?”


  “Too much,” Emily said. She couldn’t help feeling sorry for Melissa. She’d had her own problems with being a social outcast, but it had to be worse for the other girl. She had been pretty and popular, once upon a time. “Would you mind very much if I went and spoke to Melissa?”


  “Not at all,” Caleb said. He glanced towards the stand. “Professor Thande might be willing to advise me, if I ask.”


  Emily smiled, gave him a quick hug and walked over to Melissa. Up close, it was far too easy to see that Melissa was depressed, although she was trying hard to hide it. Indeed, if attendance hadn’t been mandatory, Emily had a feeling Melissa would have headed to Beneficence as soon as the exams had been completed. She would have done well, Emily was sure. Unlike Alassa, at least before Emily had befriended her, Melissa had been worked hard by her family.


  Melissa met her eyes as she approached. “What do you want?”


  “Just to see how you were,” Emily said. She cursed herself as she cast a privacy ward in the air. She’d never been very good at knowing what to say when someone was in pain. “I...you’ll be going back to Beneficence tomorrow with us, won’t you?”


  “Only as far as the bridges,” Melissa said, sharply. She leaned back against the wall. “Did you come here to mock me?”


  “No,” Emily said, keeping her temper under firm control. “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”


  Melissa laughed, harshly. “And what makes you think I might be all right?”


  “Nothing,” Emily said. She fought down the urge to run her hand through her hair. “But I do care.”


  “Caring is not an advantage,” Melissa said.


  Mycroft would have agreed, Emily thought, sardonically.


  “And I cannot wait to finish my time here and get out,” Melissa added. “There are Healers who will take me on an as apprentice even without my grandmother’s blessing.”


  Emily winced. If Fulvia wanted to really screw up Melissa’s life, it would be easy enough for her to pressure the Healers to refuse Melissa’s request for an apprenticeship. Hell, if she waited for a couple of years, Melissa would be bound by the oaths but unable to be trained further than she could get in school. But those oaths were so harsh that few magicians were willing to accept them. It was quite possible that the Healers would take Melissa anyway, no matter what her Grandmother said.


  And I really have to thank Fulvia for sending Master Grey to kill me, she thought. Maybe I could get Melissa an apprenticeship as a subtle rebuke.


  She pushed the thought aside and leaned forward. “If you want...you know...to do things together next year, we can,” she said. “I’ll be alone too.”


  “Your friend managed to get her exam results thrown out,” Melissa said. She sounded darkly amused by the whole concept. “But your other friend isn’t staying?”


  “She doesn’t want to remain for the final two years,” Emily said. It was no secret, particularly not now that Imaiqah had been called up on the stage. “You could spend time with me.”


  “Perhaps,” Melissa said. Emily knew she was poor at reading people, but even she could tell that Melissa was desperately trying to keep some of her pride. “Would you want me to be sorry for Alassa?”


  Emily kept her face expressionless with an effort. Officially, Alassa’s exam results had been canceled; a punishment, she suspected, worse than anything else a naughty student might be called upon to endure. Alassa had been forced to take the exams even though everyone had known she’d never be able to use her results to prove herself. But with her father intent on keeping the true level of her abilities a secret, Alassa and he were the only people outside the examination board who would know how far she’d come.


  And even if someone suspects the truth, she thought, they still won’t be able to look at the official record to see her results.


  “Just be civil,” she said. “Treat her as you would want to be treated.”


  Melissa smiled, rather thinly. “Bow and scrape before her?”


  “Within reason,” Emily said. She’d always found people bowing and scraping in front of her creepy. It was just a reminder that a single ill-chosen word could have disastrous consequences for her subjects in Cockatrice. “I’m not asking for you to be her friend, merely...someone she can tolerate.”


  “I can try,” Melissa said. “But there’s a great deal of bad blood between us.”


  Emily shrugged. “Put it behind you,” she said. It wasn’t easy advice to follow, but there was no real alternative. “She won’t even be here next year.”


  She nodded to Melissa, then turned. “Wait,” Melissa said. “I hear a rumor that you’re in a Courtship.”


  Emily turned back to face her. “Who told you?”


  “A little bird,” Melissa said. She smiled, drolly. “You know how quickly rumors fly through the school.”


  “Most of them are nonsense,” Emily said. She’d had problems looking at Professor Lombardi after a rumor had spread about him walking into an inn with a pair of ancient hags. “You know that too.”


  “You are,” Melissa said. She’d probably seen it on Emily’s face. “I believe you’ll need advice - and someone to stand beside you, when the time comes. Someone raised in the right set of traditions.”


  “I haven’t thought about it yet,” Emily admitted. “Are you offering?”


  “Yes,” Melissa said.


  Emily studied her for a long moment. A couple of years ago, she would have suspected a trap. It had been Melissa, after all, who’d played a hundred nasty pranks on her. But now, after Melissa’s marriage and Emily’s role in it, she found it hard to believe that Melissa would play any jokes on her. It was far more likely that Melissa was trying to pay a debt she found burdensome.


  “I’ll keep you in mind,” she promised. “But you do realize that I was not raised in those traditions.”


  “Your father committed a grave mistake there,” Melissa noted. “Our traditions are quite important. They are the wardstone of our society.”


  Emily nodded and turned back to where Caleb was patiently waiting. When she glanced back, as he led her onto the dance floor, Melissa was gone.


  “She was offering to stand beside me,” she said, as they spun around on the floor. “Is that a good idea?”


  “See what happens in a couple of years,” Caleb said. He frowned as he considered the possibilities. “My mother may object because Melissa deserted her family.”


  Emily sighed. The network of patronage and family relationships that bound the magical families together was too complex for anyone to follow, save for someone who had steeped themselves in it since birth. Caleb’s mother, a sorceress herself, might have ties that led, eventually, to Fulvia, even though Fulvia had been stripped of most of her power. It was just possible she would refuse to accept Melissa playing any role in the wedding...


  If there is a wedding, she reminded herself. She liked Caleb, she felt comfortable with him, but marriage? She honestly wasn’t sure. But then, the Courtship was meant to make her sure - or allow one or both of them to decide against it without shame. There’s a long way to go before I need to choose a second.


  Caleb met her eyes. “Do you like her?”


  “I feel sorry for her,” Emily admitted. It crossed her mind, not for the first time, that she and Melissa had a great deal in common. And Alassa and Melissa, for that matter. “She’s so alone right now.”


  “She had the courage to stand up to someone almost as formidable as my mother,” Caleb said. There was a hint of admiration in his tone. “I think she’ll be fine.”


  “I hope so,” Emily said.


  She tugged him though the doors and into the gardens surrounding Whitehall. Dozens of couples were already there, walking through the darkened bushes and pretending they were invisible. Just for a few minutes, she could pretend she was someone else, someone who wasn’t scared to hold her boyfriend in her arms. But she knew it couldn’t last.


  “I’ll see you in Beneficence,” she whispered, as she looked up at the sky. The stars twinkled down at her, forming constellations that might not be visible on Earth. “And...and I’ll do my best to be polite to your mother.”


  “Please,” Caleb said. “And be polite to my father too.”


  Emily nodded. “I’ll do my best,” she said. It was rare for a mundane to marry a powerful magician, she’d been told, and those who did were extraordinary. “He must be a formidable man.”


  “He is,” Caleb said. They turned to walk back inside. “And he’s looking forward to meeting you too.”


  Chapter Eight


  THERE WAS NO SIGN OF CALEB at breakfast the following morning. Emily ate quickly, checked her trunk and travel bag - most of her possessions would be going into storage until she returned for Fifth Year - and hurried down to the courtyard. Lady Barb and Melissa were waiting for her, next to a large open-top carriage. Emily nodded to them both, shoved her bag into the compartment under the carriage and clambered into the vehicle. Melissa scrambled up next to Emily; Lady Barb took the reins and cracked the whip. The horses neighed, and started to pull the carriage towards the gates.


  “If you’ve forgotten anything, it’s too late,” Lady Barb said, as they passed through the gates. There was a long stream of carriages heading for the portal, but Lady Barb took them right to the front of the line and was waved through. “Brace yourself.”


  Emily closed her eyes, concentrating on preparing herself for the portal. There was a surge of magic surrounding her - for a moment, her head felt as if it were being crushed by a giant - and then it faded to nothingness. She opened her eyes and looked around as Lady Barb drove the horses back onto the road. A river lay ahead of them, easily wide enough to take several giant sailing ships. She saw a handful of fishing boats making their way down to the sea as the carriage turned to follow the road.


  She glanced at Melissa, who looked faintly unwell. “Why don’t we just take the portal into the city?”


  “The City Guilds don’t like the thought of establishing a permanent portal,” Melissa said, grimly. She swallowed hard, as if she were trying not to be sick. “We have to use the one here and drive into the city, across the bridges.”


  Emily nodded and leaned back into her seat as the carriage rocked toward the river. The landscape changed, becoming rockier, as the city itself came into view. She found herself staring as the river split into two, each smaller channel branching out and protecting Beneficence from harm. One channel ran down a rocky gorge that looked dangerous, even to her untrained eyes; the other was smoother, but ran under a rocky overhang that made it impossible for anyone to climb up to the city. Beneficence was an isolated island, to all intents and purposes; she couldn’t help thinking of a castle, brooding over the surrounding landscape. It looked, very much, as though the entire city was built of dark grey stone.


  Like Manhattan, she thought, slowly.


  “There are four bridges,” Lady Barb said, without looking back. “Two of them can be raised when danger threatens, while the other two are heavily guarded and warded against intruders. It’s very difficult to get into the city if the guards are even remotely ready to repel attack.”


  Melissa elbowed Emily. “Caleb will be more than happy to tell you all about it,” she said, dryly. “Just remember to look suitably awed when he does.”


  Emily snorted, rudely, as the carriage joined the road leading up towards the city. It looked as though the local farmers - her farmers, if she recalled correctly - were bringing the fruits of their labors to the city, while the city-folk were selling fish and trade goods from across the world. She’d read about Beneficence back when she’d been planning her bank and she’d learned that the city was politically neutral, isolated by the river and sheer cliff faces from the surrounding kingdom. King Randor’s predecessors had found it impossible to do more than annoy the inhabitants, no matter how hard they tried to cross the river. And the city’s navy was more than equal to the task of beating off a blockade.


  That may change, Emily thought, as the carriage rattled across the bridge. The scent of fish hung in the air, making her gag. Firearms and steamboats will change everything.


  Lady Barb glanced back at them both and pulled to a halt next to the guardhouse. A pair of grim-faced men inspected her papers, glanced at Emily and Melissa, and waved them through without further ado. Emily kept her face expressionless as Lady Barb drove them past a series of fortifications, stopping just as the first row of terraced houses came into view. It looked as though someone had discovered the concept of skyscrapers without actually being able to build them properly. Emily couldn’t help being reminded of Lego cities built by children, as if bigger houses had been piled on top of smaller houses. She was mildly surprised that whole blocks of buildings hadn’t come toppling down by now. The builders were either very good or magicians.


  “Thank you for the ride,” Melissa said. She scrambled down from the carriage, collected her bag and nodded to Lady Barb. “I’ll see you tomorrow, probably.”


  Emily frowned as Melissa turned and headed off down the street. “Is she safe here?”


  “She’s a magician,” Lady Barb said, as if that were answer enough. “And even if she weren’t, Beneficence is one of the safest places to live...at least outside the Lower Depths. The City Guard is known for being very alert to possible threats.”


  She whipped the horses back into motion and guided the carriage along a dark road. The buildings loomed close, overshadowing them; pedestrians walked past the carriage, heedless of the potential danger. A handful of young children - male and female - were following the horses, waving cheerfully. Emily kept one hand on her money pouch as she studied the locals. Many of them looked wealthier than the commoners she’d seen in Zangaria...


  ...And dozens of women were walking alone.


  “This is Magicians Row,” Lady Barb said, as they turned into a short cul-de-sac. The scent of magic surrounded them, beating on the air. “Most of the magicians in the city live here, so be on your best behavior.”


  Emily nodded, watching the passing buildings with wide eyes. They were decorated with runes and large signs advertizing their wares. A cluster of alchemists sat next to a large building offering enchanted artefacts; beyond them, a small inn offered a place to meet magicians who didn’t have an establishment of their own. There weren’t so many people on the streets, she noted; magicians tended to have nasty senses of humor and she had a feeling the local residents weren’t averse to playing tricks on their neighbors. A handful of children wearing robes ran past, playing with a floating light ball. Emily wondered, suddenly, what it would have been like to grow up surrounded by magic.


  I could have asked Melissa, she thought. She would have been able to tell me.


  She felt her heartbeat starting to race as Lady Barb pulled up next to a grey building. It looked smaller than she’d expected, but living space was expensive within the city.


  “Just remember what you’ve been told,” Lady Barb said, as she tied the horses to a hitching post. She’d drilled proper manners into Emily until they were both thoroughly sick of the whole thing. “And remember that Caleb will be as stressed about it as you.”


  Emily nodded, smoothing down her robes. She didn’t have any real family, not in the Nameless World; Caleb, on the other hand, was bringing her home to meet his family. It had to be nerve-wracking for him. Lady Barb looked her up and down, eyed the ring on her finger and then turned to knock on the door. Emily could feel wards shimmering around the house, inspecting them, even before Lady Barb touched the wood. They were nested together so carefully that she wouldn’t have cared to try to break into the house.


  And anyone caught breaking into a magician’s house can be killed, or transformed, or enslaved, she thought. And no one will say a word.


  She felt her heart skip a beat as the door opened, revealing a stern-faced woman who looked like a sharper version of Caleb. Long brown hair, a shade or two darker than Emily’s, hung to her shoulder blades; she wore a long dark robe suitable for a combat sorcerer, with a wand, a knife and a short sword hanging from her belt. There wasn’t a hint of vulnerability in her movements. Emily had to fight down the urge to take a step backwards as the woman studied her through unblinking eyes.


  “Lady Emily, I presume,” she said, finally. “I am Mediator Sienna of House Waterfall. I bid you welcome to my home.”


  “I thank you,” Emily said, remembering her manners. “I pledge to hold my hand in your home.”


  Lady Barb echoed her a moment later. Sienna nodded to her, one combat sorceress to another, and then turned to lead the way into the house. Emily couldn’t help looking around, fascinated; the house was smaller than she’d expected, but it glowed with life. Magical lanterns hung from the walls, which were decorated with paintings clearly drawn by children. A handful of medals, including one she knew came from Zangaria, were embedded in the stone, protected by a layer of magic. Caleb’s mother paused for a second beside a household god, hidden in an alcove, then opened the door into the living room. Emily smiled in relief as she saw Caleb, sitting on a hard wooden chair, then braced herself as she saw his siblings sitting around him. He didn’t look pleased to be sitting right next to them.


  “Lady Emily,” Sienna said. “Allow me to introduce my family. My husband, General Pollack; my eldest son, Casper of House Waterfall; my daughters Karan and Marian of House Waterfall. My younger son, Croce of House Waterfall, was held back at Stronghold and could not attend.”


  Emily bowed her head in greeting. General Pollack looked formidable; he reminded her of Sergeant Harkin, only slightly less muscular. His face might have been handsome, once upon a time, but he had a moustache big and bushy enough to hide his mouth. Beside him, Casper looked just as muscular, his hair cropped close to his scalp. He eyed Emily with an odd fascination, as if he considered her to be both beautiful and dangerous. The younger girls seemed on the verge of giggles; Karan looked like a younger version of her mother, while Marian looked blonde and bubbly. It was clear, just from the way magic shifted around her, that Karan had come into her magic.


  Sienna sat, resting her hands in her lap, and motioned for Emily to sit facing her. Lady Barb sat next to Emily, her face expressionless. Caleb met Emily’s eyes, just for a second, and they shared a moment of perfect understanding. The meeting couldn’t get any more awkward, could it?


  “Fetch the food and drink,” Sienna ordered. The younger girls rose and scurried off into the kitchen. “We have prepared a small selection of snacks for you now, Lady Emily, and we will share a formal dinner later.”


  “I thank you,” Emily said.


  Sienna smiled, very briefly. “Did you really challenge Master Grey and then kill him?”


  “Unintentionally,” Emily said. There was no point in trying to underplay it. Sienna would have read one of the many eyewitness reports of the duel. “He took something I said as a challenge and accepted it.”


  “And lost,” Sienna said. She studied Emily carefully. “You must be very formidable, Lady Emily, to have beaten a combat sorcerer in your Fourth Year. I congratulate you.”


  “It was impressive,” General Pollack agreed. His voice was thick, with an accent she couldn’t place. “But so, too, was the death of two necromancers.”


  “I was lucky,” Emily said. She’d expected to be questioned about Void and her future plans, not Shadye and Mother Holly. “They made mistakes.”


  “Everyone does,” General Pollack said. “Victory in war tends to go to the one who makes the least mistakes.”


  “Father,” Marian said, as she returned carrying a tray of food. “You don’t have to start one of your war stories again.”


  Her father glowered at her, then looked at Emily. “There are at least twenty other necromancers in the Blighted Lands,” he said. “It is believed that at least one or two of them is planning a new invasion of the Allied Lands. What will you do when they come across the borders?”


  Emily swallowed. What she’d done to Shadye was impossible to duplicate, at least without a great deal of raw power or a nexus point. Maybe she could lure another necromancer into Whitehall...somehow, she had the feeling the new Grandmaster, whoever he turned out to be, would frown on such a plan. But what she’d done to Mother Holly...the Nuke-Spell would be easy to duplicate, too easy. A single magician with a grudge against Beneficence could wipe out the entire city in a split second.


  “I will do whatever seems best at the time,” she hedged. She didn’t even know if the Nuke-Spell could be used near a dozen other magicians without one of them cracking the secret and using it himself. Industrial espionage was rife among magic users. “Until then, I won’t know.”


  “You might have to make your mind up very quickly,” General Pollack said. “If you are powerful enough to stand against a necromancer without going mad...”


  Lady Barb cleared her throat. “I believe this conversation has taken a detour,” she said. “It is not remotely proper under the circumstances.”


  Sienna smiled. “I must agree,” she said. “What are your plans for the future, Lady Emily?”


  Caleb’s mother, Emily decided, was definitely formidable. She tossed question after question at Emily, some clearly understandable, others confusing. Why would she care what Emily liked to eat in the mornings? Or what spells she used on a regular basis to make her life more comfortable? By the time she died down, a little, Emily was feeling as if she’d been through another set of exams. It was almost a relief when General Pollack leaned forward.


  “I was sorry to hear about Harkin’s death,” he said. “We were in the same Regiment at Stronghold, Lady Emily. He would have been proud, I think, to learn he’d turned his own death into a tactical advantage.”


  Emily felt a stab of bitter guilt. She’d liked Sergeant Harkin, even though he’d been easily the most intimidating person she’d met. And he’d died at her hands...


  “Thank you,” she said, softly. “What was he like? I mean, as a child?”


  “Tough,” General Pollack said. “Never backed down from a fight. Never had the patience to...ah...speak sweetly to those in power. Always looked after his men, even when some lordly prat like myself wanted to get them killed. Broke my nose once when I argued with him. I wasn’t surprised when he became a sergeant at Whitehall. Someone needs to teach the snotty kids that mundanes can be dangerous too.”


  He’s right, Emily thought. Someone does have to teach the students that magic doesn’t make them invincible.


  “Father,” Caleb said.


  Casper cleared his throat. “You killed Master Grey,” he said. There was something in his voice that worried her. Even if Caleb hadn’t warned her about his elder brother, Emily suspected she would have taken an instant dislike to Casper. “Have you realized that automatically puts you at the top of the dueling league?”


  Emily blinked. She hadn’t thought about it. And yet, the first time she’d met Master Grey, she’d seen him duel. Lady Barb had even told her that Master Grey was too stubborn to simply walk away from the field. It would have been easy to take a fall during a non-lethal duel and leave the league.


  “I’m not a duelist,” she said, uncomfortably. She didn’t like fighting. “And I don’t intend to join the league.”


  “You can’t avoid it,” Casper said. “Everyone who wants to be on top will be thinking about challenging you. I would...”


  “That will do, young man,” Sienna snapped.


  You want it, Emily realized. She thought, suddenly, about simply offering to give it to him. It wasn’t as if she wanted or needed the ranking for herself. And if it brings you happiness, why not?


  She dismissed the thought a second later. Casper would hold the title only as long as it took someone else to take it from him. He wouldn’t even gain a reputation from holding it unless he actually fought a proper duel with her. No one would be impressed if she simply surrendered it to him; they’d just take it and then try to make use of it for themselves.


  “I apologize for my son’s rudeness, Lady Emily,” Sienna said. Her voice was so cold that Emily felt a stab of sympathy for Casper. “I assure you he will be disciplined.”


  “We thank you,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was so tightly controlled that Emily had no difficulty in realizing she was trying not to laugh. “And we will happily consider the matter closed.”


  Emily met Caleb’s eyes. He seemed torn between amusement and embarrassment. Emily couldn’t help wondering what it would have been like to have a caring mother, instead of a neglectful drunk. Would she have been glad of the support from someone who put her first or frequently embarrassed? If Lady Barb had been her real mother...


  I would have been a very different person, she thought.


  “We have prepared a room for you both,” Sienna said. “If you will do my family the honor of staying with us for two days, my son will happily show you around the city.”


  “The honor is ours,” Lady Barb replied, formally. If things had gone badly, she could have declined and that would be the end of the courtship. “We thank you for your hospitality.”


  Sienna clapped her hands together. “Karan, show Lady Emily and Lady Barb to their room,” she ordered. “Marian, Caleb; make yourselves scarce.”


  Poor Casper, Emily thought.


  She kept her face expressionless as Karan showed them up the stairs and into a medium-sized bedroom with two small beds. Lady Barb cast a privacy ward at once, then gave Emily a mischievous smile.


  “Caleb will not be allowed to be with you without a chaperone, at least inside the house,” Lady Barb said. “But I’ll see to it you get some time alone together tomorrow. Just try not to do anything too demonstrative in public.”


  She paused. “Do you like his family?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily admitted. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of either of Caleb’s parents, although the girls looked as if they would be worth knowing. “But I do like him.”


  “Ah,” Lady Barb said. “But you’re not just marrying him, are you?”


  “No,” Emily agreed.


  She scowled to herself as she started to undress. It was something to think about when she got a chance. But for the moment, all she wanted to do was sleep.


  Chapter Nine


  “I’M SORRY ABOUT CASPER,” CALEB SAID, the following morning. “He’s...a little surprised he wasn’t the first one to bring a girl home.”


  “I think he wanted the dueling ranking,” Emily said. She pulled her cloak over her robes as they stepped out of the house. “I could just give it to him.”


  Caleb looked torn. “Someone would kill him for it,” he said, finally. “He can be a prat half the time, but I don’t actually want him dead.”


  Emily nodded. Casper had been subdued through the dinner, which had been something of a trial. General Pollack had talked incessantly about the need for unity against the necromancers, while his wife and Lady Barb had chatted about training the next generation of combat sorcerers and Emily had done her best to chat with the younger girls. Karan seemed to admire her, something that probably shouldn’t have surprised Emily, but did, while Marian had found it hard to even meet Emily’s eyes. Caleb had kept his mouth firmly closed. Emily had wished she could do the same.


  She followed him down the road, passing a handful of magical shops, and out onto a wider street that reminded Emily of Alexis. It was lined with shops and stalls, the latter hidden under canopies that suggested it was about to start raining at any second. Hundreds of men and women were wandering around, chatting with their friends or haggling with the stallkeepers. Emily was amused to note that at least one of the stalls was surrounded by a number of middle-aged women, holding printed books in their hands and discussing the heroic endowments of the book’s hero.


  “Mother caught Karan with one of those books,” Caleb muttered, as they passed. “She was not happy.”


  “She’s too young to be reading something like that,” Emily said. She’d glanced at a couple of the books, only to be repelled by a crudity that had put the handful of romance novels she’d read on Earth to shame. “Isn’t she?”


  “She’s old enough to marry,” Caleb pointed out. “But I don’t think mother liked the story.”


  “I wouldn’t like my daughter reading anything like that either,” Emily said. “They’re not particularly realistic.”


  “And thank all the gods,” Caleb said.


  Emily nodded and listened as Caleb talked about Beneficence. The city was divided into twenty-one districts, according to him, segregated by wealth and power. It was very familiar, Emily reasoned, although even the richest inhabitant couldn’t buy a mansion in the island city. There just wasn’t the space to go around. Most of the citizens worked, directly or indirectly, for the fishing trade, though the printing press and a number of other innovations had caused a small revolution. Emily wondered, absently, just how the locals would react if they’d known who she was and what she’d done. She’d designed their first printing press.


  Though they’ve improved on the original design by now, she reminded herself. It isn’t mine any longer.


  She pushed the thought aside as they passed a pair of temples, both flanked by giant statues of the gods. A handful of men in red robes stood outside the largest temple, handing out written leaflets and glaring at anyone who refused to take one. Emily took one and parsed it out, slowly; it called for the reader to repent of their previous gods and embrace the concept of justice.


  “They’re the Hands of Justice,” Caleb told her. “They claim to speak for their god.”


  “So they’re a kind of religious police,” Emily reasoned.


  “I think so,” Caleb said. “They’ve been growing in popularity lately, particularly in the Lower Depths. The Hands have actually been patrolling the streets beside the City Guard, just to try to make the area a little bit safer.”


  Emily winced as she put the pamphlet in her pocket. She knew, from Earth, the Faustian bargain communities made with the religious policemen. On one hand, the religious police started out by meaning well; on the other, they wouldn’t hesitate to crack down on anyone who dared to be a little bit different. It wouldn’t be long before the Hands of Justice either mellowed out or turned into a nightmare. Privately, she would have bet on the latter. Human nature tended to enjoy pushing the weak and helpless around.


  Caleb kept talking as they walked down the street and stopped outside the bank. Markus had to have started with a major investment, Emily noted; the bank was larger than several of the guildhouses or temples she’d seen along the way. A stream of men and women headed in and out, lining up outside a set of cashiers, while a number of armed guards watched them carefully. Again, a number of women seemed to be completely alone.


  “There’s no law against freeborn women owning property here,” Caleb said, when she asked him. “And I suppose there isn’t any rule against them putting money in the bank too.”


  “And a good thing too,” Emily said. It made a pleasant change; outside magical society, it was rare for women to be anything other than second-class citizens. They might have informal influence, but no legal power. Alassa was going to have to fight to make herself heard and respected once she took her throne. “Shall we go in?”


  The interior of the bank - the Bank of Silence, according to a large engraving in the wall - was drenched in privacy wards. Faint blurs surrounded the cashiers, making it impossible for her to hear their words or even read their lips. She glanced around until she saw a guard and strode over to him, standing close enough to allow him to hear her. She’d never seen so many privacy wards in one place before.


  “I’m here to see the manager,” she said. “My name is Emily. I believe he’s expecting me.”


  “He’ll be down in a moment,” the guard said. “Please stand to one side and wait.”


  He must have signaled, somehow, because Markus was down within five minutes, wearing a long grey robe that looked surprisingly respectable. He’d let his hair grow out a little, Emily noted as they shook hands; he smiled, cheerfully, as he welcomed them to the bank and led them through a heavily-warded door. A handful of patrons stared as they left. Clearly, Markus had become both important and famous within a year.


  “It’s good to see you again,” he said, once they were in a small room. Melissa sat at the table, reading a healing textbook. “Can I get you anything?”


  “Kava would be nice,” Emily said, as she sat down. Melissa looked happy, at least; she’d have spent the night with her husband while Emily had shared a room with Lady Barb. It made Emily wonder what sharing a room with Caleb would be like. “I see you’ve made a splash.”


  “Definitely,” Markus said. “You know the definition of a good idea? That everyone thinks it was so obvious that they try to steal it at once? There are four other banks in the city now and two more planned.”


  Emily had to smile. “Is there room for all of them?”


  “I don’t know,” Markus said. “But we’ve had quite a few depositors coming in from all over the Allied Lands, so...”


  He shrugged, expressively, as he poured the drinks. “We’ve also had a great many complaints about tax evasion,” he added. “But we’ve been ignoring them, as per your suggestion.”


  Melissa looked up. “Do you think there’s room for seven banks in Beneficence?”


  “It would depend, I think,” Emily said. She could name five or six banks on Earth, but they’d all existed on a far more advanced world. “How does the system work?”


  “Cleverly,” Markus said. He pulled a money pouch out of his robe and dropped it on the table, opening it up to reveal a handful of gold, silver and bronze coins. “As you can see” - he picked up a gold coin and passed it to Emily - “there’s a rune carved into the coin. If someone tries to clip it, the rune will turn black and the coin will be devalued.”


  Caleb frowned. “What’s to stop someone selling the raw gold?”


  “There isn’t any, beyond a tiny layer of gold leaf,” Markus said. “The coin itself is worthless as anything other than a medium of exchange, backed by the gold in the vaults. You could melt it down into a puddle and it would still be useless. Our system of crowns, coronets and cents actually stabilizes the currency, as we have discovered over the past year. We’ve shared many of our innovations with the other bankers.”


  “I see,” Emily said. “Who actually produces the money?”


  “We do,” Markus said. “We’ve actually had inquiries from several kingdoms about setting up a local currency - and I believe that a number will do it, with or without us - but we haven’t expanded that far yet.”


  He pulled a sheet of parchment out of his robes and held it out for inspection. “This is a blood-linked parchment, based on the ones your friend Aloha designed. We hand them out to each of our customers, allowing them to monitor their balances and transfer money from one vault to another. It isn’t as flexible a system as I would like, but combined with the checkbooks and money drafts it allows people to pay others without exchanging gold and silver.”


  “So if I had a check,” Caleb said, thoughtfully, “what could I do with it?”


  “Bring it here and we’d exchange it for money,” Markus said. “It’s as simple as that.”


  “It strikes me that the system must be easy to fool,” Caleb said.


  “Not as easy as you’d think,” Markus said. “The checkbooks are based on blood magic - no one but you could write out a check on your account. A faked check wouldn’t fool our cashiers. We’re catching glitches in the system from time to time, but we actually pay a reward for anyone who finds one; I’ve got a couple of young magicians working for me who cracked holes in one of our previous systems.”


  He looked back at Emily. “We’ve also been offering microloans, as you suggested,” he said, carefully. “The results have been mixed. Some businesses have taken off; others have run into trouble and we’ve had to call in the loans. Enforcing this outside Beneficence has not been easy.”


  “As long as we’re fueling a world of change,” Emily said.


  “We are,” Markus said. “But we’re also causing other problems. Some of the new businesses are upsetting noblemen to the south, others are costing them tax revenue when their taxpayers start moving to the cities. Swanhaven in particular is experiencing a crackdown on new ideas, pushed by the competing lords. It’s turning into a botched potion, Emily. It won’t be long before it explodes.”


  “There will be other problems,” Emily said. “You’ll need to set up exchange rates between different kingdoms.”


  She shook her head. No matter what she did, a great many problems would only become apparent when they exploded. Making the transition from a makeshift currency to a floating one would be tricky; there’d be bubbles when stock prices rose beyond anything the market could support and investors lost everything they’d put into the business. It hadn’t been that long since the Dot Com Boom on Earth. But, to Markus, that was so far away it might as well have been imaginary.


  But we need this, she thought. A floating currency would spur investment and development, making it impossible for the old guard to put the genie back in the bottle. The entire world needs this.


  “We’re working on it,” Markus said. He smiled, rather tiredly. “Would you like a tour of the vaults?”


  Emily glanced at Caleb. “Coming?”


  Caleb smiled. “Anything that interests you interests me.”


  Markus rose and led them through a set of long stone corridors and down a flight of stairs. Emily was rather disappointed that there weren’t any mining carts, let alone a dragon at the bottom, but there simply wasn’t room for anything more than powerful wards and a series of increasingly unpleasant traps. A handful of vaults were used to store goods, Markus noted; the Bank of Silence took them into custody and kept them, as long as the fees were paid. So far, no one had tried to take anything from the bank.


  “The guilds have been quick to take advantage of our services,” Markus explained, as they made their way back to the surface. “I don’t think they’d allow the city’s taxmen to raid our premises, even if we were aiding and abetting tax evasion. But anyone who doesn’t pay taxes, if they happen to live in the city, can be exiled - or enslaved. It’s the tax collectors outside the city who have a real problem.”


  “But they could just forbid people from putting their money in your bank,” Caleb said. “It wouldn’t be that hard, would it?”


  “The people they want to tax are the ones who might leave, as their skills can be used anywhere,” Markus said. “Locking a few of them up to discourage the others is always possible, but that would merely create an incentive for the remainder to flee.”


  Emily nodded. Farmers could be taxed in kind; a farmer might be expected to hand over a set number of crops, eggs, and live animals each year. But the taxmen would want money, something that could be exchanged for something else; they’d be desperate to strike a balance between collecting vast sums of money and accidentally killing the goose that laid the golden eggs. She actually expected, as the new money spread, for farmers to be taxed in money too. They’d have to sell more of their wares to make the payments...


  And if they get it wrong, there will be famine, she thought. She’d seen farmers in the Cairngorms hiding some of their produce from the taxmen, but it would be harder to hide the fact they had money. Farmers will be unable to produce and the rest of the population will starve.


  They chatted briefly about nothing as they walked back to the surface, then Emily shook hands with Markus and wished him luck. Melissa waved them both goodbye as she held Markus’s arm; Emily felt a stab of sympathy as she left, realizing that Melissa had literally no one in her life but Markus. Maybe she’d be able to make more friends in Beneficence...


  “That was odd,” Caleb said. He looked down at one of the coins Markus had given them. “How is this worth more than its weight in gold?”


  “It isn’t,” Emily said. “It just serves as a medium of exchange.”


  Caleb frowned. “It sounds like madness to me.”


  “It isn’t,” Emily assured him. “If you were a shoemaker, you could make shoes for the blacksmith in exchange for knives or...or whatever else a blacksmith makes. But that depends on the blacksmith actually needing a pair of shoes. If he doesn’t want any, you don’t have anything to trade with him.”


  “Which would be bad if you needed a set of knives,” Caleb noted.


  “Precisely,” Emily said. “That’s why people invented money in the first place. A gold coin is largely worthless without an agreed rate of exchange.”


  “Gold isn’t worthless,” Caleb objected.


  “You can’t eat gold,” Emily said. “The point is, money serves as the middleman between two different people. The blacksmith no longer has to barter his services to the shoemaker to get shoes - in this sense, money is nothing more than an acknowledgement of favors owed, but it’s a favor that can be redeemed by anyone. There’s nothing stopping the blacksmith from taking your coins, going to the tailor and ordering a new set of robes.”


  “Or go to a magician and order new charms for his workplace,” Caleb said. He smiled as he studied the coin. “I think I see your point.”


  “Exactly,” Emily said. She smiled back at him. “You would no longer need to barter your goods and services in exchange for his.”


  She took the coin and held it up in front of her. “The real problem with the current monetary system is that the value of the coins keeps changing. It’s impossible to say what any given gold coin is worth without weighing it carefully. Value doesn’t lie in the coin itself, but in the metal used to produce it. A sudden influx of gold onto the market, perhaps when a new gold mine is discovered, lowers the value of everyone else’s gold.”


  “Because there’s suddenly more of it,” Caleb said.


  “Exactly,” Emily said. “But with these coins, the value is fixed; the currency system remains stable, no matter what happens to the market. Everyone can use it. And there’s more to it than that. Everyone will be using the same system of measurements, everywhere. There will be an economic boom in the next five years as more and more money spreads through the country.”


  “And people won’t have to haul a chest of gold with them, wherever they go,” Caleb said, mischievously. “We’ll see how it works in practice.”


  He glanced up at the sun. “We do have an hour or so left until we’re expected for lunch. Do you want to explore a little more?”


  Emily smiled at him. “Why not?”


  They walked through the Shopping Road to Fishing Plaice, where the fishermen beached their boats and sold their wares to eager buyers. Emily silently admired the harbor, encircled protectively by great walls of rock that kept out the worst of the storms; Caleb chatted happily about how pilots from Beneficence were the only ones skilled enough to navigate through the rocks and shoals that lay below the water, a deadly menace to unprepared shipping. The city made a tidy profit just hiring out pilots to incoming vessels.


  “You can buy anything here,” Caleb told her. “If you want spices from the other side of the world, you can place an order and get them six months later. Or if you happen to want to outfit a trading mission, you can do that here too. The necromancers aren’t such a threat on the waters.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. “Do you think your father’s right?”


  “He wants to defeat the necromancers permanently,” Caleb said. His voice darkened. “Shadye worried a lot of magicians when he invaded Whitehall, but not everyone takes the threat seriously. The Craggy Mountains are a long way away.”


  “Not by magic,” Emily said.


  “No,” Caleb agreed.


  Emily glanced at him, sharply. “What do you think about this?”


  Caleb looked doubtful. “My father may believe that you could be useful to him,” he said. He caught Emily’s hand, just for a second. “Having your support might help him make his case for launching an invasion of the Blighted Lands.”


  “It wouldn’t be easy,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles had made her study terrain during her second year of Martial Magic; she’d learned that moving an army down a well-built road was considerably easier than moving one over a desert. “I’ve seen the Blighted Lands.”


  “So has he,” Caleb said. “He was on campaign when he met my mother. They did their best, but they couldn’t stop the necromancers from walking off with thousands of captives and devastating an entire country. I think he’d do whatever it took to keep them from winning another skirmish in the endless war, even dragging you into the mix.”


  He frowned. “Don’t let him talk you into anything unless you actually want to do it.”


  “I won’t,” Emily promised, sincerely. She liked General Pollack rather more than she liked his wife. “But he’s right about one thing. They do have to be defeated.”


  Caleb nodded. “I love my father dearly, Emily, but he can be incredibly overbearing at times,” he said. “And I don’t want you to get hurt. Don’t let him talk you into anything, please.”


  Chapter Ten


  DESPITE HERSELF, EMILY WAS ALMOST DISAPPOINTED when they had to leave Beneficence and head southeast to Swanhaven. two days of spending time with caleb’s family had convinced her they weren’t quite as bad as he’d painted them, although Casper had tendered his apologies and returned to his master on the second day. Emily wasn’t sure if he’d wanted to remain or had merely looked for an excuse to leave. Lady Barb made no comment, other than to remind Emily to be sure she packed everything before they said their goodbyes, drove across the bridge and headed for the portal.


  “You’ll be traveling incognito until you reach the castle,” Lady Barb reminded Emily, once they were over the bridge. “Make sure you don’t do anything that might give you away.”


  “Understood,” Emily said. Caleb had offered to come with them, but his parents had asked him to remain behind. He’d meet them in Alexis. “Do we just keep on with the traveling magicians pose?”


  “It will do,” Lady Barb said. “What did King Randor say to you?”


  Emily shrugged. She’d read the four-page letter he’d sent, but when she’d worked her way through the various excessive compliments and observations there had been a shortage of real orders. Alassa had been right. All she was being asked to do was visit Swanhaven, have a look around, exchange a few words with the claimants and then head to Alexis. She wasn’t sure how much she was expected to see - Swanhaven was about the same size as Wales - but she’d be sure to keep her eyes open.


  “He wasn’t specific,” she said. “Why doesn’t anyone speak plainly here?”


  “I assure you that the proctors who mark your exams will be more than plain,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “But in his case, I imagine he wanted to give you orders without actually giving you orders. You know just how imprecise some written instructions can be.”


  “So I get blamed if anything goes wrong,” Emily muttered. Sergeant Miles had told her about orders that were nothing more than wishy-washy wishful thinking. The higher-ups would claim credit, if everything went well, and pass the blame to their subordinates if something went spectacularly wrong. “How... charming.”


  “Randor is walking a tightrope,” Lady Barb commented. “His position is not as stable as he might wish.”


  Emily shot her a questioning look, but Lady Barb said nothing else as they passed through the portal - Emily felt the same headache for long seconds after transition - and drove towards Swanhaven City. Unlike Beneficence, it sprawled out for miles past the city walls; she couldn’t help noticing that the outer edge of the city was almost entirely composed of slums. She winced as she saw children who were almost painfully thin, running past beggars who’d lost their arms or legs in accidents. Behind them, a handful of women washed their clothes obsessively in slimy water, while older men sat around drinking. The stench was appalling.


  Emily cursed under her breath. She knew, all too well, that she couldn’t help everyone, but surely something could be done. It wouldn’t be hard to feed the poor, or arrange jobs; the cripples could be healed and put to work. And the children...they didn’t deserve to be trapped in such poverty. But there was nothing she could do for these people.


  “Countless thousands leave the land and come in search of a better life in the cities,” Lady Barb said, very quietly. “But few of them find a decent job that lets them earn a good living.”


  Emily stared at her. “But...there are thousands of people working in Cockatrice.”


  “Your taxes are a bit lower,” Lady Barb said. “Here...well, anyone who hires someone from outside the city can expect to be paying extra on his taxes.”


  She pulled up outside the guardhouse, spoke briefly to the guards and then drove through the gates into the city itself. Emily wasn’t impressed by the walls - they looked too long to be easily defended, while the slum buildings were perched against the stone - but inside the city was very different. It looked cleaner, yet the population seemed sullen and armed soldiers patrolled the streets. There were very few people doing anything more than buying the bare necessities, she noted, and they were almost all men. The only woman she saw on the streets as they drove past a line of inns was escorted by two tough-looking men.


  “It’s under occupation,” she breathed.


  “So it would seem,” Lady Barb said. They passed a building that had been burned to the ground, leaving only a pile of blackened embers in its place. A pair of soldiers stood on guard outside, although Emily couldn’t help thinking it was pointless. There was nothing left to steal. “But the soldiers are local, Emily. The aristocracy is nervous.”


  Emily nodded. The soldiers seemed in control, but every time they looked away one of the handful of people on the streets would make a rude gesture or simply give them a bitter, helpless glance. There was naked hatred in their gazes, a hatred so powerful that it sent shivers down Emily’s spine. Swanhaven was on the verge of exploding into a revolution against the aristocracy. And how much of it, she asked herself silently, was her fault?


  She gagged as a thoroughly unpleasant stench wafted across her nostrils, then looked to the left. A dozen bodies hung in the stocks, dead and starting to decompose. Even the soldiers were keeping their distance, she noted as she hastily cast spells to allow her to breathe. They understood the dangers of dead bodies that weren’t promptly buried or cremated, at least, but they’d left them there anyway. She averted her eyes as the carriage rolled past and up the road to the brooding castle. Thankfully, the remainder of the stench died away as they rode up the hill.


  “I haven’t seen that for years,” Lady Barb said. She sounded disturbed. “Putting someone in the stocks for a few days isn’t uncommon, but leaving them to die and then just watching the bodies rot away...”


  Emily shivered, then composed herself as the carriage reached the gatehouse. A line of armed guards - including two magicians - stepped forward, staring at her when Lady Barb presented their credentials. The gates were opened rapidly, allowing them to drive into the courtyard, while an oily functionary hurried out of a side door and hastily prostrated himself in front of Lady Barb. He barely seemed to pay any attention to Emily.


  “I’m not the Baroness,” Lady Barb said, as Emily clambered out of the carriage. She sounded amused, rather than angry. “You’re bowing to the wrong person.”


  The functionary started, then hastily spun around until he was prostrated in front of Emily instead. He muttered apologies, but he spoke so quietly that she could barely pick out one word in four. The guards, judging by the ill-hidden smiles, found his embarrassment amusing. Emily had to fight the temptation to reach out, haul the functionary to his feet and shake him. She had a feeling she could have kicked him as hard as she wanted and he would merely have asked for more.


  Lady Barb cleared her throat. “Please would you show us to the guest chamber, then inform the claimants that Lady Emily, Baroness Cockatrice, has arrived,” she said. “She wishes to speak with them separately.”


  The functionary stood, bowed deeply and backed away towards a large set of doors. Emily and Lady Barb followed, the latter shaking her head in dismay. The functionary somehow managed to negotiate his way through the corridors without looking where he was going; he showed them to a fine washroom, bowed so deeply his nose scraped the floor and backed out of the room. Lady Barb closed and warded the door, then turned to Emily.


  “That’s a bad sign,” she said, bluntly. “If someone as important as him cannot keep his dignity, no one can.”


  “It must be a bad place to work,” Emily said, as there was a knock on the inner door. “The people outside didn’t look happy.”


  Lady Barb opened the door. A pair of maids appeared, both looking downcast. They didn’t say a word as they helped Emily to undress, wash with warm water and don a long green dress that clashed oddly with her hair. Lady Barb washed her face, but didn’t do anything else. She, it seemed, didn’t get a new dress.


  “They think I’m your servant,” Lady Barb said, once the maids had withdrawn. “And that makes you look fearsome.”


  Emily nodded. King Randor had a small army of servants, but his attendants were almost all young noblemen who competed for the handful of posts. It was a status symbol, of course; Randor was powerful enough to have blue-blooded aristocrats serving him, rather than commoner servants. And if someone had a combat sorceress as a servant...


  “I don’t think I want to meet them,” she muttered.


  “Nor do I,” Lady Barb said, briskly. “But you should at least try to figure out what’s going on here.”


  The functionary waited for them outside, looking slightly more stable. “My Lady,” he said, addressing Emily. “Lord Hans wishes to speak with you first. The Lady Regina is currently occupied and will not be free for an hour.”


  “Very well,” Emily said. She had a feeling that meant the functionary actually worked for Lord Hans. “Lead us to him.”


  The functionary bowed again, then led the way through a maze of corridors that seemed designed to confuse potential attackers. They probably were, Emily reminded herself; every castle she’d seen, even Whitehall, had a similar design. She silently tested the air for magic as they approached a large pair of doors and found nothing, save for a handful of very basic wards. It didn’t look as though either of the claimants had been able to secure the loyalty of a powerful wardcrafter.


  Or they can’t until they’re the sole ruler, Emily thought, as the functionary threw open the doors. They would be treading on their rival’s toes.


  “Baroness Emily of Cockatrice,” the functionary said. He swept a low bow towards a long dark table. “My Lady, Lord Hans of Swanhaven.”


  He bowed and withdrew as Lord Hans rose to his feet and held out a hand in greeting. Emily shook it gently, studying him; he would have been handsome, she considered, if he weren’t twitching so badly. Or if his face weren’t so badly lined. His short black hair matched the black outfit he wore; he had a sword at his belt, but even she could tell he wasn’t wearing it properly. A poseur, then...or, perhaps, someone trying to give an impression of incompetence. His grip wasn’t firm and his eyes didn’t seem to focus on her. It was almost as if he was trying to convince himself she wasn’t actually there.


  “Baroness Emily,” he said. His voice was light and breathy. “Please. Be seated.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said. She sat, silently glad that Lady Barb was right behind her. “It is a pleasure to be here.”


  “It is, of course,” Hans said. He sat facing her, but he seemed to be staring at the wall. “It’s good to see a sensible person, Baroness Emily. There are enemies everywhere.”


  Emily frowned. It was never easy to judge someone’s age on the Nameless World, but she would have put Hans at around thirty. He was the sole survivor of the previous Baron’s purge - the sole male survivor, at least - and he’d probably been under suspicion until the Baron had been beheaded. It had clearly left scars on his soul.


  “You can hear them, talking in the shadows,” he continued. “The commoners are no longer quiet. I had to have an example made of the loudest. They dared to speak against my right to rule this place!”


  The people who died in the stocks, Emily thought. Lord Hans was, at the very least, unhinged. He wasn’t the sort of person who should be given power and allowed to use it without restraint. How many more will die before he meets his maker?


  “And my cousin,” Lord Hans hissed. “She dares to speak against me! She plots and plans and thinks I don’t notice, but I hear everything!”


  The door banged open. “I apologize for the delay, Baroness Emily,” a new voice said. “My invitation was unaccountably delayed.”


  Emily turned and saw a tall woman wearing a long white dress that set off her dark hair to best advantage. She reminded Emily of Alassa at her worst, but while Alassa had been mischievous the newcomer was malicious. The way she swept towards the table, careful to keep Emily between her and Hans, suggested that she expected trouble. And she’d barged into the meeting, abandoning whatever she’d been doing when Emily had arrived.


  “Lady Regina, I presume,” Emily said as she rose to her feet. “I was intending to speak with both of you.”


  Lady Regina nodded, gave Emily a very brief embrace and dropped into a chair. “I am, of course, at your disposal.”


  “You’re at the king’s disposal,” Lord Hans sneered.


  “Alas, not,” Lady Regina said. “But as his Baroness, I would be at his service morn and night.”


  Emily kept her face impassive with an effort, even as Lord Hans dropped his hand to his sword. Lady Regina was goading Hans, a dangerous move if he was even the slightest bit skilled with his sword. King Randor might disapprove if Hans murdered his distant cousin in cold blood, but executing Hans would leave him without a proper heir for Swanhaven. And it would cause a great deal of resentment if he put one of his cronies in place.


  Or she might have hidden defenses, Emily thought. There was no hint of magic surrounding Lady Regina, but that proved nothing. Does she have some magic of her own?


  “There were people put in the stocks to die,” she said, careful not to aim the question at either of them. It would be interesting to see who answered. “Why did you sentence them to death?”


  “They were questioning the very basis of our rule,” Lady Regina said, delicately. “We are the blessed, chosen to rule by the gods, and yet those...commoners asked why they should not rule. They were condemned by the words they wrote that undermined our system. Their sedition could not go unpunished.”


  “They wrote their leaflets and passed them around,” Lord Hans hissed. “And they spread discontent through the city.”


  Emily groaned, inwardly. Last year, King Randor had shown her a handful of seditious pamphlets that had been written using English letters and produced on printing presses, then spread around the kingdom. Ideas were spreading faster than ever before, including the radical notion that aristocratic birth shouldn’t lead to political power. And now Lord Hans and Lady Regina had created a whole new crop of martyrs.


  “The city is not safe,” Lady Regina insisted. “Only two days ago, a soldier was separated from his regiment and beaten to death by an angry mob.”


  And now everyone in the city is sullen, Emily thought, recalling the soldiers marching through the streets. And on the cusp of a violent uprising.


  “We need to take preventive measures,” Lord Hans insisted. “When I am confirmed as baron, I will crush the upstarts and restore order.”


  “You were so very brave when Baron Swanhaven ruled,” Lady Regina mocked. “I don’t believe you did anything of note. King Randor knows that I can handle the peasants.”


  “A girl cannot rule,” Lord Hans thundered. “You do not have the strength to do what must be done!”


  Lady Regina smiled, as if she’d scored a hit. Or if Lord Hans had managed to hit himself.


  Which he has, Emily thought. If Lord Hans won because a woman could not inherit the title or wield the power, it would call Emily’s own position into question. His words had neatly undermined any incentive Emily might have to support him - and it didn’t look as though he realized it. But I don’t like her very much either.


  “Tell me something,” Emily said, flatly. She didn’t like either of them very much. “What would you do for the Barony?”


  “Put everyone in their place,” Lord Hans said. His face twitched as he slammed his fist into his palm. “There would be no more questioning of the way things are, merely everyone where they belong.”


  “I would, of course, seek to ride the wave of change,” Lady Regina said, smoothly. “But it is vitally important that we stay in control. Who knows what will happen if these ideas continue to spread?”


  “You’re weak,” Lord Hans accused. “You are too fearful to strike at the heart of our enemies.”


  Lady Regina smiled, in a manner that reminded Emily of a snake poised to strike. “There is great wealth in exploiting the new ideas.”


  “At the cost of power,” Lord Hans snapped. He thumped the table, hard. “And once we give up power, where are we?”


  Emily looked from one to the other. Lord Hans was definitely unhinged, but she had a feeling that Lady Regina was worse. She was more calculating, more manipulative...hell, Emily couldn’t help wondering if she had tried to seduce the king. And while Lord Hans was likely to cause an uprising, Lady Regina might be worse in the long run.


  Emily rose to her feet. “Thank you for your time,” she said. “We’ll continue our journey to Alexis today.”


  Lady Regina blinked, surprised. “You’re not going to stay?”


  “The king wishes me in Alexis as quickly as possible,” Emily said. It was true enough, although Randor had suggested she might want to spend two or three days in Swanhaven. “I have a wedding to attend there.”


  She nodded to them both - technically, she was their social superior - and strode out of the room, Lady Barb following her. The functionary looked astonished when he saw them; he hastily snapped to attention, then threw himself to the floor. His behavior made a great deal more sense now that Emily had met Lord Hans. Anyone who worked for him did so at risk of his life.


  Lady Barb caught her arm. “Leaving so soon?”


  Emily nodded. “There’s no point in staying,” she said, keeping her voice low. “They will both lead the Barony to disaster.”


  Chapter Eleven


  EMILY HAD HALF-EXPECTED LADY BARB to give her a lecture as soon as they left the city and started driving to the portal, but the older woman merely smiled at her as they overtook several large carts making their way to the nearest farms. She honestly wasn’t sure if she’d made the right decision - like Randor, they’d probably expected her to stay for much longer - yet she knew she couldn’t have tolerated either of the claimants for long. No matter which one became the sole ruler of the Barony, it would be bad for their subjects.


  She contemplated the problem silently as Lady Barb drove them through the portal and towards Alexis. Lord Hans had looked as though he would behead anyone who disagreed with him, as if the merest hint of disagreement was outright treason; Lady Regina, on the other hand, had callously ordered the deaths of over a dozen people whose only crime had been standing up for themselves...and, instead of a simple execution, she’d sentenced them to one of the most cruel and humiliating deaths imaginable. And there was no way she could reject the right of people to question their rulers. What, apart from blood, did qualify either of the claimants to rule the Barony?


  King Randor could put someone else in the castle, she thought, but that would cause other problems for him later.


  She looked down at her hands and sighed, inwardly. King Randor had made her a Baroness - but there hadn’t been any other surviving claimants to the Barony, as far as she knew. The baron had been beheaded, along with his sole surviving son. And everyone had agreed he needed to reward Emily in some way. A Barony was a small price to pay for the salvation of his throne. But Emily hadn’t wanted the Barony - or the headaches it brought with it.


  “The crowds are celebrating,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “Do you want to join them?”


  Emily looked up. They had passed through the gates and entered Alexis, which seemed to have come alive. Crowds of people thronged the streets, laughing and dancing as they drank from huge mugs of ale and toasted their king and his sole daughter. A large portrait of Alassa - Emily was amused to note it was surprisingly close to reality - hung from one wall, Jade standing behind her as if he were in her shadow. She had a feeling Jade wouldn’t be pleased to see that, although she understood the symbolism. Alassa, daughter of the king, was the senior partner in the marriage. Jade wouldn’t have any power of his own.


  Except he will, Emily thought, as she studied the portrait. Jade seemed to have been idealized; he’d always been handsome, in a rough-hewn kind of way, but the artist made him look like the reincarnation of He-Man, complete with muscles on his muscles and an outfit that showed them off to best advantage. He’s a combat sorcerer.


  She shook her head in droll amusement as she tore her eyes away from the portrait. No one would be able to recognize Jade if they saw him in the streets, which might have been the point. Absent cameras and video recorders, hardly anyone really knew what anyone looked like, even King Randor himself. Jade could change his clothes and stroll through the crowds, completely unrecognizable. And, if he was going to be doing undercover missions for his wife and queen, it would be very useful indeed.


  “Everyone’s happy,” she observed, as they made their way through a crowd of dancers who slowly moved aside for the carriage. “Are they all pleased for Alassa?”


  “The more thoughtful ones will be pleased there’s a good chance that another civil war will be prevented,” Lady Barb pointed out. “And the others? They’re pleased about the free ale and cheap food. King Randor has probably even ordered a few hundred prisoners released from jail.”


  Emily blinked. “Is that a good idea?”


  “Most of them were debtors, rather than thieves or rapists,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “The real prisoners will have been enslaved or executed by now.”


  “Oh,” Emily said.


  She turned her head from side to side as they made their slow way towards the castle. The entire city seemed to be celebrating. Stallkeepers offered cheap food, innkeepers advertized bedrooms for weary travelers; she had to smile as she saw a line of children carrying boxes of sweets and offering them to passers-by without demanding payment. It was hard to shake the impression that everyone was delighted for Alassa, even though the more cynical part of her mind suspected the commoners merely considered it a chance for a party, where the normal rules were relaxed for a while. A young woman kissing strangers in public would be in deep trouble at any other time of the year.


  “I trust you’ve been briefed on your role in the wedding,” Lady Barb said, as the crowds fell away. The Royal Mile leading to the castle was clear, armed guards ensuring that aristocratic visitors could make their way up the road without dodging commoners running around. “You know what you’ll be doing?”


  “Witnessing,” Emily said. It didn’t sound like much, but she didn’t mind. “I’ll be there to sign my name when they tie the knot.”


  “Quite,” Lady Barb said. “I don’t know how long I’ll be staying, so I’ll warn you now. A wedding is always a stressful time for the bride and groom. Expect Alassa to be...shall we say...not on her best behavior?”


  Emily winced. “Is it going to be that bad?”


  “There’s a great deal riding on this wedding,” Lady Barb reminded her. “And Alassa will be at the very heart of it. She may snap at you because it’s safe to snap at you. You’re not going to bear a grudge for the next fifty years if she shouts at you in public.”


  “She’ll be the first one who does,” Emily muttered. No one had shouted at her since she’d killed Master Grey. At least her friends hadn’t treated her any differently. “She might take it out on the maids too.”


  “It’s possible,” Lady Barb agreed. She turned to meet Emily’s eyes. “Give her as much patience and support as you can, Emily. She’ll need it.”


  If she turns into a right royal brat again, Emily thought.


  She scowled, inwardly. She’d only ever attended one wedding in her life - when Melissa and Markus married - and that had been a quiet, subdued affair. Alassa, on the other hand, had over four thousand guests for the main ceremony alone. She would have to sit there, like a china doll, and be admired for hours on end. For someone so active, Emily was sure, it would be horrific. And it would go on for days...


  “If I do marry Caleb,” she said, “will I have to endure a large wedding too?”


  “As Baroness of Cockatrice, you will be expected to invite all the aristocrats in the kingdom,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “Some of them will, no doubt, come up with inventive excuses about why they can’t be there for you, but the others will be happy to attend and eat your food and drink your wine. You could probably get away with only having a two-day ceremony though, if you tried. And you’d have to invite the Duchess of Iron instead of Princess Alassa.”


  Emily snorted, rudely.


  They drove up to the gates and joined a long line of coaches and carriages being inspected by the guards before they were allowed to pass through and enter the courtyard. Lady Barb summoned one of the guards, explained who she was carrying and was hastily waved through the gates; inside, a handful of servants in royal livery took Emily’s trunk as she scrambled down to the cobblestones. Another servant took the coach and steered the horses towards the stables. They’d be well cared for until Lady Barb was ready to go.


  “My Lady Emily,” a familiar - and slimy - voice said. “Her Highness has requested that you attend upon her as soon as you arrive.”


  Emily sighed as she saw Viscount Nightingale, the former Master of the Princess’s Bedchamber. She hadn’t seen him since her first visit to Zangaria - she’d heard Alassa had dismissed him from her service as soon as she’d been Confirmed - but he didn’t look to have changed. His face was still unformed, his voice was still slimy and he made her want to keep one hand on her money pouch at all times. And he was wearing the king’s personal livery...


  “Lead on,” she said, as grandly as she could. She didn’t want to bandy words with him, not when he made her feel uneasy. “Have my trunk taken to my rooms.”


  Nightingale bowed. “You have been put in the Royal Apartments, a sign of Royal Favor,” he informed her. “His Majesty will be holding court in the evening. You are invited to attend.”


  He looked at Lady Barb. “There are no specific instructions regarding you...”


  “I’ll look up a couple of old friends,” Lady Barb said, cutting him off. “And I will make sure to attend court this evening.”


  She turned and strode off. Nightingale stared after her in confusion - they’d never been friends, but they’d had to work together in the past - and then turned back to Emily.


  “If you’ll come with me...?”


  Emily nodded impatiently and followed him through a maze of corridors, feeling a handful of powerful wards drifting through the air. They were more complex than she recalled - she thought she tasted Jade’s signature on them - although she knew they were far from perfect. Too many people needed access to the lower levels of the castle for them to keep intruders out, even ones with bad intentions. But at least they’d pick out the magic-users amongst the guests. The wards buzzed at her as she climbed the stairs, warning her that she was being watched. She pushed the sensation away with an effort. King Randor wouldn’t want to keep her out...


  Just the rest of his barons, she thought. She wasn’t blind to the implications of giving her a room in the Royal Apartments. Nightingale was right. It was a sign of Royal Favor - and an upraised finger to the rest of the aristocrats. And the wards are getting tighter the closer we approach the apartments.


  She frowned as a handful of servants walked past her, hastily lowering their gaze as she passed. It was uncommon to see servants in the main corridors - they normally stuck to the hidden passageways they used to stay out of sight - but the castle was heaving with life. No doubt King Randor had reluctantly decided it didn’t matter if his guests saw the servants or not. Nightingale sniffed - he was a servant, but far higher ranking - and paused outside a pair of sealed doors. A dozen protective wards, all tasting of Alassa, crackled over the metal threateningly. Emily felt them touching her magic before they allowed the doors to open.


  “Your Highness,” Nightingale said. “I present to you Baroness Emily, Lady of Whitehall, Dueling Champion...”


  “Emily, come in,” Alassa called, cutting off the recitation of Emily’s titles. She sounded tired - and relieved. “Nightingale, you may go.”


  Emily stepped past Nightingale and stared into the room. Alassa stood topless in the middle of the chamber, surrounded by three male tailors and two maids. Her lower half was hidden in a white dress that swept out around her, covered in peacock feathers that shimmered under the light. Frieda sat against one wall, her head buried in a book, while a blonde-haired girl Emily vaguely recalled from her last visit to Zangaria ruffled through a set of designs. Nightingale closed the door behind Emily as she walked into the room, wrinkling her nose at the combination of perfume smells in the air. One or two of them might have been fine, she thought, but there were so many different scents that it was hard to keep from coughing.


  “Thank you for coming early,” Alassa said. She glowered down at her dress. “What do you think of this?”


  “I think you’re going to have problems dancing with Jade,” Emily said, dryly. Jade had long arms, but they’d both have to stretch merely to touch their fingers, let alone hold hands. “And it’s a little bit revealing.”


  “Just a little,” Alassa agreed. “There is a top; it just isn’t ready yet.”


  “It’ll be ready tomorrow, Your Highness,” one of the tailors said. Emily shook her head in disbelief. At least Queen Marlena had been willing to send female dressmakers to Whitehall to measure Emily. Alassa might be able to stand topless in front of three men who were far below her on the social scale, but Emily couldn’t do it. “We just need to finish the frills.”


  “And then resize it again,” Alassa said. She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Take the lower half, then go away for an hour.”


  “Yes, Your Highness,” the tailor said.


  Emily looked away as they removed the rest of the dress and hurried out of the chamber, closing the door behind them. Alassa, wearing nothing more than a pair of silken drawers, marched over to a table, poured herself a glass of water and drank it hastily. It didn’t look as though she’d been having a good time.


  “Nineteen dresses,” she said, as she turned back to face Emily. “And I’ve only had five fitted so far.”


  “There are only fourteen to go,” the blonde-haired girl said.


  Alassa’s eyes flickered. “I shouldn’t worry about it, Alicia,” she said, in a sweet tone that fooled no one. “Your wedding will likely be delayed.”


  Alicia rose to her feet. Emily remembered her now, the sole heir to a barony who hadn’t been Confirmed before her father’s head had been lopped off by King Randor. She’d been staying at court ever since, trying to convince the king to give her the barony. If she was still here, Emily suspected, it didn’t look as though she’d succeeded, even though she was twenty-two years old. Alicia’s face was so pale it was almost translucent, but there was a wild desperation in her eyes that didn’t bode well for the future.


  “And yours is likely to drive you mad before the honeymoon,” Alicia said. She turned to Emily, a show of calculated rudeness directed at Alassa. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance once again, Lady Emily.”


  She swept out of the room before Emily could say a word, slamming the door behind her with a loud thump. Emily watched her go, then looked back at Alassa and lifted her eyebrows.


  “She’s been like that all week,” Alassa said. “Alternatively snapping at me and praising me.”


  Emily shook her head. “What was that about her wedding?”


  “She isn’t the baroness yet, so there’s a danger my father will marry her off to someone he picks,” Alassa said. She shrugged, as if it were a matter of small import. “He hasn’t made any decision yet.”


  “Poor girl,” Emily said. She hadn’t had much of a chance to get to know Alicia, but she couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. “Is he going to make a decision?”


  “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “But the older Alicia gets without being Confirmed and raised to the Barony, the more her subjects will act independently of her. She’ll have real problems asserting control when they’re all used to living without a baron.”


  Which is the same problem facing Lord Hans and Lady Regina, Emily thought. Is Alicia going to be that bad to her subjects?


  “She wants to talk to you,” Frieda said. Emily almost jumped. She’d forgotten the younger girl was there. Alassa just had a way of sucking all attention towards her. “She was asking me questions about you at breakfast.”


  Emily frowned. “What sort of questions?”


  “About Markus and Melissa and everything that happened last year,” Frieda said. “She was thrilled to hear about the duel.”


  “Wonderful,” Emily said, sourly. She would have preferred to forget the moment Master Grey’s body had exploded into flame. “Why does she want to talk to me?”


  “I have no idea,” Frieda said. “But it isn’t something she feels comfortable discussing in front of Alassa.”


  “Probably trying to secure your support for her claims,” Alassa said, dryly. “She’s been trying to sweet-talk me, half the time.”


  “But if she’s snapping at you the rest of the time,” Emily mused, “that doesn’t make sense.”


  “I know,” Alassa said. She smiled, rather coldly. “So far, she hasn’t gotten very far with the other noblemen. Some of them are only willing to back her in exchange for concessions, others think they’d be happier leaving the barony without a baron. I give it a few months before her neighbors start trying to take bits of her territory.”


  Emily nodded, rubbing her forehead. “I’m not planning to invade her lands.”


  “That makes you the only one,” Alassa said. She tapped her ears. “I hear that Baron Gaunt even demanded she marry him, in exchange for his support.”


  Emily shook her head in disgust. “He’s...what? Three times her age? And married?”


  “The old wife would be put aside,” Alassa said. She didn’t have any moral objections, Emily knew. Some of her early suitors had been a decade or two older than her. “But my father would never agree to the match. Combining two baronies into one...it would create too much instability.”


  “And a formidable power base for Gaunt,” Emily said. She felt another flicker of sympathy for Alicia. “It would ruin her position, wouldn’t it? I mean, if she did try to marry him. The king would see it as a threat.”


  “Probably,” Alassa agreed. “My father has become a great deal more paranoid later, Emily. The stress of the wedding is driving him insane.”


  Emily smiled. “Isn’t it supposed to be driving you insane?”


  “He has to put on a good show,” Alassa said. “This isn’t just about Jade and I.”


  She pulled a dressing gown off the wall and donned it. “”But don’t worry about it now,” she added. “Why don’t you tell me all about Caleb and his family?”


  “Later,” Emily said. She wanted a chance to gather her own thoughts first. “Why don’t you tell me about Jade?”


  “We haven’t been able to meet in private,” Alassa said. She smiled, lazily. “But at least we have the parchments. We can still talk.”


  “And you’re going to be married,” Emily said. “And then you’ll have all the time in the world together.”


  Alassa sighed. “I don’t know if that’s true,” she said. She sounded nervous, oddly. Emily couldn’t recall her being nervous since they’d become friends. “My parents don’t spend that much time together.”


  “I’m sure it will be different for you and Jade,” Emily said.


  “I hope you’re right,” Alassa said. “I really do.”


  Chapter Twelve


  “I WAS SURPRISED YOU DIDN’T STAY longer in Swanhaven,” King Randor said, the following morning. He’d greeted her briefly the previous evening, but he hadn’t had time for a private discussion. “A couple of hours are hardly long enough to make up your mind about the claimants.”


  Emily forced herself to meet his eyes. Randor was a formidable personality, alternately forceful and shrewd. Even in an informal setting - he’d invited her into his private study and told her to relax, rather than remain on her knees - he still dominated the room. Alassa, for all that she’d been neglected as a child, had clearly learned her lessons in presenting herself from her father.


  “I didn’t see any need to remain longer, Your Majesty,” she said. It still felt faintly absurd to address someone - anyone - by honorific, but she doubted she had a choice. “I believe I saw enough in the city itself to be concerned about the future.”


  “Indeed?” Randor asked. “Do tell.”


  “The city is on the verge of an explosion,” Emily said, flatly. “I saw hundreds of soldiers on the streets, but there didn’t seem to be enough of them to deter trouble when it finally blows up. Worse, the claimants - both of them - seem prepared to take the harshest of measures against potential troublemakers. They’ve only succeeded in creating martyrs.”


  “Acting against known troublemakers may lead to the rise of other troublemakers,” Randor observed, archly. “But not acting against known troublemakers is a sign of weakness.”


  “They wanted the deaths to be as horrific as possible,” Emily said. She understood that Randor was pointing out flaws in her argument, but it was still irritating. “It would have been easy to have the troublemakers beheaded, or enslaved, or merely thrown into jail. Instead, they were allowed to starve to death in the stocks. That in itself is a sign of weakness.”


  “Or a sign of resolve,” Randor pointed out. “A baron cannot let himself be hampered by the potential for trouble.”


  Emily met his eyes. “They weren’t any better in person, Your Majesty,” she said, firmly. “I think Lord Hans is likely to overreact to a problem and spark off an uprising. I’m not actually convinced he’s sane. Lady Regina, on the other hand, is far colder and more calculating. I suspect she was the one who issued the orders to let the troublemakers die in the stocks.”


  “It might have been,” Randor said. “They’re meant to share authority until I decide on who takes the title, but if they’re not in agreement...”


  He allowed his voice to trail off. “Do you have any other observations?”


  “Lady Regina was trying to push her cousin’s buttons,” Emily said. “I saw him grasping his sword in anger. She’s either trying to goad him into something stupid, or she’s too stupid to realize that he might skewer her.”


  “You were in the room,” Randor said. “She might have assumed you’d protect her if Hans decided to try to kill her.”


  Emily shrugged. “My honest advice is to find someone else for the post, Your Majesty,” she said. She honestly wasn’t sure if she would have tried to save Regina’s life, if her cousin had drawn his sword and tried to bisect her. “Neither of them is concerned with anything other than their own power and prestige; they think they have a right to the title, rather than trying to earn it.”


  “A common belief,” Randor noted. “Do you realize there aren’t any other candidates for the position?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Emily said. She considered it for a moment. “You could always put them both aside and give the title to Jade. He’d make a good baron.”


  Randor’s face went still. “I couldn’t just put them both aside,” he said. “And I couldn’t execute them without due cause.”


  And making Jade a baron would undermine one of the reasons for choosing him as Alassa’s husband, Emily thought, mentally kicking herself. Randor hadn’t yelled at her, but the unspoken rebuke hung in the air. Even if Randor did, Jade would face opposition from the other two and the rest of the aristocracy.


  She sighed, inwardly. The other aristocrats might not like either Hans or Regina - she had no idea how they felt about the claimants - but they’d die to defend the principle of blood succession. Hell, even the coup plotters had planned to put the former Duke of Iron on the throne rather than exterminate the Royal Family. He might have been enslaved, his mind held in bondage, yet he’d still be the lawful heir to the throne. Randor had to pick one of two, not take a third option. There just weren’t any other candidates for the title.


  “I may choose a husband for Regina,” Randor mused. “Someone who could keep her in line, if necessary.”


  Emily shrugged. Regina would hold the title, not her husband; it wouldn’t be easy for her husband to dominate her as long as she refused to let him. She doubted that anyone could keep Regina in line. It was far more likely that her husband would go to sleep one night and get his throat slit while he was helpless. Regina would have nothing to lose by killing an abusive husband. It wasn’t as if she could be stripped of her title.


  Unless he chooses someone with wealth and power of his own, she thought. But that would mean giving that person a power base he could use against the king...


  “If you feel that’s the best option,” she said, out loud. “But I’d feel sorry for the poor man.”


  Randor’s lips twitched. “Do you have a better solution?”


  “A wife for Lord Hans?” Emily suggested. “Someone who could keep him in line?”


  She shook her head, a moment later. It was hard to imagine anyone would want to marry Lord Hans, even with the promise of being married to a Baron. She wouldn’t condemn anyone to that fate.


  “There are few who could keep him in line,” Randor mused. “Do you have any other suggestions?”


  “I’ve given you the best advice I can, Your Majesty,” Emily said, feeling her head starting to ache. “If you choose to do otherwise, I cannot stop you.”


  “I suppose not,” Randor said. “You’ve changed, Lady Emily.”


  He took a look at the ring on her finger. “And your father has clearly acknowledged you.”


  Emily said nothing. Randor wasn’t a powerful magician - she had a feeling he wasn’t anything like as powerful as his daughter - but he was very good at reading people. She might as well be an open book to him, no matter how hard she fought to control herself. If nothing else, he’d see when she was trying to mask her feelings and know it was something important.


  “Your duel was quite interesting,” the king added, after a long moment. “Killing a grown man must have been a challenge.”


  “It was,” Emily said, flatly. Alassa hadn’t been there, but Randor would probably have read some of the more accurate eyewitness accounts. “But I didn’t want to do it.”


  “You had no choice,” Randor said. “Many of my courtiers are now scared of you.”


  Emily felt her lips twitch. Randor could have most of the country beheaded on a whim, if he wished; surely, it would make more sense to be scared of him. But then, she had killed two necromancers as well as a combat sorcerer. The eyewitness accounts would be enough to convince many fence-sitters that she was dangerous. It was no longer possible to believe that Shadye had killed himself and Mother Holly had lost control of her powers...


  But better they do believe that, Emily reminded herself. They wouldn’t go looking for a secret weapon if they think Mother Holly accidentally killed herself.


  “I don’t want them to be scared of me,” she said.


  “Better they fear you as well as hate you than merely hate you without fear,” Randor said, darkly. “Far too many already blame you for the changes to my kingdom, Emily. They are nervous about what the future will bring.”


  “Changes,” Emily said.


  “Quite,” Randor agreed. He leaned forward, suddenly. “I understand that you have entered a formal courtship. Might I ask why you didn’t seek my permission before proceeding?”


  Emily felt her cheeks heat with a mixture of embarrassment and outrage. She’d known he’d wanted to control her, when he’d offered her the barony, but how dare he try to dictate her personal life? The last thing she wanted was to let him think he could choose her husband.


  “Caleb is not a nobleman,” she said. “His father may be a knight as well as a general, but Caleb is unlikely to become the heir.”


  “I am your liege lord,” Randor said, forbiddingly. His eyes darkened at her tone. “I have the right to approve or disapprove of any suitors you might happen to have. Your children will be Alassa’s subjects.”


  Emily forced herself to keep her voice calm. “The question of who I marry is none of your business.”


  “But it is,” Randor told her. His voice was level, but she could hear an undertone of anger, an undertone he probably meant her to hear. “Your husband will be the highest-ranking male in the barony and among the highest-ranking males in the kingdom. Your children will be powerful aristocrats in their own right. Any courtship should have been approved by me before it became public.”


  Emily blinked. “It’s public?”


  Randor met her eyes. “You have a fair claim to being the second or third most powerful person in the kingdom,” he said. “There isn’t an aristocrat in Zangaria who hasn’t heard about your...boyfriend. Your visit to Beneficence with an escort is enough to tell them that you started a courtship. I imagine they are quietly assessing the prospects for your marriage and trying to calculate what it means for them.”


  “Nothing,” Emily snapped. Her personal life wasn’t any of their business either. “It means nothing to them!”


  “They will not see it that way,” Randor said. “Why do you want to marry him?”


  “I believe a courtship is intended to discover if we do want to marry,” Emily said, stiffly.


  “You would not have entered a courtship if you were not at least willing to entertain the possibility,” Randor pointed out, sharply. “Why do you want to marry him?”


  “He’s...comfortable,” Emily said.


  “He’s comfortable,” Randor repeated. “Comfortable?”


  Emily bit down hard on her temper. It was bad enough that he thought he should have a say in her personal life, but now he was questioning her choices? She wanted to turn and storm out of the room. Only the certainty that Alassa would never forgive her for fighting with the king before the wedding kept her rooted to the spot.


  And she had no intention of explaining to King Randor, of all people, why comfortable was so important to her.


  She forced herself to meet his eyes, trying to convey defiance as best as she could. “He’s comfortable, he’s intelligent, he’s capable, he’s caring...what more do you want?”


  Randor, oddly, smiled. “I’d want a reason to marry him.”


  “They are good reasons to marry someone,” Emily said. “Aren’t they?”


  She took a breath, trying to see things from his point of view. Randor, raised in a world of aristocratic marriages, wouldn’t consider them good reasons to marry anyone. He’d expect someone with huge tracts of land, or colossal wealth, rather than just considerable magical power. But Emily couldn’t marry one of the other barons, or a foreign nobleman, without upsetting the balance of power in Zangaria. Caleb wasn’t a threat...but, as far as Randor could tell, he didn’t bring anything new to the match either.


  “I like him,” she said. “I don’t know if we’ll marry or not, but that’s our decision.”


  Randor frowned. “And what has your father said about the affair?”


  “He hasn’t told us to stop, if that’s what you mean,” Emily said, crossly. Void had teased her, before offering some surprisingly practical advice - and he had no right to dictate her choices either. “I think he feels the decision should be mine.”


  “It isn’t just your decision,” Randor said, coldly.


  “Yes, it is.”


  “I believe your young man has been invited to the wedding,” Randor said, ignoring her. She knew perfectly well he’d have approved the invitation before it went out. “I shall speak to him during a quiet moment, should we have one, and then give you my final judgement.”


  Emily stared at him for a long moment. It sounded almost as if Randor was planning to make a public announcement. The thought was outrageous.


  She braced herself. “It is our judgement that counts.”


  “I would not presume to force you into a marriage, Emily,” Randor said. “But your current position requires me to approve your marriage before you are committed. Had you handled it properly, you could have brought Caleb to me before you made it public and I could have told you what I thought.”


  “And if you’d disapproved of Jade,” Emily snarled with sudden reckless abandon, “would you have expected Alassa to simply dump him?”


  “I expect my daughter to do what is best for the kingdom,” Randor said, sternly. “Her marriage is not a personal affair, any more than mine was. If Jade had proven unsuitable, I would have urged her to abandon him before her reputation was in tatters.”


  Emily clenched her fists. “And what if she’d wanted to keep him?”


  “She would have known better,” Randor told her, coolly. “She was raised to understand that her marriage would always be political. I am fond of my wife, Emily, but I did not choose to marry her. My father made that choice for me.”


  “It must have been easy for you,” Emily snapped. She caught herself before she rubbed his mistresses in his face. “It isn’t so easy for women.”


  “Life is rarely fair,” Randor said. He gave her a considering look. “Lord Hans argues that a woman cannot be expected to run a barony. Your behavior has been taken to suggest he has a point.”


  Emily took a long breath. “You mean finding a boyfriend without your approval?”


  “I mean adding new laws, tipping over long-held certainties and encouraging the spread of innovation,” Randor said. “You are the first Baroness of Zangaria. Your conduct will be considered when the aristocracy wonders about the value of having a second - or third.”


  “Like Alicia,” Emily said.


  “Like Alicia,” Randor agreed. His face had gone still again. “Your conduct may also reflect badly on my daughter. There has never been a ruling queen in Zangaria.”


  Which is why you spent so much effort on trying to sire a son, bastard or not, Emily thought, sourly. It struck her that she hadn’t seen anything of Queen Marlena in years. And now you’re lumbered with a single heir - a daughter.


  “And the aristocrats will be watching carefully for signs of weakness,” Randor added. “It does not take much to fan the flames of prejudice.”


  “I know,” Emily said.


  Randor leaned back in his chair. “I don’t have much choice,” he said. “If I don’t approve of your boyfriend, I cannot allow you to marry him.”


  Emily met his eyes. “And if I do choose to marry him?”


  “You’d have to give up Cockatrice,” Randor said. “And you wouldn’t be able to nominate your successor.”


  And that, Emily knew, was his ultimate weapon. By any reasonable standards, Cockatrice was a fantastic reward. It was more than just land and money; it was absolute mastery of hundreds of thousands of lives. The mere possession of the land made her a powerful noblewoman and gave her a voice at the very center of the kingdom. They might hate her, they might distrust her, they might fear her...but they could not dismiss her. No wonder Alicia, Lord Hans and Lady Regina were so desperate to be confirmed in their titles. They needed them if they were ever to amount to more than a handful of well-born children leeching off the king.


  And they’d never be able to understand why someone might give up the barony for anything.


  Emily stared down at her hands. She hated the barony; she hated knowing a single word from her could turn an entire country upside down. And yet, she’d used it to help steer social change and introduce new innovations...


  And Frieda is my heir, she thought. It was customary to name someone who would take her place if she died; Frieda had seemed the best choice at the time. She’d be deprived if King Randor took the Barony back.


  She felt her headache growing stronger as she fought to control herself. King Randor wasn’t her father, he wasn’t someone who had a real claim on her...she hadn’t been raised to consider herself the mistress of all she surveyed. Alassa - and Regina, and Alicia - might be cold about their marriages, but she knew she could never be like them. The idea of marrying a stranger for political reasons was anathema to her.


  “I think I will make that decision when you make yours,” she said. She wanted to shove the barony in his face, to tell him it didn’t matter to her, but Alassa would be upset and her wedding would be disrupted. And it would impact on the lives of hundreds of thousands of peasants. “If you want me to marry someone harmless, you could hardly make a better choice.”


  “He’s a sorcerer,” Randor said. “Harmless is not the word I would use to describe him.”


  “Perhaps not,” Emily said. “But who would you want me to marry?”


  “You’re a sorceress,” Randor pointed out. “You would not have to marry young.”


  Emily winced. Mundane women in the Nameless World had real problems having children after passing thirty-five. The combination of poor nutrition and worse medical care made it imperative for women to marry young, recognizing there was a strong risk of death in childbirth if a magician wasn’t in attendance. A sorceress, on the other hand, could remain physically young for decades, if she wished. Randor had probably been expecting her to refrain from finding a husband for years.


  “Or marry at all,” she said, darkly. That might have suited Randor; Emily would die without a legitimate heir, leaving the barony to revert to the king. Or queen, if it happened on Alassa’s watch. “Do you want me to marry?”


  “I want you to make your decisions for the good of the kingdom,” Randor said. He rose to his feet, a clear sign the interview was over. “And one other thing, Lady Emily?”


  Emily eyed him, warily.


  “You seem to have forgotten to address me as Your Majesty,” Randor said. “I cannot allow that in public.”


  “I beg your pardon, Your Majesty,” Emily said, embarrassed. She still wasn’t used to addressing anyone by an honorific. “My temper was running high.”


  “Be sure your tongue doesn’t run away with you,” Randor advised. “Saying the wrong thing in public could be disastrous.”


  Emily nodded, remembering Master Grey.


  She opened the door - and blinked in surprise as she saw Alicia standing outside, waiting for the king. Alicia’s pale face flickered through a number of unreadable expressions before Randor called her into the room; she stepped past Emily, keeping as much distance between them as possible, and closed the door behind her. Emily shook her head and headed to the hidden stairwell. She could walk back to her room without encountering anyone, if she was lucky. She needed time to calm down before she lost control of her powers...


  And then I have to go get my dress fitted, again, she thought. One day - barely even that - and she was already feeling as wretched as Alassa. Is it ever going to end?


  Chapter Thirteen


  “YOU LOOK LOVELY,” QUEEN MARLENA SAID. “A delicate flower, to be sure.”


  Emily felt her cheeks redden. Imaiqah had caught her just before she could enter the Royal Apartments and dragged her into the fitting room. Queen Marlena - looking older and paler than Emily recalled - had been waiting, accompanied by a pair of seamstresses. They’d promptly pushed Emily into the center of the room and started holding various dresses up against her. Resistance, it seemed, was futile.


  “I feel too exposed,” she said, once she had a chance to take a look at herself in the mirror. The long white dress clung to her curves in embarrassing places. “One splash of water and everyone will see everything.”


  “Charm it against translucency,” Marlena said. She’d waved off every question Emily had tried to ask about her health, or anything that wasn’t related to the wedding itself. “But you don’t want to be wearing that outside the formal pronouncement.”


  “I don’t want to be wearing this at all,” Emily said. She didn’t want to think about how much the dress had cost. “Can’t I wear something darker?”


  “The pronouncement ceremony protocol expects everyone to wear white,” Marlena told her, sternly. “You can wear blue during the reception and the wedding itself, if you wish, but white is required for the formal pronouncement.”


  Emily sighed. “Do we really need so many dresses?”


  “Yes,” Marlena said. The look in her eye told Emily that there was no point in trying to argue. “And they do make you look lovely.”


  The seamstresses hastily undressed Emily and held out a long blue dress that seemed more natural to her. Emily pulled it over her shoulders, studied herself in the mirror and then waited for the seamstresses to make a number of minor adjustments. By the time they were finished, the dress was clinging tightly to her, but at least it wasn’t anything like as revealing as the white dress. The seamstresses checked their work, then looked at the Queen.


  “Good,” Marlena said. “Run us up two more of those, fitted to the same measurements. I’ll want them ready for the final fitting in a week, before the ceremony starts in earnest.”


  “Of course, Your Majesty,” one of the women said. She curtsied hastily. “Do you want to check the other dresses now?”


  “No,” Marlena said. “I believe you can tighten up the measurements alone.”


  Emily let out a sigh of relief and started to undo the dress. “Not so fast,” Marlena said, catching her arm. “You have a lot more work to do.”


  She snapped her fingers at the seamstresses. “Shoes, if you please,” she said, as Emily changed back into her normal dress. “And sashes.”


  Emily groaned inwardly as the seamstresses produced a handful of shoes. The small slippers, at least, were wearable; the high heels and fancy shoes were absurd. She’d never worn high heels on Earth and she had no intention of starting now. It wasn’t as if anyone would notice what she wore on her feet, after all; her dresses all swept the floor as she moved.


  “I can wear the slippers,” she said. “But there’s no point in wearing heels.”


  Marlena was relentless. “You’ll be fine,” she said, as she picked up the high heels and held them out. “Making yourself look taller is all to the good.”


  Emily cursed under her breath, pulled them on and tried to walk. It wasn’t easy; the heels seemed unforgiving. If Sergeant Miles hadn’t made her walk the tightrope several times, she knew she would probably have wobbled around until she toppled over and landed face-first on the ground. How did anyone wear the heels? She gave up eventually, took them off and shook her head firmly.


  “I’ll fall over in the middle of the ceremony,” she said, seriously. “Let me stick with the slippers, please, if you won’t let me wear proper shoes.”


  “Proper shoes would be most undignified in a wedding,” Marlena said, seriously. “You need to wear something that shows off your wealth.”


  “I can cast an illusion over the shoes,” Emily pointed out. She glanced around, half-hoping for something - anything - to distract Marlena from fitting her out. “No one would be able to look through the glamor.”


  “They’d know you were hiding something,” Marlena objected.


  “I’m not going to be lifting up my dress in the middle of a crowded hall,” Emily said. Her headache hadn’t faded, no matter how often she tried to meditate. “No one is going to see my feet.”


  “People have been known to trip over,” Marlena pointed out. “Lady Flynn was quite the talking point for five years after she tumbled over in the middle of the dance floor.”


  “And she was probably wearing high heels,” Emily said. She shook her head firmly, despite the growing pain. “I can barely walk in these things, Your Majesty. I’m not going to try to dance in them.”


  Marlena gave her a long look. “Even for Alassa?”


  “She’d hate me if I fell over in the middle of the ceremony,” Emily said. “I’ll cast an illusion, if you like, but I won’t wear them.”


  “Very well,” Marlena said. She picked up a green sash. “As a member of both parties, you will be expected to wear two sashes...”


  She went on and on, running through everything from jewelry to hairstyles until Emily’s head was pounding like a drum. It was all she could do not to tell the Queen where to go - or to turn her into something quiet. By the time Lady Barb knocked on the door and called for her, Emily was on the verge of forgetting where she was and just storming out.


  “Thank you for coming,” Emily said, as soon as they were out of the door. “My head was about to explode.”


  Lady Barb frowned. “Have you been casting spells?”


  “...No,” Emily said. She hadn’t used magic very much since they’d left Whitehall, although there hadn’t really been an opportunity. “Shit.”


  “Quite,” Lady Barb agreed. “Jade set up a spellchamber in the lower levels, where Zed used to have his lab. Go use it after you speak to him...no, I’ll take you down there now and he can join us.”


  Emily blinked. “Jade called for me?”


  “He wants a word,” Lady Barb said. “Luckily, very few people know he was interested in you before he started courting Alassa. Do not give anyone any reason to think you and he might still be having a relationship.”


  “Alassa would kill me,” Emily said. She shook her head. “Do people have nothing better to talk about than me?”


  Lady Barb sniffed, but said nothing as they hurried down the stairs and through a series of complex wards. Someone - probably Jade - had written a warning on the iron doors, using English letters: KEEP OUT UNLESS YOU WANT TO BE A TOAD. Emily rolled her eyes as Lady Barb opened the door, revealing a standard spellchamber. She had no idea how much money King Randor had given Jade to set up his workspace, but it was clear Jade had invested well. She could let loose inside the chamber without any risk of damaging the castle.


  “You know the drill,” Lady Barb said. A pair of wards snapped into place as Emily walked forward. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  Emily nodded, then cast her first spell. A fireball blasted out of her palm and splashed against the wards, flickering and flaring out of existence. She smiled, remembering Sergeant Miles telling the class why the fireball was the weapon of choice for combat magicians; she braced herself and cast a whole series of hexes, curses and lethal spells in quick succession, hammering the wards as hard as she could. The effort should have drained her, but she felt energized by the sheer power at her command. It was hard to remember, until a fireball expanded rapidly right in front of her, that she was supposed to be careful not to overpower her spells.


  She stumbled backwards, hastily shoving the fireball away from her. It slammed into the wards and exploded, releasing a wave of heat that singed her face. Emily cursed, then froze as she heard clapping from behind her. She’d been so lost in her power that she hadn’t heard the door open, let alone sense someone walking into the chamber.


  “Emily,” Jade said. “That’s impressive.”


  Emily turned, gathering herself as best as she could. Sweat was running down her back, staining her shirt. Jade smiled at her as she stumbled through the wards, breathing heavily; she couldn’t help noticing that he wore a dark suit that looked like an old-style naval uniform, expertly tailored to show off his muscles. His hair, once cropped close to his scalp, had grown out a little.


  “Emily,” he said, as she sat down on the stone floor. “Are you all right?”


  “Just a little drained,” Emily lied. Her head felt better, now; she’d have to come back to the spellchamber every day or two and just let some of the magic out. “Do you have any water?”


  Jade gave her an odd look, but opened one of the desk drawers and produced a large glass of cool water. Emily took it gratefully and drank it quickly, unable to keep from feeling dehydrated. She’d always had headaches in the past when she hadn’t drank enough to keep herself going...


  “I was hoping to talk to you before the wedding,” Jade said. He sat down, facing her. “I wanted to apologize.”


  Emily blinked. “For what?”


  “I didn’t realize Master Grey intended to kill you,” Jade said, grimly. His face twisted in bitter guilt. “I told him far too much.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” Emily said.


  “I still feel responsible,” Jade said. “He would have killed you without a second thought, Emily, and no one could have touched him for it.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Emily said, looking down at the glass in her hands. “You were his apprentice, not his friend or superior. You had no way to know what he was planning...”


  “I told him about you,” Jade said. “All the questions he kept asking.”


  “And now he’s dead,” Emily said, tiredly. She glanced at her watch. She’d have to make her excuses in the evening and go to bed early. “How do you feel about that?”


  “Conflicted,” Jade admitted. “He was my tutor and...and he tried to kill one of my friends.”


  “Aloha hasn’t spoken to me since he died,” Emily said. “She had a crush on him.”


  Jade snorted. “Do you know how many offers he got from prospective brides?”


  “No, and I don’t want to,” Emily said, quickly. She made an effort to change the subject before the conversation went somewhere she didn’t want it to go. “How are you feeling?”


  “Harassed,” Jade said. “Do you know I have three different suits for the ceremony?”


  “Poor baby,” Emily needled. “I have more dresses than I care to think about and Alassa has more dresses than her mother wants to think about. Just wait until it’s all over.”


  “I’m trying,” Jade said. “I don’t doubt her, but” - he waved a hand in the air - “all of this takes some getting used to. I keep having problems trying to work out which piece of cutlery to use at what time.”


  “You’re going to be Prince Consort,” Emily said. “The correct answer is the piece of cutlery you’re using at the time.”


  Jade scowled at her. “That isn’t the right answer and you know it.”


  “Lady Barb always says you should start from the outside and move in,” Emily said, remembering some of the lessons on etiquette. It still struck her as absurd. On Earth, she’d been lucky to have a knife and fork. “And you’re going to be the highest-ranking male in the kingdom, when Alassa becomes Queen. You get to define what is right.”


  “I wish that were true,” Jade said. “The king says I’m not allowed to hex noblemen I hear insulting me.”


  Emily blinked. “They do?”


  “I have very sharp ears,” Jade said. “If I turned one of them into a worm...”


  “It would be a vast improvement,” Emily said, cutting him off. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life with Alassa?”


  “Yes,” Jade said.


  “Then put up with them,” Emily said. “Besides, they’re secretly relieved she’s marrying you.”


  “I doubt it,” Jade said. “They wanted to marry her themselves.”


  “But one of them would be the winner and the others would be losers,” Emily countered, remembering Alassa’s arguments. “This way, they’re all losers and there isn’t a great shift in the balance of power.”


  She paused. If Alassa died, on the other hand...“I told you about the demon’s warning, didn’t I?”


  Jade sighed. “There are limits to how much we can do, Emily,” he said. “We’ve moved the actual ceremony forward, into a private chamber with only a handful of guests, but the king flatly refuses to even consider canceling the formal ceremony in the Great Hall. The king’s hired extra guards and had me installing more wards...”


  He ran his hand through his hair. “There are too many problems, Emily. I can’t tighten up the wards covering the whole castle without making it impossible to do much of anything and there are limits to how many other precautions we can take. We can’t strip-search the nobility without them bitching up a storm - and half of them have the right to carry weapons at all times. All we can really do is cover as many of the cracks in our defenses as possible and hope.”


  Emily gritted her teeth as the memory flared back to life...


   


  ...It is Alassa’s wedding day. Blood stains the altar, her white dress is ripped and torn; in one hand, she holds a wand, in the other a staff. And she stares at Emily with accusation in her eyes...


   


  ...And reminded herself, once again, that the demon had shown her a vision of what could happen, not what would happen. But it was maddeningly impossible to know if their actions would avert the vision or bring it to pass. The demon had probably enjoyed the thought of making her fret over the different probabilities, then second-guess herself endlessly. Randor seemed to be taking a more calculated approach to the whole affair.


  Jade smiled, rather dryly and changed the subject. “I hear you have a boyfriend now...?”


  “You’ll meet him soon,” Emily said. She winced, inwardly. Did Caleb know that Jade had asked her to marry him? She didn’t think so, but their name had been briefly linked at Whitehall. Someone would probably have mentioned it to him. “He’s supposed to be arriving when the formal ceremony begins.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Jade said. He gave her a wink. “Alassa says he makes you happy.”


  “He tries,” Emily said. Just how much had Alassa told Jade? “What else did she say?”


  “That he likes you, that you have fun together, that you did a project together,” Jade said, softly. “There wasn’t anything else beyond that, I think.”


  “Good,” Emily said.


  “Well, if he gives you a hard time, just remind him you killed Master Grey,” Jade advised, mischievously. He stuck out his tongue when she glared at him. “I’d offer to thump him for you, but you probably wouldn’t need the help.”


  Emily snorted. The aristocracy was very much a male-dominated world, but magical society was far more equal, if only because sorceresses were just as powerful as sorcerers. No one would bat an eyelid if a sorceress used magic to throw an unsuitable husband out of the house - or vice versa, for that matter. The magical families might spend a great deal of time trying to organize marriages that bred for strength and control, but they didn’t consider women to be anything more than bargaining chips. Or men, for that matter.


  But Fulvia clearly didn’t care about Melissa’s happiness, Emily thought. Or was Melissa supposed to make the best of it for her family?


  “My parents are arriving tomorrow,” Jade said, softly. “I’ve no idea what they’ll make of this.”


  Emily stared at him. “They...they haven’t met Alassa?”


  “They have, but...but not here,” Jade said. “It’s going to be an awkward dinner, that’s for sure. Are you going to attend?”


  “I don’t think I can get out of it,” Emily said.


  Jade shot her a sharp look. “No, you can’t,” he said. “Someone has to be there to take the heat off my family.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Emily promised. “King Randor is already pouring the heat on me.”


  “He’s got quite a few problems to solve,” Jade said. “Do you realize that someone has been using magic to hide seditious activities?”


  “No,” Emily said. “What do you mean?”


  “The Royal Guard arrested a couple of printers last week,” Jade said. “They were printing leaflets about the high cost of the wedding, about how the money collected from the public by taxation and enforced loans could better be spent elsewhere. I interrogated both of them myself, Emily, but I couldn’t get anything from either of them. Their minds were charmed to resist interrogation. I don’t think they could have told me anything if they’d wanted to.”


  “You could have compelled them,” Emily said.


  “It didn’t work,” Jade said. “The charm they used was good. Anything covered underneath it was very well protected. If I’d used more forceful measures their brains would have melted into mush. I think it might have been a variant on an oath of secrecy, but mundanes can’t normally swear oaths. They simply couldn’t share what they knew, no matter how we tried to convince them to talk, without the right passwords.”


  “Which you didn’t have,” Emily said.


  “Which we didn’t have,” Jade confirmed. “I checked the magical community here, but it isn’t very big. There certainly doesn’t seem to be anyone capable of devising such a charm, let alone using it. And that worries me.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. She suspected the printers had a point - the cost of the wedding was already astronomical - but she understood why Jade would be worried. Someone who could cast such a charm and make it work more or less indefinitely would be very dangerous, all the more so as they were clearly opposed to the king or working for someone who was. A baron, perhaps; he’d be sure to have the resources to pay for a first-class sorcerer. And an excellent motive to try to kill Alassa.


  “If there’s anything I can do to help, just ask,” she said. “And if it gets me away from the preparations...”


  Jade gave her an evil look. “I’d prefer not to be skinned alive by the queen,” he said. “I’m afraid you’ll just have to put up with it.”


  “I hate you,” Emily said, without heat. She rose, gently. “Can I use the spellchamber again tomorrow?”


  “If you must,” Jade said. He paused. “Do you really need it?”


  Emily hesitated. Jade had seen her casting dozens of spells. And he knew where her limits had been, two years ago. Now...


  “Yes, I do,” she said. “And please don’t ask any questions.”


  “As you wish,” Jade said. She wondered if he was jealous. If she’d been kicked to a higher level now, how powerful would she be at twenty-five? “Just...try to make sure you don’t let anyone else in here. I’m trying to make sure that only magicians can pass through the wards.”


  Emily cocked her head as he rose. “How powerful is King Randor?”


  “Good question,” Jade said. “And if you happen to learn the answer, please let me know.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  “YOU KNOW,” IMAIQAH MUTTERED, USING A WARD to hide her words, “I’ve been to more lively funerals.”


  Emily couldn’t disagree. The dining hall was packed - she’d counted over two thousand guests crammed into the chamber - but there was almost no conversation, certainly not at the high table. Jade’s father sat next to King Randor; his mother sat next to Queen Marlena, their expressions suggesting they would sooner be somewhere - anywhere - else. The non-too-covert stares of the aristocracy, clearly trying to work out where the parents of the Prince Consort stood in the hierarchy, probably didn’t make them feel comfortable. Emily had always hated being stared at, even before she’d come to Whitehall. She understood precisely how the older couple felt.


  “They’re feeling as if they don’t belong,” she muttered back. “Didn’t you have the same problem?”


  Imaiqah nodded, reluctantly. “My father isn’t really accepted by the older aristocracy,” she agreed. “His grandchildren, on the other hand...”


  Emily nodded, tightly. Imaiqah’s position was odd, to say the least; she was the younger daughter of a newly-ennobled aristocrat, but she was both a magician and a close personal friend of the Crown Princess. It was easy to imagine aristocrats holding their noses while ordering their sons to court her, or trying to open discussions with her father about a formal betrothal. The hell of it was that, a few years ago, it would have been a perfect opportunity for his family. Now...Imaiqah could aim higher, if she wished.


  And Randor may think he has to have input into her final choice, she thought, morbidly. It wasn’t uncommon for magicians to have long strings of lovers - she’d given up trying to learn the names of Imaiqah’s boyfriends, as they were gone before she’d memorized them - but aristocratic women were meant to be chaste. It had better be someone tolerant - or at least understanding.


  She made a mental note to discuss the issue with Imaiqah later, then looked back at Jade’s mother and father. Sir Hawker - he was a Knight of the Allied Lands, not unlike Caleb’s father - was a tall buff man, wearing a suit that managed to look both expertly tailored and ill-fitting. His face looked like an older version of Jade’s, but he had a set of nasty scars running down the left side of his jaw and he was missing a handful of teeth. One of his eyes even looked slightly out of place, as if it was a size too large for the eye socket. Beside him, Galina looked small and fragile; it was hard to believe that she was a qualified Chirurgeon who’d followed her husband on a dozen hunting expeditions through the Allied Lands. There was something about the dark-haired woman that nagged at Emily’s mind, something oddly familiar. But she couldn’t put her finger on it.


  She’s a surgeon, Emily reminded herself. A Chirurgeon was a non-magical doctor and surgeon, to all intents and purposes. Lady Barb had told her that they were to be respected; they might have no magic, but they could still save lives if given the chance. True Healers were in short supply. She isn’t someone to be underestimated.


  She twisted her head slightly until she could see Alassa, sitting next to Jade. Her friend’s face was a perfect mask, suggesting she was more worried than she cared to let on. She might be relieved that Jade’s family didn’t have any unfortunate problems she’d have to deal with, but their lack of status would reflect badly on them. Emily had wondered why Alassa didn’t simply arrange to have them raised to the peerage, like Imaiqah’s father; Alassa, when asked, had pointed out that it would look bad. The aristocrats would assume that it had been done merely to smooth their son’s path to marriage, rather than as a reward for good service.


  Madness, Emily thought. She’d endured two days of being measured by the tailors - again and again and again - while her dresses were fitted. They should just run off and get married in Beneficence.


  The servants returned to collect the plates, removing the remains of the dinner. The scraps would be taken out of the castle and given to the poor, according to Imaiqah; Emily had a private suspicion that the best parts would be eaten by the servants instead. She allowed herself a moment of relief - roast meat, overcooked potatoes and gravy was a little too heavy for her - and sat back in her chair. The only good thing about the whole affair was that the guests were staring at someone other than herself.


  “We’re having the first rehearsal tomorrow,” Imaiqah said. “You will be coming, won’t you?”


  “Of course,” Emily said. “I didn’t think I had a choice.”


  Imaiqah winced. “Go tell that to the bridesmaids,” she said. “The children aren’t so bad, but the older girls...”


  Emily frowned and took a closer look. Imaiqah had always been more mature - more stable - than either her or Alassa, but she looked tired. Too tired. She looked worse than she had on the fourth day of their exams, her face pale and wan. Emily would have unhesitatingly prescribed sleep, if she’d had a chance; Imaiqah had been running herself ragged just trying to keep up with the arrangements.


  She cursed under her breath. “Are they that bad?”


  “Half of them seem to think they should have been appointed Maid of Honor,” Imaiqah said. “The other half seems to think they can do whatever they like and no one will give a damn or try to stop them. Several of the little brats haven’t had their dresses finalized yet because they keep sending them back for minor changes, while a couple of others are insisting on being in the front row because their families have always had that right...”


  “Madness,” Emily said.


  “They’re going to have to explain themselves to the Queen if they turn up tomorrow without their dresses,” Imaiqah added, savagely. “And they’ll find a way to blame it on me.”


  “I’ll support you if they do,” Emily promised. “I thought they wanted to play a role in the ceremony...”


  Imaiqah snorted. “Half of them are taking part because it’s a way to pretend they’re close to Alassa. Half are only there because their parents forced them to go. Half will only cooperate if they’re placed in prominent positions; the other half then starts objecting because they’re not in the front row.”


  “That’s four halves,” Emily pointed out.


  Imaiqah glowered at her. “You know what I mean.”


  Emily nodded, ruefully. Alassa’s wedding was the social event of the year, as far as the nobility was concerned. It was important that they be seen to take part in the ceremony, even if all they did in reality was turn up at the right time and look good. Emily didn’t pretend to understand the complex network of social rankings and obligations that pushed and pulled the aristocracy in different directions, but she was glad she didn’t have to handle it. She didn’t envy Imaiqah at all.


  “And I have to coordinate with Nightingale,” Imaiqah continued. She shuddered, dramatically. “Every time I talk with him, I feel like taking a long bath.”


  King Randor tapped his knife against a glass for silence, then rose. “It does me great honor,” he said, “to welcome the mother and father of my future son-in-law. I bid you all make them welcome.”


  A loud cheer ran through the room. Emily looked down at the lower tables, silently wondering who’d shown genuine enthusiasm - and who’d cheered only because they knew the king would see their silence and remember. The aristocracy might have good reason to be grateful that Alassa was marrying Jade, but the introduction of two newcomers into the nobility - two newcomers who couldn’t easily be dismissed - would upset all their petty little games of power. Who knew? A Beast Hunter might prove a dangerous enemy if provoked by an insult to his wife.


  “We shall now retire to my private chambers,” the king added. It was, Emily knew, a way of closing the formal part of the evening. Someone could leave the room now without anyone taking offense. “I thank you all for coming.”


  He turned and strode out of the room, followed by most of the high table. Emily glanced at Imaiqah, then followed the group through a pair of heavily-warded doors into one of the king’s private rooms. It was far smaller than the hall, of course, but considerably more comfortable. Alassa had told her, once, that it was where her father let his hair down, where he was no longer burdened by the iron rules of kingship. He could be human when he wasn’t being watched by a crowd of power-hungry aristocrats.


  And he has no enemies here, Emily thought. Queen Marlena, Alassa and Jade, Hawker and Galina, Imaiqah and Emily herself...Lady Barb had been invited, as had Frieda, but she’d declined the invitation and offered to teach Frieda a few tricks she needed to know. There’s no one here who would turn against him at the drop of a hat.


  She glanced at the queen and frowned. Marlena looked...weaker than she remembered, her face so pale Emily honestly wasn’t sure how she managed to stand upright. Emily briefly considered one of a handful of diagnostic spells, but none of them could be cast without the Queen’s permission. She’d have excellent medical care, Emily reminded herself; King Randor would make sure she had the best in the world. Perhaps, like Imaiqah, the strain of orchestrating the wedding was getting to her.


  But she wasn’t well last year, Emily recalled. Why...?


  She pushed the thought aside as King Randor made a show of taking off his crown and placing it on the table. Emily sensed magic crackling around the crown, warning her that only one person could wear it safely. Even without charms tied to a specific bloodline, she knew she wouldn’t be able to wear it for long. Alassa had been practicing wearing a heavy crown from the day she’d started to walk and even she couldn’t wear her crown for more than an hour without developing aches and pains.


  “You may all speak freely,” Randor said. A handful of servants arrived and started to distribute drinks. “No one can hear us here.”


  Except for the servants, Emily thought, sardonically. She sniffed the liquid in the glass and placed it on the table. She’d had enough experience with drunken people to know she didn’t want to risk becoming a drunkard herself. And you won’t forget what anyone says...


  “I thank you, Your Majesty,” Jade said.


  Randor smiled and looked at Hawker. “I heard about your adventures in East Haven,” he said, seriously. “It was quite an impressive account.”


  “The broadsheet writers are prone to exaggeration, Your Majesty,” Hawker said. “There were only four centaurs involved, not forty.”


  There was an awkward pause. “So,” Imaiqah said, into the silence. “What actually happened?”


  Emily concealed her amusement as Hawker leaned forward. “There was a raid on a small village by a group of centaurs,” he said. His voice grew more confident as he talked about something he understood. “They killed three men and carried off seven unmarried girls. I was in the area and tracked them to their lair, where I killed all four of the centaurs and saved the girls. They had yet to work their will on their captives.”


  “You made the region safer,” Randor said. “That is not a small achievement.”


  “The forests have too many pockets of wild magic, even now,” Hawker said. “There are places most people won’t go, Your Majesty, even if they have a small army and a dozen sorcerers at their back. I’ve seen giant spiders overrunning villages, trees and bushes given unholy life; I even saw a handful of men become monsters once they were touched by wild magic. Purging the whole place of wild magic is beyond us.”


  He sighed. “And there’s a Faerie Ruin in the exact center. It is said that anyone who walks into it never returns. I encountered a man who claimed to have walked into the ruins a hundred years ago, only to emerge long after everyone he knew was dead, but it was hard to say if he was telling the truth.”


  Alassa leaned forward. “Truth spells?”


  “His mind was damaged,” Hawker said. “He would do chores for the innkeeper, in exchange for bread and board, but there were days when he would shout and scream for no reason at all, or just sit down and refuse to move for hours. Truth spells might not have worked on him.”


  “Or made his condition worse,” Emily mused. “Did you not send him to the Halfway House?”


  “The locals were adamant he not be shown to any traveling sorcerer,” Hawker said. “Their relationship with the forest has always been more complex than anyone is prepared to admit.”


  He shrugged. “No one was prepared to claim him as a relative,” he added. “It’s possible he might have been lying, for some reason, but there’s no way to know for sure.”


  Emily put the matter at the back of her mind for future contemplation, then listened as Randor chatted to Hawker, slowly putting the bigger man at ease. She’d never considered Beast Hunting as a career, but she could see why it was considered necessary. Some of the beasts Hawker had hunted and killed were very dangerous, particularly the giant spiders and warped men. The latter combined human intelligence with a chilling sadism that terrified everyone who encountered them.


  It’s a great deal easier to be against hunting, she thought dryly, when one isn’t at risk from the prey.


  She scowled, inwardly. She’d had nightmares about the day Alassa and her suitors had taken her boar-hunting, three years ago; they’d hunted wild boars that had turned out to be transformed criminals and thought nothing of it. But even then, real wild boars were dangerous pests to the peasants. Protecting them from harm would only lead to ruined crops and destroyed lives.


  Imaiqah nudged her as she looked at Galina. “How did you become a Chirurgeon, anyway?”


  Galina smiled, showing a flicker of inner strength. “My father was one of the best Chirurgeons in the world,” she said. “It was a great disappointment to him that both of his sons insisted on becoming farmers, rather than Chirurgeons themselves. I was the only one of his children willing to learn, so he taught me instead. And when he died on campaign, I stepped into his role.”


  Emily blinked. “And he taught you? Just like that?”


  “There are no formal schools for Chirurgeons,” Galina said, dryly. “My father always used to say we should get organized, but there was a great deal of opposition from some of the others. The only thing that made me qualified was his training, and the only thing that kept me in the role was being good at it.”


  Emily winced. She’d read too much about medical care in the past to feel anything but fear if she fell into the hands of an unmagical Healer. The Nameless World might know more about medicine than Earth had, at least before the nineteenth century, but without magic their options were limited. Broken limbs had to be reset by force, operations had to be carried out without anaesthetics and there was a very real risk of infection, even though local doctors knew about the existence of germs. One of the midwives she’d met, during her lessons, hadn’t even bothered to wash her hands before delivering a child.


  Imaiqah nodded. “Where did you meet your husband?”


  Galina colored, lightly. “I patched him up after he was nearly killed by a basilisk. We started walking out together shortly afterwards. And then I gave up my role and followed him as he hunted more and more dangerous monsters. We married a year later.”


  She shook her head. “There’s only so many people you can watch die before you just give up,” she added. “I held too many young hands as they died, calling for their mothers, knowing there was nothing I could do to save them.”


  No magic, Emily reminded herself. If Lady Barb had been seen as a potential Healer because her mother had taught her the basics a long time before she saw Whitehall, Galina would probably have rated the same level of attention if she’d had magic. All she could do was watch some of them die.


  “I think you should be proud of your son,” Queen Marlena said. Emily hadn’t even realized she was listening. “He’s strong, decent and capable.”


  “I am,” Galina said. She smiled at Jade, who looked embarrassed. “I’m very proud of him.”


  Randor nodded in agreement, then looked at Hawker. “Have you thought about where you’ll live after the wedding?”


  “We don’t have a fixed home,” Hawker said. “We prefer to keep moving.”


  “I always need reliable agents,” Randor said, seriously. “And many of the people you’d meet would assume you spoke for me.”


  “Only if you wanted someone to hunt monsters within your kingdom,” Hawker said. “I don’t have the patience to make nice with people.”


  Randor smiled. “The real monsters walk on two legs,” he commented. “And sometimes they need to be beheaded.”


  Emily glanced at him, sharply. What was he doing? And what was he actually saying?


  Marlena rose. “I need to be up early tomorrow,” she said. Emily felt a flicker of disappointment at how neatly she’d cut off her husband’s words. “And so do many of you.”


  “Of course, of course,” Randor said. Emily wondered, suddenly, if he’d signaled her to end the gathering. They’d been a team ever since they’d married. “We’ll continue this conversation later.”


  Emily nodded, relieved, and followed Imaiqah out of the room.


  Chapter Fifteen


  “EMILY,” IMAIQAH CALLED, AS EMILY HURRIED into the practice hall. “There’s a dress for you with the tailors. Go get into it, would you?”


  Emily sighed. She hadn’t slept well -- she had a feeling she’d need to go back to the spellchamber later in the day, as her head was already starting to pound -- and breakfast had been unsatisfactory. But Imaiqah was already turning to a stern-faced girl who looked inclined to put up an argument, so Emily shook her head and headed over to the tailors, who stood against the wall. A dozen girls waited ahead of her, glowering at the men as if they thought they could force the tailors to work faster. Emily joined the end of the queue and waited. One of the tailors looked up and saw her, just as he finished outfitting one girl.


  “Lady Emily,” he said. He rummaged through a selection of boxes until he found the one he was looking for. “Your dress is over here.”


  He opened the box as Emily stepped over to him, revealing a long white dress a shade or two darker than Alassa’s. They’d incorporated some of her suggestions, she noted, as he held it up in front of her; it was no longer so tight around her curves and a handful of protective charms had been woven into the material. But when he reached for the dress she already wore, she shook her head firmly.


  “I’ll change on my own,” she said, taking the white dress. “Point me to a private room.”


  The tailor stared at her in complete incomprehension. “You can undress here,” he said, surprised. Emily heard a couple of snickers from behind her and fought down the urge to turn and throw a fireball at the aristocratic brats. “It’s quite warm...”


  Emily gritted her teeth. “But I prefer to undress in private, or at least away from men,” she said, tartly. “And if there isn’t a seamstress to assist me, I’ll dress myself.”


  She turned and marched into a corner, then shaped a privacy ward in her mind and cast the spell with as much power as she dared. The air blurred around her - she thought, just for a second, that she was underwater - and she realized she’d used too much power. No one could see in, but she couldn’t see out either. She dismissed the thought, removed her dress as best as she could and pulled the new one over her shoulders. The charms, thankfully, made it easier to wear than she’d expected. Some of the dresses Alassa had been trying on were simply impossible to put on - or take off - without help.


  Probably meant to keep her from doing anything indecent in public, she thought, sourly. It was the only explanation that made sense. But if she found someone she wanted to kiss, he could help her get out of the dress.


  She cast a reflective charm, studied her appearance for a long second and then dismissed both spells back into the ether. The blur faded, revealing the tailor standing outside, rubbing his hands together nervously. She sighed inwardly - he’d probably been worried that he’d be dismissed for irritating a baroness - and let him check the dress one final time. He nodded in approval, made a note of the final measurements, and hurried back to help one of the bridesmaids. Emily watched him go, then walked over to where Imaiqah was talking to a middle-aged woman. Thankfully, she’d been able to get away with wearing her normal shoes.


  “But Ellyn needs to be in the front at all times,” the woman was saying. “She’s entering her season and it is important that she be prominently displayed at all times.”


  Imaiqah kept her face blank, but Emily could tell she was annoyed. “Lady Solana, there are seventeen girls entering their season among the bridesmaids,” she said. “I have to give them all an equal chance to shine.”


  “My Ellyn has attracted the eye of Baron Gaunt,” Lady Solana insisted. “She must be given a chance to shine!”


  Poor girl, Emily thought. Baron Gaunt was married already, after all, and she doubted he’d be willing to put aside his wife for anything less than a baroness. She hoped, for Ellyn’s sake, that her mother was deluded. She’d be a mistress rather than a wife.


  “You will need to convince the other young girls to step aside,” Imaiqah said. “If their mothers agree, I’m sure arrangements can be made.”


  Lady Solana snorted and walked off, muttering just loudly enough to be heard. Imaiqah ignored the stream of insults; instead, she turned to face Emily and looked her up and down before nodding in approval. Emily flushed at her cool scrutiny, feeling oddly uncomfortable in the dress. It just wasn’t something she would have picked for herself.


  “That’s the fourth mother who’s nagged me this morning,” Imaiqah said. She looked past Emily, studying the bridesmaids as they clambered into their dresses. “I’ve had more threats than I’ve had hot dinners.”


  Emily gave her a sidelong look. “Is there anything you can do for them?”


  “I picked the order at random,” Imaiqah said. “If I put one girl forward, all the other girls will be horrified and their mothers will gang up on me. They’ll all have their chance, even the children.”


  She sighed as she turned her gaze towards the far corner. A handful of little girls ran around, laughing and screaming, despite the best efforts of their nursemaids. The racket was deafening; two of the nursemaids snapped and snarled at each other, while the remainder tried to bring their charges to heel without making a fuss.


  “I think they’re too young for the job,” Emily muttered.


  “They are,” Imaiqah confirmed. “And if you knew how hard I had to fight to keep them from adding anyone under five to the party...”


  Emily rolled her eyes. She was already dreading the thought of standing in place for hours - and she was almost twenty! A child of five would find it impossible to stand still for five minutes, let alone five hours. And the ceremony was predicted to take at least twice that from start to finish. She was tempted to lay a private bet that none of the younger bridesmaids would last more than the first hour.


  “This is the social event of the year,” Imaiqah said, after a moment. “There won’t be another Royal Wedding for years.”


  Providing it comes off without a hitch, Emily thought. The demon’s warning...


  She pushed the thought aside, firmly, and told herself to be positive. Even if Alassa fell pregnant on her wedding night it would still be sixteen years before her child could be formally married. It wasn’t uncommon for royal children to be betrothed while they were still minors, but they wouldn’t be actually married. Alassa’s wedding was the only chance any of the aristocratic girls would have to add Royal Bridesmaid to their resumes. Even if they remained unmarried until Alassa’s child grew up, it was bad form to have a bridesmaid older than the bride.


  Imaiqah smiled, rather weakly. “And besides, the children are the best-behaved of the bunch,” she added. “Just look at the older ones.”


  Emily followed her gaze. The older girls looked stunning, she had to admit, but they eyed each other with calculated malice. They’d donned their dresses, draped themselves in necklaces and bracelets and done their hair perfectly, even though it was only a rehearsal. Some of them had even tightened their dresses around their breasts, although they weren’t allowed to show bare flesh. It would have drawn attention away from the bride.


  “Time to go,” Imaiqah muttered. She put two fingers in her mouth and whistled for attention, then used a charm to make her voice audible right across the room. “If I could have the bridesmaids over here, please...”


  Sergeant Harkin - or King Randor - had been able to command immediate obedience from their followers. Imaiqah didn’t seem to have the same knack. The younger bridesmaids ran over at once, but the older ones wandered over so slowly that Emily had no trouble in recognizing the direct insult. How many of them had thought they should have Imaiqah’s job? Or, perhaps, that they didn’t have to listen to someone lower on the social scale?


  Bitches, she thought.


  Imaiqah didn’t show any signs of irritation, but Emily knew she was annoyed. “There will be four formal marches in the ceremony,” she said. “You should each have a record of your places by now. Each of you will have a chance to be in the front row. Now...”


  She broke off as a dark-haired girl leaned forward. “My mother says that I have to be in the front row, always. She won’t let me walk anywhere else.”


  “My mother says that I should be the one who carries the train,” another girl insisted. She stamped her foot on the stone floor. “I shan’t take anywhere else.”


  “Then go,” a third girl said. Emily couldn’t even begin to keep track of their names. “I have the place of honor during the third match and I won’t give it up for anyone!”


  “I forgot my placements,” a fourth girl said. “Where should I stand?”


  “At the back,” the first girl sneered. “Your father might be a lord, but your mother was the daughter of a...”


  Emily groaned inwardly as a verbal cat-fight started to break out, then glanced at Imaiqah. Her friend had enough magic to bring a crowd of unruly brats to heel, but if she used it her father’s position would be badly undermined. Imaiqah was, after all, a newly-created noblewoman as well as a magician, someone who could be attacked by a superior aristocrat...


  Emily gathered herself, raised her hand as she shaped a spell in her mind and thrust it out as hard as she could. It was a poor technique - Jade, Imaiqah or Alassa would have been able to deflect it easily - but the bridesmaids were almost completely without magic. They froze in place, unable to move or speak. Silence fell like a thunderclap. The spell had been so overpowered that it had snared the tailors as well as the bridesmaids. Emily slowly lowered her hand, keeping the spell in place. It was almost frightening just how easy it was to channel so much power.


  The magic field flickered, twice. Two of the bridesmaids - she noted their faces for later identification - did have magic, but were untrained. They were trying to fight the spell, but it was too strong for them to deflect or counter. Emily stepped forward, trying to present the same sense of inevitability that Lady Barb used in her classes. They had to believe that resistance was futile.


  And I’m about to undermine Imaiqah, she thought, bitterly. Maybe she could just keep the spell in place and the girls frozen until the wedding was over and the happy couple were off on their honeymoon. But as long as I’m the one who gets the blame...


  She clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking and addressed the frozen girls. “This is a Royal Wedding, not a circus,” she said, trying hard to channel Lady Barb’s way of speaking. “Princess Alassa is getting married. There are more important issues at hand than which of you gets the place of honor. You have all been given a chance to shine - and that is the best we can do. Now, if you want to leave, you may do so. If not, do as you’re told without further whining, moaning, or generally acting like silly children.”


  They are children, part of her mind noted. The oldest of them may be twenty, but they were never encouraged to grow up.


  She pushed that thought aside and buried it firmly. “If any of you want to complain about this, you may blame it all on me,” she added. It would certainly look like she’d pushed Imaiqah aside to impose her will on the younger girls. “But you can do it later. The next one of you to complain about her place in the line will be turned into a small hopping thing.”


  There was a long pause as she slowly unraveled the spell. She’d definitely used too much power; she thought, just for a moment, that she might need help to dismantle the spellwork and free the girls. But, seconds later, the spell came apart. A dozen bridesmaids fell to the ground as their legs gave way; the others staggered, but caught themselves before they could lose their balance. And they all stared at her with fearful eyes.


  “Take a moment to recover,” Imaiqah said, coolly. She looked at the tailors. “You may go.”


  The tailors hurried out of the chamber, trying hard to look as if they weren’t fleeing for their lives. Emily couldn’t help finding it depressing, even though she knew it was her fault. A number of bridesmaids looked as though they wanted to run too, most likely only duty and the thought of parental outrage keeping them in place. Maybe they hadn’t believed the heralds when they’d sung songs about her powers. But they sure as hell believed them now.


  “Lady Barb is not going to be pleased,” Imaiqah muttered. “And King Randor is going to be furious.”


  “I couldn’t stand to see them undermining you any longer,” Emily muttered back.


  Imaiqah nodded, coolly. “We’ll discuss it later, after we know what the repercussions are.”


  Emily kept her face impassive. The bridesmaids would probably complain to their families as soon as the rehearsal was over - and the families, in turn, would complain to the king. It probably would cause all sorts of problems for King Randor, but she had a feeling he’d turn it around and use it against his noblemen. How dare their daughters try to ruin his daughter’s wedding?


  Imaiqah whistled, again. “Take your places, please,” she ordered. She animated a vision of a faceless woman walking up the aisle. “And be prepared to follow the steps.”


  She nodded to Emily. “You’re up first.”


  Emily nodded, then walked from one side of the room to the other, careful to keep her eyes fixed on the far side of the chamber. She wasn’t allowed to look either left or right, even though she knew thousands of people would be staring at her during the public ceremony; she reached the end, turned, and clasped her hands in front of her. Moments later, the illusionary Alassa started to glide forward, followed by the older bridesmaids. Emily felt an unwilling stab of sympathy as they tried hard to march in unison. It would take days of practice before they knew what they were doing.


  “Not too bad,” Imaiqah said, when they reached the far end. “Now, the children.”


  At least they have it easy, Emily thought. The children didn’t have to worry about following a precise script; they merely had to walk up to stand behind the older girls. But they’ll have to stand there for hours.


  “Good,” Imaiqah said. “Now we do it all over again.”


  Emily was silently grateful, as they went through the whole routine five times in a row. The children started to act up by the time they finished the fifth cycle, while the older girls looked as though they wanted to protest but didn’t quite dare. Imaiqah summoned the tailors back, had them collect the dresses and then dismissed the girls, warning them to report back for more practice the following day. None of the girls seemed very eager, even the ones who had thought being at the front was an honor, but none of them dared disagree.


  “What a horror,” Imaiqah said. “A week to get everyone perfect.” She snorted. “Thank you for your help.”


  “As long as they blame me for it, everything should be fine,” Emily said. Her headache, at least, had faded slightly. Maybe she could find Lady Barb and convince her to spar in a spellchamber. “I’m sorry if it gets you in trouble.”


  Imaiqah shrugged. “They should have summoned a Dancing Master for this,” she said. “But then they would have needed a chaperone. And he wouldn’t have your presence.”


  Emily gave her a hug. “I’ll go find Lady Barb and see what’s happening this afternoon,” she said. She paused. “Am I needed for anything?”


  “I don’t think so,” Imaiqah said. “There will be another rehearsal tomorrow, of course, but you shouldn’t be needed until then.”


  “Understood,” Emily said.


  She nodded to Imaiqah, then left the chamber and hurried up the stairs towards the Royal Apartments. Someone was arguing just around the corner, where Alassa’s rooms were; she hesitated, then walked forward to see who was there. Lady Barb stood there, lecturing a red-faced Alassa. They both looked up and glared at her.


  “I’ll be with you in a moment,” Lady Barb said. It took Emily a moment to realize that Lady Barb was providing her with a way out. “See you in your rooms.”


  Emily nodded and hurried back to her door. Behind her, she sensed a flicker of magic as a privacy ward snapped into place.


  It took nearly twenty minutes, just long enough for her to change into a fresh set of clothes and drink two glasses of water, before Lady Barb knocked on her door. Emily let her in, bracing herself for a lecture. Lady Barb had never been shy about telling her when her behavior was objectionable and she probably wasn’t about to change now.


  “Being a bride is never easy,” Lady Barb said, instead. “Give your friend some room, okay?”


  Emily blinked in surprise. “What happened?”


  For a moment, she thought Lady Barb wasn’t going to answer - or rebuke her for being curious about matters that were none of her business. It wouldn’t be the first time for that, either.


  “She was being taught some of the more complex steps,” Lady Barb said, slowly. “And she started arguing with her mother. It all went downhill from there.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. “If I get married, can I have a small wedding?”


  Lady Barb gave her a tired smile. “Maybe, but the bride is often the sole person who isn’t allowed any input at all.”


  Emily scowled, then cleared her throat. “I may have done something stupid,” she said, and outlined what she’d done to the bridesmaids. “Did I do the right thing?”


  “Probably,” Lady Barb said, when Emily had finished explaining. “As long as they were smacked down by a social superior, they’re more likely to ask for more rather than go complaining to their families.”


  She shrugged. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go for a walk.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  DESPITE LADY BARB’S WORDS, EMILY HAD expected someone - King Randor, Jade, or Alassa - to tell her off for using magic on the bridesmaids. She’d prepared herself as best as she could to deal with whatever they said, both to defend herself and stick up for Imaiqah, who’d been expected to herd cats without support. But no one said anything to her, not when she attended dinner that evening or during the next three days of endless rehearsals. Either no one had dared report the incident to the king, which she doubted, or the king had quietly decided to ignore it. Even so, it was a considerable relief when Imaiqah told her she didn’t have to attend any more of the minor rehearsals. She picked up Frieda - the poor girl had spent most of her time in the library, reading - and asked for permission to leave the castle. King Randor didn’t raise any objections.


  “Just try to remain anonymous,” Lady Barb warned. Emily had half-hoped she would come with them, but she was busy helping Jade and a team of wardcrafters with the castle’s defenses. “You don’t want to attract attention.”


  “And make sure you wear something that makes you look prosperous,” Jade added, from where he was checking the spell diagrams. “You don’t want to be taken for whores or aristocracy.”


  Frieda giggled. “Do they really go together?”


  Lady Barb scowled at her. “If you’re taken for whores, you will be harassed,” she said, bluntly. “And if you’re taken for noblewomen, you will be asked for alms or kidnapped by a bunch of thugs. Try to strike a middle ground.”


  Emily frowned. “We could wear our robes,” she suggested. “It would mark us as magicians.”


  “You might also be harassed by other magicians,” Jade pointed out. “Just wear something that marks you as middle class.”


  “Very well,” Emily said. “And thank you.”


  “Make sure you’re back before sunset,” Lady Barb warned, as they turned to leave. “The next set of guests is arriving at the castle then.”


  Emily nodded. They walked back to their rooms, changed into dresses like the ones Imaiqah had worn before she’d been ennobled and headed down to the gates. The guards took no notice as they left the castle, although it was clear that anyone trying to get into the castle had to answer some very searching questions. There was a long line of coaches, carts and hand-drawn rickshaws backed up along the Royal Mile. Emily looked at a handful of frustrated drivers, including a couple playing cards by the side of the road, and rolled her eyes. Wouldn’t it have been better, she asked herself, to stock up on food before inviting so many guests?


  “There’s a lot of people here,” Frieda said, as they wandered down the street. “How many people live in the city?”


  “Around a hundred thousand, I think,” Emily said. King Randor had talked about doing another census when so many people had started to sneak into the city from the countryside, but as far as she knew it had never been carried out. “Right now, with guests from all over the world, it has to be full to bursting.”


  “Looks like it,” Frieda agreed. She smiled up at Emily. “It’s good to be out of the castle.”


  “You could be taking part in rehearsals,” Emily said, dryly. Frieda would have been feeling alone - and abandoned. She should have been able to make friends with some of the younger girls in the castle, but they had very little in common. The aristocrats would see her as a jumped-up mountain girl and the servants would see her as an aristocrat. “Being in the library isn’t that bad.”


  “I ran out of interesting books very quickly,” Frieda said. “That creep Nightingale had the nerve to suggest I should memorize some family trees. Why would anyone want to memorize a family tree?”


  “So they can be snobby,” Emily said, after a moment. “A person who can claim a descent from someone important can look down their noses at everyone else.”


  Frieda smiled. “I’d like to see them do that to the king.”


  “They wouldn’t dare,” Emily said. She shrugged. “You do need to know who your relatives are, so you don’t accidentally marry them, but other than that...it’s pointless snobbery.”


  It had been nearly four years since she’d first visited Alexis, scant months after she’d started to release her innovations into the world. Even then, there had been changes; now, the city looked very different. English letters were everywhere; shopkeepers had fixed lists of their stocks to the walls, while innkeepers’ signs regretfully admitted that they had no room in their inns. The cobblestones were cleaner than she remembered, too; the city council must have taken her warnings about the dangers of unsanitary environments to heart and started clearing up the filth. A red-rimmed poster affixed to a wall, as they turned the corner and walked past a set of middle-class houses, warned that anyone caught emptying their chamber pots into the street would be put in the stocks and publicly flogged. She wondered, briefly, just what the locals were meant to do when so few houses had running water, then decided she didn’t want to know.


  They could gather the manure and use it for gunpowder, she thought. She made a mental note to check in with Paren about gunpowder and firearms production in Zangaria, then dismissed it. Or even just dump it somewhere it can be collected later.


  She pushed the thought aside as they wandered through the streets. The entire city still seemed to be celebrating - she couldn’t help noticing that prices seemed to have doubled or tripled for outsiders - but there was something about their attitude that worried her. A sense - perhaps - that they’d had enough of the wedding already. She frowned inwardly and did her best to answer Frieda’s questions as they walked down to the docks, passing the massive sailing ship she’d seen on her first visit to Alexis. It didn’t look as though the designer had finished putting the final touches on his masterpiece.


  Frieda wrinkled her nose as they paused beside a stall and bought fish sandwiches. “Do people really live here?”


  “They do,” Emily said. The smell was bad, but she’d smelled worse. “Use a filtering spell if the smell is bothering you.”


  “It isn’t just that,” Frieda said. She waved a hand towards the distant horizon. “This water...this water is so big.”


  Emily blinked in surprise, then nodded. Frieda had grown up in the mountains before going to Mountaintop and Whitehall. She’d never seen oceans before. She might have heard about the vast bodies of water that covered a good two-thirds of the planet’s surface, but she wouldn’t really comprehend that they were real. Emily wasn’t even sure if Frieda could swim.


  “It’s dangerous, too,” she said. “Can you swim?”


  “Not well,” Frieda said. “Can you?”


  “Reasonably well,” Emily said. She’d had to learn on Earth, an experience she would have preferred to forget. Sergeant Miles had made her swim as part of Martial Magic, but he’d been a great deal more competent than her first teacher. “I’ll make sure you get lessons once we go back to Whitehall.”


  Frieda shuddered. “Do I have to?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “What would you do if you fell into the water?”


  “Sink as my clothes get waterlogged,” Frieda said. “What would you do?”


  Emily shrugged. Frieda had a point. “Swim as best as I could,” she said. Swimming in trousers was hard enough; swimming in a dress would be damn near impossible. She’d have to banish the dress before the weight dragged her under the water. “And get out of the water as soon as possible.”


  They finished their sandwiches, left the crumbs on the dockside for the seagulls and headed back into the city. A small parade marched through the center of town, headed by a set of magicians who performed small spells for the benefit of the crowd. Emily wasn’t impressed - she knew the magicians wouldn’t be too powerful or they’d be doing something more lucrative - and did her best to ignore them. A handful of young men pushed past her, handing out sheets of paper; she took one automatically and glanced at it.


  “Shit,” she breathed.


  She’d seen some of the seditious pamphlets last year, back when Randor had discussed the issue with his senior aristocrats. This one was clearly new - it smelled of ink - and talked about the Royal Wedding. She read it quickly, realizing that the writer was linked to whoever had produced the first set of leaflets. He - or she - discussed just how much money was being wasted on Alassa’s marriage, breaking it down into figures the average person could understand. Taxes had been doubled, effectively, to pay for everything.


  “Trouble coming,” Frieda said.


  Emily glanced up. A handful of guardsmen were making their way through the street, snatching every leaflet they saw. She cursed under her breath, grabbed Frieda’s hand and pulled her into an alleyway. A dozen other people had the same idea; she did her best to ignore them as she hurried down the pathway and onto the next road. There didn’t seem to be any guards in sight, thankfully.


  “Hey,” a quiet voice said.


  They spun around to see a young man, his face half-hidden behind a glamor. It was a neat piece of work, Emily admitted privately. If she hadn’t had a great deal of experience with illusion spells, she probably wouldn’t have been able to see it at all. She tested him as covertly as she could and felt no reaction, suggesting he wasn’t a magician himself. But he could just be very good at masking.


  “Make sure you don’t get caught with those,” he warned. “The Royal Guard has been in a state since we started distributing them.”


  Frieda leaned forward. “We?”


  “We,” the young man said. “And if you want to hear more about us, why don’t you come and hear one of us speak?”


  He paused, looking at Emily. “I’m Char,” he said. Emily would have bet good money it was a false name. “And you?”


  Emily cursed inwardly. She hadn’t anticipated needing to assume a false identity at the drop of a hat. “Millie,” she said, finally. Emily was an uncommon name - and most people would think of her if they heard the name - but there were thousands of girls called Millie. As long as Frieda kept her mouth closed, there shouldn’t be any problems. “And this is Frieda, my sister.”


  “Pleased to meet you both,” Char said. He took Emily’s hand and kissed it, then did the same for Frieda. “And if you will come with me...?”


  Emily tapped her lips as he turned away, warning Frieda to remain silent. Char chatted happily about nothing of importance as they made their way through a maze of side-streets, leaving her to wonder just what was going on. Had they been identified? Were they walking into a trap? Or had they shown a willingness to be recruited by keeping the leaflets? She studied Char’s back carefully, contemplating his glamor. If he wasn’t a real magician, there had to be one lurking around somewhere...


  I beat Master Grey, she reminded herself, sternly. It was almost certain that whoever was helping the rebels - or whoever they actually were - wasn’t a combat sorcerer. I can deal with whoever is waiting for us.


  Char stopped outside a door, beat out a pattern on the wood and waited. Emily sensed a faint ward shimmering to life, moments before the door opened. Inside, there was a large chamber; she silently counted thirty men and women sitting on the floor as they entered. A privacy ward hung in the air, distorting their faces. Emily frowned as Char pointed her to a spot on the floor, silently analyzing the ward. Unlike most wards, it wouldn’t stop them from talking, but it would make it impossible for them to see each other’s faces. If any of them happened to get caught, she thought, they couldn’t betray the others. The stink of fear hung in the air.


  “I shall not keep you long,” a new voice said. A man stood at the front of the room, his face hidden behind yet another glamor. “You are here because you got one of our leaflets and didn’t throw it away. You are here because, deep inside, you are already wondering why things are the way they are. It is that question the aristos most fear.”


  He paused, dramatically. “Why are they in charge?


  “I have thought about it, often,” he added. “What makes the aristos better than us commoners? Are they better people? No! Are they natural rulers? No! Ask anyone who lives in a city-state, where the rulers are chosen in any number of different ways, and he will tell you that birth alone does not make for a good ruler. And he would be right! Let us not forget that Alexis I was a capable ruler, Alexis II forged our country...and Bryon the Weak almost surrendered control to the aristos! We have seen it happen, time and time again, in every walk of life. Or do I tell a lie?


  “You will all have seen family-run businesses where the grandfather is a tough and capable businessman, the father is a competent businessman...and the son is a weakling unable to stand up for himself, let alone grow the business. If such can happen in the business world, why can it not happen in the aristocracy?”


  Emily mentally saluted whoever had written the speech. Somehow, he’d taken one example, one that would be understandable to everyone, and pointed out that the law also applied to the kingdom. The king might be...well, the king, but he was effectively in charge of a family business. And if he wasn’t up to the task, the business would fail.


  “So tell me,” the man said. “Why should we let them rule us?”


  A low murmur ran through the room, but no one tried to answer.


  “Why should we pay vast sums of money or goods in taxes,” the man asked, “when we are not allowed a say in how they are spent? Why should we be...encouraged...to contribute to the wedding costs when we will see none of its benefits? Why should we be punished merely for asking these questions?


  “There are some good aristos out there. But how many others are total bastards? How many do you know who steal from us, or take our women, or cut us down in the streets merely because we’re there? Why should they rule us while we grovel in the dirt? What makes them so powerful?”


  “They have soldiers,” someone said, barely loudly enough to be heard.


  “Yes, they do,” the speaker acknowledged. “And they have many magicians on their side - that cannot be denied. But...we are stronger than we know. They have worked hard to keep us weak, to keep our heads bowed, to make us believe that we cannot stand up for ourselves and say no. And they have failed, because we are asking the questions they tried so hard to keep us from even considering!


  “There is nothing that makes the aristos better than us. There is nothing that gives them a right to rule. And there is nothing stopping us from standing up for our rights!”


  Emily kept her expression blank with an effort. She’d thought Swanhaven was bad, but this was worse. Maybe there was no heavy repression, at least not yet...but it hardly mattered. Any steps Randor took to curb the talk would only lend it credence. The entire city would need to be destroyed if Randor wanted to root the seditious talk out, root and branch. And the hell of it was that she didn’t disagree with anything he said.


  But Alassa is going to marry Jade, she thought. Wouldn’t that bring fresh blood into the aristocracy? And Imaiqah and I weren’t aristocrats before Randor ennobled us...


  She caught herself, angrily. That was hardly the most important problem, not now. The rebels were in Alexis, protected by at least one powerful sorcerer. She’d stumbled across a serious threat to the king and his heir...


  ...And she still didn’t disagree with anything they’d said!


  The speaker cocked his head, suddenly. “There’s a set of guardsmen making their way here,” he said. “Follow my friend--” he jabbed a hand at a man standing at the back “--through the tunnels, then scatter into the streets. Make sure you leave the leaflets here. Hurry.”


  Emily ignored the instruction, shoving her leaflet into her pocket as she exchanged glances with Frieda - God alone knew what Randor would say if they were caught among the seditionists - and hurried out, following the others. There was no sign of any guards, she noted, as they flocked into the streets and dispersed. She picked her way through the smaller streets until they reached a main road and started to walk back to the castle.


  “Emily,” Frieda said. “What are we going to do?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said.


  She felt the leaflet in her pocket and winced. As a baroness, it was her duty to take it to the king...but she couldn’t help feeling sympathetic towards the rebels. She understood exactly how they felt. Maybe she could talk Randor into offering political reform...she bit her lip, tiredly. There was no way Randor could offer any more than he already had without provoking a second rebellion from the aristocracy. And that rebellion might be better planned.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t do anything,” Frieda said. Her eyes darkened. “Or maybe we should help them.”


  “It will be bloody, whatever happens,” Emily said. She’d read about peasant uprisings on Earth. They tended to end badly; the aristocrats made whatever promises they had to make, then broke them as soon as it was safe. “Thousands of people will die.”


  She stared down at her hands, feeling utterly unsure. “And Alassa is my friend,” she added, bitterly. She sympathized with the rebels, yet siding with them would pit her against one of her first friends. Was the rebellion the cause of the demon’s vision? “I can’t abandon her.”


  “Then you need to talk to the king,” Frieda said. “I don’t see any other choice.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  “THE LORD AND LADY OF SWANHAVEN have arrived,” Nightingale said, when they returned to the castle. “His Majesty would like you to join him in the great hall.”


  Emily groaned - Lord Hans and Lady Regina were the last aristocrats she wanted to see right now - but nodded reluctantly. There would be no hope of speaking privately to the king until after the ceremony, perhaps after dinner too. She briefly considered trying to urge Nightingale to ask the king to see her sooner, but she knew it would merely spark off another set of rumors. Gritting her teeth, she nodded to Frieda - tapping her lips to remind the younger girl to remain quiet - cast a glamor over her clothes so she appeared to be dressed formally and followed Nightingale to the great hall. A line of supplicants bowed to her as she passed, with the guards opening the doors to allow her to enter. Inside, Lord Hans and Lady Regina knelt in front of King Randor and Alassa, speaking so quietly that Emily could barely make out the words. It looked very much as though they were groveling for attention.


  Nightingale motioned for her to follow him around the back of the crowd to where the barons and their wives waited. Emily kept her face as impassive as possible as several of them glanced at her, their faces so tightly controlled that she was sure they hated her with every fibre of their beings. The leaflet in her pocket was a droll reminder of why they hated her. She’d introduced the innovations that had allowed ideas to spread through the kingdom faster than any countermeasures the aristocracy might have taken.


  She shook her head as Lord Hans and Lady Regina kept talking. She’d never met a baron who put the good of the kingdom before his own personal interest, let alone one who wasn’t keenly interested in exploiting everyone beneath him. Her predecessor had had his way with so many girls over the years that he’d sired a small army of bastards, all of whom had no legitimate right to anything, including his name. It was a wonder to her that he’d found the time to take part in a plot to overthrow the king, let alone rule his barony. But then, she’d found out that the hands-off approach led to more tax revenue in the long run.


  And the rebels have a point, she admitted, silently. Why should they pay taxes if they have no say in how the taxes are spent?


  It was her fault, she admitted silently. She’d given every ambitious man the tools he needed to put his discontent into words and spread it across the entire kingdom. Worse, perhaps, she’d broken the stranglehold of some of the most powerful guilds, including the ones that served the king and his power structure. The new fortunes made by traders had unsettled the kingdom, while the flocks of peasants leaving the lands had created a lower class ripe for revolution. Whoever had been writing the leaflets could have taken his lessons right out of Earth’s history.


  But such rebellions always end badly, she reminded herself. The French Revolution turned into dictatorship, the Russian Revolution was worse...only the Revolutionary War succeeded and that was because an alternate power structure was already in the former colonies.


  She looked up, seeking Imaiqah’s father. He stood at the other side of the hall, wearing long dark robes worth more than everything he’d owned a mere four years ago. His reward for helping the king had been ennoblement, but it had come at the price of leaving the Assembly. He was no longer in a position to oppose the king - or even mildly disagree with him - unless he wanted to go back to being a commoner. Randor had neatly co-opted him into becoming a new servant. And who knew what he thought of that?


  And the Assembly is toothless anyway, she thought, sourly. Randor didn’t let it keep any independent power for long.


  She sighed and dragged her attention back to Lady Regina. “It is a very great honor to be invited to the wedding of our king’s most beautiful child,” she was saying, addressing Alassa. “I have brought great gifts for you.”


  Emily frowned. A gift? A public gift? She cursed under her breath as she realized what Lady Regina had done. She’d not only flaunted her wealth in front of the entire court, trying to convince them that she was staggeringly wealthy even though she wasn’t the baroness, she’d scored a social coup. Everyone would now have to offer their presents publicly, knowing their rivals would comment on cheap or inappropriate gifts. And Emily herself? There was no way she could offer her gift in public. Everyone would want to know what she’d written in that notebook.


  I’ll have to find her something else, she thought, crossly. Or else people will wonder why I haven’t gotten her anything.


  She pushed the thought aside for later contemplation as a handful of footmen walked forward, carrying a handful of heavy wooden chests. Emily had to smile when she saw them; the chests looked like pirate treasure chests, complete with golden metal holding the wood in place and silver padlocks that glittered under the light. Lady Regina rose as the footmen put the chests down, produced a key from somewhere within her dress and opened the first box, displaying its contents to Alassa. The crowd leaned forward; Emily heard them muttering and realized the chest was full of rare spices. Lady Regina opened the next four boxes in quick succession, revealing precious silks, trade goods from all over the world and a handful of gold and silver artefacts. She picked up a golden mask, surrounded with peacock feathers, and held it in front of her face.


  She’s definitely scored a coup, Emily realized.


  She glanced at Lord Hans. He didn’t seem happy; indeed, he didn’t seem to have brought anything himself. God alone knew when the gifts were actually meant to be handed over, but Lady Regina had shown off her wealth and power in front of the entire court. And Alassa would be expected to give her something in return...the barony, perhaps? Whatever she chose might wind up being held against her later. Lady Regina slowly returned to her knees, her motion drawing all eyes to her. She might just have won the power struggle with her cousin...


  Alassa rose to her feet. “I thank you for your gifts,” she said, calmly. She stepped forward, knelt down beside Lady Regina and helped her to her feet, then kissed her gently on the cheek. “I would be honored to have you as one of my attendants.”


  Emily tensed as Lady Regina stiffened, just for a second. Alassa had neatly cut the wind from her sails. Being invited to join the Princess’s bedchamber - the women who attended on her at every hour of the day - was a honor, a rich reward, but it wasn’t what she wanted. And none of the aristocrats in the room would be blind to what had happened. Lady Regina’s plot had been derailed.


  And she will have to accept, or give offense in front of the whole court, Emily thought, gleefully. Anything so public couldn’t be covered up by the king. He’d have to do something to punish her, even if it was just granting the barony to Lord Hans. Lady Regina would become the laughing stock of the aristocracy, if she survived her cousin. Emily wouldn’t have bet good money on her lasting very long. Lord Hans would dispose of her as soon as possible. She’s been outplayed.


  Lady Regina bowed, very slowly. “It would be my honor, Your Highness,” she said. “I shall attend upon you at your command.”


  And I hope that Alassa never turns her back on you, Emily thought, nastily. Lady Regina had to be burning with rage. Killing Alassa would trigger a civil war - and Jade would probably invent some new torture curses, just so he could use them on Regina - but she had a feeling Regina didn’t care about anything beyond herself. Alassa would be wise not to let you anywhere near her bedchamber.


  King Randor made a gesture. A team of footmen arrived, picked up the chests and carried them into the next chamber. Emily watched Lady Regina, wondering just how much money she’d spent on the gifts. She doubted Regina had access to that much money...had she taken out loans with the other aristocrats to buy the goods? Or had she managed to extract it from her rebellious subjects? Either way, it might well have been a wasted investment.


  She pushed the thought aside as the next set of guests arrived. Lord Hans and Lady Regina stepped to one side; the newcomers marched up the carpet, knelt in front of the king and pledged their obedience and fealty in loud voices. Emily studied them without much interest; they seemed to be lower-ranked noblemen from the border lands. A young man looked darker-skinned than the vast majority of the nobles; she guessed his family dated all the way back to the Empire, when nobility from all over the world had been forced to mingle. But if his family was that old, he’d probably keep it to himself. King Randor wouldn’t appreciate the reminder that there were older families than his.


  And the rebels are right about that too, she thought, as the ceremony wore on. The first generation is tough, capable and competent. They give way to the second generation, which may not be remotely as tough or competent because they haven’t faced the same challenges; they, in turn, give way to the third generation, which isn’t remotely tough or competent, merely entitled.


  It wasn’t a pleasant thought. The children of the nobility might as well have come from different worlds than the children of the commoners. Even Imaiqah, whose father had been a prosperous merchant, wasn’t regarded as noble. Their lives were so easy, surrounded by servants ready to meet their every whim, that they couldn’t even begin to understand why the commoners had legitimate grievances. It had gone on for so long that their position seemed like the natural order to them. They’d see any suggestion it wasn’t as a deadly threat...


  ...And they’d be right.


  She allowed herself a moment of relief as the ceremony finally came to an end, the vast majority of the aristocrats heading into the dining hall for dinner. King Randor strode out of the room, vanishing into his private suite before anyone could stop him; Alassa stood at the center of a crowd of noblewomen, all of whom seemed bent on showering her in praise for her beauty, her dignity, and her intelligence. Emily overheard just enough of their conversation to note that they said almost nothing about Jade.


  They probably don’t think he’s good enough for her, she thought, feeling a flicker of genuine anger. Fresh blood was precisely what the nobility needed. Or they think she’ll merely treat him as a stud bull.


  Trying to hide her disgust, she turned and led Frieda towards Nightingale, who was holding court himself in front of a group of noblemen. Lord Hans was among them, glowering at their backs with a bitter intensity that sent shivers down Emily’s spine. His hand kept twitching towards his sword belt; Emily winced, inwardly, as she realized he still had his sword. She could stop him in an instant if she wished, freeze him in his tracks or turn him into a harmless animal, but he still scared her. He was too crazy to be deterred by anything other than naked force.


  “Lady Emily,” Nightingale said. The noblemen backed off hastily, several of them glancing at Frieda with undisguised interest. “What can I do for you?”


  Emily took a moment to gather herself. Nightingale was probably taking bribes, trading money or influence for access to the king. King Randor wouldn’t be blind to the man’s faults, but he’d still find Nightingale useful...besides, unless Nightingale fled the moment the king’s death was announced, he’d be butchered by one of his many political enemies. Hell, Alassa detested him. She might have him beheaded as an example to anyone who thought a female ruler was bound to be weak.


  Not that they could think that after Alassa beheaded her aunt, Emily thought. There’s a streak of ruthlessness in her she gets from her father.


  “Inform His Majesty that I need to speak with him urgently,” Emily said. She knew she didn’t sound anything like as autocratic as Alassa, but she could try. “It would probably be best to meet before dinner.”


  Nightingale frowned. “His Majesty will have little time to meet you before dinner,” he said, carefully. “After dinner...?”


  Emily swore, inwardly. There wasn’t long until dinner, certainly not long enough for a proper discussion. Afterwards...the king couldn’t leave the dining hall early without sparking off hundreds of rumors. The nobility might see it as a sign of weakness. They’d learned a harsh lesson three years ago, but some of them might have forgotten it. If they thought the king was weak, they’d start plotting another coup...


  “As soon as possible, after dinner,” she conceded. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. She’d probably be trapped in the dining hall for at least three hours, nursing a headache for two of them. She had no idea how Alassa endured it. “Inform the king at once, if you please.”


  Nightingale bowed and hurried through the door, following the king. Emily watched him go, feeling suddenly very tired, then turned and smiled as she saw that Alassa had made her escape from the sycophants while Emily had been busy with Nightingale. She looked for Frieda and frowned; Frieda was talking to Lord Hans. The nobleman had pasted a charming smile on his face and held her arm as he spoke. Oddly, Frieda didn’t seem to mind.


  Emily strode over to them, silently preparing a handful of spells. Doing something - anything - to Lord Hans without extreme provocation was probably a breach of etiquette, but she was damned if she was allowing him to hurt Frieda. Frieda looked up as she approached, her eyes wide. Thankfully, it didn’t look as though he’d hurt her...


  “Emily,” she said. “Lord Hans was asking me for a dance, later in the evening.”


  Frieda reached into her pocket and produced a dance card before Emily could object. Lord Hans took it, signed his name to the first dance and handed it back. He bowed politely to both of them and walked off, whistling cheerfully. Emily had to fight down the urge to hurl a hex - or a killing spell - into his back as he strode through one of the side doors and vanished.


  “That man is not to be trusted,” she said, as she led Frieda in the opposite direction. She wrapped a privacy ward around them before Frieda could object. “Do not go anywhere alone with him.”


  Frieda blinked. “It’s just a dance!”


  Emily hesitated, fighting to bring her temper under control. “I met him in Swanhaven,” she said. “He’s cruel, unpleasant, and probably a little insane. His own servants are terrified of him. What does that tell you?”


  “He just asked me for a dance,” Frieda protested. “I don’t get asked for many dances.”


  “I know,” Emily said,


  She sighed, rubbing her eyes wearily. Frieda simply didn’t fit into the aristocratic social structure. She was a commoner by birth, but magic and her friendship with both Emily and Alassa had raised her up. And yet she held no title of her own. Most aristocrats probably thought of her as nothing more than a female version of Nightingale. Useful, perhaps, but not truly noble.


  “Dance with him, if you must,” she said. When would Randor want to meet? He didn’t normally stay past the first couple of dances. “I need to talk to the king about what happened today, so I want you to stay in the dance hall until I return.”


  “I will,” Frieda promised.


  “And remember, you have magic,” Emily added. “If he does something - anything - to you that you don’t like, hex him first and let me worry about the consequences.”


  “Jade will have to worry about the consequences,” Frieda said. “He’s the Court Wizard.”


  Emily had a mental image of Jade telling Frieda off for hexing Lord Hans, and had to conceal a smile. Jade probably didn’t like Hans any more than she did. He’d have to make a show of punishing Frieda, but it wouldn’t be a very dire punishment. Frieda might be sentenced to nothing more than reading her way through a few dozen books of magic.


  “So will Alassa and her father,” Emily said, shaking her head. Randor couldn’t let someone get away with hexing his aristocracy. That was only meant to happen on his orders. “Now, it’s almost dinnertime, so we’d better go get changed.”


  She dispelled the privacy ward and looked back into the hall. The aristocrats still chattered away, slowly drifting towards the dining hall. Great Ladies wore long flowing dresses, shining under the light, while the male aristocrats wore finely-tailored clothes that showed off their muscles to best advantage. Servants moved between them, carrying glasses of wine or bowls of snacks to tide their lords and masters over until dinnertime. None of the nobility even seemed to register their presence as they talked endlessly about nothing, sharing rumors and gossip about their fellows...


  And they’re in for a shock, she thought, grimly. Had Paris looked so gay on the evening before the French Revolution? What will happen when the pressure cooker finally explodes?


  Frieda caught her hand. “Emily? You’re staring.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said. She turned and headed out of the hall, leaving the aristocracy behind. “While you’re dancing, you can think about something for me. What can I give Alassa - in public - for her wedding?”


  “You did give her the wedding itself,” Frieda pointed out, after a moment. “Would Alassa have met Jade if they both hadn’t known you?”


  “Alassa would be embarrassed if I didn’t give her something she could show everyone,” Emily pointed out. She shook her head, slowly. “What do I have to give?”


  Chapter Eighteen


  THE QUESTION NAGGED AT HER MIND as she changed into another blue dress, walked back to the dining hall and sat down in her chair. It was almost a relief when Nightingale tapped her shoulder and told her that the king had agreed to meet with her - and Alassa - just after the dancing began. She thanked him, asked Imaiqah to keep an eye on Frieda while she danced with Lord Hans, and endured the dinner as best as she could. It was finer food than she would have eaten on Earth, she had to admit, but eating the same meals day after day was...surprisingly unpleasant.


  And back on Earth I would have thanked my lucky stars for such a dinner, she reminded herself, sharply. I shouldn’t be complaining when so few people have enough to eat.


  The dinner - and the speeches - finally came to an end. She rose to her feet as a small army of servants cleared the chairs and tables away, while musicians came into the room and started to play. Frieda rose and hurried over to Lord Hans; Emily watched them for a long moment, every instinct screaming that she should have forbidden Frieda from dancing with him, and turned to leave the room. The king and Alassa had already left.


  The watchers will note my absence as well as theirs, Emily thought. Queen Marlena had left too, accompanied by Lady Barb. No matter what we do, they will put it together.


  She sighed as she walked through the warded door and into the next chamber. King Randor sat on a chair - elevated slightly higher than the others - while Alassa sat next to him, her expression under tight control. Who knew what they’d been saying while waiting for her? Had Randor approved her treatment of Lady Regina, or rebuked her for it? She hesitated, dropped a curtsey to the king and then took the seat he indicated. Alassa gave her a tight smile and winked.


  “You requested this meeting,” Randor said, gravely. “We await your pleasure.”


  Emily pulled the leaflet out of her pocket, smoothed it out and passed it to him. “This was given to us in the city, Your Majesty,” she said, as she ran through a brief explanation of the leaflets, the meeting and their escape from the guards. “I thought it best to inform you when we returned to the castle.”


  Randor stared at her. “You were walking along the street, minding your own business, when you just happened to be invited to a seditious meeting?”


  Emily colored. Put that way, it sounded more than a little unlikely.


  “Yes,” she said, clearing her throat. “That’s precisely what happened.”


  Randor leaned forward and started asking questions, going over everything that had happened in minute detail. Emily found herself sweating as he poked and prodded at her memory, forcing her to recall everything she could. Too many of his questions couldn’t be answered; the rebels had used glamors to conceal their faces, as well as a number of other tricks. She had no idea who they were and she doubted they remained in the same building. They’d said the Royal Guard was on the way, after all.


  “I see,” Randor said, finally. “They have been busy.”


  “It seems a little flimsy, father,” Alassa said. “What’s to stop an informer from taking one of the leaflets and going to the meeting?”


  “They wouldn’t see the person in charge,” Randor reminded her. “Or, for that matter, most of the people who were too inquisitive for their own good.”


  “They’d still need to recruit more rebels,” Alassa pointed out. “At some point, there would have to be a meeting without protective spells.”


  “Maybe not,” Emily said.


  Randor and Alassa both looked at her, as if they’d forgotten she was there.


  “Explain,” Randor ordered.


  “The rebels spoke to everyone who took and kept a leaflet, Your Majesty,” Emily said. “They presumably have a few other tricks to watch for informers, but they didn’t seem to use them. That suggests, to me, that the whole purpose of the exercise was not to recruit new rebels. As you say, their recruitment method is a little shaky.”


  “And if that is the case,” Randor said, calmly, “what is the purpose of the exercise?”


  “To plant ideas in fertile soil,” Emily said. “To ask the questions that most people will shy away from. To make them think the rebels have a point.”


  Alassa frowned. “And so?”


  “To prime them for future rebellion,” Emily concluded. “That’s the point of the exercise.”


  She looked down at her hands. “You may snatch up hundreds of people who attended one of those meetings, but you won’t find any of the real rebels,” she warned. “None of them will know anything useful. All you’ll do is make matters worse.”


  Randor snorted. “They can get worse?”


  “They can,” Emily said. “The rebels want Alexis to become like Swanhaven - a tinderbox just waiting for someone to light the match. One overreaction on your part, perhaps not even something you ordered, will be enough to spark a revolution. And even if you succeed in putting it down, it will cost you badly and sow the seeds for the next revolution.”


  She looked up at him. He didn’t see it, any more than Nicolas II had understood the dangers of pushing his abused subjects too far. Randor had survived a coup plot spearheaded by the aristocracy by the skin of his teeth, but he didn’t see the commoners as a danger. How could he? They were nothing to him.


  “They have a point, Your Majesty,” she said, tapping the leaflet. “And you need to realize that they have a point.”


  Randor gave her a long look that chilled her to the bone. “They are rebels against legitimate authority.”


  “They haven’t actually rebelled yet,” Emily said.


  “They are spreading lies about the throne,” Randor said. “That in itself is a crime.”


  “They’re not lies,” Emily said, quietly. “That’s the point.”


  Alassa coughed. “How are they not lies?”


  Emily cursed mentally. If Alassa hadn’t been her friend, if she hadn’t been lumbered with Cockatrice, she could have just left the country and watched Randor and his daughter try to cope with the chaos from a safe distance. But she owed it to Alassa to try...and besides, the chaos was partly her fault. The innovations she’d introduced had upset the balance of power and shattered it beyond repair.


  “They’re asking why so much money needs to be spent on your wedding,” she said. “Why does so much money have to be spent?”


  “You would deny your friend a big wedding?” Randor asked. “The one chance in her life for a green wedding?”


  Emily winced. In hindsight, that might not have been the most diplomatic thing to say.


  “They are asking why so much money has to be extracted from the peasants and spent on a ceremony that benefits none of them,” she said, ignoring the question. She didn’t think it had a right answer. “And it is a reasonable question.”


  “My wedding will put an end to the threat of civil war,” Alassa said, icily. Emily could sense magic flickering and flaring around her as she lost her grip on her temper. “And they should realize that it is for their benefit.”


  “They don’t,” Emily said. “You may succeed in preventing the barons from uniting against a single over-mighty subject, but you won’t succeed in convincing the commoners that something isn’t rotten in the state of Zangaria.”


  Alassa’s eyes flashed. “And what is rotten?”


  “Each year, the farmers give up half of their production to their local landlords,” Emily said, feeling her own anger flare. “Why? What gives those landlords the right to take the crops the farmers have worked hard to grow? Every year, innkeepers, merchants and everyone else who earns money has to surrender half of their income to the taxman. Why? What gives the taxman the right to collect the money? For each marriage, a fee has to be paid; for each death, another fee has to be paid; for each child, a fee has to be paid...why?


  “Picture yourself a farmer. You work hard and you produce crops. Every year, you still have to give up half your produce to someone who spends half his time harassing you when he isn’t hunting in the fields or chasing your daughter. Right now, those farmers are asking what they get in return. And the answer many of them are coming up with is nothing. Because they don’t know where the money goes, or if it’s being used wisely.”


  She looked down at her hands. “I saw the production tables for Cockatrice,” she said. “They date back over the last hundred years. Crop production was falling steadily until I rewrote the laws; since then, crop production has actually risen sharply. The farmers are producing more because they know they get to keep more.”


  “They couldn’t use it to feed themselves,” Randor said.


  “No,” Emily agreed. “They sell the crops and make money, which they can then invest elsewhere if they please.”


  Randor leaned forward. “And then what?”


  Alassa spoke before Emily could answer. “Whose side are you on?”


  “Yours,” Emily said. Angry, bitter frustration welled up inside her. “You’re my friends.”


  “You’re a baroness,” Randor reminded her. “And you are steadily undermining your own power base.”


  “I don’t want that sort of power,” Emily said. She could barely run her own life, let alone the lives of hundreds of others. “And even if I did, it would be a disaster when I tried to wield it. Hundreds of thousands of lives would be ruined.”


  She met his eyes and tried to hold them. “I don’t know how long you have until there is an explosion,” she warned. She couldn’t help feeling like Cassandra, aware of the future and yet doomed to helplessly watch as it came to pass. “But you need to do something to accommodate them.”


  Randor laughed, harshly. “Anything I do to accommodate them will lead to an uprising among the aristocracy,” he pointed out, coldly. “Even you might have second thoughts when you lose a considerable amount of your revenue.”


  “I would not,” Emily said, flatly. “My revenue has gone up even as my taxes have gone down.”


  Alassa sighed. “The other barons would hate the thought of giving up control,” she pointed out, softly. “They would hate the prospect of surrendering authority even if it did bring them more money.”


  Of course, Emily thought. And I would probably feel the same way, if I’d been born into the aristocracy.


  She looked at Randor. “If you don’t accommodate them, you will eventually have an uprising from the commoners. And if that happens, your kingdom will never be the same.”


  “And if I did make accommodations, without being overthrown by the aristocracy,” Randor asked, “what would they want next?”


  He put one hand on his sword. “My grandfather was always fond of a quiet life, I’ve been told,” he said. “He would concede anything he was asked, if the person who asked him was forceful enough or just nagged him relentlessly until he gave in. By the time he died and my father took the throne, his power base had been so badly reduced he had to fight a war to regain control. He even killed a number of barons for trying to diminish the rights of the king!


  “I will not, I cannot, go the same way. I will keep my kingdom strong and hand it over to my daughter undiminished. And you, as one of my nobles, have a duty to assist me.”


  You never asked me if I wanted to be a baroness, Emily thought, rebelliously. She understood his point - if he made a minor concession, there would be demands for more concessions - but she doubted there was anything he could do to keep the rebels from exploding into an uprising. And I don’t know how far I’m prepared to go to help you.


  “I’ve given you the best advice I can, Your Majesty,” she said. “Make accommodations now, from a position of strength, and you may avoid a sudden shift in the balance of power.”


  Randor stroked his beard, thoughtfully. “And how would you advise crushing the rebels?”


  “They’re spreading ideas, Your Majesty,” Emily said. She stamped her foot in bitter exasperation. How often had she told the king the same thing? “You cannot kill an idea. It’s too late to burn your own capital city to the ground just to keep the ideas from spreading.”


  She took a breath. “You have to undercut the ideas, Your Majesty,” she added. “And you cannot do that without either discrediting them or making it clear that you are embracing a slow process of gradual change. And you cannot discredit them because anyone with half a brain will realize they’re based on truth. Why should the nobleman claim half the peasant’s crops?”


  Alassa gave her a long look. “And where do you stand?”


  “They have a point,” Emily said. “You need to undermine them by actually making change.”


  “Which will spark off another uprising,” Randor said. He shook his head. “We’ll double security, bring in additional regiments and strengthen our grip on the city. The Black Daggers will have to hunt down the rebels and their pet sorcerers...”


  Alassa smirked. “Emily could go undercover. She’s done that before...”


  “She has too much to do for the wedding,” Randor snapped. “And besides, her ability to pretend to be a commoner is limited.”


  And you may not trust me, Emily added, silently. Randor hadn’t survived so long by trusting any of his barons. Even so, his sister-in-law had come close to dethroning him as part of the coup plot. You know I think the rebels have a point.


  Alassa bowed her head. “As you wish, father.”


  “I will leave the matter in your hands, Your Majesty,” Emily said. “And I strongly recommend that you make some form of accommodation. There is already one looming threat hanging over the wedding. I don’t know if the demon was playing with me or not, but we have to be careful.”


  Randor gave her a sharp look. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention,” he said. His voice was low and angry. “You may leave.”


  Emily exchanged glances with Alassa - such a dismissal was unusually rude - and then rose, curtseyed and headed out the door. Lady Barb stood outside, looking grim; Emily felt her heart skip a beat before she reminded herself that Lord Hans wouldn’t dare try anything to Frieda in the middle of a crowded dance floor.


  “I need to talk to you afterwards,” Emily said. She didn’t know who else she could approach for advice. “Can we meet in my rooms?”


  “I’ll be up as soon as I can,” Lady Barb said. “But that may be a while.”


  Emily nodded and walked to the dance hall. Frieda was dancing with a junior nobleman Emily didn’t recognize, while Lord Hans was nowhere to be seen. She looked happy; Emily glanced at Imaiqah, who gave her a reassuring smile and a shrug. Slightly reassured, Emily headed back to her rooms and opened one of Bryon’s reports from Cockatrice. The flood of economic migrants into the barony was, if anything, growing stronger, despite the best efforts of her neighbors. Thankfully, her settlers weren’t rallying in protest yet.


  Yet, she thought.


   


  It was nearly an hour before Lady Barb knocked on the door. “Emily,” she said, as she entered. “You wanted to see me?”


  “I need advice,” Emily admitted. “On two things, actually.”


  She outlined the discussion with Randor - Lady Barb pointed out curtly that the final decision rested with the king, whatever Emily happened to think of it - and then her quest for a new wedding present. Lady Barb heard her out, then started to laugh.


  “You didn’t think you might have to bring something everyone could see and admire?”


  “No,” Emily admitted, crossly. “I haven’t been to any other weddings.”


  “You attended Markus and Melissa’s, I believe,” Lady Barb pointed out.


  Emily flushed. “It was a very small gathering,” she said. “I didn’t have to worry about bringing something that would be shown off in front of thousands of people.”


  “That could be a problem,” Lady Barb agreed. “You could give her gold, of course, but that would be seen as unimaginative. Anything else...you really should have started to plan this months ago.”


  “I was a little busy,” Emily said. Besides, the notebook had seemed an excellent idea, something Alassa would understand even if no one else did. “Master Grey tried to kill me, I had to rest for a month, and then I had to prepare for my exams.”


  “Alassa will understand,” Lady Barb said.


  “No one else will understand,” Emily muttered.


  Lady Barb considered it. “Remind me of something,” she said, sardonically. “What happened to Master Grey’s worldly possessions?”


  “Mistress Danielle wanted me to see them, but I was ill,” Emily recited. Lady Barb had asked her the same question when she’d been taken back to Whitehall. “There weren’t any other claimants, so she said his apartment could be sealed up for a year.”


  “Your...father must have pulled a few strings,” Lady Barb noted. She gave Emily a sharp look. “You never went to see them?”


  Emily shook her head. “I never had the time.”


  “Then I’ll take you tomorrow,” Lady Barb said. “There might be something you can give to Alassa. If not...we can go take a look through the White City for something suitable for a princess and a magician.”


  “It sounds like a plan,” Emily said. She frowned, thoughtfully. “Is it really that easy to get into his rooms?”


  “Your right to his property is unquestioned,” Lady Barb said. “Master Grey had an apartment in the White City - most Mediators do. He would have paid the rent up to a year in advance, which is why there wasn’t much squawking when you delayed going there. The landlord was probably relieved he didn’t have to go looking for another tenant at once.”


  Emily frowned. “He wouldn’t get to keep the money?”


  “Probably not,” Lady Barb said. She shrugged. “Master Grey’s heirs - assuming he had any - might not be able to afford the rates. They’d be more likely to demand a refund instead of moving in themselves. And besides, dismantling the protective wards would be costly. He’d need a full-fledged wardcrafter to do the job.”


  She nodded to the bed. “Get some sleep,” she urged. “Tomorrow morning, we can contact Mistress Danielle and make the arrangements.”


  “I will,” Emily said. “And thank you.”


  “Just watch your back,” Lady Barb warned. She met Emily’s eyes. “You may have to decide, sooner than you think, just which side you’re actually on.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  “WE TOOK MOST OF THE PROTECTIVE wards down, after his death,” Mistress Danielle said, as they stood outside a simple wooden door. “The remainder were keyed to you and me; no one else was permitted access. I’m afraid you can’t claim the apartment itself, Lady Emily, but everything else in the suite is yours.”


  She paused. “There’s also a list of dangerous items that were removed and placed into storage,” she added, passing Emily a roll of parchment. “If you happen to want them, submit a request to the office.”


  Emily nodded, took the parchment for later contemplation and watched as Mistress Danielle pushed her hand against the door. A pair of nasty wards snapped and crackled around her before they realized who she was and faded back into the ether. Emily walked forward and peered inside as the door opened. He’d lived in the apartment, when he hadn’t been on duty or training apprentices, for over twenty years, yet there was very little sign of his personality. She couldn’t help thinking he’d lived a Spartan existence.


  “I’ll be waiting outside,” Mistress Danielle said. “I believe you should explore the apartment alone.”


  “Be careful what you touch,” Lady Barb warned. “Shout if you need help.”


  Emily swallowed as Mistress Danielle pulled the door closed, leaving her alone. She hastily cast a revealing spell, looking for sources of magic, and frowned as several places lit up. The windowsills, in particular, were glowing with light. She walked carefully over to the window and peered down at the runes carved into the framework. Two of them she recognized as being tuned to keep out the wind and rain; the others she didn’t recognize, but they looked nasty. Anyone who tried to climb up four floors to get into the apartment would have a short and uncomfortable life. She checked to make sure they weren’t spilling into the room, then turned and opened the door to the bedroom. A large chest sat against the wall, beside a feather-stuffed mattress that lacked both a cover and a quilt. Had he slept without a duvet? Or had he merely packed it away when he’d left his apartment for the final time?


  She sat down in front of the chest and inspected it, carefully. Master Grey himself had taught her a great deal about traps and tricks. The revealing spell only showed a locking charm holding the chest closed, but there might be other surprises inside that wouldn’t be activated until the chest was opened. Gritting her teeth, she unpicked the locking spell and used a focused charm to open the lid from what she devoutly hoped was a safe distance. A handful of spells snapped and snarled into the air, then faded away into nothingness. She checked and rechecked twice before slipping closer to peer into the chest. He could easily have designed the spells to lure her into a false sense of security.


  Nothing, she thought, as she ran through the final checks. No trace of magic at all.


  Nervously, she peered into the chest and frowned. There was a selection of parchments - one was a certificate from Mountaintop, another was a formal disposition from his own tutor that Master Grey met the formal qualifications to become a Mediator - which she pulled out and placed on the bed. Nothing seemed particularly interesting until she reached the folder at the bottom, which included a whole series of reports on Emily herself. Master Grey and Fulvia, it seemed, had not only acquired her school records, but reports from several pupils who’d been bribed or threatened into keeping an eye on her. Emily read through the reports quickly, rolling her eyes at some of the more absurd comments, and placed them aside for later contemplation. The only oddity was that Melissa didn’t seem to have been asked to write a report.


  Melissa might have left the family by then, she thought, numbly. Or she disliked me so much, Fulvia might not have expected her to remain objective.


  She flicked back through the papers, but drew a blank. There were no dates on the reports, let alone a note identifying the writer. Fulvia could have asked anyone to spy on her, but there were so many mistakes that it was easy to tell she hadn’t asked any of Emily’s close friends. One report even insisted that Emily had killed the Mimic personally; another claimed that she’d been dating a boy called Garratt. It took her a long moment to remember that Garratt had been paired with her a few times in Martial Magic, back in Second Year.


  And he would have been in Sixth Year at the time, she thought. We weren’t ever in any sort of relationship.


  Her own thoughts answered her. Jade asked me to marry him the moment he graduated, she recalled. The writer might have confused Jade with Garratt.


  She pushed the thought aside and peered into the bottom of the chest. It looked empty, but a moment’s inspection told her there might be a false bottom. She poked around carefully with her magic, feeling for traps; nothing materialized until she actually touched the hidden lock directly. A surge of magic rocketed out of the chest; she hurled herself backwards, silently grateful she’d woven so many protections into her personal wards. A mundane - or even a junior magician - who poked into the chest would have been reduced to ashes.


  He must have had it keyed to him, she thought, as she opened the false bottom and found the hidden weapons. And now that the curse has been triggered, it’s safe.


  There was a small collection of knives at the bottom, the largest no bigger than the cutting blades she’d used in Alchemy. They didn’t look particularly special, but as she pulled them out of the chest she sensed powerful charms woven into the metal. Some of the charms ensured the knives would never blunt, but the others...the others were unknown to her, although two reeked of bad intentions and dark magic. She put them down, careful not to touch the blades with her bare hands, and tried to analyze them. Her spells kept returning responses she didn’t understand.


  Lady Barb will have to take a look at them, she thought, as she checked the wardrobe. Alassa would like them, if they were safe.


  She brushed aside a handful of preservation spells and opened the wooden door. The wardrobe was surprisingly full; a handful of robes, a formal dress outfit from Mountaintop and a long sword, resting in brackets on the side of the wardrobe. She checked the blade; again, it was charmed in a way she didn’t understand. And it was heavy, heavier than she’d expected. Master Grey clearly hadn’t believed in charming his sword to make it lighter. If Emily hadn’t been forced to practice by Sergeant Miles, she probably wouldn’t have been able to lift it at all. She put the blade on the bed and checked for a second hidden compartment, but found nothing. The wardrobe was resolutely mundane.


  Pushing the wooden door closed, she crossed back through living room into the final room. It might have been a kitchen, once upon a time, but it was now a library; Master Grey had possessed a number of reference texts, some common and some unknown to her. One of them was on the Code Duello; she shivered as she realized he’d sat on the uncomfortable wooden chair and plotted her death, organizing his campaign until it was nearly perfect. And it had come far too close to success.


  Alassa would already have copies of the common books, she thought, as she picked up the unknown books. They promised to be interesting - and besides, she didn’t want to give them up. The others...


  She sighed and walked back into the living room, then opened the door.


  “Please come and look at these,” she said, addressing Lady Barb. The two women had been talking about something, she was sure. “I’d like a second opinion.”


  Lady Barb followed her into the bedroom and studied the sword in some astonishment. “If that’s what the markings say it is it dates all the way back to the early days of the Empire,” she said, surprised. “His family must have passed it down the line from eldest son to eldest son.”


  Emily blinked. “What is it?”


  “There are legends of swords that were gifted by the gods,” Lady Barb said. “Most of them were supposed to have some special powers, although the bards disagree on precisely what.”


  “Whatever the plot demands, I suppose,” Emily said.


  Lady Barb shot her a sharp look. “Be that as it may, any sword from that era is likely to have a few stories told about it, even if they’re just kept in the family,” she mused. “Master Grey’s family was known for being old and secretive. I imagine he intended to marry and father a child at some point.”


  “Or maybe father the child without getting married,” Emily said, tartly. She looked up at Lady Barb. “What do I do with this sword?”


  “Whatever you want,” Lady Barb said. “You won the duel. It’s yours.”


  She turned her attention to the knives as Emily contemplated the sword. “Those two are fairly normal daggers, designed for a grown man,” she added. “You know the rules of knife-fighting?”


  “Don’t, unless you have absolutely no choice,” Emily said.


  “Correct,” Lady Barb agreed. She picked up one of the blades and examined it. “This one is designed to catch a sword and shove it aside, allowing the bearer to stab the swordsman in the chest. It’s the sort of stunt you’re not meant to do unless you’re desperate or an idiot.”


  Her expression hardened as she studied the darker blades. “These two have been charmed to be lethal to anyone who gets cut,” she added. “Those charms are notoriously dangerous and unpredictable. You might want to simply destroy the knives.”


  Emily nodded. “There’s no historical value to them?”


  “I doubt it,” Lady Barb said. “There’s nothing particularly special about the blades. Master Grey probably charmed them himself.”


  “I’ll give the sword to Alassa,” Emily said. “She’d like it, I think.”


  “Jade might like it more,” Lady Barb said.


  “They can share,” Emily said. “There’s only one sword in the apartment.”


  Lady Barb nodded. “What else did you find?”


  “A handful of books I want to keep, a set of reports and paperwork...not much else,” Emily said. “I expected him to have more, somehow.”


  “He never bothered to put down roots,” Lady Barb said. She looked around, her expression almost sad. “This place” - she waved a hand at the bare walls - “was the closest he had to a home, but it wasn’t his. He didn’t seem to want to gather worldly wealth, or start a family, or anything else. All he had was his duty to the Allied Lands.”


  “And a favor he owed Fulvia,” Emily reminded her. “He wouldn’t have tried to kill me if he hadn’t owed the bitch a favor.”


  “Perhaps,” Lady Barb said. “He had good reason to be concerned about you, though.”


  She gave Emily a long look. “Gather everything you want to keep and we’ll box it up and send it back to the castle,” she suggested. “Everything else...what do you want to do with it?”


  Emily unrolled the sheet of parchment and studied it for a long moment. She’d heard of a few of the items - enchanted devices were always interesting - but others were new. What was a Wand of Ice anyway? And who in their right mind would want a Poison Tooth? Or a Vampire Blade?


  “I don’t know,” she said.


  Lady Barb took the parchment and glanced down the list. “Keep it,” she advised. “Even if you don’t use it yourself, someone will be happy to pay good money for it.”


  “Very well,” Emily said.


  “Ask Mistress Danielle to keep it in storage for you,” Lady Barb said. “And the non-magical stuff?”


  Emily frowned. “Just give it to anyone who wants it,” she said. She wasn’t particularly concerned about the furniture or the bedding. “Mistress Danielle might want to take what’s left and give it to charity. The landlord can re-let the apartment afterwards.”


  “True,” Lady Barb agreed.


  They boxed up the sword, the knives, the books and the paperwork, then invited Mistress Danielle into the apartment. The Mediator looked around, took the remaining books and then promised to ensure the remainder of Master Grey’s possessions went to a good home. Emily wondered what the dark-skinned woman was thinking, as she poked around her former master’s home, but Mistress Danielle kept her face expressionless. She didn’t smile, or show any trace of emotion, until they were out of the apartment and the door was locked and securely warded.


  “I meant what I said,” Mistress Danielle said, addressing Emily. “I would be happy to complete your training if you wish.”


  It took Emily a moment to remember that Mistress Danielle had offered to give her some private training, as a form of apology for her role in the duel. “I don’t know what’s going to happen next year, at Whitehall,” she said. She’d need to get her exam results before she knew what courses she’d be taking for her final two years. “But after that...I’d be delighted if you’d teach me.”


  Mistress Danielle smiled, rather tiredly. It struck Emily that the last few months couldn’t have been easy on Mistress Danielle either; she’d been Master Grey’s second during a duel almost everyone had considered grossly unfair, even if it was technically legal. Her friends and comrades would have been looking at her suspiciously, wondering just how deep a role she’d played in the whole affair. And she’d given up half a day to accompany them to Master Grey’s home...had she been on detached duty ever since the duel?


  But Master Grey lost, she thought. That couldn’t have made things any better for her, could it?


  “Let me know what happens,” Mistress Danielle said. “I do have about a year’s worth of leave I can use, if my superiors won’t agree to let me spend a year or so at Whitehall.”


  “You could try another post,” Lady Barb said. “The Grandmaster never allowed a female tutor to take Martial Magic. You’d be better off applying for a different position and teaching Emily on the sly.”


  Emily glanced at her. “You think the new Grandmaster won’t let her teach me?”


  “I think it would be seen as a particularly unjustified piece of favoritism,” Lady Barb said, curtly. “There were quite a few complaints about you taking Martial Magic in First Year, Emily, and the Grandmaster had to force his will against extreme opposition. You were, quite simply, unqualified for the class.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “But I learned.”


  “There are gaps in your knowledge,” Lady Barb said.


  “We will try to fill them,” Mistress Danielle promised. She bowed, politely. “And, if you don’t mind, I’ll return and inform my superiors that the remainder of the apartment can be stripped and then returned to the landlord.”


  Emily watched her go, then helped Lady Barb carry the box out of the apartment block and onto the streets. It still struck her as odd that a Mediator would choose to live in the tiny apartment, but the White City was the heart of the Allied Lands. Besides, unless his family had been incredibly wealthy, he wouldn’t have been able to afford much more. The White City was just as cramped as Beneficence, if for a different reason. Only the very wealthy could afford to maintain permanent homes in the city.


  “We’ll go back to the portal and take this to the castle,” Lady Barb said. “Unless you want to put it in storage and explore the city for a while?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily admitted. She’d seen the White City before, two years ago. “I just...I just feel bad.”


  Lady Barb frowned as she cast a privacy ward. “About Master Grey? Or King Randor?”


  “Both,” Emily said. She looked down at her hands. “I don’t know what to do!”


  “There’s nothing you can do about Master Grey, save for living your life as best as you can,” Lady Barb said, firmly. “It’s natural to feel guilt about doing something wrong, Emily, but Master Grey deliberately set out to kill you. There isn’t a single person in authority who would have batted an eyelid if he’d ignored your challenge, or insisted on a non-lethal duel and beaten you to within an inch of your life. No, he set out to kill you and you killed him first. You had no choice.


  “And, as for King Randor, you will have to make up your own mind what to do,” she added, after a moment. “You could always tell him the truth?”


  “About Earth?” Emily asked. “Would he believe me?”


  “It would answer a few of his questions,” Lady Barb said. “I assume what you told him came from Earth?”


  “It did,” Emily said.


  “But he might not listen, regardless,” Lady Barb added. “And part of your reputation will be gone.”


  Emily said nothing as they passed through the portal, walked back down into the city and headed up to the castle. The crowds seemed as happy as ever; she looked around, half-expecting to see rebels everywhere, but saw nothing. And yet, there were extra soldiers on the streets, watching warily as they marched up and down the cobblestones. Maybe the rebels had pulled in their horns while they gathered their forces...


  “Lady Emily,” Nightingale said, when they passed through the gates. He’d been waiting for them, it seemed. “Several newly arriving guests of the king would be pleased to see you in the small audience chamber.”


  Emily groaned - she wanted to lie down and think, not practice her courtly etiquette - but passed the box to Lady Barb and headed up the stairs to the audience chamber. Two guards stood outside, carrying swords; they bowed politely to Emily as she walked past them into the chamber. Inside...


  She stopped in surprise. “Caleb?”


  Chapter Twenty


  “EMILY,” CALEB SAID. HE LOOKED AS though he wanted to give her a hug and didn’t quite dare, not in front of his father and the king. “It’s good to see you again.”


  “You too,” Emily said, sincerely. She hadn’t expected Caleb for a couple more days, when the ceremony began in earnest. “Your father came too?”


  “King Randor invited us both,” Caleb said. “I think the king has some matters he wishes to discuss with him.”


  Emily scowled, despite herself. The only "issue" she could think of was the relationship between her and Caleb. Who knew what the king and the general would say to one another, in private? She could easily find herself pushed into moving forwards faster than she would have preferred...or encouraged to abandon the courtship before it became serious. Caleb deserved better than to become a pawn in the king’s political games. But...


  “So it would seem,” she said, looking at the king. He was speaking to General Pollack, speaking so quietly that Emily couldn’t hear his words. “Do you know what?”


  “I believe it has something to do with the necromantic threat,” Caleb said. He paused. “I’ve never been in a king’s castle before. How do I comport myself?”


  “Just pretend you’re attending a formal dinner at Whitehall,” Emily offered. She was too irked by the king’s presumption to offer any other advice. “I wonder what else the king wants to say to your father.”


  King Randor cleared his throat, calling all eyes to him. “I bid General Pollack and his son welcome to the castle,” he said. “It is my very great pleasure to invite them to join us at the High Table for our evening meal.”


  That’ll annoy some of the nobility, Emily thought, feeling a flash of vindictive glee. First Jade’s family, now Caleb’s? They won’t be able to crowd the king any longer.


  She pushed the thought aside as Randor gave her a sharp look. “Lady Emily, perhaps you could give Caleb a tour of the castle,” he said. It wasn’t worded as an order, but Emily knew it wasn’t anything else. “I have much to discuss with his father.”


  “As you wish, Your Majesty,” she said, tightly.


  “And you both are invited to join us in my private chambers, after the dinner and the first dances,” Randor added. “I will have you summoned when the time is right.”


  Emily curtseyed hastily - beside her, Caleb bowed - and hurried out of the chamber. Behind her, she sensed a handful of privacy wards slipping into place. She checked as best as she could for any tracking or surveillance hexes and found nothing, although that wasn’t conclusive. The castle was so riddled with secret passageways that the walls literally had ears. Some of the engineering work was designed to carry words further than anyone imagined, without a hint of magic.


  She glanced at Caleb, tapped her lips and led him up the stairs to her rooms. A handful of servants passing by paid no attention to either of them. Emily wondered, briefly, just how many of the servants had seen the leaflets - and just how many of them believed what the rebels had to say. They’d know, all too well, that the actions and beliefs of some of the aristocracy were far from being noble. The servants were practically property.


  They stepped into Emily’s room; she hastily erected a new privacy ward of her own, nodding at Caleb to do the same. Anyone trying to work his way through her protections would find it harder, if two separate magicians cast two separate wards. The air blurred around them as she led him to the chairs beside the fireplace - the servants had stacked it with wood when she’d arrived, but they hadn’t lit it - and turned to face him. Moments later, she was in his arms, kissing him with a desperate passion she hadn’t known she could feel.


  “Emily,” Caleb said, when they could speak again. “That...that...what is happening?”


  Emily sighed and motioned for him to sit down. “The king has interested himself in our relationship,” she said, bitterly. Kissing him like that had been a little out of character. “He believes he has veto power over it.”


  Caleb blinked. “He isn’t your father!”


  “I know,” Emily said. “But he is my liege lord. He seems to think he should have been consulted before we embarked on a courtship.”


  “I tried to do it properly,” Caleb said. He ran his hand through his brown hair. “I never realized the king would have to be involved.”


  “It’s a rare situation,” Emily muttered. There just weren’t that many powerful aristocrats who were also complete newcomers. Even Imaiqah, who had been born a commoner, understood the way things worked at an instinctual level. And her marriage wasn’t likely to be as important as Emily’s. “I think he’s trying to make a point.”


  Caleb frowned. “A point?” He cursed, softly. “He’s trying to dictate to you, isn’t he?”


  “Yeah,” Emily admitted. “I don’t think there are any reasonable grounds for disallowing our courtship, but he’s trying to make the point that we should have asked him first. And if I do respect his position, I wind up submitting myself to him. Cockatrice becomes a ball and chain wrapped around my ankle.”


  She shook her head. “And to make things worse, the kingdom is in a state of unrest,” she added. “And he would be more than human if he didn’t blame me for it on some level.”


  “And so he wants to assert his control over you, then use you as a tool,” Caleb finished. “I would have thought he’d be happy just leaving you as Alassa’s friend.”


  Emily shrugged. “I don’t know what his endgame is,” she said. “But I don’t want him to have any control over me.”


  “You accepted the barony,” Caleb said. “You have the choice between going into rebellion or accepting his control.”


  Emily gave him a sharp look. “When did you become an expert on court politics?”


  “I attended Stronghold,” Caleb reminded her. “We were taught to understand how both magical and aristocratic communities worked. Randor worked hard to place you in his debt; you’re expected to serve him in return. It really isn’t that different from the magical community, just...more formalized.”


  “And less implicit acceptance of obligation,” Emily said.


  “Exactly,” Caleb said. “In the magical community, any sort of relationship creates obligations. You are expected to support your friends and allies; you’re certainly not supposed to undermine them. It’s considered rude to give someone a gift they cannot hope to repay, for example, because it undermines their position by placing them under an unwanted obligation.”


  “But the gift might be returned in other ways,” Emily mused. “I could give you...oh, a thousand crowns, and you could give me a whole new magical concept. I’d value them at the same level, even if others would disagree.”


  “Quite,” Caleb said. “And that would be between you and me. King Randor, however, needs more formal ties between you and the crown. He’s trying to remind you that you accepted obligations when you accepted the barony.”


  “And I never wanted either of them,” Emily said, tiredly. “What will you say when the king asks you about your intentions?”


  “The truth,” Caleb said. “That we have entered a courtship. And I’m glad we did.”


  Emily smiled in relief. “There’s an hour before dinner is due to start,” she said. The king might well want her to be seen with Caleb. It made a certain kind of sense; if they were seen together, it would be with the king’s consent. And, being magicians, they wouldn’t need formal chaperones. “Do you want to explore the castle?”


  Caleb hesitated. “If you want to show me around, I wouldn’t mind. But I also need a shower and a change of clothes before dinner.”


  “There aren’t any showers here,” Emily said. She smiled at his horrified expression. “You’ll have to ask the servants to bring you cold water, then use magic to heat it. I assume the king gave you a room?”


  “Father and I are sharing a suite one floor down,” Caleb said. “No hot or cold running water here?”


  “There isn’t enough magic to make it practical,” Emily said. “They’d have to rebuild the castle completely to install a non-magical system.”


  Caleb wrinkled his nose. “No wonder so many of the inhabitants just...stink,” he said, as he rose. “Don’t they know they need to wash?”


  “I imagine they do,” Emily said. In Whitehall, it was almost as easy to have a shower as it had been on Earth. Everywhere else...it was hit or miss. “They just need to work the servants hard to take a bath.”


  She winced, inwardly, as she led him down to his rooms. On her first foray away from Whitehall, she’d asked for a hot bath, in all innocence, only to discover that the servants had to carry heavy pails of water up four flights of stairs just to meet her request. After that, she’d been more careful about what she’d ordered; she could use magic to warm the water, after all, and even clean it for reuse. But it still didn’t beat a good shower.


  “I’ll be in my rooms,” she said, as they stopped outside the door. “Come back when you’re washed and changed, all right?”


  Caleb nodded and stepped through the door. Emily sighed and returned to her suite, shaking her head in disbelief at Randor’s nerve. She’d known Caleb would be coming, but Randor had invited him early, just so the king could get a look at the young man. And, just incidentally, create a situation where it looked as though Emily and Caleb had his approval for the match. It wasn’t as if Caleb was a bad choice, after all...she walked into her apartment, locked the door with a powerful ward and opened the box Lady Barb had left on the floor. The sword lay on the top, surrounded by a protective spell. She carefully cast a lifting charm, navigated the blade out of the box and placed it gently on the floor. She’d need to make sure it was concealed before she gave it to Alassa.


  Shame there aren’t two of them, she thought. It isn’t as if they can share a blade.


  She examined it for a long moment, admiring the runes carved into the metal, before she wrapped a concealment hex around it and rose to her feet. Master Grey’s books were calling to her; she opened her trunk, dumped the various spy reports into a secure compartment and then picked up the first of the books. It discussed the application of various military spells - including a number she’d never heard of - in battle. Indeed, she had to admit the author was good at making the material both comprehensive and exciting. She was midway through an outline of how magic had been used in a war between two kingdoms when there was a knock on the door.


  “Come in,” she called, as she removed the ward. “It’s open.”


  Caleb stepped into the room, wearing long red dress robes. Emily felt a stab of envy as she realized he didn’t have to dress up; no one would make fun of him, either to his face or behind his back, for wearing his robes. She wondered, as she looked him up and down, how many noblemen would be horrified at the thought of another magician marrying his way into the aristocracy, then pushed the thought aside. Her relationship with Caleb was her business, and her business alone. She found it hard to care what they thought.


  “You look good,” she said, truthfully. He wasn’t showing off his muscles or wearing a sword at his belt. Not that he’d need one; Sergeant Miles had often noted that a magician who could be killed by a swordsman was a pretty poor magician. “Better than anyone else around here.”


  “Thank you,” Caleb said. He paused. “Are you going to change?”


  Emily looked at the book, then down at her shirt and swore. “I got a little occupied,” she admitted, ruefully. They both tended to lose themselves in good books. “Can you give me ten minutes?”


  She stepped into the bedroom, closing the door behind her, and hastily undressed. Queen Marlena had supplied more dresses than she’d need; she took one of them from the rack, pulled it over her head and buttoned it up with a spell. She made a mental note to introduce the zipper as soon as possible as she wiped her face, tied back her hair and checked her appearance in the mirror. At least the maids wouldn’t be braiding her hair this time.


  It felt disloyal to Alassa to even think it, she admitted to herself as she walked out of the bedroom, but she’d be glad when the wedding was over. Alassa and Jade could go off on their honeymoon, leaving her free of obligations for the rest of the summer. She could take Frieda on a tour, spend time with her other friends, or even start preparing for Fifth Year...


  “You look gorgeous,” Caleb said.


  Emily flushed. It was hard to believe him. Alassa was beautiful, Imaiqah and Frieda were pretty...even the Gorgon, in her inhuman manner, was graced with an eerie green-skinned beauty. But her? She had never been considered pretty on Earth, let alone gorgeous. Her stepfather had been quite happy to tell her, over and over again, that she was ugly as sin, that no one would ever want her. The idea that someone would consider her beautiful was almost beyond her comprehension.


  “Thank you,” she said, quietly.


  She allowed him to take her arm and lead her down to the dining hall. The servants seemed to ignore them, of course, but the aristocracy stared. Emily could practically hear cogs churning in their heads as they tried to work out what the relationship meant for the balance of power. Caleb hesitated, noticeably, before they walked up to the High Table and sat down next to Alassa and Frieda. He disliked being the center of attention as much as Emily herself.


  Imaiqah hurried over to them from where she was sitting on the other side of the king, next to Jade and a nobleman Emily didn’t know. “You’ll be joining us at the briefing tomorrow,” she said, addressing Caleb. “There’s a role for you in the wedding.”


  Caleb stared. “Do I have a choice?”


  “No,” Imaiqah said, quickly. “I’ll explain tomorrow.”


  “The king is using the wedding for political purposes,” Emily muttered, as Imaiqah hastened back to her own seat. “Having you play a role, even a small one, is a sign of royal favor.”


  “Those little brats think otherwise,” Alassa said, darkly. “They spent half of the last rehearsal running around screaming their heads off. The poor dancing master had to call their parents to restore order.”


  She snorted, rudely. “And look who else has turned up. Everyone who wants to meet a bride or a groom has arrived.”


  Emily looked down at the lower tables. They were crammed with people, ranging from junior aristocracy to guests from neighboring kingdoms. She thought she recognized a couple of princes who’d courted Alassa three years ago; she had a feeling that it could get embarrassing, if one of them took offense at Alassa picking Jade over him. But Jade was a combat sorcerer. He could handle himself.


  They’ll probably only mutter resentfully in the background, she told herself. They wouldn’t try to challenge him to a duel.


  She shook her head as the food arrived, the servants carving up the roasts and ladling out potatoes and overcooked vegetables. There was enough food in the dining hall to feed a small town for weeks, if not months; she sighed in dismay as she saw the aristocrats bossing the servants around, snapping and snarling at any who didn’t move fast enough to suit them. A couple of serving maids were even groped...Emily felt her head start to pound as she saw the looks on their faces. There was nothing they could do but smile and keep their composure at all costs.


  And if I was in that position, she thought, as she ate slowly, I’d be thinking about rebelling too.


  “Emily,” Frieda said. “Lord Hans asked me to dance again.”


  Emily sighed. “And what happened last time?”


  “We danced around the room, then he kissed my hand and moved to the next partner,” Frieda said. “He didn’t do anything to hurt me.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Emily said. “Just...just stay with the same rules, all right? Don’t go anywhere alone with him.”


  “I won’t,” Frieda promised.


  Caleb leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Is Lord Hans that bad?”


  “He’s an insane brute of a man,” Emily whispered back, “and his cousin is a manipulative little shrew.”


  Somewhat to her surprise, King Randor didn’t make any speeches after the final courses were cleared away. Instead, the tables were pushed to one side, the musicians struck up a steady tune and the dancers started to whirl around the dance floor. Emily frowned as Lord Hans took Frieda’s hand and started to dance with her, behaving impeccably. It didn’t look as though he intended to hurt her...


  But that proves nothing, she thought, tightly. What happens when he tries to go too far and she says no?


  She forced herself to relax as she danced with Caleb, choosing to turn down all other offers of a dance. King Randor, Alassa and Jade had already left the room; she frowned, inwardly, as she realized that both General Pollack and Hawker had also left. Jade’s mother was chatting with Queen Marlena, both women watching the dancers with amusement. And then she stiffened as the dance ended and Nightingale came up to her.


  “Lady Emily, Lord Caleb,” he said. “The king would be pleased to see you now.”


  “Understood,” Emily said. “We’re on our way.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  “WELCOME TO THE WAR ROOM,” KING Randor said, as Nightingale showed them into the chamber. “In this room, my father plotted the war against the barons and crushed them like bugs.”


  Emily nodded, looking around with interest. It was a larger room than she’d expected; a massive wooden table was pushed to one side, while a large map of the country was carved out on the floor and smaller parchment maps hung from the walls. A giant bookcase, crammed with reports from all over the country, lurked in one corner; beside it, a dozen swords and nearly twice as many daggers waited for the call. Judging from the size of some of the wall-mounted maps, the chamber had at least three hidden entrances as well as the one they’d come through.


  “Lady Emily,” General Pollack said. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said. She couldn’t help wondering what he really thought. His son was a child of two worlds, not one. Was he pleased that a king had singled him out or offended that the normal rules of courtship had fallen by the wayside? “I trust that all is well in Beneficence?”


  “As well as can be expected,” General Pollack said. If he was displeased, she saw no sign of it. “My eldest has returned to his master; my youngest is preparing for school.”


  “We are here to discuss a weightier matter,” King Randor said, before Emily could formulate a response. “Please, be seated.”


  Emily nodded, taking one of the chairs at the table. Alassa sat at one end; Paren, Imaiqah’s father, sat beside her, with Jade and Hawker next to him. Emily’s eyes went wide as she realized that Paren had brought a musket into the room; she wondered, absently, if the guards had recognized it as a weapon or assumed it was something harmless. Without the gunpowder, of course, it was harmless...unless someone wanted to use it as a club. She’d mentioned bayonets to the older man, but the musket in front of him had none.


  King Randor walked to the head of the table as Caleb sat next to Emily. “This discussion is to be completely informal,” he said, sitting down. “The issue is too important for an argument over social precedence.”


  Says the king, Emily thought, sardonically. The one person who could dismiss the idea of formality was the unquestioned master of the castle. But then, he was with his daughter, his future son-in-law and his father, a Knight of the Allied Lands and Emily herself. Paren was the only person who fitted into the local power structure and he was too dependent on the king to pose a creditable threat. But at least we can talk freely.


  Randor smiled, rather coldly. “There have been a great many changes over the past four years,” he continued, in tones that suggested he was making a speech. “None, however, have proved as interesting as the development of gunpowder” - he pronounced the word as if it were something unfamiliar - “and guns. The device you see on the table is one of them.”


  General Pollack looked doubtful. “That thing?”


  “Yes,” Randor said, flatly. “It promises to revolutionize the world.”


  Caleb elbowed Emily. “Really?”


  “Yeah,” Emily muttered back.


  Randor nodded. “Paren?”


  “Your Majesty,” Paren said. He tapped the weapon in front of him. “The musket fires a lead ball towards its target with stunning force. What it hits, it harms or kills. Short of immediate medical attention, the target may well bleed to death.”


  General Pollack frowned. “Battlefield magic?”


  “No,” Paren said. “Science. And chemistry.”


  Randor looked at Emily. “Perhaps you would care to explain?”


  Emily hesitated. Randor hadn’t told her that he intended to showcase the weapons; hell, she hadn’t had a moment to prepare an explanation. She was surprised that Paren had even consented to bring one to the castle, although Randor probably hadn’t given him a choice...


  “The bullet - the lead ball - is propelled forward by a small gunpowder explosion,” she said, shortly. It had been hard enough explaining the concept of cartridges to Paren and his skilled craftsmen in the first place. Gunpowder might be beyond the general’s immediate comprehension. “There is no magic in the formula at all, allowing anyone to carry a musket and fire it at will. Once fired, the ball blasts forward until it hits something, or it runs out of energy and falls to the ground.”


  “There are wards against moving objects,” General Pollack said, stiffly.


  “Not everyone can use them,” Jade pointed out. He was eying the musket as a man might eye a poisonous snake. “And most propulsion spells can be easily dispelled by a trained magician. This” - he frowned down at the musket - “would require a stronger kind of ward.”


  General Pollack looked at Emily. “This...this...is one of your innovations?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “It is.”


  “I see,” he said. “And what good is it?”


  Emily took a moment to gather her thoughts. “Right now, training footsoldiers is a time-consuming business,” she said. “It takes years for men to become truly practiced with sword, spear and arrow. However, the muskets cut the training time down sharply. You would be able to deploy a regiment of musketeers far quicker than you could deploy a regiment of swordsmen.”


  “It fires tiny balls,” General Pollack said. “What good is it?”


  “It fires a ball, as you put it, at tremendous speed,” Emily said. “The impact will be much harder than being struck by a rock. Hit a man in the head, and that man will be dead. You could also hit a man at a distance, once the technology gets a little further along; you’d have no problems striking a magician before he realized he was under attack.”


  She paused. “Imagine yourself facing a charging line of orcs,” she said. General Pollack had faced such a charge. “You line up your musketeers in three rows and prepare for the onslaught. The first row fires, then kneels down to reload while the second row fires; the third row fires while the second row reloads, then the first row fires for the second time while the third row reloads. Your bullets slam into the charge and tear it apart. The orcs will be falling over themselves by the time they reach you, if they ever do.”


  “Orcs are tough,” General Pollack pointed out.


  “Are they tough enough to stand up to wave after wave of bullets?” Emily asked. “They’d be breaking apart in shock after their first row goes down.”


  General Pollack frowned. “And these weapons can be used by anyone?”


  “Yes,” Emily said.


  “Accuracy is a joke,” Paren commented. “A skilled archer would be a better shot.”


  “Ha,” General Pollack said.


  “However, there would be a colossal weight of fire in the air,” Paren added. “It wouldn’t matter which Orc was the precise target, as long as you hit something.”


  “It would be like the Battle of Bladed Hill,” Caleb said. “Only far - far - worse for the losers.”


  General Pollack gave him a sharp look. “Why?”


  “The archers in the battle were the cream of the crop,” Caleb said. “It took years for the winners to train them. Now--” he glanced at the musket “--any fool can learn how to shoot.”


  Emily nodded. Sergeant Miles had made his class go over the battle reports in detail, forcing them to consider the advantages and disadvantages of both sides. Emily had been unable to avoid comparing the battle to Agincourt, when the French knights had charged against the English and been impaled on a swarm of English arrows. Adding guns to the mix would only make the slaughter worse, but the English wouldn’t have needed to lavish so much care and attention on their archers.


  “Training for war is not an easy task,” General Pollack said. “I would venture that it will not be as easy as you suggest.”


  He fixed Emily with a gimlet stare. “And I have had too much experience of people telling me, without any experience at all, that this idea is the concept that will change warfare completely.”


  Emily felt her cheeks heat. Everything she knew came from Earth, where guns had changed the face of war. But she couldn’t tell him that, not when it would upset too many other applecarts. And, without that piece of knowledge, General Pollack was quite right to be sceptical of her suggestions. She knew that guns would revolutionize warfare, but she had no way to prove it.


  Yet, she thought.


  “It is my intention to put together a regiment of musketeers,” King Randor said, calmly. “I will learn, rapidly, if the concept is truly workable.”


  “By your own admission, accuracy is terrible,” General Pollack said, addressing Paren. “Is that likely to improve?”


  “Yes,” Paren said. “We have been working with guns and gunpowder for three years, General. The first guns were more dangerous to us than the enemy. Now, we can be reasonably sure the gun will fire in the correct direction when we pull the trigger.”


  “Reasonably sure,” General Pollock repeated.


  Emily leaned forward. “What good is a newborn baby?”


  General Pollock scowled. “What?”


  “A newborn baby is nothing more than a screaming mass of flesh that needs to be fed constantly,” Emily said. “Seven or so months after birth, it is already crawling; eighteen months after birth, it is walking around on tiny feet. It will learn to say its first words, then read and write; sixteen years after birth, it will be a strong adult ready to go to work.”


  She pointed at the musket. “This is a newborn baby. It isn’t that effective now, General, but give it several years and it will change everything.”


  King Randor nodded in agreement. “The necromancers can throw vast numbers of orcs at us,” he said. “They breed faster than humans, they’re stronger than humans and the necromancers don’t give a damn about how many die to achieve their aims. The necromancers can just keep piling dead bodies up in front of a wall until their comrades scramble over the bodies and into the city. These weapons may make the difference between survival and our slow defeat.”


  And that is the perfect argument to appeal to him, Emily thought. Did you - or Paren - choose it deliberately?


  She frowned, inwardly. The muskets and cannons would make a difference in the endless war, but King Randor might intend to turn them on rebellious noblemen. Holding a castle against cannons, to say nothing of explosive shells, would be damned near impossible; indeed, the development of guns in the Middle Ages had eventually allowed kings and emperors to bring over-mighty subjects to heel. If Randor decided to turn against his aristocrats, the ones who would resist any change, he’d be in a good place to win a civil war outright.


  But it also puts a great deal of power into the hands of commoners, Emily added, in the privacy of her own head. The aristocracy simply had more time to practice with weapons than commoners, as well as raise, train and supply sword-armed soldiers. What happens when everyone has access to firearms?


  “I will be very interested to see how they develop,” General Pollack said. “I would, however, be reluctant to gamble everything on them.”


  “There are reports of trouble on the borders,” Jade offered. “The necromancers may be plotting something.”


  Emily shivered as a nasty thought struck her. Someone with magic - powerful magic - was helping the rebels. A necromancer? They’d undermined hostile governments before, yet...Shadye had been too crazy to come up with such a plan and stick to it long enough for it to work. His planning had always been a mixture of improvisation and a desperate certainty that whatever had happened had been exactly what he wanted to happen, to the point of believing that a defeat had been part of his plan all along. A necromancer could be meddling in Zangaria...


  But Shadye didn’t have the finesse to cast those wards, she told herself, firmly. He’d need someone else, someone sane, to help him. But anyone sane enough to cast the wards would understand the dangers of working with a necromancer.


  She looked up at the map, thoughtfully. The Blighted Lands were a long way away, with a number of other kingdoms between them and Zangaria. It seemed unlikely the necromancers could reach so far into the Allied Lands without being noticed. She certainly hadn’t seen any of them teleport or even use portals. It was far more likely that the backers were working for one of the neighboring kingdoms. A long period of social unrest in Zangaria would put the brakes on any expansionist policy Randor might have been contemplating.


  Or someone in Beneficence could be behind it, she added. A strong king in Zangaria is a threat to their independence...


  “It would do me great honor if you would assist,” Randor said, drawing her attention back to the table. “And your son has already been invited to take part in the wedding ceremony.”


  General Pollack looked irked, just for a second. “I will be honored to observe, but my oath to the Allied Lands takes precedence,” he warned. Emily realized she’d missed some of the conversation. “If these weapons can be used against the necromancers, it is my duty to ensure that the rest of the world is aware of the possibilities.”


  “That is understood,” Randor said.


  Emily wished - savagely - that Lady Barb had been invited too. She could have picked apart just what was happening; Randor seemed to have given away a priceless advantage, something he wouldn’t have done unless he expected something of equal or greater value in return. A defense against the necromancers...or what? Somehow, Emily doubted that the prospect of her marrying Caleb was worth such a sacrifice.


  Randor is playing games, she told herself. And you have to work out just what he’s doing and why.


  “Alassa, why don’t you take Emily back to the dance hall?” Randor asked. “Her young man will meet her later.”


  Emily exchanged glances with Caleb - meeting Void hadn’t been this awkward - and slowly rose to her feet. Alassa’s face was carefully blank, just blank enough to let Emily know that she was puzzled herself and trying desperately not to show it. She followed her friend out a door, through a pair of complex wards that deflected attention away from the entrance and into a smaller room. It was completely deserted.


  “Father is playing games,” Alassa said, once she’d cast a privacy ward of her own. “And I don’t understand why.”


  Emily frowned. “What does he want with Caleb?”


  “To make sure he’s a suitable husband for you,” Alassa said. She scowled. “I should have anticipated the possibility, even though Caleb is even less threatening to the established order than Jade. I’m sorry, Emily.”


  Emily rubbed the side of her head. “I’m sorry it’s taking attention away from you,” she said, sincerely. It was rare, very rare, for Alassa to apologize. “This wedding is meant to be about you.”


  “It’s never been about just me,” Alassa said. She looked up at Emily, suddenly. “You talked about guns as if you’d seen them before, where you come from.”


  “I know the theory,” Emily said, carefully. She’d never seen, let alone handled, a gun on Earth. Everything she knew came from history and military fiction books, not military textbooks or genuine practical experience. “And if the general had seen some of Earth’s weapons, he’d faint.”


  She thought about nukes - and the nuke-spell - and shuddered. “Alassa, what I was saying about peasant uprisings...that’s what happened on Earth.”


  Alassa gave her a sharp look. “And how did they end?”


  “A lot of people died,” Emily said. Historically, most peasant revolts had failed, but some had come very close to dethroning the monarch. The rebels in Zangaria were already considering what sort of world might follow the end of the Royal Family. “It’s a serious threat.”


  “Then tell me,” Alassa said. “What do you propose we do about it?”


  “What I suggested to your father,” Emily insisted. “Make some concessions now so you don’t lose the kingdom later.”


  “Which would spark off a civil war anyway,” Alassa said. She shook her head. “The problem hasn’t changed, Emily. Go too far in one direction, start a civil war; go too far in the other direction, have a civil war. Stay where we are...”


  “And try to build up a force to neutralize one of the enemy factions,” Emily said. “Is that what your father is trying to do?”


  “I wish I knew,” Alassa said. She glared down at the floor. “He doesn’t tell me everything.”


  Alassa sighed. “We need to get back to the dance floor,” she added, as she stood. “I dare say Caleb will be fine. Probably.”


  Emily frowned. “Probably?”


  “Father can be very intimidating when he feels like it,” Alassa said. “But I think he’d probably approve of Caleb. He wouldn’t have offered Caleb a place in the wedding party if he’d heard only bad things about him.”


  Emily rose and followed her towards the door. “But it doesn’t matter to me if he approves of Caleb or not,” she insisted. “I can marry whoever I please.”


  Alassa stopped and swung around to face her. “You are a noblewoman - a baroness - of Zangaria,” she said. “Your marriage is a matter of national concern. You are in no danger of being married off to someone you don’t know, someone chosen by your parents, but you have to understand that your marriage will shift the balance of power. At the very least, Caleb will become Baron Consort. My father needs to understand what changes are likely to follow before anything happens.”


  You too, Alassa, Emily thought.


  Alassa turned back. “Tonight, make sure you get plenty of sleep,” she added. “Tomorrow is going to be a very busy day.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  ALASSA, AS IT TURNED OUT, WAS right.


  The first full-scale wedding rehearsal was a near-complete disaster, despite the best efforts of Imaiqah, Nightingale and Queen Marlena. Emily did her best to stay out of the shouting match that followed, standing next to Caleb and waiting for everyone to settle down for a second try at the rehearsal. Imaiqah finally pushed her into supervising the bridesmaids as they went through a complex dance routine, intended to distract the audience while Alassa changed from one dress into another. The bridesmaids, thankfully, didn’t try to argue with her as they went through the whole routine a second time. It was slightly less terrible, as Queen Marlena said, than the first rehearsal.


  “Jade asked me to attend his stag night,” Caleb said, as the rehearsal came to an end. “Are you going to be attending?”


  “I thought it was boys only,” Emily teased. She had no idea what a stag night was supposed to be like on Earth, beyond a handful of horror stories she’d read on the Internet, but Alassa had invited her to a private gathering for a handful of friends. “I’ll be with Alassa.”


  “It is,” Caleb said. “I wish you were coming too.”


  Emily nodded. “You try and keep an eye on Jade, all right?”


  “I can try,” Caleb said, giving Jade a pointed look. “I think, right now, he needs a stiff drink and a quiet sit-down.”


  Emily followed his gaze. Jade seemed as tired and ill as she felt, with her magic reserves threatening to break loose. It looked as though he was reaching the ends of his endurance. Beside him, Alassa didn’t look much better. She’d had to change her dresses twice for each rehearsal, something that wouldn’t have been particularly easy even with a dozen maids. Emily couldn’t help wondering if the best thing she could do for Alassa was to take her to bed, feed her some sleeping potion and then stand guard until she woke up by herself. But she knew it would only complicate the day.


  “Don’t let him drink too much,” she warned. “Who else is coming?”


  “A handful of his friends from Whitehall and a bunch of young noblemen,” Caleb said. “I think they were talking about going down into the city.”


  “Joy,” Emily said. Jade was a decent person, but she wouldn’t have bet money on the bartenders being pleased to see them. A handful of drunken noblemen could smash up the bar and escape with only a slap on the wrist, if that. King Randor wasn’t likely to order them flogged, not when it would annoy their parents. “Try and keep things under control, please.”


  Caleb gave her a look that suggested it might be beyond his considerable powers, and followed her over to Alassa as the gathering slowly broke up. Imaiqah had said there would be at least one more big rehearsal, the day before the wedding itself, once she and the others had a chance to identify the weaknesses in the performance. Emily had never been so glad to be undervalued in her life. She had a feeling that Imaiqah was going to need a long holiday after the wedding was over, before she returned to the kingdom to do...what?


  She’s Alassa’s friend, she thought, feeling a hint of bitter jealousy. She’ll be one of her closest advisors. There’ll always be something for her to do.


  “Emily,” Alassa said. “Are you ready for tonight?”


  “Just about,” Emily said, carefully. Alassa was entitled to two hen nights, apparently, but she hadn’t gone into details about what they’d be doing. “You?”


  “I want to let my hair down, just for a while,” Alassa said. She rubbed her forehead as her mother approached. “Don’t you?”


  “I don’t know how,” Emily admitted.


  “Everything has been prepared,” Queen Marlena said. She looked at Emily. “Don’t let her get too silly, please.”


  Emily frowned. “I’ll try,” she said. Too silly? “When do we start?”


  “Two hours,” Alassa said, after a glance at her watch. “Get changed into something more comfortable - have a nap if you want - and we’ll meet up in my rooms.”


  “Jade wants me to meet him in the courtyard,” Caleb said. “What about dinner?”


  “You’ll be eating with him,” Alassa said. She smiled, rather unpleasantly. “Do try and have the kind of evening Emily can ask you about.”


  Emily glanced at Caleb, feeling a flicker of concern. She knew he could take care of himself - he was a magician who’d spent two years at Stronghold - but she couldn’t help being worried. A night on the town hadn’t been her idea of fun on Earth, let alone on the Nameless World. It was unlikely that supernatural vermin would dare sneak into Alexis - the city was crammed with humans - but some of the most dangerous predators in the world walked on two legs. And Jade was being accompanied by a gaggle of noblemen...


  This isn’t going to end well, she thought.


  She walked back to Caleb’s room, kissed him goodbye and hurried up to her own suite. A maid waited outside, holding a box. Emily took it, tipped the maid with a silver coin from her pocket and slipped into her room. The box proved to contain a folded black dress, a silver necklace and a note. She ran through a handful of spells, testing to make sure someone hadn’t hexed or cursed the box’s contents, then took the note. It told her to make sure she wore the dress, and the necklace, when she went to Alassa’s room. She checked the dress again, just to be sure, before pulling it out of the box. It looked more like an elaborate nightgown than anything she’d wear in public. Gritting her teeth, she removed her dress and pulled the new one over her head. It was so tight in all the wrong places that she had to use a glamor to hide her curves.


  Caleb would love it, the treacherous part of her mind said.


  Shut up, her own thoughts answered. Does Alassa really expect me to wear this?


  She picked up Master Grey’s book and resumed her reading, careful to keep one eye on her watch at all times. Alassa wouldn’t thank her if she was late. The book was engrossing, but when the time came she forced herself to put it down and walked out the door, cursing the dress under her breath. If Caleb saw her in it - or any other guy she knew - she’d probably die of embarrassment.


  “Emily,” Alassa said, when Emily stepped through the door. “You look good.”


  “Not as good as you,” Emily said. Alassa wore the same kind of dress, showing off her long blonde hair. It was so tight around her chest that Emily had to look away, embarrassed. “The dress suits you.”


  “They’re traditional,” Alassa said, as she waved Emily into the room. Inside, Imaiqah and Frieda sat on cushions. They both wore similar dresses. “The Crown Princess gets a couple of nights where she can let her hair down” - her hand toyed with one long blonde strand for a second - “and be something different. A boy, of course, would get to go out on the town, but it isn’t safe for me.”


  “There are rebels out there,” Emily pointed out. The thought of Alassa, the sole heir to the throne, being kidnapped or killed was terrifying. If she died, civil war would break out almost at once. “You wouldn’t be safe at all.”


  “I know that,” Alassa said, crossly. “But that isn’t the real reason these sessions are always private, you know. They don’t want to spark off any more rumors.”


  Emily glanced around. “Is anyone else coming?”


  “I hoped a couple of others from Whitehall could make it, but they won’t be here until the day before the wedding,” Alassa said. “Aloha declined, unfortunately; the Gorgon wasn’t sure if she’d be able to attend or not.”


  She settled down next to Imaiqah and waved for Emily to sit too. “And there aren’t many others I really wanted to invite,” she added, after a moment. “Lady Regina was pushing for an invitation, but I didn’t want to invite her. She doesn’t seem to have changed a bit since I knew her as a little girl. Alicia...didn’t show any interest in coming.”


  “She still wants to talk to you,” Frieda said, addressing Emily. “But she’s nervous about it too.”


  Emily frowned. “Are you sure?”


  “She keeps casting glances at you,” Frieda said. There was a quiet earnestness in her tone that made it impossible to disbelieve her. “And I’ve seen her watching when you’re surrounded by others. She even gave Caleb a dirty look on the dance floor. But she’s never been to your room, has she?”


  “She’d need an appointment,” Alassa said. She waved a hand at the walls. “The wards keep out everyone who hasn’t been cleared to enter the Royal Apartments.”


  And what does it mean, Emily thought, that Randor saw fit to grant that permission to Caleb?


  “I’ll see if I can speak to her alone,” she promised, putting the thought aside for later. She had no idea where she would find the time. When she wasn’t being fitted for dresses or taking part in rehearsals, she was helping elsewhere or burning off magic in the spellchambers. “But why?”


  “I don’t know,” Frieda said. “Whatever it is, however, weighs quite heavily on her mind.”


  “She probably wants to recruit your support for her title,” Alassa said, briskly. She rose to her feet and padded over to the table. “Does anyone want a drink?”


  Emily frowned as Alassa picked a couple of bottles off the table and carried them back to the group. “What is that?”


  “SummerFlower Wine,” Alassa said. She placed the bottles in the center of the circle, then went back for snacks and glasses. “Each of these bottles is worth a knight’s ransom - I believe these date all the way back to the first king. They wouldn’t have been released from the wine cellar if it hadn’t been my day.”


  Emily stared at the bottles as Alassa started to pour glasses. She didn’t like alcohol; her mother had been trying to drink herself to death when Shadye had kidnapped Emily from Earth. She’d flatly refused to drink alcohol outside Whitehall - it was banned in the school, with good reason - but how could she object without sounding like a spoilsport? She took the glass, sniffed the liquid and cursed as the scent of berries rose to her nostrils. She’d expected the repulsive stink of the cheap wine her mother had enjoyed, not something she actually wanted to taste.


  “To Zangaria,” Alassa said, and drank. “And life!”


  Emily took a very careful sip. It tasted heavenly, as if it were a mixture of fruit and sunshine. She wanted to finish the glass, then have another; somehow, she forced herself to put the glass down and push it away from her. The others had already finished their glasses, she noted; Alassa seemed surprised, and offended, that she hadn’t finished hers.


  “It’s nice,” Alassa said, gently.


  “I don’t want to get drunk,” Emily admitted. She hesitated, unsure what she could tell them about her past. Alassa knew about Earth, but she didn’t know much about Emily’s true parents. Emily hadn’t wanted to talk about them to anyone. “I hate giving up control.”


  “I understand,” Alassa said. “Can I have your share?”


  “If you like,” Emily said. She tasted fruit on her tongue and swore, inwardly. “Is there anything else to drink?”


  “There’s fruit juice - real fruit juice - in a jug,” Alassa said. She started to refill the glasses, one by one. “There isn’t any alcohol in it at all.”


  “Good,” Emily said. She rose, walked over to the table and poured herself a glass of fruit juice. “What else are we going to be doing this evening?”


  “Drinking, eating and chatting,” Alassa said, as Emily rejoined them. “Are you enjoying the wedding so far?”


  “It’s been a little too complex for me,” Emily said. She looked at Imaiqah. “But you’re doing a good job of keeping everything running smoothly.”


  “Barely,” Imaiqah said. “One of the bridesmaids got a slap from her mother after she threw a fit in the middle of the rehearsal.”


  “She deserved it too,” Alassa said. “Nineteen years old, and acts like she’s nine. And she’s looking for a husband for herself too. Would you marry someone who threw a tantrum whenever she didn’t get her way?”


  “I dated someone who threw a tantrum whenever he didn’t get his way,” Imaiqah said. “He wasn’t a very good boyfriend.”


  “I can imagine,” Alassa said. She let out a very out of character giggle as she swallowed another glass of wine. “Do this! Do that! Get your clothes off! On the bed! Off the bed! On the floor!”


  Imaiqah colored. “He was worse than that,” she said. “I thought he was incredibly boring.”


  Emily eyed the glasses thoughtfully. She knew next to nothing about alcohol - her mother had gone through several bottles a day - but she was fairly sure that the wine was heavily alcoholic. Just how many glasses had Alassa drank? And she wasn’t a frequent drinker, any more than any other magician. Even a relatively small amount of alcohol would be hitting her hard.


  “You mean he didn’t tell you to take off your clothes?” Alassa asked. “What a waste of space!”


  “He had no imagination,” Imaiqah said. She giggled too. “And when I dumped him, he took up with Pricilla.”


  “That girl from Third Year?” Frieda asked. “The one with the long nose and big ears?”


  “That’s her,” Imaiqah confirmed. “I heard they split up shortly afterwards.”


  “She probably didn’t like him telling her what to do,” Alassa said. “Jade doesn’t tell me what to do!”


  “He wouldn’t dare,” Emily said. She shook her head in dismay. Alassa and Imaiqah were already drunk and Frieda was well on the way. What the hell was in the wine? “I don’t think anyone would dare tell you what to do.”


  “My father does,” Alassa said. She let out a sob, suddenly. “He told me that I had to invite--” she hesitated, stumbling over names “--him and him and him and him and her and him...and it’s my wedding. I should get to decide who to invite.”


  She turned suddenly to look at Emily. “I should have just run off with Jade,” she added, darkly. “It isn’t as if my family has another heir.”


  “Your father would have gone mad with rage,” Emily said.


  “My father can go stuff his head in the privy,” Alassa said. She coughed violently as she reached for the bottle. “And...”


  “I think you’ve had too much,” Emily said. Alassa looked to be a silly drunk, not a mean drunk, but either way she’d had far too much. Queen Marlena’s words suddenly made a great deal more sense. She caught the bottle before Alassa could take it and stood. “Drink some water...”


  Alassa made a gesture and the bottle flew from Emily’s hands to hers. “I’m the Crown Princess,” she sneered, as she tipped the bottle up and held it to her lips. “I can do what I like.”


  Emily cursed as Alassa drank great gulps of the wine. “You’ve had far too much to drink,” she said. She looked to the other two girls for support, but they were holding each other and giggling inanely. “You’re going to do something you’ll regret.”


  “The only thing I regret is not letting Jade go farther when he was kissing me,” Alassa said, loudly. She stood, then dropped the bottle and watched as it bounced on the floor. “He was stroking me and...and...”


  She swayed suddenly. “Emily, do you love me?”


  “You’re my friend,” Emily said. She didn’t want to get too close. Her mother had never hit her, but her rages had been terrifying. Alassa might remember, at any moment, that she could do magic. In her drunken state, she might accidentally really hurt someone. “I won’t hurt you...”


  “But you left when I was playing Ken,” Alassa said. She staggered; Emily stepped forward and caught her before she could fall to her knees. “Did you think we wouldn’t miss you?”


  “I know,” Emily said. And if she had stayed and watched the game, a great deal of trouble might have been avoided. “It was my mistake.”


  “Wanted to shout at you,” Alassa slurred. She looked down at her hand, opening and closing her palm as if she’d never seen it before. “But you were so upset.”


  Emily glanced at Imaiqah. Her friend was leaning on the cushions, her eyes opening and closing rapidly. Beside her, Frieda’s eyes were closed and she was snoring gently. Emily thought they’d be all right, although they’d have headaches to remember the following morning, but Alassa was clearly losing control. She was forced to be uptight, most of the time and...


  “Love you, you know,” Alassa said. She gave Emily a brilliant smile that sent chills running down Emily’s spine. “Wouldn’t be alive without you. Want you with me and yet don’t understand you.”


  She twisted in Emily’s arms and fell to the cushions. “Father wants to use you,” she said, clearly. “Wants all of us on his side. Thinks you’ll be his puppet. Told him you wouldn’t be anyone’s puppet...”


  Her body convulsed, violently. Emily knelt down beside Alassa as her eyes closed, then helped her friend into the recovery position. She’d done it before with her mother; Alassa would survive, like the others, although she’d have a hangover too. She kissed Alassa gently on the forehead, then lay down next to her. Even if they hadn’t intended to spend the whole night together, there was no way she’d leave the three of them alone. They were in no fit state for anything.


  And Jade will probably be getting drunk too, she thought, as sleep started to overcome her and she fell into darkness. And Caleb and...


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  “WELL,” A FAMILIAR VOICE SAID. “THAT wasn’t a surprise.”


  Emily jerked awake at the sound. King Randor was kneeling beside Alassa, cradling his daughter in his arms. For a chilling moment, she thought that Alassa was dead or dying, before rational thought reassured her that Alassa was merely hungover. Alassa moaned, a second later; King Randor gently lowered her to the carpet and rose to his feet. Emily sat upright and stared at him. What was the king doing here?


  Randor turned to look at her. Emily remembered what she was wearing, suddenly, and blushed bright red.


  “You didn’t drink much of the wine,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “How much did she drink?”


  Emily had to think to come up with the answer. “At least two-thirds of a bottle,” she said, slowly. She wasn’t actually sure how long they’d been drinking, but hadn’t they all collapsed very quickly? “What was that stuff?”


  “SummerFlower Wine,” the king said. He eyed Imaiqah for a long moment, then looked back at Emily. “It tends to overwhelm its drinkers very quickly.”


  “So it would seem,” Emily said. She crossed her hands under her breasts as Alassa moaned again. “Are they all going to be hungover?”


  “Probably,” the king said. He fixed her with a stern glance. “Which leads neatly to the next point, Lady Emily. You are not to give her a hangover potion. Do you understand me?”


  Emily stared at him, rebelliously. “Why not?”


  “Alassa has been permitted much, but she has never been allowed to drink,” King Randor said, sternly. “Her governesses had strict orders to ensure she never touched a drop of alcohol as she grew into her teens - and Whitehall, of course, bans it from the school. She needs to learn the dangers of drinking now, before she takes the throne. My grandfather, alas, never understood the dangers of strong wine.”


  Bryon the Weak, Emily thought. Alassa had drank something in Dragon’s Den, but Emily wasn’t sure what. She kept that thought to herself. “He was a drunkard?”


  “Among his many weaknesses was a taste for the bottle,” Randor confirmed. “His cronies would often try to keep him drunk while they helped themselves to peerages and money. My father had a considerable mess to sort out.”


  He jabbed a finger at Emily, who flinched. “You are not to give her a headache potion,” he repeated. “She needs to suffer today.”


  Emily scowled. “She doesn’t need to suffer.”


  “Yes, she does,” Randor said. “She must understand the dangers of strong drink in a manner she cannot forget. No amount of lectures will replace having her head threatening to burst for the next few hours.”


  He smiled, rather tartly. “My father ensured that I learned the same lesson. I hated the old man at the time.”


  “I’ve seen you drink,” Emily said.


  “I know how to filter out the alcohol,” Randor told her. He peered down at her. “Do you understand my orders?”


  Emily forced herself to meet his eyes. She’d known that privacy was pretty much nonexistent for Alassa, but she’d never expected the king to walk into his daughter’s bedchamber when Alassa had three guests. Hell, he’d probably expected all four of them to be battling hangovers and trying to remember how to cast spells to purge their bodies of toxins. Trying to do that while drunk would probably count as attempted suicide. There was a reason, after all, why alcohol was banned at Whitehall. A drunk magician was a danger to everyone around him.


  And yet, she couldn’t help feeling angry at him. Who knew what would have happened when they’d all drank far too much?


  “I understand,” she said. “I will not give her a hangover potion.”


  “Very good,” Randor said. He turned and started to walk towards the door, then stopped. “I will have maids sent in to assist Imaiqah and Frieda. They can have a potion, if they wish, once they are away from Alassa. If you drank any of the wine, I suggest you take one too, even if you feel fine. SummerFlower Wine does have one hell of a kick.”


  Emily scowled at his retreating back as he walked out of the chamber before turning to check on her friends. Imaiqah was snoring peacefully, while Frieda was twitching gently, as if she were having a pleasant dream. Emily rubbed her forehead tiredly as Alassa moaned for the third time, then walked over and knelt beside her. The princess looked up at her heavy-lidded eyes, flinching away from the light.


  “My head feels...ugh,” she said. “What happened?”


  “You drank yourself silly,” Emily said. Had Queen Marlena undergone the same ritual or was it reserved for Crown Princes and Princesses? “I think you need some water and a bath.”


  “I can’t think,” Alassa moaned. “What happened?”


  “You had too much to drink,” Emily said, tartly. How long had it been since she’d tried to help her mother after a night of drinking? The memories mocked her. If she’d gone to someone else, the school counselor perhaps, and asked for help...maybe her mother would have been saved, instead of continuing to try to drink herself to death. “I told you not to drink so much.”


  “I don’t remember,” Alassa said, slowly. “What was I drinking?”


  “That’s probably for the best,” Emily said. Alassa would be hugely embarrassed if she knew what she’d been doing under the influence. “And you need to fight it off.”


  Alassa moaned as someone knocked on the door. Emily looked up, just in time to see a trio of maids enter the room. They helped Imaiqah and Frieda to their feet with practiced ease, escorting them out of the chamber without a backwards glance. Emily wondered, darkly, if Alassa was meant to recover from the hangover on her own, or if her father would have stayed with her if Emily had drank herself into a stupor too. There was no way to know, short of asking him, and she didn’t want to see King Randor again. Not for a while, anyway.


  She rose to her feet, found a jug of water on the table and poured Alassa a glass. Alassa tried to take the glass and failed, her hand twitching so badly that she almost spilled the water on the carpet; Emily sighed, then helped her to sip the water. Alassa shuddered and convulsed, as if she were on the verge of throwing up, then retched once, violently. She hadn’t eaten very much the previous night, Emily reminded herself. The alcohol had been bad enough, but it had hit an empty stomach. That had probably made it a great deal worse.


  “Not good,” Alassa said. She tried to sit upright and fell backwards. Emily caught her before she could crack her head against the floor. “I...get me a potion.”


  “Your father said no,” Emily said. She poured Alassa a glass of fruit juice and helped her to drink it. “I...”


  “My head will explode,” Alassa predicted, mournfully. “What was I thinking?”


  “Good question,” Emily said. She stared down at her hands for a long moment - the part of her mind that remembered her mother was very unsympathetic - and then learned forward. “I can cast a healing spell if you like, but it will be unpleasant.”


  Alassa snickered. “He didn’t forbid healing spells?”


  “Just potions,” Emily said, carefully. Lady Barb had taught her to look for loopholes in her orders; Sergeant Miles had even rewarded his students who found ways to evade his instructions, even though he’d been careful to close each loophole after it had been found and exploited. Randor, on the other hand...she looked at Alassa’s pale face and made her decision. Her friend was in pain. “I can heal you, if you wish.”


  “Please,” Alassa said. “Just...don’t tell father.”


  Emily hesitated - she didn’t know what King Randor would do if he found out - and then pressed her palm against Alassa’s forehead, murmuring the spell under her breath. Alassa shuddered, jumped to her feet and ran into the privy. Emily heard the sound of retching from behind the wooden door and winced, feeling a flash of sympathy. Lady Barb had taught her the spell, warning her that the toxins would leave the body as fast as possible. Alassa was in for a very unpleasant few minutes.


  She was starting to get nervous when Alassa opened the door and walked out of the privy, looking pale and wan. Emily rose, passed her the remains of the jug of water and watched helplessly as Alassa poured it down her throat, droplets spilling down and staining her nightgown as she drank. Alassa looked unsteady, but at least she wouldn’t be hungover any longer. She’d still have a rough time of it as the remaining toxins worked their way out of her body.


  And if my mother had had that spell, Emily thought, she’d have considered it a small price to pay for the freedom to drink.


  “My father supplied the wine,” Alassa said, as she finished the water and moved on to the remaining fruit juice. “Do you think he wanted to teach me a lesson?”


  “That’s what he said,” Emily told her. “He came to check on you...”


  “Must have had a monitoring spell on the room,” Alassa interrupted her. She sounded annoyed with herself. “He wouldn’t want me to choke on my own vomit.”


  Emily shuddered. Her mother had come alarmingly close to doing that more than once. But it wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. Her childhood on Earth seemed like more and more of a dream with every passing day.


  “Drink is bad for you,” Emily said, instead. “It’s a very useful lesson.”


  Alassa gave her an odd look. “And yet they teach us how to help drinkers cope with their drinking,” she said. She ran her hand through her sweaty hair. “There’s a contradiction, isn’t there?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. “Perhaps we’re not the ones who are meant to be drinking.”


  She looked down at her hands. The mountainfolk in the Cairngorms had drunk heavily to numb the pain of a bleak existence. She was surprised, coming to think of it, that Frieda had keeled over so quickly. She’d have been given alcohol from a very early age. But then, she had been the runt of the family and she’d spent three years at two different schools of magic, where alcohol was banned. And she’d probably been used to drinking beer rather than very strong wine.


  “Never mind,” Alassa said.


  She strode over to the door, opened it and shouted for a maid. When one arrived - a terrified-looking young girl who couldn’t have been any older than fourteen - she ordered breakfast for two, with plenty of water and fruit juice. The maid curtseyed and hastily backed out of the room. Emily watched her go, unsure why she was so terrified. She couldn’t have been working in the palace while Alassa had been a right royal brat...


  They knew Alassa was going to be drinking, Emily thought, as the door closed behind the maid. The bastards dumped the task of tending to the princess on a young girl who couldn’t fight back.


  “I feel parched,” Alassa declared loudly, as she stripped off her dress and headed for the washroom. “Is that normal?”


  “Yes,” Emily said, curtly.


  Alassa stopped and turned to look at her. “You don’t like drinking?”


  “No,” Emily said. She really didn’t want to talk about her mother. “It’s...dangerous.”


  “I know,” Alassa said. She peered down at the empty bottles, her expression darkening. “I was never allowed to drink, you know. Everything else...I could have it...but not alcohol.”


  “Your father said as much,” Emily told her. “He wasn’t wrong.”


  Alassa frowned. “Really?”


  Emily nodded. “Lady Barb told us about addiction,” she reminded Alassa. “Most addictions don’t start at once, no matter what you do. But if you get accustomed to drinking every day, you’ll soon find you can’t live without it.”


  My mother certainly couldn’t, she added, silently. Every time she told herself she’d stop, she started again within the week.


  “You’re going to be Queen,” she said, after a moment. “You can’t afford to have anything clouding your thoughts.”


  Alassa nodded and walked into the bathroom. Emily sighed and settled back on the cushions to wait. When the maid - and a couple of others - arrived with breakfast, she told them to put it on the table and leave it there. The young girl gave her a nervous look as she obeyed, clearly new to the castle. Her older helpmates kept their faces blank at all times. Emily wondered, darkly, just how many of them had seen the leaflets being passed around the city and if they believed what the rebels were saying. They had good reason to know the aristocracy was still human.


  The door had barely closed when Alassa emerged, wrapping a towel around herself. “There’s more water, if you want it,” she said, as she picked up a jug of juice and poured herself a glass. It took Emily a moment to realize she was talking about the bath. “You’ll have to filter it...”


  Emily shook her head. No one in the castle would bat an eyelid at the thought of sharing bathwater, but she thought it was appalling even if she could use spells to filter out anything other than pure water. She’d go back to her rooms in a moment, bathe properly and then go find Caleb. If Alassa had managed to drink herself senseless, God alone knew what Jade had done. Emily had a sudden horrified vision of a dozen noblemen turned into frogs - or worse - before she realized it wasn’t too likely. Randor wouldn’t have been in anything like as good a mood if all hell had broken loose.


  The maids had clearly known what to expect, she thought, as they started to eat. They normally served a greasy breakfast of bacon, fried meats and eggs; now, they had supplied porridge, bread and scrambled eggs. It would be better for an upset stomach, she thought; her mother had never eaten sensibly after drinking heavily and paid the price. Alassa ate ravenously while Emily picked at the food, not feeling particularly hungry. She’d known Randor - and Alassa - had a hard core of demonstrated ruthlessness, but she’d never thought he’d deliberately allow his daughter to drink herself senseless.


  And yet, it was a valuable lesson, she thought, sourly. She’d sat at the High Table and watched as younger noblemen competed to see how much they could drink. Alassa would have seen that from birth. She now understands the dangers of getting drunk on a primal level.


  “I don’t actually have anything planned for me for today,” Alassa said. “My father must have anticipated me wanting to spend the whole day in bed.”


  “Probably a good idea,” Emily said. She tried to recall the timetable and frowned. “You have a second private party tomorrow night, and the ceremony starts two days after that.”


  “I won’t be getting drunk,” Alassa said, firmly. She gave Emily a wink. “Maybe we should sneak out of the castle for the night. Go find an inn and see what really happens there.”


  Emily shook her head. “I wouldn’t suggest it even if the city wasn’t in a state of unrest,” she said, firmly. “Do you have any idea just how much trouble you could get into?”


  Alassa smiled, brightly. “That’s what I want to find out.”


  “You could be kidnapped,” Emily said, tersely. “There are plenty of barons in the kingdom who’d love to have your father over a barrel - and they would, if they captured you. One of them might even force you into marriage just so they had a claim on the kingdom.”


  “I wouldn’t marry them,” Alassa said.


  “You know as well as I do there are plenty of ways to force consent from someone,” Emily snapped. “And there are ways to dim magic for a while. As long as they kept you on the potion, you’d be helpless. You know this.”


  Emily shuddered. “You’d be a puppet, at best. And that isn’t even the worst that could happen to you.”


  Alassa scowled. “Really?”


  “Remember the field trip we took to Dragon’s Den with Lady Barb?” Emily asked. Imaiqah had told her that it wasn’t safe for young ladies at night, not in the city. Even a magician would have to be recognized as a magician before the criminals backed off. “Remember the girls we saw who came to the clinic? That could happen to you if you’re mistaken for a commoner - or a prostitute.”


  And perhaps that was the other lesson King Randor wanted her to learn, she thought, privately. That there are times when she could lose control - and when she does, it could prove fatal.


  She shook her head, firmly. “Have a quiet night in, just us girls,” she urged. “It won’t be the same after you’re married, so we may as well spend the night together. Invite some others if you wish.”


  Alassa scowled. “I can invite Alicia, I suppose. Frieda was insistent that she wants to talk to you. Maybe we can contrive an opportunity for you to speak with her.”


  “If you wish,” Emily said. “Just...just don’t do anything stupid.”


  Alassa sighed, dramatically. “I won’t try to sneak out of the castle. But...”


  She waved a hand at the walls. “This is just a cage,” she added. “I’m as much a prisoner here as the poor unfortunates in the dungeons. I just get better food and clothing.”


  “There are millions of people who would trade places with you in an eye blink,” Emily told her, dryly. “And you wouldn’t be happy if you traded places with them.”


  Alassa nodded, slowly. “You’re trapped too,” she said.


  “Maybe,” Emily said. Cockatrice was a blessing - but it was also a leash that tied her to the king. “We will see.”


  She rose. “I’m going to check on the others, then have a wash. You make sure you get plenty of sleep. Your father will probably ask questions if you look too cheerful at dinner tonight.”


  “I won’t,” Alassa said. “Luckily, I have a great deal of practice in looking good on the outside when all I want to do on the inside is lie down and die.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  “I’VE FELT BETTER,” CALEB CONFESSED.


  Emily gave him a sidelong look as he stepped into her rooms. Caleb had changed into a tunic, not unlike the ones he’d worn in Whitehall when robes hadn’t been required, and looked surprisingly fresh. Emily had wondered if he’d taken a potion, but he wasn’t showing any of the signs of having swallowed something to give him some extra energy. He looked as though he’d had a good night’s sleep.


  “It wasn’t a good time, though,” Caleb added. He shook his head. “Those noblemen!”


  “They can be pains,” Emily said, sympathetically. “Do I want to know what happened?”


  “Probably not,” Caleb said. He took a breath. “We started by going to a pub on the Royal Mile. The innkeeper served us himself, which was probably a bad sign. Jade did his best to avoid drinking more than a little beer, but they kept thrusting mugs under his nose and daring him to drink. Seven or eight pints of beer later, half of them headed off to drink their way down the Royal Mile while the other half started having a go at Jade for trying to marry the princess. They said he wasn’t worthy of her hand, that he was a giant gold-digger, that he was nothing more than commoner filth.”


  Emily winced. “I was right,” she said. “I didn’t want to know.”


  Caleb nodded. “One of them, a particularly stupid idiot, challenged Jade to a duel for the hand of Princess Alassa,” he continued. “Jade, by then alarmingly drunk himself, turned him into a slug and declared victory. The idiot’s cronies then offered to bribe Jade into dumping the princess and fleeing the kingdom. I had to grab him before he could kill the closest bastard. They all thought this was a hoot - even the slug laughed when I turned him back - and kept making fun of Jade and his friends. So a giant brawl broke out in the bar...”


  “I see,” Emily said, when Caleb’s voice trailed off. “What happened then?”


  “We managed to get Jade back to the castle after the Royal Guard turned up,” Caleb said. “I think the king is not going to be pleased with some of the young fools.”


  “I don’t think he’ll do anything to them,” Emily said. Given who’d been in the bar, she was surprised the Royal Guard had done anything. Maybe Randor had given them orders to keep an eye on things. “Where’s Jade now?”


  “He was depressed,” Caleb said. “I got him into his rooms while his friends headed back to their rooms. A couple of them were talking about going back out on the town, but I don’t know if they did.”


  “Depressed,” Emily repeated. “Alassa wants him. What else matters?”


  Stupid question, she told herself, a second later. You know the Prince Consort needs to be acceptable to more than just his wife.


  “I offered to stay with him,” Caleb continued, shaking his head. “But he refused to allow me to remain in his rooms.”


  “I think I’d better go check on him,” Emily said. Imaiqah and Frieda had been fine, apart from being mildly hungover; Jade, on the other hand, might be a different story. “Do you want to come with me?”


  “Father was hoping I’d be able to inspect the musket factory this afternoon,” Caleb said, after a moment. “I could stay if you like.”


  Emily hesitated, then shook her head. “I can handle it, I think,” she said. “I’ve already had to deal with Alassa after she had far too much to drink.”


  Caleb nodded, gave her a long kiss and hurried out. Emily sealed her wards, then followed him, walking down to Jade’s quarters on the far side of the Royal Apartments. A guard stood outside, something that caused her a moment’s panic before she recalled it was intended to remind the nobility that Jade was being chaperoned before he and Alassa actually tied the knot. She smiled at the thought - there were quite a few spells Alassa could have used to sneak past the guard if she’d wished - and then stopped in front of him. The guard looked her up and down, then frowned.


  “He’s gone down to the Spellchamber, My Lady,” he said.


  Emily thanked him and hurried down the stairs to the spellchamber. It was heavily warded, suggesting Jade didn’t want company; she twanged her magic against the wards, identifying herself, and waited. There was a long pause before two of the wards unlocked themselves, allowing her to open the door and step into the chamber. Inside, Jade was tearing apart a pair of training dummies, blasting one of them with fire as the other whirled around to strike him from behind. Emily lifted her hand, readying a spell, but Jade jumped to the side and blew the second dummy into pieces. They’d been taught to hold back so the dummies could be reused, Emily recalled, but there wasn’t much hope of rebuilding that dummy.


  “Sergeant Miles would be pissed,” she said.


  “He isn’t here,” Jade snarled. Sweat dripped from his face as he turned to look at her, his eyes dark with burning rage. “And I paid for those dummies.”


  Emily frowned. There were so many pieces of debris on the floor that it was clear he’d destroyed more than one dummy.


  “I’m not just talking about the dummies,” she said, finally.


  Jade glared at her. “What are you talking about?”


  “You losing control like this,” Emily said, after a moment. “Did they really hurt your feelings?”


  “I didn’t fall in love because I wanted a throne of my own,” Jade said. He turned, picked up a towel and started to wipe the sweat from his brow. “If she wasn’t a princess, I’d still love her.”


  “Her father has accepted you,” Emily said. She wasn’t so sure about Queen Marlena, but she hadn’t been able to have a private chat with the queen. “There’s nothing that band of swaggering idiots can do about it.”


  “They can try to undermine my position,” Jade said. “Or hers, for that matter.”


  “She’s going to be queen,” Emily said, flatly. “It’s a little late to claim she’s a royal bastard.”


  “King Randor would have checked,” Jade said. He flushed as he turned back to face Emily, tossing the towel across the room into a basket. “Do you realize he sat me down for the talk?”


  Emily felt her own face heat. She knew the facts of life - she’d known them a long time before Shadye had kidnapped her - but the thought of sitting down with her future father-in-law to talk about sex was embarrassing as hell. Somehow, she couldn’t imagine General Pollack talking to her about sex. His wife would have to do it, surely. If, of course, they didn’t expect Emily to already know the facts of life. Magicians were meant to experiment, after all.


  “No,” she said. Jade had been a reasonably handsome teenager in a school where casual dating was common. She found it hard to believe he hadn’t lost his virginity a long time before Alassa had started at Whitehall. “Didn’t you already know how to do it?”


  “Not that,” Jade said. “He wanted to assure me that Alassa was actually his daughter and check that I knew how to confirm parentage. Any child we have in the future will need to be confirmed as mine and hers, even though she carried the baby to term. He even had me perform the spells on Alassa to prove she was his.”


  Emily blinked. “He wanted to confirm to you that she was his daughter?”


  “Yes,” Jade said. “He said it was very important that there were no disputes over parentage at all.”


  “Madness,” Emily muttered. She knew for a fact that Randor had spent years - and dozens of mistresses - trying for a male child. If he hadn’t restricted his philandering to noblewomen, he might even have succeeded. “If Alassa had a child, she’d know the child would be hers.”


  “Yeah,” Jade said. “But the rules would appear to be different for noblewomen.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. She’d wondered why Randor didn’t simply pick a healthy male baby from an orphanage, adopt the child and swear blind that the child was a bastard son. It wasn’t as if Queen Marlena was in any position to object - and besides, failing to deliver a male son was a crime in the eyes of the kingdom. If Randor had managed to impregnate a noblewoman, the queen might have found herself put aside. Alassa, on the other hand...


  “And what would happen,” she said, “if Alassa’s child wasn’t yours?”


  “Her father seemed to believe I should cover it up,” Jade said. “You know one of those bastards--” he turned and hurled a fireball into the wards “--even suggested she wouldn’t let me sleep with her?”


  “I think you shouldn’t pay attention to them,” Emily said, as the flames faded back into nothingness. If the stag night had been half as bad as he was suggesting, she was surprised he hadn’t killed the lot of them. The king might not bat an eyelid at a display of killing magics from his court wizard. “Alassa can be headstrong at times, but she’s a good friend and...and I think she’ll bring a great deal of commitment to your marriage, when you finally tie the knot.”


  “It made it real, you know,” Jade said. “Even being here--” he waved a hand at the regenerating wards “--wasn’t the same as going out with them. This is a whole new world for me.”


  “Your father is a knight,” Emily pointed out.


  “My father didn’t even settle down to raise me,” Jade countered. “My first memory is being on the road with my parents. I don’t think he even noticed when I went to Whitehall.”


  “I’m sure he did,” Emily said.


  “He’s obsessed with proving himself against monsters,” Jade said. “One day, he’s going to try to hunt a necromancer and get blasted to ashes for his trouble.”


  He shook his head. “And even though he’s a knight, Emily, he isn’t part of this kingdom...”


  “He doesn’t have to be,” Emily said. “You still have noble blood.”


  “Not as noble as some of the idiots here,” Jade observed.


  “That’s why they’re idiots,” Emily said. She held up a hand before he could object. “You are an experienced combat sorcerer who completed his training in record time. You have a string of high marks in Whitehall, genuine practical experience thanks to Master Grey, and the love of the Crown Princess. She chose you when she could have chosen a foreign prince and avoided all of this hassle. No matter what titles those idiots have, you’re worth ten of them and they know it. They’re putting you down because they know they’ll never be able to rise to your level.”


  “They don’t have magic,” Jade said.


  “It isn’t magic that’s the issue,” Emily said. “It’s nobility. And you are nobler than any of them.”


  Jade smiled. “Flattery will get you nowhere,” he said. “Emily...”


  Emily cut him off. “I seem to remember a Sixth Year student, doing Martial Magic for the first time, gently helping a First Year student who didn’t have the slightest idea what she was doing,” she reminded him. “You could have ignored that student, or tried to drive her away because she’d bring your grade down, but instead you tried to help. And then, when Shadye attacked the school, you fought like a mad bastard and helped save countless lives.”


  She took a breath. “Master Grey took you on walkabout, while you were doing your apprenticeship, and I haven’t heard anything bad about it. Even the nastiest teacher I know...”


  “He did try to kill you,” Jade injected. “You’re biased.”


  Emily ignored him. “Even the nastiest teacher I know thought highly of you,” she said. “I don’t believe Master Grey would have given you your mastery if he thought you didn’t deserve it. There is nothing that makes you unsuitable for Alassa’s hand; you’re calm, competent, unencumbered, and a perfect foil for her. And they know it.”


  She met his eyes. “Every one of those jackasses probably hoped he would marry the princess,” she concluded. “They’re pissed at you because you came in and won her heart - and they’re too stupid to realize that your marriage actually benefits them. Who cares what they think?”


  Jade looked doubtful. “Do you really believe that no one cares about them?”


  “I believe that I don’t give a damn about them,” Emily said. “And neither should you.”


  She looked down at the smouldering remains of the dummy. “And you being married to Alassa may be helpful in the long run. Have you been following the news?”


  “I’ve been trying to track down whoever produced those leaflets,” Jade said. “So far, I’ve managed to get precisely nowhere. I even tried to get picked up like you, but their wards detected me and they scampered.”


  “I wasn’t trying to hide,” Emily said. That was odd. Jade would presumably have masked his signature perfectly, while neither she nor Frieda had done anything to keep their powers completely under wraps. Another magician should have been able to recognize them as magicians even if he didn’t know them personally. “What did you do?”


  “I masked, wore commoner clothes...it was such a perfect disguise that the Royal Guard tried to shake me down for a bribe,” Jade said. He smiled ruefully. “But it didn’t fool the rebels. They got away before I realized my cover had been blown.”


  “At least they didn’t try to kill you,” Emily said. She considered the different possibilities for a moment. Had the rebels doubted they could kill Jade? Or had they determined that he might even be on their side, if approached properly? “Do you have any idea who’s behind it?”


  “Someone very skilled, as I told you earlier,” Jade said. “Other than that...nothing. I tried speaking to the handful of magicians in the city, but none of them knew anything they were willing to admit. Whoever we’re dealing with is a newcomer who has managed to remain apart from the rest of the magical community.”


  “And someone who might have a source in the palace,” Emily offered. “If they heard about our adventure, they might have tightened up security before you could try to sneak into their meeting.”


  “It’s a possibility,” Jade sighed. “There are just too many possible suspects.”


  Emily nodded. The servants were the obvious candidates - they heard everything, while their lords and masters saw them as part of the furniture - but they weren’t the only ones. It wasn’t impossible that a nobleman, perhaps one who saw opportunity in civil unrest, would be working with the rebels. Emily could easily imagine one of the barons trying to co-opt the rebel movement and turn it into a weapon against the king. The aristocrats already had networks of spies and informants they could offer to the rebels if necessary.


  They might think the rebels are bound to win, she thought, although it seemed unlikely. She couldn’t name a single aristocrat, apart from herself, who would believe the outcome could be anything other than a bloody slaughter to put the commoners in their place. Or they may be hoping the rebels will rise up so they can have the pleasure of crushing them.


  “Good luck,” she said. She glanced up at the wards. “Do I have time to shoot off a few spells?”


  Jade gave her a sharp look. “You’ve been in here more times than I would consider healthy,” he said, carefully. His wards would have registered her comings and goings. “Is there something you’ve been meaning not to tell me?”


  “The duel expanded my power reserves,” Emily said, reluctantly. She was mildly surprised that neither Alassa nor Imaiqah had noticed, although both of them had been very busy since she’d returned to Whitehall. “I get headaches when I don’t use the mana.”


  Jade’s eyes went wide. “Are you all right?”


  “Just headachy, some of the time,” Emily said. “I was told to keep expending magic until I learned to cope.”


  “That’s dangerous,” Jade said. He sounded worried. “There’s a reason trying to boost your own magic is considered dangerous.”


  “I know,” Emily said. One didn’t need to try necromancy to court madness. “I didn’t actually plan to enhance my power.”


  “Good,” Jade said. “You’d have been expelled from Whitehall on the spot.”


  He smiled, suddenly. “Would you care for a joust?”


  Emily hesitated. “Alassa wouldn’t thank me if I hurt you or vice versa,” she said. She’d never liked jousting, let alone dueling. “I just want to burn off some energy before my head explodes.”


  “Get to it, then,” Jade said. He met her eyes. “Have you told anyone else about your enhanced magic?”


  “I was advised not to,” Emily said. “Please don’t tell anyone.”


  “I won’t,” Jade pledged. He held out a hand, as if he intended to clap her on the shoulder, then thought better of it. “And thank you for your words of advice.”


  “Just try to remember that she loves you,” Emily said. She frowned as a thought occurred to her. “You might want to tell her what happened last night before she hears a distorted fifth-hand version of it from someone else.”


  Jade winced. “And what happened to her last night?”


  “Alassa had a little too much to drink,” Emily said. “And that’s all you’ll hear from anyone.”


  She doubted either Imaiqah or Frieda would say anything more and there were no other witnesses. Unless King Randor had been spying on them...she shuddered at the thought, then told herself it wasn’t likely. A monitoring ward to make sure that no one got seriously injured was probably as far as he would go.


  “Glad to hear it,” Jade muttered.


  Emily gave him a smile, then stepped into the wards, braced herself and hurled the first spell.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “I’VE HEARD ABOUT FOUR DIFFERENT VERSIONS of the story,” Frieda told Emily, as they sat down together for the evening meal. “The most amusing one claims that Jade turned the entire pub into beer and drank it all.”


  Emily shook her head in disbelief. “The entire pub, or just the patrons?”


  “I’m not sure,” Frieda said. She sounded disgustingly cheerful for someone who’d drunk far too much the night before. “Whichever one sounds more outrageous.”


  “Some people have far too much time on their hands,” Emily muttered. “How are you feeling?”


  “Lord Hans asked me to dance again,” Frieda said. “He’s a good dancer.”


  Emily frowned. “And you’re still not going anywhere with him alone?”


  Frieda smiled. “If I was with him, how would I be alone?”


  “He’s not trustworthy,” Emily said, feeling a sinking sensation in her stomach. “You must not be alone with him.”


  She looked up as King Randor tapped for silence and then launched into a long speech welcoming yet another set of guests for the wedding. Imaiqah had said, in confidence, that dozens of guests had to stay at inns outside the castle, while others had found lodging in nearby manor houses and would be riding in for the wedding itself. Emily wasn’t sure how many guests had been invited - the number kept going up every time she checked - but she had no idea how so many guests could be accommodated, even for a relatively brief ceremony. Alassa’s march down the aisle was going to be watched by thousands of calculating eyes.


  They could just be happy for her, Emily thought, as Randor finished his speech. She’s avoided the threat of one civil war and, if she has a child, she’ll ensure that the succession after her death won’t be disputed by her noblemen.


  She groaned inwardly as the servants started to serve the main course. This time, at least, they’d added chicken to the menu. It was a welcome change from roast beef, lamb or pork, although she would have preferred something a little more exotic. She ate without great enthusiasm - beside her, Frieda ate as though it was going out of fashion - and glanced towards Alassa, sitting demurely beside her father. It was so strange to see her sitting so placidly that Emily would have been worried, if she hadn’t known it was an act. She wondered, absently, if King Randor knew it was an act, then pushed the thought out of her mind. He certainly hadn’t told her off for playing rules lawyer with his instructions.


  Alassa learned the lesson he wanted to teach, she told herself, as she chewed a piece of roast chicken. And that’s all that matters.


  She glanced down at the closest table and frowned. Lord Hans sat next to a handful of aristocratic youths, listening carefully to whatever they were saying. He hadn’t been invited on the pub crawl, as far as Emily knew, but from the way they were pointing at Jade from time to time she was sure they were discussing him. Lord Hans didn’t look very pleased with what they said, she noted. The thunderous look on his face was enough to make her reach for a killing spell and hold it at the ready.


  You’re overreacting, she told herself. A simple freeze spell would be enough.


  The dinner, finally, came to an end. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief as the servants took away the plates and spoons, then pushed the lower tables against the wall as the musicians started to play. She cursed under her breath as Frieda headed down to meet with Lord Hans, then nodded politely to Caleb as he stood and held out a hand, inviting her to dance. If nothing else, they’d both be on the dance floor if Frieda ran into trouble.


  King Randor is still here, she thought, as Caleb led her forward. Doesn’t he have people he wants to meet?


  She puzzled over it as they spun around the dance floor. Thankfully, the musicians didn’t seem to want to call specific dances. Instead, they played a series of random tunes with identical beats, allowing the dancers to follow their own steps. Emily would have relaxed into Caleb’s arms if she hadn’t been dividing her attention between Lord Hans and King Randor. The latter sat in his high-backed chair, receiving a steady stream of guests from the dance floor. She had a feeling that some of them were using the public audience as a way of bragging about their importance.


  “You need to focus on me,” Caleb said, dryly. “You nearly stepped on my feet twice.”


  “Sorry,” Emily said. “I’m just worried...”


  “He won’t do anything to her in public,” Caleb said. “Worry about her when he takes her outside.”


  “She’s my responsibility,” Emily said. “I...”


  “She isn’t your sister,” Caleb said, “and she isn’t your daughter. She’ll object to you trying to rule her life.”


  Emily blinked. “I brought her out of Mountaintop,” she objected. “I...”


  “She isn’t your pet,” Caleb warned her. “Any more than my sisters are mine.”


  “Did you try to boss them around when you were younger?” Emily asked. “Or did Casper?”


  “Mother wouldn’t have let us,” Caleb said. “But I do have powers of observation.”


  He smiled. “And if the asshole does try something, I’ll help you turn him into mincemeat.”


  Emily nodded and forced herself to relax as the dances grew more complicated. Alassa and Jade glided around the dance floor under the king’s watchful eye - maybe he’d stayed so he could keep an eye on his daughter - while Imaiqah danced with a succession of young noblemen. Emily worried about her too, but Imaiqah was a twenty-year-old magician and a close personal friend of both the Crown Princess and the Baroness of Cockatrice. It was unlikely that any randy nobleman would dare try to hurt her when she could inflict horrendous punishment at will. And besides, Imaiqah needed a day off, just to relax.


  The king shouldn’t have put everything in her hands, she thought, sourly. She needs a team of protocol experts just to sort out the seating arrangements.


  She cursed under her breath as she realized why Randor had allowed Imaiqah to be chosen as Maid of Honor. If something went wrong, Imaiqah could be blamed without unpleasant repercussions. Indeed, as a newcomer to the court, her mistakes could be overlooked more easily than mistakes from someone like Alicia. Or Emily, for that matter. If Alassa had talked her into becoming Maid of Honor, Randor might have quietly vetoed the suggestion before it became public.


  Caleb squeezed her hand, gently. “Lord Hans and Lady Frieda are heading into the corner,” he said. “I think Frieda is trying to get your attention.”


  She turned. Frieda was looking at her - and holding Hans’ hand. Emily cursed under her breath and pulled Caleb off the dance floor, heading to the corner where the other two waited patiently. Frieda was smiling - at least he hadn’t tried to hurt her - while Hans was watching Emily with a neutral expression pasted on his face. His hand, at least, was nowhere near his sword.


  “Lady Emily,” he said, politely. “Could I trouble you to accompany us to a private room?”


  Emily felt her eyes narrow. The dining hall was surrounded by private rooms, where a handful of aristocrats could conduct business without fear of interruption. King Randor even had his servants provide drinks for the guests, knowing the guests would keep talking when the servants arrived. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to go anywhere private with Lord Hans, even if Caleb and Frieda accompanied her. She gritted her teeth, readied a handful of spells, then nodded. Lord Hans led her through a side door, down a long corridor and into a small chamber. It didn’t look particularly comfortable, but it was private. Too private.


  “I have a proposition to put before you,” Lord Hans said. He let go of Frieda’s hand and settled down on one of the chairs. “My Lady Frieda informs me that you prefer blunt talk.”


  “I do,” Emily said. She hadn’t missed the possessiveness in his words. Clearly, he had spent some time on the dance floor asking questions. “Speak your piece.”


  Lord Hans looked up at her. “I have a right to the barony,” he said, flatly. “My cousin may believe she has the stronger claim, but...she isn’t quite stable. Nor is she married.”


  “You’re not married,” Emily said. She wouldn’t dispute the suggestion that Lady Regina wasn’t stable. “Is there a point to this?”


  “His Majesty will listen to you,” Lord Hans said. “If you spoke for me, I would inherit my rights.”


  Your rights, Emily thought. She had a horrible feeling she knew where this was going. And what are you planning to offer me in exchange for my support?


  “I will need to marry, as Baron,” Lord Hans said, answering the unspoken question. “If you support me, I would be honored to marry Lady Frieda.”


  Frieda gasped.


  Emily barely heard her. She had suspected as much, but hearing it put into words - blunt words - was still staggering. She knew that marriages among the nobility were arranged, she knew that few noblemen would cheerfully accept one of the mountainfolk for a bride, she knew that Hans was willing to do almost anything to secure his rights...and it was still a shock. And yet, the hell of it was that, by his lights, it was a fantastic offer. Frieda’s future would be assured; her children, assuming they had any, would inherit the barony after Hans died.


  And inherit both baronies, if I don’t have children myself, she thought. But Hans doesn’t know that, does he?


  She swallowed, hard. Frieda’s marriage wasn’t her choice and it would be hypocritical to suggest otherwise. But even so, Hans had to be desperate. A few dances were hardly the foundation for a lasting relationship. Hell, if Alassa got mocked behind her back for marrying a commoner, Hans would be mocked to his face...although, unless she was very wrong about him, the mocker probably wouldn’t live to regret it. And Frieda wasn’t exactly Emily’s sister, let alone her child. Hans was gambling without being entirely sure what cards he was playing.


  But she couldn’t offer him her support. She just couldn’t.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, unsure if she was addressing Hans or Frieda. There was no time to ask what Frieda felt about the whole affair. Had he even asked her to marry him? “I cannot give you my support.”


  Hans’s face went very still. “I would be happy to agree to a long engagement,” he said, carefully. “She would have time to finish her education first.”


  It took Emily a moment to understand what he meant. Traditionally, she’d learned from Alassa, noblewomen would spend months, if not years, exchanging letters before finally tying the knot. If, of course, they were given the choice. Hans might even expect Emily to order Frieda to marry him. She’d be exchanging letters with a man she knew she was going to marry.


  “That isn’t the issue,” Emily said. She felt an odd flicker of sympathy, combined with the grim awareness that Hans would be a disaster as baron. Lady Regina had clearly been doing a better job building up support. “I don’t think you would make a good leader for your people.”


  Hans’s face flashed with anger. “I would be a strong leader,” he snapped. “I’d give the rebels precisely what they deserve!”


  He glared at Emily. “And your neglect is harming your people,” he added. “You need to supervise them constantly, not let them do whatever they want!”


  Emily felt her temper flare. “My neglect seems to be better for them than your iron hand,” she said, sharply. The latest reports from Cockatrice had made it clear that her tax revenue had more than doubled over the last year, even though she’d done very little personally. “I think your people are sick of your rule.”


  “My damnable cousin keeps undermining my position,” Hans snapped. His hand dropped to his sword. “When I am baron, she will be the first on the block!”


  “Neither of you would make a good ruler,” Emily said. She braced herself, hoping that Hans wouldn’t lose control completely. “And this...this stunt to convince me to support you is a good example of why!”


  Hans gathered himself, somehow. “I could offer Frieda the life of a baron’s wife...”


  Emily looked at Frieda. “Is that what you want? Look how quickly he loses his temper when he doesn’t get his way.”


  “I don’t know,” Frieda said. She hadn’t had any time to think about it. “I...”


  Hans drew his sword. “You interfering...”


  Emily froze him reflexively, then felt her body start to shake with shock. “Idiot! You utter idiot.”


  “He would have tried to kill you,” Caleb said, in disbelief. “Was he expecting us to do nothing?”


  “Who knows?” Emily asked.


  She stared at Hans; strong, ruthless … and utterly helpless against magic. He’d probably had some problems coming to terms with the fact that a woman could oppose him, even if his cousin had a better claim to the barony. Maybe he’d honestly intended to marry Frieda, if Emily had agreed, or maybe he’d just hoped to get Emily to support him and then discard Frieda afterwards. He certainly didn’t seem like the kind of person who’d tolerate a common-born wife if he found her embarrassing.


  “Go fetch Imaiqah, please,” she said, looking at Caleb. “And Jade, if you can draw him away from Alassa without making a scene.”


  Caleb nodded and departed. Emily sighed and looked at Frieda. She needed a proper chat with her younger friend, but she didn’t dare talk in front of Hans. Frozen or not, he’d still be able to hear. At least the whole clash hadn’t taken place in public, she told herself. The king would be able to smooth it over without making a fuss, if he wished. Or simply declare Regina the winner by default.


  Which would be just as bad a disaster for Swanhaven as Hans taking the reins, she thought, morbidly. Neither of them should be in charge of anything more important than a rowboat.


  The door opened, revealing Caleb, Imaiqah and Jade. Jade marched up to Hans, tapped his forehead sharply and then turned to look at Emily.


  “A neat piece of work,” he said, deadpan. “I couldn’t have done it better myself.”


  “I’m sure you could have, if you wished,” Emily said, dryly. First Year students were taught the freeze spell. Frieda and her cohorts had even turned it into a game. “What do you want to do with him?”


  “That rather depends on him,” Jade said. He cast a privacy ward, then waved his hand towards Hans and unfroze everything above the neck. “Lord Hans, I...”


  Hans exploded, shouting insults at Emily, Frieda, Imaiqah and even Jade himself. He was a very inventive curser, Emily realized; she hadn’t heard half the words he used despite spending two years in Martial Magic. If he’d had the magic to go with his malevolence, no one would have been safe. As it was, Jade eventually threatened to freeze him again and teleport his body into the sea. It was an empty threat, Emily was sure, but it worked. Hans quieted down, glaring at them.


  “The king will not be pleased to hear of this,” Imaiqah said, when Hans was silent. “I dare say he’ll be very unhappy.”


  “The king should recognize my rights,” Hans said. Emily shuddered at the sheer level of frustrated rage in his voice. There was no way she could ever approve of anyone marrying such a man. He was so bent on claiming what he thought was his that he had no time to think about the people he wanted to rule. “And I did nothing wrong.”


  “You tried to draw on a baroness,” Imaiqah said. “That’s a declaration of war.”


  Hans glared at Emily. It took her all the nerve she had not to take a step backwards.


  “I did nothing wrong,” he repeated. “I...”


  Jade took a breath. “Do you wish me, as Court Wizard, to handle the matter, or would you prefer to face the king?”


  There was a long chilling pause. Emily waited, fighting the urge to take Caleb’s hand and hold it tightly. Hans had to think himself well above Jade, someone who could only be judged by his feudal superior, but the king would take a very dim view of anyone who tried to draw a sword in anger. It might well lead to him losing his rights once and for all.


  And this involves magic, Emily thought. Jade’s supposed to deal with it.


  “You,” Hans snarled, finally.


  “You will go back to your rooms and you will stay there until your day of judgement,” Jade said, coolly. “Your meals will be delivered by the servants. I dare say you can use the time to work out the case you will present to the king. Should you attempt to leave before then, the matter will be referred to the king.”


  He turned to look at Emily. “You and Frieda had better go back to the dining hall,” he said, curtly. “Caleb and I can move Lord Hans back to his rooms.”


  Emily nodded. The king would find out soon, she was sure; Jade would have to report the matter personally, before rumors got out. But at least the king wouldn’t have to take action publicly, not when the succession question remained unsettled. Jade would make a convenient scapegoat if the issue exploded in their faces.


  Bastard, she thought, as she looked at Hans. What were you thinking?


  “Come on, Frieda,” she said. They’d have to talk after the dancing ended. Or go straight to her rooms and just stay there. It wasn’t as if anyone would complain if they didn’t go back to the dancing. “Let’s go.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  “I DIDN’T KNOW HE WAS GOING to ask for my hand in marriage,” Frieda said. “He...he seemed to like me, but...”


  She allowed her voice to trail off as Emily guided her towards the sofa and sat down next to her, wrapping an arm around the younger girl’s shoulder. Lord Hans wouldn’t have asked her - of course he wouldn’t have asked her. To someone raised in aristocratic society, the opinion of the girl was of no account, as long as her guardian approved the match. And, by his lights, he’d offered Emily a staggering price in exchange for her support.


  Because everyone will expect me to see Frieda as a nuisance, Emily thought, sourly. An unwanted little sister who isn’t even biologically related to me.


  “It’s not your fault,” she said, as reassuringly as she could. “Did you like him?”


  “He was charming,” Frieda said. “But we never talked about much.”


  “People like him are always charming as long as they’re getting what they want,” Emily said, darkly. Her stepfather had been much the same. “It’s when they’re balked that you have to watch them.”


  She shook her head. Jade would make a full report to the king and then...Lord Hans had probably destroyed his chances of claiming the barony. It was unlikely he’d survive long afterwards, unless he fled the kingdom; Lady Regina would have him killed, just to safeguard her own position. And she was finding more allies than her cousin. Lord Hans might discover that trying to overthrow a seated baroness would entangle him with dozens of other noblemen.


  “At least he didn’t try to seduce you,” she added, after a moment. “You survived.”


  “Thank you,” Frieda said, dryly. She looked up at Emily. “I could have frozen him.”


  “I know,” Emily said. She smiled, tiredly. “After this is all finished, the two of us will go on a long tour, all right? There are plenty of kingdoms I’ve never visited.”


  “As long as it’s not the Cairngorms,” Frieda said. “I don’t want to go back there, ever.”


  Emily nodded in understanding. She didn’t want to go back home either.


  She kept her arm around Frieda, allowing the younger girl to relax into her, as they chatted about Whitehall and their future prospects. Frieda was determined to try out for Martial Magic in her Third Year, although she was also intending to put her name in for Team Captain, now that Alassa had left Whitehall for good. Emily had never understood the attraction of team sports, but she knew she couldn’t deny Frieda the chance to enjoy herself at Whitehall. God only knew what the next year would be like, especially now that the Grandmaster was dead.


  We had a necromancer, a mimic and a demon, she thought, morbidly. What’s next?


  There was a tap at the door. She gently let go of Frieda, rose to her feet and opened it manually, preparing a spell just in case Lord Hans had broken free and set out to take a little revenge. Instead, Imaiqah stood outside, looking tired. Emily welcomed her into the room, resealed the wards and blinked in surprise as Imaiqah cast a pair of privacy wards of her own, further safeguarding their conversation.


  “Lord Hans is under guard,” Imaiqah said. “The king was not best pleased to hear of his latest exploit.”


  Emily nodded. Lord Hans might not have known it - Emily certainly hadn’t wanted it to be common knowledge - but Frieda was the Heir to Cockatrice. All of King Randor’s concerns about Emily’s relationship with Caleb would only be heightened if Frieda married Lord Hans, threatening to unite Cockatrice with Swanhaven. At the very least, he’d insist that Frieda sacrifice her claim to Cockatrice before the marriage. Lord Hans had accidentally triggered the king’s worst fears.


  “That’s good,” she said. “Did you smooth it over?”


  “Well, everyone agrees that Lord Hans overstepped himself,” Imaiqah said, briskly. She glanced at Frieda. “Try not to get engaged to Lady Regina, please. She’s more popular around the court.”


  Frieda went red. “She doesn’t like me,” she said. “But then, I was dancing with her cousin.”


  Emily shook her head in wry amusement. “Is she that much more popular?”


  “She’s been spending money like water,” Imaiqah said. “Right now, I think she has quite a bit of support from the younger noblemen - the ones who stand to benefit from entering her court after she inherits the barony. The older ones are more careful, but they’re not doing anything to alienate her. It helps that most of them prefer doing business with someone reasonable, rather than an irrational nutcase.”


  And her people will probably rise up the moment they hear she’s their new Baroness, Emily thought, mournfully. But what does the aristocracy care about that?


  “You probably won’t have to apologize to Lord Hans,” Imaiqah added. “Still, I’d stay out of his way, if I were you, until the king makes his final decision.”


  “Because Hans may find something to offer the king in exchange for the barony,” Emily mused. “What can he find?”


  “I don’t know,” Imaiqah said. “But if he was imaginative enough to propose to Frieda, he might be imaginative enough to think of something he could offer the king.”


  “Or maybe it was just a desperate gamble,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles had taught her, more than once, that a plan with too many moving parts was doomed to failure. Hans had committed himself the moment he’d tried to ask for Frieda’s hand in marriage. There hadn’t been any fallback position in the event of her saying no. “He must feel outsmarted and outmatched.”


  “Probably,” Imaiqah said. “Lady Regina even tried to bribe me.”


  Emily grinned. “How much?”


  “A place in her court once she took the barony,” Imaiqah said. “I don’t think she’d lower herself to offer money.”


  “She could refuse to honor her agreement afterwards, if she wished,” Emily pointed out, dryly. “It isn’t as if you’d have a legally binding contract.”


  “The thought crossed my mind,” Imaiqah agreed.


  Emily shrugged. There was nothing Lady Regina could reasonably offer Imaiqah that could compete with what she already had, as both a magician and Alassa’s close friend. Imaiqah would have to be insane to accept a low-ranking post in a baronial court when she could be an important noblewoman in the Queen’s court. Lady Regina would definitely have been better off trying to offer money, even if it was a little tawdry. It would certainly have seemed a more convincing offer.


  “We’ll just try to stay out of their way,” Emily said. She glanced at the clock, positioned against the wall. “It’s late. We’d better sleep before the rehearsal tomorrow.”


  “Try not to be late,” Imaiqah said. “A number of parents are coming.”


  Emily groaned. “You couldn’t discourage them?”


  “They were insistent,” Imaiqah said. She rubbed her forehead. “It’s not going to be fun.”


  “Spoiled brats,” Emily said. There were more important things in life than being seen to take part in the Royal Wedding, even if there wouldn’t be another wedding for decades. “And the parents aren’t much better.”


  “The parents are looking for good matches for their daughters,” Imaiqah said. “And their sons. Do you know two of them even asked if I would consider marrying their sons?”


  Emily rolled her eyes. “And you told them to get stuffed?”


  Imaiqah smirked. “I was a little more polite than that. I told them to bugger off.”


  “I’m sure they were pleased to hear that,” Emily said. “What happened?”


  “I haven’t seen them since,” Imaiqah said. “My father has received a handful of requests for my hand in marriage, but I turned them down without looking. I don’t want to get married to someone who doesn’t see me as anything more than a link to a title.”


  “Then marry another magician,” Emily said, dryly. “Or remain unmarried.”


  “We shall see,” Imaiqah said. She grinned at Frieda, then turned and walked back towards the door, dispelling the wards on her way. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Emily. Make sure you get plenty of sleep. We won’t get much tomorrow night.”


  Emily nodded. In all the excitement, she’d forgotten. Alassa’s second hen night - hopefully one without alcohol. They could play games and chat one final time, before the ceremony began in earnest. And then Alassa would be married, Imaiqah would be staying with her...and Emily and Frieda would be heading back to Whitehall. She felt a sudden pang of grief and loss in her chest, even though she knew they’d be staying in touch. She didn’t want to leave them behind.


  Don’t be selfish, she told herself, firmly. Alassa cannot leave the kingdom and Imaiqah doesn’t want to be a full sorceress.


  Imaiqah waved goodbye and strode out of the room. Emily resealed the wards, then helped a tired-looking Frieda to her feet. She could sleep in Emily’s rooms tonight, if she wished, or make her way back to her own rooms. Frieda yawned, showing her teeth, and stumbled against Emily. Emily held her upright just as the wards shimmered. She reached out with her magic and realized that Lady Barb stood just outside.


  “You can have the bed,” she said, to Frieda. “I’ll sleep on the sofa.”


  “I can’t deny you your bed,” Frieda said, tiredly. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”


  Emily shook her head, pushed Frieda into the bedroom and turned to open the door. Lady Barb stood outside, looking disgustingly fresh. Her long blonde hair cascaded down over a set of silver armor, marked with a number of carved runes. Emily wasn’t sure what she’d been doing over the last few days, but it had clearly been energetic.


  “Emily,” Lady Barb said. “May I enter?”


  “You may,” Emily said. She frowned as she recalled the last person who’d worn charmed armor. “Why are you armored up?”


  Lady Barb gave her a tight little smile. “If I’d been an imposter, Emily, I was already close enough to you to strike before you realized something was wrong,” she said. She tapped the armor meaningfully, but didn’t seem inclined to answer further questions about why she wore it. “As it happens, I have to leave.”


  Emily blinked, stepping aside to allow the older woman into the chamber. “You have to go?”


  “I’ve been asked to return to Whitehall,” Lady Barb said. She closed the door behind her, then looked at Emily. “It’s...it’s quite possible that I won’t be back in time for the wedding.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. “Can I ask why?”


  “Apparently, there will be a number of discussions over the issue of who will become the next Grandmaster,” Lady Barb told her. “What that means, you should probably understand, is that the horse-trading has finally come to an end, a number of potential candidates have been selected and now the real bickering begins. If we’re lucky, Whitehall might have a new Grandmaster by the time you return to school.”


  Emily frowned. “If we’re lucky?”


  “It depends on how enthusiastically the candidates put themselves forwards,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “Some of them may have enough people backing them to make it hard to put them out, even though they don’t command enough support to have a clear shot at the title. A couple of others may surrender their chance in exchange for later concessions...”


  She sighed. “By the time we get to this point, it’s possible those of us who actually work at the school may be able to get some input into the decision. Mistress Irene has spent the last two weeks in the White City, trying to help steer the discussion. It may not have helped.”


  “I would have thought they’d select the best candidate,” Emily mused.


  “The candidates do have to meet certain requirements,” Lady Barb said. “A powerful sorcerer, a capable diplomat...someone skilled in balancing the competing factions that make up the school board...but there are quite a few people who meet the requirements and want the job. The winner will be the one who commands enough support from the factions in the White City.”


  “But that would leave him beholden to everyone who supported him,” Emily objected.


  “Yes, it will,” Lady Barb agreed. “The previous Grandmaster had a measure of independence because he successfully balanced a number of factions. Not everyone was happy with that, Emily. The next candidate may be forced to be more responsive to the White City. Life may grow harder for all of us.”


  She shrugged. “In any case, I have to leave tomorrow morning,” she added. “I’ll try and make it back for the wedding, but I can’t make any promises.”


  “I’m sure Alassa will understand,” Emily said.


  “Keep an eye on the queen,” Lady Barb told her. “And if she wants a confidante, try to be there for her.”


  Emily blinked. Queen Marlena had barely spoken a word to her since she’d arrived in the castle. She’d certainly not invited Emily into her private chambers for a chat. Emily had half-expected something, after it became clear that King Randor wasn’t pleased about her courtship, but the Queen had been preoccupied. And she didn’t look very well...


  The question slipped out before she could stop it. “Is she unwell?”


  Lady Barb gave her a reproving look. “Am I in the habit of sharing your medical condition with everyone?”


  “No,” Emily said, feeling her face heat. “Is she being poisoned or cursed or...?”


  “There’s nothing physically wrong with her,” Lady Barb said, cutting her off. “Her problems...it’s unlikely she’d choose to talk to you about them, but if she does I want you to try to be sympathetic.”


  Emily frowned. Nothing physically wrong?


  “I’ll do my best,” she promised. She hesitated, then met the older woman’s eyes. “Did you hear about Lord Hans?”


  “I heard you turned him into a slug and stepped on him,” Lady Barb said. “I assume that wasn’t actually true?”


  “It isn’t remotely true,” Emily said. She ran through a quick explanation of everything that had happened. “Did I do the wrong thing?”


  Lady Barb shrugged. “Frieda isn’t yours to give away,” she said. “And I don’t think the king would have thanked you for supporting Lord Hans. His sanity was questionable even before he tried to attack you. Lady Regina, as unpleasant as she is, probably seems like a better deal for him, particularly as...”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think you could have done anything else. Frieda would not have had a pleasant life with him, if she’d allowed you to bully her into marriage...or she might not have given him a pleasant time. And it wasn’t as if you wanted to force her to marry him. But, at the same time, Frieda doesn’t belong to you. She might well be angry, later, at you interfering in her life.”


  “I want her to be happy,” Emily said, biting down the rejoinder that she’d saved Frieda from Mountaintop. “And I wasn’t going to give him my support in exchange for him taking her off my hands.”


  “Which is how he thought of it,” Lady Barb agreed. “And, from what you said, Frieda had good reason to be pleased you rejected the whole idea. But...the next person who comes along may be better than Hans, may genuinely court her...and what will you do then? Frieda will resent it if you say no or even if you interfere in the decision.”


  “If I act like King Randor,” Emily finished.


  “Precisely,” Lady Barb said. She held up a hand before Emily could say a word. “There’s a difference between being friendly and being overbearing, Emily, and you’ve crossed that line more than once.”


  Emily colored. “I don’t mean to be overbearing...”


  “I know,” Lady Barb said. “But not everyone is prepared to make allowances for you.”


  She flicked a hand through her hair, brushing away an imaginary fly. “Watch your friends, be there for them if they need you, but don’t be overbearing,” she warned. “Frieda is her own woman; her family rejected her years ago, selling her to Mountaintop. She loves you, I think, but love can easily turn to hate if you presume to make decisions for her.”


  “Lord Hans was asking me to make a decision for her,” Emily snapped, stung.


  “Yes, he was,” Lady Barb said. “And you should have told him that Frieda could make her own choices.”


  “He wanted me to support him,” Emily protested.


  “Yes, he did,” Lady Barb agreed. “And you should have explained to him that you weren’t going to be making choices for Frieda, that she wasn’t yours to give away.”


  She sighed. “You’re a child of three worlds, Emily,” she added. “Your homeworld, where things are very different; Whitehall, where you’re schooled in magic; Zangaria, where you’re a powerful noblewoman. And those different worlds are colliding.”


  In more ways than one, Emily thought, slowly. The printing press and gunpowder would change the country beyond recognition, if they hadn’t already. And the noblemen had enough trouble dealing with a magician, let alone someone from Earth. They react to me like I should be one of them, and I’m not.


  Lady Barb gave her an affectionate hug. “I’ll see you as soon as I can,” she promised. “Until then, take care of your friends and try to have fun. This is going to be the most exciting time of Alassa’s life.”


  “I hope so,” Emily said.


  She watched the older woman leave, then turned and walked into the bedroom. Frieda lay on the rug, a blanket tossed casually over her body, snoring loudly. She’d be very sore when she woke up, Emily thought. She looked down at Frieda for a long moment, then used a spell to levitate the younger girl into bed and tuck her in on the far side. They’d both need a good night’s sleep. Imaiqah was right. Tomorrow was going to be a very busy day.


  But the evening should be fun, she told herself. Even if we don’t actually get any sleep...


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  “AND THANK ALL THE GODS THAT’S over,” Alassa said, as she closed the door. “The day could have gone better.”


  “It could have gone worse,” Imaiqah pointed out. “The rest of the mothers could have turned up.”


  Emily rubbed her forehead in tired agreement. The rehearsal hadn’t been that bad, but half of the mothers had started demanding - loudly - that their daughters take the best positions. And then they picked fights with one another over petty issues of social protocol. By the time Queen Marlena had tiredly sorted the whole issue out, it had been lunchtime; thankfully, the second half of the rehearsal had gone better.


  Three more days, she told herself, firmly. Three more days, and then we can stop worrying about the wedding.


  “My father offered more alcohol,” Alassa said, drawing attention back to her. “However, I thought it would be better to have fruit juice instead. The last hangover was quite bad enough.”


  Emily took one of the glasses and sat down on the cushions. Frieda sat next to her, smiling tiredly; Imaiqah and Alicia sat facing her as Alassa handed out the remaining glasses and sat down herself. There was a long silence as they sipped their drinks, then Imaiqah started to giggle and they all joined in, breaking the ice. But it still felt a little awkward.


  “I always wondered what it was like to go to school,” Alicia said, diffidently. Her voice was soft, barely above a whisper. “Is it always like this?”


  “Good heavens, no,” Imaiqah said, mischievously. “Sometimes they actually expect us to work.”


  “How unreasonable,” Alassa added, dryly. “And to think, we could be partying all the time.”


  Emily snorted, trying to study Alicia discreetly. The young woman looked thinner than ever, her long blonde hair hanging down to her breasts, but there was a hint of quiet desperation in her eyes. Emily had caught Alicia glancing at her from time to time, as if she definitely did want to talk to her, yet didn’t quite dare make the first move. She silently resolved to pull Alicia aside after the hen night and ask what was bothering her. It wasn’t being the single mundane in a gathering of magicians, Emily was sure. Alicia would be used to magicians.


  “That’s not what I meant,” Alicia said. “I mean, do you have slumber parties and midnight feasts all the time?”


  “No,” Emily said. Alicia would probably have been educated by a succession of tutors, rather than go to school; her parents wouldn’t have allowed her out of the castle even if she’d had magic. “Boarding school isn’t just having parties and fun.”


  “It’s those books someone wrote about life in a boarding school,” Frieda offered. “Whoever wrote them obviously never set foot in Whitehall.”


  “At least they’re not Blue Books,” Emily said. There were times when she regretted introducing the printing press. Printing out unlimited copies of various textbooks was one thing, but printing trashy stories was quite another. “They’d be banned if they were.”


  “Some of them are quite close,” Frieda assured her. “I read one in which...”


  “I don’t want to know,” Emily said, hastily.


  Alassa cleared her throat. “It was hard to decide what we should do,” she said. “We can’t sneak out of the castle, we can’t prank anyone because they can’t prank us back and I don’t want to try any more experiments with alcohol. So I thought we should play a couple of games. Be childish, just for a night.”


  Emily nodded. Children were expected to grow up fast in the Nameless World. A farmer’s child would be helping with the farm as soon as he or she was old enough to walk, a merchant’s child would be assisting with the stock; hell, an aristocratic child would be groomed for his or her role as soon as they could talk. Even Alassa had been brought up to be a princess and then a queen.


  “Kingmaker,” Imaiqah said. “I have a board in my room.”


  “Then you’ll win,” Alassa objected. She smiled, mischievously. “For our first game, I thought we’d play cards.”


  Emily concealed her amusement as Alassa produced a set of cards and held them out for inspection. She’d introduced the idea of playing cards to Whitehall during her First Year and they’d spread with terrifying speed. She hadn’t been able to remember the rules for more than a couple of games, but the students had simply started making them up. If the Grandmaster hadn’t put strict limits on gambling, she had a feeling that student cardsharps would have made a colossal profit.


  “I’ve never played before,” Alicia admitted. “How do you play?”


  “Oh, goody,” Alassa said.


  Imaiqah snorted. “The object of the game is to be the first one to get rid of your cards,” she explained, as she outlined the rules. Emily was fairly sure she’d mixed up a couple of the original rules - the only time she’d ever played Black Fives had been at school on Earth - but as long as the game wasn’t unbalanced she doubted it particularly mattered. “Do you see how it works?”


  “I think so,” Alicia said. “Are we not gambling for anything?”


  “Not tonight,” Alassa said. “It’s too much like hard work.”


  Emily smiled as she took her set of cards and silently planned her tactics. Two cards were aggressive, a third was neutral; she put them to the back, knowing she’d need them later in the game. The other two had to be put down as soon as possible, but they weren’t contiguous and she’d have to hope she would have a chance to discard them. Imaiqah set off by placing a card on top of the base card, then waiting for Frieda to make a move. Frieda inspected her cards and put down a pair of twos. Emily gave her a betrayed look and took four cards from the pack.


  “Sorry,” Frieda muttered.


  “Sabotaging others is part of the game,” Imaiqah explained. “But it’s generally better to wait until someone is on the verge of actually winning.”


  “They might not be winning,” Alicia said, slowly. She put an eight on top of the pile. “They might not be able to put down a card.”


  “You don’t know what they have,” Imaiqah pointed out. “They might have an ace, which can be put down at any time.”


  “I’ll wait,” Alassa said. “Imaiqah?”


  Emily waited for her turn, put down five of her cards and smiled to herself. She hadn’t really expected to enjoy the game, but it was having its moments. The game went round and round until Frieda won; she sat out and watched as Imaiqah and Alassa left the game too, following her. Emily looked at Alicia and offered to call it a draw. As soon as Alicia nodded, a new game began.


  “It’s more fun than I expected,” Alicia said, after the fourth game. “But I won’t be able to play it for long.”


  “You can get a group of friends to play it later,” Alassa offered.


  But it wouldn’t be that easy, Emily knew. Alicia had very few social equals, except - perhaps - Lady Regina. She couldn’t play cards with her subordinates and Alassa, once crowned, would be her superior. It was hard not to feel sorry for Alicia when it was clear she’d had a very isolated childhood. Even if she was confirmed as baroness, she’d be unable to have true friends. Everyone would want something from her.


  “I think Frieda won the set,” Alassa said, once the tenth game was finished. “How did you get so good at it?”


  “Practice,” Frieda said. “We had weekly games in Second Year.”


  “Better remember you actually have to study next year,” Alassa said. She picked up a bottle, poured the remaining juice into the glasses and placed the bottle in the middle of the circle, using a spell to turn it into a spinning needle. “I was thinking we might do something different for the next game.”


  Emily eyed the needle nervously. “Do I want to know...?”


  “Truth or Dare,” Alassa said. “I’m sure you know the rules.”


  “I’m sure you’ll enjoy telling us all about them,” Imaiqah said.


  Alassa stuck out her tongue. “It’s really very simple,” she said, in a mocking impression of Professor Thande. “The bottle gets spun around until it comes to a stop, pointing at one of us. That person gets challenged to either answer a question truthfully or do a dare. Once they do whatever they do, they get to ask the next question or set the dare.”


  “Nothing too embarrassing,” Emily said, quickly. “I’m not running down the corridor stark naked.”


  Alicia blinked. “People do that at school?”


  “I don’t think so,” Emily said. She’d been told that stripping someone naked was punishable by immediate expulsion, but she had no idea what would happen if someone stripped naked willingly. “And I’m not doing it here.”


  “Nothing too embarrassing,” Alassa agreed. She spun the needle with one hand. “Shall we play?”


  “Wait a minute,” Frieda said. “Who asks the first question?”


  “I’ll spin the needle now,” Alassa said, stopping it with a fingertip. “Whoever gets picked the first time gets to ask the first question.”


  “Seems reasonable,” Imaiqah said.


  Emily frowned as she sensed Alassa casting a truth spell into the air. It wasn’t a particularly strong truth spell, but it contained a nasty hint of compulsion that might have been a real threat, if she weren’t immune to truth spells. Imaiqah would have problems coping, she suspected, and Frieda and Alicia would find themselves telling the truth whatever they actually wanted to do. And it would probably be obvious if she tried to overcome the spell rather than surrender to it...


  She met Alassa’s eyes. The princess winked.


  “Here we go,” Alassa said. She spun the needle until it came to rest, its tip pointing at Imaiqah. “It looks like you get to ask the first question of” - she spun the needle again - “me.”


  Frieda giggled. “It was your idea.”


  “So it was,” Alassa said, without heat. “I pick truth.”


  Imaiqah took a moment to think. “Is there anything you don’t like about being a princess?”


  “I’m trapped in a gilded cage,” Alassa said. The spell, Emily realized slowly, was affecting her too. “I’ll never be anything other than Crown Princess and Queen of Zangaria.”


  There was a long silence. “I’m sorry,” Imaiqah said, finally. “I didn’t mean to...”


  “It was my idea,” Alassa said. She looked down at her hands for a moment, then spun the needle until the tip came to rest, pointing at Frieda. “Truth or dare?”


  “Dare,” Frieda said.


  Alassa made a show of stroking her chin. “I dare you to remain silent for the next five minutes. Starting...now.”


  Emily watched with some amusement as Frieda covered her mouth with one hand. Alassa started to pull faces at her; Imaiqah and even Alicia started to do the same. Frieda struggled desperately to avoid laughing, but eventually started to giggle when Alassa hit her with a tickling charm. She banished the charm between giggles, scooped up one of the cushions and threw it at Alassa.


  “That wasn’t fair,” she protested, picking up another cushion. “You...”


  “There’s nothing in the rules against hexing someone,” Alassa said, sweetly. She tapped the needle with one hand. “Spin the needle?”


  Frieda glowered, then spun the needle until the tip pointed at Emily. “Can I spin it again?”


  “No,” Alassa said. “Sorry, Emily.”


  Emily swallowed. “Go on,” she said. She hesitated, trying to decide what to pick. Dare might be safer - there were questions she didn’t want to answer - but Frieda had a mischievous sense of humor. “I choose dare.”


  “I’m not sure what I can dare you to do,” Frieda said. She frowned, thoughtfully. “I dare you to throw a cushion at Alassa.”


  “That’s tame,” Alassa objected. “And...”


  She broke off as Emily hurled a cushion into her face. “Hey!”


  “There’s nothing in the rules against involving someone else in a dare,” Frieda pointed out, snidely. “You should have set the rules a little more carefully.”


  Alassa conceded the point with a nod. “Emily, spin the needle?”


  Emily sighed inwardly as she reached out and spun the needle. She’d been lucky, she supposed; Frieda could easily have come up with something embarrassing or thoroughly unpleasant. The needle spun until it pointed at Alassa, who looked irked. Imaiqah and Alicia had both escaped so far.


  “There should be a rule against having the needle pointing at me twice, at least until everyone else has had a go,” Alassa said.


  Frieda smirked. “There’s nothing in the rules...”


  “I know, I know,” Alassa said, cutting her off. “I choose truth.”


  “I’ve got a good one,” Imaiqah said.


  “It’s Emily’s turn,” Alassa pointed out.


  Emily nodded. “Alassa,” she said, wondering just what she should ask. All the ideas that came to mind were either incredibly tame and harmless or nasty enough to encourage retaliation in kind. “Are you nervous about the wedding?”


  Alassa frowned. “I rather wish I could have a smaller wedding. And just get it over with.”


  “So no fears about the wedding night,” Imaiqah put in.


  “That’s something else to worry about,” Alassa admitted. “Mother’s advice was rather less frank than yours.”


  “My mother’s advice was appalling,” Alicia offered. “Everything she said was dressed up in so many metaphors that I couldn’t understand what she was saying.”


  Emily smiled. “The birds and the bees?”


  “If only,” Alicia said. “It took hours before she finally admitted that she was talking about men and women and I got slapped when I tried to ask her to speak bluntly.”


  “Your mother was always weird,” Alassa commented. She spun the needle until it came to rest, pointing at Imaiqah. “What’s the most embarrassing thing you ever did?”


  “I didn’t have a chance to pick truth or dare,” Imaiqah objected, after a moment of struggling with the compulsion.


  “Well, there’s the question,” Alassa said. “Dare...or answer the question.”


  Imaiqah sighed. “I forgot to tell one of my boyfriends that I was dumping him,” she said, after a moment. “And he caught me kissing another boy.”


  Emily covered her face with her hands. “Was that what happened when you wound up spending the night in the infirmary?”


  “We had a three-way fight,” Imaiqah admitted. “It got pretty nasty.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Emily said. Bad as it was for Imaiqah, it would have been far worse for both of the boys. “He must have been furious.”


  “That isn’t too embarrassing,” Alassa said. “You never did anything more embarrassing than that?”


  “Not really,” Imaiqah said. “There was the time I didn’t check my chair in defensive magic and got zapped into a frog, but I don’t think that was quite as bad.”


  “Even though you failed the test?” Alassa asked. “And had to redo it the following week?”


  “Jade - he was the Teaching Assistant at the time - was very sarcastic about it,” Imaiqah agreed. “And then there was the fact I had to ask my father for help ordering everything we need for the wedding ceremony. But it wasn’t quite as bad as being caught by my former boyfriend.”


  “I suppose not,” Alassa said, after a moment. “Who hasn’t been truth or dared?”


  “I haven’t,” Alicia said. She crossed her hands and scowled at the needle. “But I’m not doing either until I get picked.”


  “Fine,” Imaiqah said. She took the needle and spun it until it pointed at Frieda. “Truth or dare?”


  “Dare,” Frieda said. “I doubt you can come up with something really embarrassing.”


  Imaiqah smirked. “Get up and do a silly dance around the room.”


  Frieda shrugged, rose to her feet and did as she was told. Emily recognized the dance as one she’d seen while she’d been in the Cairngorms - a violent series of movements that had little in common with a formal dance - but she doubted the others recognized it. Frieda finished and sat down, breathing heavily. Alassa clapped and, after a moment, the others joined in.


  “Not a bad dance,” Alassa said. She winked at Frieda, who smiled back. “I should introduce it to court.”


  “The aristocracy would have a collective heart attack,” Emily said. She had to smile at the thought of some of the more dignified older men hurling themselves around the dance floor, swinging their fists and kicking their feet. It had never surprised her that such dances rapidly turned into nasty fights. “It would be bad.”


  “I’m not seeing a downside here,” Alassa said.


  “You’d have the older aristocrats replaced by younger noblemen like Lord Hans,” Emily pointed out. “Would that actually be an improvement?”


  “At least they wouldn’t see me as a child,” Alassa muttered.


  Frieda spun the needle, which came to rest facing Alicia. “Truth or dare?”


  Alicia hesitated, clearly nervous. “Truth.”


  “You’ve been wanting to speak to Emily,” Frieda said. She tilted her head as she studied the older woman. “Why?”


  “I’m pregnant,” Alicia said. Her face froze in horror as she realized what had slipped out. “I...”


  Emily stared at her. Aristocratic girls were meant to remain virgins until their wedding nights, even the handful with magical talents. Alassa had made it clear to her, more than once...she risked losing everything if she gave up her maidenhead before the wedding night. And yet, Alicia was pregnant? She’d been carefully chaperoned by her parents and then ordered to live in the king’s castle. How could she be pregnant? And how long had she been pregnant?


  There’s no baby bulge, Emily thought, looking at Alicia. Lady Barb had gone through the stages of pregnancy with them, back in Second Year. She can’t be more than three or four months along.


  Alassa swallowed hard. When she spoke, her voice was very hard. “Who’s the father?”


  Alicia struggled to keep from speaking, her face twisting as she fought the compulsion.


  “Your father,” she said. “King Randor.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  ALASSA LET OUT A SCREAM OF PURE rage.


  “You...you have been making love to my father!”


  Alicia scrambled backwards as Alassa rose to her feet, her fists clenched. “You...”


  “I had to,” Alicia pleaded. “I...”


  Emily sensed the surge of magic a second before Alassa threw a spell right at Alicia. Her body shrank rapidly, her nightgown falling around her and landing on the ground. Seconds later, a rat nosed its way out of the fabric and stared up helplessly at Alassa. Emily had been transformed before - even as an experienced magician it was disorientating to suddenly find oneself in a different body - but Alicia would never have been transfigured into anything before. For her, the experience had to be utterly terrifying.


  “You bitch,” Alassa snapped. A fireball flashed from her fingers and struck the ground, mere inches from where the rat stood. “You...”


  Alicia spun and fled. Emily stared after her, horrified. Unless the new wards could track Alicia’s passage through the castle, they’d lose track of her as soon as she found a chink in the walls and ran into the shadows. She hastily shaped a freeze spell and threw it after the rat, only to miss. Frieda froze the rat in place a second later.


  “Good,” Alassa said. “I...”


  “You’ll kill the baby,” Emily said, hastily. Merely turning a pregnant mother into something else might have an effect on the child, although she had no idea what. Experimentation had been strongly discouraged at Whitehall. “Alassa...”


  “Good,” Alassa snapped. She whirled around to face Emily. “A child. A male child. Do you know what this means?”


  “You don’t know the baby’s a boy,” Emily said. Lady Barb had made it clear that they weren’t to tell pregnant mothers - or their husbands - the sex of their unborn children. “It...”


  “Father spent years trying to get someone else pregnant,” Alassa snarled. “He wouldn’t have allowed Alicia to remain pregnant if the child wasn’t a boy!”


  “If he even knows she’s pregnant,” Emily pointed out. Randor’s throne might not survive an allegation he’d aborted a child. “Does he know she’s pregnant?”


  A thought struck her. Does the Queen know too?


  It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it had to be faced. If Randor had finally succeeded in siring a male child, he could put Queen Marlena aside and marry Alicia. He’d have no choice, if he wanted the boy to be seen as legitimate; he’d have to finesse the politics very carefully, but it could be done. And if Marlena knew she might be separated from her husband at any moment, no wonder she was sickening. The maids in the castle reported to her. If Alicia had missed more than two periods, Queen Marlena would have known that her worst nightmare had come to pass.


  “He’ll find out,” Alassa snarled. “And then he’ll put me aside!”


  Emily stared at her, shocked. “The child is innocent...”


  “The brat is a civil war waiting to happen,” Alassa snapped back. “It has to die. Now!”


  “And if it gets out that you aborted a child, even if you didn’t kill the mother, it would be disastrous,” Emily said. Abortion was taboo in the Nameless World. It was almost invariably seen as a form of human sacrifice. “There would be riots in the streets!”


  “There will be civil war if the child is born,” Alassa said. “How many aristocrats will gladly take advantage of the opportunity to weaken my family?”


  “The child hasn’t been born,” Imaiqah said, quietly. “Alassa, it may be a girl.”


  “You don’t know what it is,” Alassa thundered. “And what happens if it’s a boy?”


  Emily shuddered. King Randor could put Queen Marlena aside if he wished, at the price of his daughter’s eternal enmity. That would put his child with Alicia at the top of the line to the throne, even if the baby was a girl. But Alassa was the Confirmed Heir, the one named as his successor. He couldn’t undo that without very good cause. She shuddered again as she thought about some of the possibilities. Alassa had magic, a nasty streak of ruthlessness and she’d be married to a combat sorcerer. Emily wouldn’t bet good money on the child - or King Randor - surviving long enough to take the throne.


  “Then we take steps,” Imaiqah said.


  Alassa laughed, harshly. “Do you want to know the punishment for encompassing the death of the heir apparent? I believe it’s something lingering in boiling oil!”


  She jabbed a finger towards the rat. “That...that bitch has been sleeping with my father!”


  “There’s no way you can kill the child or Alicia without risking your position,” Imaiqah said, keeping her voice very calm. “There may be another way to manage it.”


  “She may not want to marry your father at all,” Frieda put in.


  Alassa rounded on her. “And what do you know about it?”


  Frieda didn’t flinch. “Your father would have been delighted to know he’d actually managed to sire another child,” she said. Emily realized that someone must have filled her in on King Randor’s near-complete infertility at some point. “Male or female, he would have been delighted. She knew she was pregnant, so she could have gone to him at any moment and told him the good news. That she didn’t suggests she doesn’t actually want to marry him or bear his child.”


  “She is bearing his child,” Alassa snarled.


  “Yes, and she could have married him at any moment,” Frieda said, evenly. She gave Alassa a look that suggested she thought Alassa was being idiotic. “The fact she didn’t suggests she had something else in mind.”


  Alassa stamped her foot. “She could have swallowed something that would have induced a miscarriage!”


  Imaiqah frowned. “And where would she get it? Even if she knew what to take, she isn’t exactly used to finding stuff for herself - and whoever she asked would report to the king.”


  Emily held up a hand. “I’m going to take her down to my rooms, turn her back to normal” - she ignored Alassa’s bitter snort - “and talk to her. You three are going to remain here and try to calm down.”


  “I’m perfectly calm,” Alassa hissed. “That child is a civil war waiting to happen!”


  “So you said,” Emily said.


  She picked up the rat and headed for the door. Alicia had to be completely terrified by now, particularly after she’d heard Alassa’s threats. There was no one outside, much to Emily’s relief, as she carried the rat down to her room, opened the door and placed the rat on the carpet. She secured the wards, raised a couple of new privacy wards and then contemplated the spells surrounding the rat. Being unable to move a muscle had to be just as maddening as being in a new form.


  And Jade’s wards should have sensed Alassa’s spells and sounded the alert, she thought, as she gently touched her finger against the frozen fur. A hundred guards should have been dispatched at once, unless he thought it better to handle it himself. Did he tune the wards to ignore Alassa? But her father would want to know what she was doing with her magic...


  “Probably not a problem right now,” she said, out loud. “I’ll check the wards later.”


  Bracing herself, she looked down at the rat. “I’m going to release the spells, one by one,” she said. She knew Alicia could hear her, unless she’d already lost her mind. It was all too easy to believe that the rat was already dead and cold. “Please don’t run or do anything stupid. Please.”


  She braced herself, then released the freeze spell. Alicia twitched, turning to face her, but otherwise remained still. Emily nodded once, then undid the second spell. Alassa, thankfully, had used a prank spell rather than anything more dangerous. Alicia might have been terrified and humiliated, but she should be fine. There was a flash of light and Alicia, stark naked, appeared in front of her. Emily glanced at her belly and frowned when she saw no sign of a bulge. Unless Alicia was lucky enough to be able to carry a baby to term without showing any signs of pregnancy, she couldn’t be more than three months pregnant.


  “It’s going to be fine,” she said. Lady Barb had told her to be as reassuring as possible when comforting patients. Given everything that had happened, she suspected it was wasted effort, but she tried anyway. “Really.”


  “She’s going to kill me,” Alicia said.


  “I’ll try to talk her out of it,” Emily said. She held her hand above Alicia’s bare chest for a moment, using a simple spell to check on the foetus. She’d half-wondered if Alicia had been wrong - it wasn’t as if she could go to a doctor for a pregnancy test - but it was immediately clear that she definitely was pregnant. “The baby doesn’t seem to be harmed.”


  Alicia shuddered, but said nothing.


  Emily rose to her feet, poured a glass of water and passed it to Alicia. “Once you drink that,” she said as she searched for something for Alicia to wear, “I want you to tell me what happened.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” Alicia said, sipping her water.


  “You don’t have a choice,” Emily said, picking up a dressing gown and tossing it towards Alicia. She hadn’t thought King Randor would try to seduce a girl barely a year older than his daughter, but he evidently had. All of a sudden, the private meetings between the king and Lady Regina took on a more ominous tone. “I need to know everything.”


  Alicia stared at her, bitterly. “My father didn’t Confirm me before he died,” she said, as she pulled the dressing gown on. “I could have taken the barony at once, but no...I had to be sent to the court and placed in the care of the king while his men ran my inheritance. What could I do at court?”


  Emily nodded, remembering Alassa’s explanation. King Randor had effectively inherited guardianship of the unconfirmed children after their parents had been beheaded for their role in the plot against him. He could use them as he saw fit, even to the point of marrying them off to his cronies as a reward for good service. Alicia...wouldn’t have any say at all in who married her. All she could do was wait for him to decide her fate.


  “I see,” she said, finally. She couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor girl. “And then?”


  “I thought if I kept talking to him, he’d give me my rights without a husband,” Alicia said, angrily. “He seemed happy to talk to me. And...and then he seduced me and I let him!”


  At least it wasn’t rape, Emily thought. But was that actually true? Randor was in a vastly superior position, perfectly capable of organizing Alicia’s marriage to a complete monster if she displeased him. She might have feared to say no.


  “We just kept meeting and doing it afterwards,” Alicia wailed. She started to shake as tears ran down her cheeks. “I didn’t know I could get pregnant! He told me he couldn’t have children!”


  “Ill-luck,” Emily said tiredly, as she passed Alicia a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. “He had good reason to believe he was telling the truth.”


  It was, she had to admit, incredibly bad luck, at least for Alicia. Years of trying to have another child, years of moving between mistresses, years of coming to terms with the fact that Alassa would be the only child he’d ever have...Randor had finally managed to impregnate another woman, after Alassa had already been Confirmed. There would be aristocrats who would line up behind Alassa in defense of her rights - and in hopes of avoiding a precedent that could be used to undermine their positions.


  She rubbed her eyes. Alassa was right. Alicia’s child was an open invitation to civil war.


  Alassa isn’t likely to stand still and let her claim be stolen, Emily thought. Alassa was simply too stubborn to surrender the throne easily, even if part of her didn’t really want to keep it. And she has powerful magic - and Jade.


  She looked at Alicia. “Do you love him?”


  “I don’t think so,” Alicia said. “He’s the king, of course, and my lover, but I don’t think I love him. I...”


  She cleared her throat. “I wanted to talk to you because you might understand my position,” she said, pleadingly. “When I become visibly pregnant, I will be the laughing stock of the aristocracy; everyone will know I sullied myself...”


  “I would have thought social shame was the least of your problems at the moment,” Emily commented. How much choice had Alicia had? King Randor was her guardian, not an unattached man. He could have pressured her into bed with him easily, if he’d wished, dangling the barony over her head as a reward. “If you don’t think you love him...”


  Alicia cleared her throat. “But if I marry the king...”


  “You’ll be trapped, like Queen Marlena, and incur the enmity of his daughter,” Emily finished, crossly. She wouldn’t have wanted to marry the king - or any king - even before she’d discovered what had been bothering Alicia. “Alassa would be a very unpleasant stepdaughter.”


  Alicia smiled, rather wanly. “I’d hate to have to discipline her.”


  Emily settled back on her haunches, thinking hard. The child could not be aborted without risking complete disaster - and even if she’d been willing to take the risk, the child was innocent. There was no reason why it should suffer for the crimes of its parents. And yet, Alicia could not have a child out of wedlock without destroying her reputation and she certainly couldn’t marry King Randor without risking her own life. Alassa would be unlikely to let matters rest when she had the magic and will to destroy the competition.


  “Tell me something,” she said, after a moment. “Does the king know you’re pregnant?”


  “I haven’t told him,” Alicia said. “But...”


  She swallowed, hard. “My monthlies stopped, Lady Emily. He’ll know.”


  “If the maids reported it to him,” Emily said. Queen Elizabeth’s maids had monitored her periods too, even though she’d been their ruler. There was no reason King Randor couldn’t order his maids to keep an eye on one of his subjects. “I think Queen Marlena does know.”


  And she may have confided in Lady Barb, she added silently. She may even be waiting until the wedding is over before doing something drastic.


  Emily looked down at the floor. “There are two options,” she said, carefully. “The first one is that you go away somewhere, have the child and give him or her up for adoption. You would never see the child again, but your position would be undamaged.”


  “The king would never let me go,” Alicia said. “You’d have to tell him something.”


  Emily swore under her breath. Alicia was right. King Randor needed to keep her under his watchful eye, just in case she decided to contract a marriage with someone else and present him with a de facto claimant to her lands. Or possibly being kidnapped, raped, and forced into marriage. She shuddered at the thought. The aristocracy might look genteel, but the beast was barely hidden under their pretty dresses and gentle manners. She considered, briefly, simply taking Alicia out of the castle herself, but Randor would start a search the moment his spies reported her disappearance.


  And I wouldn’t know where to take her, she thought. Unless I took her to Cockatrice...


  “And he’d want the child, if you told him you were pregnant,” Emily said. Randor’s entire kingdom rested on a single girl. If something happened to Alassa, civil war was bound to break out, sooner rather than later. Randor would want a spare heir even if Alassa remained the Crown Princess. “Damn it to hell.”


  She took a breath. “The second option is to get married to someone else,” she said. It wasn’t a good solution, but it was the best she could think of. “A quick marriage, one that will give the child legitimacy without threatening Alassa’s claim to the throne.”


  Alicia stared at her. “The king would have to authorize my marriage,” she said, finally. “He could pick anyone. Anyone at all.”


  “Then we have to go speak to him,” Emily said. She smiled as she drew on a quote from Earth. Heinlein would have approved, she thought. “When faced with two bad choices, accept the least hazardous and cope with it unflinchingly.”


  “Very profound,” Alicia said. “And what if he says I have to marry him?”


  “I won’t let him,” Emily said. Even if she hadn’t liked Alassa, she knew someone had to stand up for Alicia. “It would tear the kingdom apart.”


  “There isn’t anyone who dares stand up to the king,” Alicia said.


  “I’ve killed two necromancers and a combat sorcerer,” Emily said. She took one of her spare dresses from the hangers and tossed it to Alicia. The older girl wouldn’t want to be wandering the corridor in a dressing gown. “I dare say I can talk to him without flinching.”


  She looked at the clock and frowned. Eleven bells; late evening. It felt later. “Shall we go find him?”


  Alicia frowned as she pulled the dress over her head. “He’ll be in his bedroom, won’t he?”


  Emily shrugged. “One of his personal staff will know where to find him,” she said, as she rose to her feet. “Where did you...do stuff with him?”


  “His offices, normally,” Alicia said. “He has a private bedroom next to his study.”


  “This castle gets bigger every day,” Emily muttered. She cast a glamor around the nightgown to hide her curves from view. “How many private sets of rooms does the king have?”


  “I don’t know,” Alicia said. “But my father was fond of secret passageways and hidden chambers. I used to go exploring until the governesses told me I had to stay in my rooms and learn.”


  Emily nodded and held out a hand. “Let’s go, shall we?”


  Outside, Nightingale was waiting for them.


  “Lady Emily, Lady Alicia,” he said, calmly. He bowed so low his nose brushed the stone floor. “King Randor demands your immediate presence.”


  “And were you about to knock?” Emily asked. The wards had to have sounded the alert, then; King Randor must have told Jade and the guards not to intervene. Had he been spying on the game? “Or were you waiting for us to emerge?”


  Nightingale ignored the question. “The king demands...”


  “Our immediate presence,” Emily finished. She would have welcomed a nap before meeting the king, but she knew it was impossible. “Lead on, if you please.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  EMILY BRACED HERSELF AS BEST AS she could as Nightingale escorted them into yet another private office. King Randor was fearsome, but she’d faced nastier people - and, if worst came to worst, she could simply abandon Cockatrice and leave, taking Alicia and Frieda with her. The king rose to his feet as she entered, looking disgustingly fresh for someone who had probably been awake since early morning; his gaze rested on Emily for a long moment before switching to Alicia. If he was surprised to see them together, he didn’t show it.


  He may have had a chance to speak to Alassa about what happened, Emily thought, as she curtseyed. But Alassa might have done something stupid to him...


  “Explain,” the king ordered.


  “You got her pregnant,” Emily said, flatly.


  If she hadn’t been looking for it, she wouldn’t have seen the flicker of surprise that crossed Randor’s face. Even so, she wasn’t sure if he was surprised that Alicia was pregnant or surprised that Emily had accompanied her to his private chamber. It was hard, so hard, to be sure what the king knew and didn’t know. But if Queen Marlena had guessed the truth, why couldn’t her husband?


  Randor switched his gaze to Alicia, who cowered behind Emily. “Is this true? Are you really pregnant?”


  “Yes,” Alicia stammered. “There wasn’t anyone else.”


  “I should hope not,” Randor said. “You were carefully supervised while you were in the castle.”


  Emily felt Alicia shake beside her, in anger or in fear. If the king’s servants knew he’d been bedding her - and they probably did - word would get out eventually. And, combined with an untimely pregnancy, it wouldn’t be hard for the king’s enemies to put two and two together and get four. Anyone with a vested interest in destabilizing the kingdom would move to take advantage of the new situation.


  And she’s right to fear social shame, Emily thought. Being seduced by the king, even a brief affair, will destroy all hopes of independence. 


  “I believe you were meant to protect her and defend her interests,” Emily said, drawing Randor’s attention back onto her. “You weren’t meant to get her pregnant.”


  Randor studied her for a long moment. “I believe that the whole affair is none of your business, Lady Emily,” he said, dismissively. “You may go.”


  “Alassa is one of my best friends,” Emily said, “and you having another child threatens her interests. This is my business.”


  “I choose to disagree,” the king said. There was an icy firmness in his voice that chilled her to the bone. “Affairs of the kingdom are none of your concern.”


  Emily had to fight to keep her voice under control as anger warred with fear. “You have...impregnated a young girl who is in line to a barony,” she said. How could Randor have been so careless? “This girl’s reputation will be destroyed by your actions, unless you marry her, in which case your daughter will have good reason to be furious at you. There will be civil war within the kingdom, Your Majesty; Alassa may not want to trigger a war, but other factions will do their level best to get behind her and start one anyway.”


  She took a breath. “You made me a baroness. Affairs of the kingdom that might plunge us into civil war are my concern, Your Majesty.”


  Randor gave her a long look. “Do you know what happened to the last person who spoke to me like that?”


  “No,” Emily said. Who had spoken to the king so frankly? His brother, perhaps? The same one who had been stripped of his titles and locked away in a gilded cage? “Are you so determined to have another child that you’ll risk plunging an already weakened kingdom into civil war?”


  She heard Alicia gasp, but refused to take her eyes from the king. Alassa’s father was cold and calculating - she’d learned that when they’d first met - and she didn’t think he’d draw his sword or order her immediate execution, yet if he did...


  “I am the king,” Randor said, flatly.


  “Your position is dependent upon maintaining the balance of power,” Emily reminded him, simply. Randor seemed almost stunned. “What happens when you have a fissure between yourself and your confirmed heir?”


  She wondered, briefly, if Randor had considered the possibility. Alassa was hardly the model submissive daughter and, armed with powerful magic, she’d be a serious threat to the king’s rule if civil war did break out. And she had friends and allies from Whitehall...


  And she might see advantage in allying with the rebels, Emily thought. A civil war against the king would undermine the barons too, allowing her to manage the transition into a joint government...


  “Alassa understands the need for an heir,” Randor said.


  Emily met his eyes. “You cannot make the heir legitimate without marrying the child’s mother,” she said. “You cannot do that without putting your wife aside, which will undermine Alassa’s claim to the throne. Can you look me in the eye and tell me that some of your more rebellious noblemen won’t see any advantage in having a child as the country’s nominal ruler, Your Majesty?”


  “I can finesse the politics,” Randor said.


  “You’ll have consumed Alicia’s lands,” Emily said. “The other barons will not take that lightly. I’m sure they would be happy to go to war for Alassa’s rights.”


  “They would have no intention of letting her rule,” Randor pointed out.


  “She would have few other options,” Emily countered. “And you know it. You cannot raise a daughter to be the heir to the throne, then discard her in favor of an unborn child. The best you could reasonably hope for is praying you survive long enough for the child to take power in his - or her - own name. I don’t think Alassa would give you the time. She is your daughter.”


  Randor half-smiled. “She is. And would you stand with her, Lady Emily, if it came down to war?”


  “I’ll always stand by my friends,” Emily said.


  She braced herself, unsure what would happen. Lord Hans would probably have tried to kill them both personally, but Randor was older and far more experienced in wielding power. No matter what he said, he had to be aware of the dangers in provoking his strong-willed daughter, even if the risk of civil war was minimized. Alassa was unlikely to accept her demotion and just walk away, not when she had magic and a strong claim to the throne. Emily wouldn’t have bet good money on the child - or Alicia - surviving more than a year.


  And what will you do, she asked herself silently, if Alassa kills an innocent babe to secure her claim to the throne?


  “Very well,” Randor said, simply. His face became expressionless. “What do you suggest?”


  Emily blinked in surprise. She hadn’t expected the king to concede so quickly...but then, he wouldn’t have lasted so long if he hadn’t known when to fold his cards and surrender the game. Or when to stop throwing good money after bad. Alassa was the only person who could take the throne, if he died tomorrow, and trying to acknowledge another child would only threaten the kingdom’s stability. She wondered, suddenly, if Randor had genuine feelings for Alicia or if he’d merely seduced her because he’d wanted a mistress. But it didn’t really matter.


  To someone like him, she thought, the politics always come first.


  “Find Alicia a husband,” she said. “Someone who will accept having to raise a son who isn’t really his. And give her the lands she inherited from her father.”


  There was a long pause. “Alicia,” Randor said. “Would you accept a husband of my choice?”


  “I would prefer a handful of options, Your Majesty,” Alicia said. Her voice was very quiet, barely above a whisper. “I wouldn’t want Lord Travis.”


  “He is best kept away from any real power,” Randor said, curtly. His eyes flickered to Emily and back to Alicia as he weighed up options. “Lord Barrows, perhaps?”


  Alicia scowled. “He...is not supposed to be interested in women.”


  “Which would make him the ideal candidate,” Randor pointed out, gently. “You would have a husband, he would have an heir, and there would be no later resentment at a bastard son inheriting your lands. It wouldn’t be the first time a nobleman with such...inclinations...was married to someone who had her own secrets to hide.”


  And Lord Barrows wouldn’t be touching Alicia, Emily thought, darkly. Did you choose him because you thought he wouldn’t touch your mistress?


  She glanced at Alicia and was surprised to see she was actually considering the suggestion, even though it would be a loveless relationship. There would be little hope of further children, unless Lord Barrows overcame his distaste for the female form, and Alicia would never know a man as a true husband. But, on the other hand, she’d have her rights and she wouldn’t have to worry about being forced to sleep with a man ever again. It did have its advantages for her.


  Alicia took a breath. “Is he genuinely not interested in women?”


  “I believe he had a long relationship with Sir Mortimer before he was killed last year,” Randor said. “They were discreet, but very little happens in this castle that escapes my eye. I said nothing because it wasn’t particularly important.”


  And because it gave you something to hold over their heads at a later date, Emily thought, sardonically. Homosexuality wasn’t exactly forbidden, but the requirement to sire the next set of children tended to mean it was frowned upon. They’d be laughing stocks if they were ever discovered...


  She shivered as the implications sank in. Sir Mortimer was dead. Lord Barrows would be mourning his dead lover, even as he was asked to marry Alicia. It would not lead to a happy marriage. At best, Emily thought, they’d be roommates, sharing the same castle without sharing any intimacy.


  Or it might lead to friendship, she thought, telling herself to be optimistic. They’ll know each other’s deepest darkest secret, after all.


  “Then I accept,” Alicia said. “When can we marry?”


  Emily had to fight to keep from rolling her eyes. Alicia expected Lord Barrows to marry her, just like that? But then, the king would command it...and Lord Barrows would instantly become one of the most powerful and wealthy men in the kingdom. His wife might hold the title and much of the power, but he’d still wield a great deal of influence. He’d have to be out of his mind to turn down the match, particularly if it was presented to him in the right way. A reward for good service, perhaps, or a gift from the king.


  “I shall summon him to my chambers tomorrow morning,” Randor said, “and you will be married in the evening. I trust, Lady Emily, that you will be happy to bear witness?”


  “Of course, Your Majesty,” Emily said.


  Randor met her eyes. “The child will not be formally acknowledged as anything other than the son of Lord Barrows,” he continued, calmly. “There will be no claim to the throne, a fact that will no doubt relieve my daughter. The child will be marked as premature, if necessary, although it will not be the first time a bride produced a child quicker than most married women.”


  He smiled, rather dryly. “I trust that meets with your approval?”


  “It does, Your Majesty,” Emily said.


  “There will not be a big wedding,” Randor continued. “If you wish” - he looked at Alicia - “you may have a larger ceremony a month after my daughter is safely married.”


  “I would rather have a small ceremony, Your Majesty,” Alicia whispered.


  “As you wish,” Randor said. He met her eyes. “I will show no interest in the child beyond the standard formalities shown when an aristocratic babe is born. There will be no attempt to count him as a hidden heir to the throne. You are not, now or ever, to disclose the baby’s true parentage to him.”


  Emily frowned. “What will you tell Lord Barrows?”


  “A very good question,” Randor said. He paused in thought. “Would you rather I told him the truth, or blamed the pregnancy on one of the younger bloods who managed to get himself killed on the jousting field?”


  “The truth,” Alicia said.


  Randor nodded in slow agreement. Emily suspected she understood. No matter what he said, Randor couldn’t discard all ties to the child completely. If Alassa died before her father, he’d need the child as a successor.


  “I will see to it,” Randor said. He took a breath. “I am sorry about my daughter’s assault on you, Alicia. She will be reprimanded for it.”


  The wards did notice, Emily noted. She frowned as a thought struck her. If Randor is the one monitoring the wards, did he notice how many spells I cast in the spellchamber?


  “It was not her fault,” Alicia said, carefully. “I do not blame her for an angry reaction.”


  “Even so, she will be held to account,” Randor said. “Losing control like that could be disastrous when she takes the throne. I sent her to Whitehall to learn control.”


  Emily shivered. The king didn’t sound pleased.


  “Lady Emily,” Randor said. “Alicia may return to her chambers, where she can stay until she is summoned for her wedding. You will be summoned to bear witness at the same time.”


  “I understand, Your Majesty,” Emily said.


  Randor nodded. “Alicia, you may go.”


  Emily blinked in surprise as Alicia curtseyed and headed out of the chamber, looking relieved. It wasn’t the outcome Emily would have wanted, if she’d been in that position herself, but it was the best Alicia could have reasonably hoped for. The king hadn’t made thoughtless protestations of love, or tried to marry her; he’d simply passed Alicia on to one of his cronies and discarded her. He clearly hadn’t felt much of anything for the young girl.


  Of course not, Emily thought, as the door closed behind Alicia. Royal relationships aren’t about love or sex, but bloodlines.


  “You are not to speak to my daughter until I have spoken to her,” Randor told her. “I suggest you return to your chambers, get some sleep and remain out of the way until the wedding tomorrow night.”


  “You suggest,” Emily repeated.


  “I suggest,” Randor said, in tones that made it clear it was an order. “There has been quite enough disruption without adding more.”


  Emily looked at him. “Did you know she was pregnant?”


  “There were hints,” Randor said, shortly. He didn’t seem surprised at the question. “I did not dare to hope.”


  “The timing was appalling,” Emily agreed.


  “The gods have been known to play games with the lives of men and women,” Randor said, dryly. He didn’t sound too worried. “The matter has been settled, Lady Emily. I trust the settlement meets with your approval?”


  “I see no better solution, Your Majesty,” Emily said.


  “But you do not approve,” Randor said. “Do you?”


  “No,” Emily said. There was no point in trying to deny it. Randor had decades of experience in reading faces. “I think you acted badly.”


  Randor studied her for a long moment. “An odd attitude,” he observed, finally. “Why?”


  “She is a young girl, barely older than your daughter,” Emily said. She hesitated, feeling cold anger welling up inside her. “Barely older than me. And she was your ward. You were responsible for looking after her.


  “And yet you denied her the rights she inherited from her parents, kept her at court and eventually seduced her. How much choice did she have when you invited her into bed?”


  Randor shrugged. “I did not force her into my bed, Lady Emily,” he said. His voice hardened. “And I certainly did not rape her.”


  “You were in a position of power,” Emily snapped. How different was Randor, really, than her damned stepfather? She had no doubt her stepfather would have raped her if he’d thought he could get away with it. Randor was the king! Who’d stand against him for Alicia’s sake? “It would have been easy for you to hint that her future depended on...servicing you, on surrendering her virginity to her lord, master - and guardian. You took advantage of her! You could have destroyed her future for the sake of having an affair.”


  “Her future has been settled,” Randor said, simply. He didn’t seem angered by her words; indeed, he seemed almost amused. “No lasting harm was done.”


  “You’ve damaged your relationship with your daughter,” Emily said. Perhaps that would mean more to Randor than Alicia’s future. Had he cared about either of the girls? “She won’t forgive you for this in a hurry.”


  She stared at him, wondering if she was seeing the true man beneath the mask of kingship, a monster no better than Hodge. Hodge, who’d attempted to rape her in the Cairngorms...she tasted bile in her throat as she remembered his touch, his confidence that she would yield to him...it was hard, so hard, to keep her body from shaking in horror. Just what sort of man was Randor, really?


  Emily took a breath. Alassa had been quite cold about relationships, calmly rattling off the advantages and disadvantages in each match in a manner that left no room for love. She would probably have taken the news that her father had kept mistresses in stride; hell, given the brat she’d been as a younger girl, she’d probably known her father wanted a male heir long before anyone had thought to tell her. But now there was a second heir, after Alassa had worked hard to earn her throne. How long would it be before Alassa started wondering if her father still had plans for the baby?


  “Alassa understands what is at stake,” Randor said. “The kingdom needs a spare as well as an heir. A second child of the blood may make the difference between salvation and collapse into civil war. She understands the requirements of kingship.”


  “I’m sure she does, intellectually,” Emily said. She clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking. “Emotionally? She’ll have problems dealing with the news for years to come. You turned her world upside down.”


  She had to bite down on her tongue, hard, before she could ask if the king had ever heard of contraception. Lady Barb had gone through the different methods in class, from reliable potions that worked every time to herbal remedies that were less effective than the drinker might hope. King Randor would have had no trouble obtaining any of them, if he wished, and ensuring they were taken before sex. But it wasn’t something she wanted to discuss with the king. It was bad enough being lectured by another woman.


  And he had good reason to believe he couldn’t get her pregnant, Emily thought, darkly. It might have been nothing more than a burst of very ill luck.


  “Alassa will come to terms with it,” Randor said. Emily had to think for a moment to remember what she’d told him. “And I thank you for your assistance.”


  His voice hardened suddenly. “Now, go back to your chambers and try to have a long night’s sleep and a quiet day. Alassa will, I assume, speak to you in the morning. Until then, don’t mention this to anyone, including your young man.”


  “I understand,” Emily said. Caleb had been doing something with Jade, hadn’t he? God alone knew how Jade’s second stag night had gone. “I’ll keep it to myself.”


  Randor nodded. “And I suggest you remember the proper way to address me in public,” he added. There was a hint of amusement in his tone, but she could hear the warning underneath it. “I think the way you spoke to me shocked Alicia.”


  “I’m sure it did, Your Majesty,” Emily said. She braced herself as she met his eyes. “But it had to be said.”


  “Go,” Randor said. “You’ll be summoned when the wedding is due to begin.”


  Chapter Thirty


  EMILY SNAPPED OPEN HER EYES AS she felt the wards alerting her to someone standing just outside her door. For a long moment, she wasn’t sure where she was; it took her long seconds to remember that she’d gone back to her rooms, after King Randor had dismissed her, and crawled straight into bed. She pulled herself upright and stood, glancing at the clock as she made her way to the door. It was ten in the morning.


  “Emily,” Caleb said, as she opened the door. “I...”


  He broke off, staring at her. Emily blinked in surprise, then looked down and swore inwardly as she realized she still wore the damned nightgown. She almost slammed the door in his face before hastily casting a glamor around herself and inviting him in, her face burning so brightly with embarrassment that she thought she could pass for a tomato. Caleb looked as embarrassed as she felt; it was clear, as she closed the door behind him, that he didn’t know where to look. He’d never seen her in anything quite so revealing.


  “I just need to get washed and dressed,” she said. “Can you give me ten minutes?”


  “I can wait,” Caleb assured her. “Do you want me to order you breakfast?”


  “Please,” Emily said.


  She hurried into the bedroom, tore off the nightgown and used magic to clean and heat the water in the bathtub before hastily splashing herself with warm water. It wasn’t a proper bath, still less a shower, but it would have to do. She dried herself, donned a long blue dress that was loose around her curves and checked her appearance in the mirror. How was she supposed to face Caleb after practically showing him everything she had? And...she cringed in horror as she realized King Randor had seen her in the same outfit.


  I had a glamor, she reminded herself. She wasn’t sure she could have faced the king after wearing something so revealing. He wouldn’t have seen very much...unless he saw through the glamor.


  Gritting her teeth, she fought down her embarrassment and walked outside. Caleb sat at the table, munching on a piece of toast and jam. Emily sat down facing him and took a piece for herself, feeling suddenly ravenous. She hadn’t eaten very much the previous night and it would have caught up with her, sooner or later.


  “I’m sorry about that,” she said, feeling his gaze on her. “I...”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Caleb said. She risked glancing up and saw his face was red too. “I...you’re very pretty. I...”


  Emily groaned inwardly as his voice trailed off and changed the subject. “Do I want to know what happened last night to you?”


  “We went jousting,” Caleb said. “It was better than drinking, really.”


  “Oh, dear,” Emily said.


  “It was,” Caleb insisted. “Most of the noble brats got so deeply wrapped up in their mock battle that they forgot to make fun of Jade. I think he actually enjoyed knocking a few of them off their horses. And then there was one of them who challenged Jade to a couple of rounds in the boxing ring and got knocked on his ass. They were still at it when Jade and I finally returned to the castle.”


  Emily sighed. Alassa had told her that jousting - everything from two horsemen playing chicken to mock battles that could include hundreds of men on several different sides - was considered a way for noblemen to win honor - and to keep them occupied so they weren’t causing trouble for the king. Alassa had never been allowed to joust, of course; she wouldn’t have been allowed to enter the arena even if she’d been born male. A single accident would have been enough to smash the orderly line of succession.


  She ate her toast and listened quietly as Caleb outlined everything that had happened, commenting on just how poorly some of the noblemen had handled themselves. He’d been forced to take part in mock battles at Stronghold, he’d told her, and he’d picked up more dirty tricks there than had been allowed on the jousting field. Some of the nobles even handicapped themselves just to compete with others.


  “There was this guy who kept bragging about the amount of loot he won in each game,” Caleb finished. “He’d never seen a real battle and yet he kept talking about how great a fighter he was.”


  “A common delusion,” Emily said, echoing Sergeant Miles. “It’s easier to play if there are actual rules.”


  “War doesn’t have rules,” Caleb agreed. “They taught us that in First Year.”


  He looked up as Emily finished her breakfast. “What are you planning to do today?”


  “Very little,” Emily said. She knew she should check on Imaiqah and Frieda - she hoped they’d both managed some sleep after last night - but right now all she really wanted to do was have a quiet day without any more drama. “King Randor will want to summon me later.”


  Caleb blinked. “Do I want to know why?”


  “Not really,” Emily said. “Is your father having a good time?”


  “He toured the musket factory yesterday,” Caleb said, “and watched a demonstration of the latest weapons. I think he was impressed. He won’t admit that to anyone though.”


  Emily nodded. The muskets simply weren’t as impressive - or capable - as a trained archer or a magician. But, given time, machine guns and sniper rifles would completely change the world, justifying her faith in them. General Pollack might live long enough to see weapons that wiped out entire rows of charging orcs in a single burst.


  Pity we can’t buy them from Earth, Emily thought, sourly. She would have sold her soul, perhaps, for a selection of books from Earth and a handful of trained engineers. But that would change the world far too fast.


  “He was very interested in the musketeers,” Caleb added. “I think he’s planning to ask to borrow them for the next war.”


  “King Randor will probably be delighted,” Emily said. She would have been astonished if Zangaria was the only kingdom with a gunpowder research program. Nanette had stolen her notes, after all, and espionage was rife. “And the necromancers will get a nasty surprise.”


  She stood, walked over to the sofa and sat down, basking in the light streaming in through the windows. Caleb rose uncertainly; she hesitated, then beckoned for him to sit down next to her and wrapped her arms around him. It was easier, somehow, to simply hold him and relax, even though the thought of falling asleep next to him was unthinkable. She didn’t know how Imaiqah had managed to move from boyfriend to boyfriend without feeling uncomfortable.


  “We’re having the first ceremony tomorrow,” she said. “Did you get your invitation?”


  “I did,” Caleb said. “Should I be worried?”


  Emily shrugged. “It’s a great honor. But it’s also a sign that the king expects great things from you.”


  She kissed him lightly, then swore as someone knocked on the door. “That’s Paren,” she said, checking the wards. “Do you want to stay?”


  “No, thank you,” Caleb said. “I’ll see you at dinner tonight?”


  “I hope so,” Emily said.


  She rose and opened the door. Imaiqah’s father stood outside, looking mildly bemused. Emily wondered, as Caleb slipped past her and out into the corridor, just what he’d heard about last night. There had been no one in Alassa’s chambers, save for her friends, but rumors were probably spreading anyway. She welcomed Paren into her rooms, closed the door behind him, and motioned to the chair. Imaiqah’s father knew Emily disliked formality and merely bowed before he sat down.


  “I won’t keep you long, Lady Emily,” Paren assured her. “I hope you’ve been satisfied with the reports I’ve sent?”


  “They’ve been very detailed,” Emily said. “Have we kept ahead of the competition?”


  “Barely,” Paren admitted. “I’m afraid that several of our apprentices saw fit to set up on their own, rather than remain with us. They have sometimes even sold their own innovations to other investors. But we remain ahead of the competition.”


  “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Emily said. The more people working on gunsmithing, the quicker new discoveries would come. “It isn’t like we can enforce a monopoly.”


  “Not outside the kingdom,” Paren agreed. “Even inside the kingdom...”


  He shook his head. “Quite a few powerful factions have been backing our competitors, Lady Emily,” he added. He gave her a look that was almost worried, sending a flicker of foreboding down her spine. “It wouldn’t be easy to demand they shut down their operations.”


  “Don’t try,” Emily advised. It would probably prove futile in any case. “Free competition will help the ideas to spread further than a monopoly.”


  “One would hope so,” Paren said. He paused. “Production of muskets is rising slowly as we train more craftsmen. There are limits, unfortunately, to how many apprentices we can take on at any one time. We have been trying to streamline the training, but many apprentices are reluctant to take a reduced apprenticeship because it hampers their ability to find employment elsewhere.”


  Emily nodded. “And the assembly-line concept?”


  “Still has too many hiccups,” Paren said. “We have been training apprentices while getting them to work on basic tasks, but it’s slow going.”


  He sighed. “About the only thing that’s going according to plan is the production of fireworks for the Royal Wedding. I’m bringing in thousands of fireworks for the final day of the ceremony.”


  “Alassa will love that,” Emily said.


  Paren looked down at the carpet. “I’ve sent a full report to you,” he concluded. “However, I was hoping to discuss another matter.”


  Emily tried hard to keep the dismay off her face. What now?


  “I would be happy to discuss anything,” she lied. Was Imaiqah planning to get married? No, she would have told Emily first. Had someone else asked for her hand in marriage? It was certainly a more plausible explanation. “What would you like to talk about?”


  “The current political situation,” Paren said. His voice darkened. “Have you been following developments?”


  “Vaguely,” Emily said, carefully. She wasn’t sure she wanted to discuss politics right now. “I know that someone has been spreading leaflets condemning the cost of the wedding.”


  “It’s getting a little nastier than that,” Paren said. “The Assembly was strong-armed into passing a bill to collect additional taxes, despite protests from its members. King Randor saw fit to simply ignore them. I’ve tried to caution him about the dangers of increasing taxes, but he hasn’t listened to me. And that’s just in Alexis. The situation in a number of baronies is a great deal worse.”


  “I was in Swanhaven,” Emily said. “They didn’t look happy...”


  “They’re not,” Paren said. “Emily, do you remember what happened during the coup?”


  Emily nodded. She’d escaped the castle with Alassa and they’d made common cause with the assemblymen, working together to defeat the plotters and restore King Randor to his throne. Paren had been ennobled in the wake of the coup, just as she had been; Alassa had been Confirmed as her father’s successor. The aristocracy had been badly weakened.


  “Agreements were made,” Paren said. “Promises were made. Those promises have not been honored. Indeed, there are rumors that he is unstable. I believe the king is ruling more and more like a tyrant every single day.”


  Emily agreed, wholeheartedly. Randor had always been a dictator - he’d been born to rule as king - but he was growing darker. Breaking promises was never a good sign, even promises made to merchants and commoners. The king knew, thanks to her, that the rebels were growing stronger, their ideas spreading through the kingdom, yet he didn’t seem inclined to moderate his rule. And...


  And you don’t even know what he did to Alicia, Emily thought. And just what it might have done to Alassa.


  “It isn’t just the Assembly that is at risk,” Paren added, when she said nothing. “The unconfirmed aristocrats have been gathered in the castle, while the king appoints his men to run their lands. He is slowly gathering all power into his hands...”


  Emily held up her hand. “I understand the problem,” she said. “What would you like me to do about it?”


  Paren gave her a long look. “The king respects your judgement. Talk to him.”


  “I tried to tell him the dangers,” Emily said. “Right now, he’s caught between three different sets of demands. His kingdom rests on a knife-edge.”


  “There aren’t many people who care to understand his point of view,” Paren told her. “The commoners are restless, Lady Emily, while the aristocracy is trying to reassert their power. It will not be long before there is an explosion.”


  Emily sighed. “You think?”


  “You taught everyone how to read, write and do their sums,” Paren said. “Ideas spread faster than ever before, faster than the king can shut them down. People are asking questions about why the king has the right to rule, why the aristocracy has the right to keep everyone else down, and they’re not coming up with any good answers.”


  “I’ve seen the leaflets,” Emily said, flatly.


  Paren stared at her. “Then surely you understand what is at stake!”


  “Right now, I don’t know what the king can do,” Emily said. “He cannot concede power to the Assembly without provoking his nobles...”


  “But by crippling the Assembly, he’s pushing the commoners into the hands of those who want a violent uprising,” Paren snapped. “The nobles are men. In the end, they’re grossly outnumbered!”


  Emily sighed. Reshaping Zangaria into a parliamentary democracy, with a House of Lords and a House of Commons, might work, but she doubted the system was mature enough to handle it. The aristocracy - and the king himself - would have to be willing to work within the system and everything suggested they wouldn’t be willing to do anything of the sort. And yet, without some compromises, the commoners might revolt, smashing all traces of the previous order. King Randor didn’t know what would happen, when the barricades finally went up, any more than Louis XVI had known. But he’d been beheaded by his own people after the revolution.


  And a long period of unrest in Zangaria helps the neighboring kingdoms and the necromancers more than it helps anyone else, she thought. Who inherits the throne if Randor and Alassa are both dead? Alicia’s child?


  “The king probably isn’t pleased with me at the moment,” Emily said. In the cold light of day, it was clear she’d placed Randor in an unstable position. “I can try to speak to him after the wedding...”


  “I don’t know how much time we have,” Paren said. She shuddered at the bitter hopelessness in his voice. “Not everyone talks to me any longer, Lady Emily.”


  Emily cursed under her breath. Maybe, after the stress of the wedding was over, she could talk Randor - or Alassa - into opening discussions with the rebels. If, of course, there was a way to talk to them. But there was no way to do it before the wedding.


  She leaned forward. “Do you have a link to the rebels?”


  “I can try to pass a message to them,” Paren said, “but they’ll be untrusting of anything from me.” He tapped his jacket with one long finger. “I am a nobleman now, you see.”


  “They think you’ve sold out,” Emily said. The fine silk he wore would have been flatly forbidden to a commoner, no matter how wealthy the commoner was. “That once you were given a title, you belonged to the king.”


  She wondered, briefly, if it wouldn’t have been smarter to try to convince Paren to move his operations to Beneficence, rather than staying in Zangaria. There was no way to keep the king from having his say, or trying to co-opt some of the more interesting inventions for the good of his kingdom. Imaiqah probably wouldn’t have minded the move, if it had happened before she’d been ennobled herself; hell, she could have stayed close friends with Alassa while the rest of her family moved away from the kingdom. It might even have made it easier for her to offer Alassa the advice she needed.


  “Yes,” Paren said. There was a hint of bitterness in his voice. “To them, I am an untrustworthy aristo. To the aristos, I’m a jumped up little merchant who cannot possibly do anything without the king’s support. Neither fish nor fowl nor big red hen.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said.


  “Don’t be,” Paren said. “It wasn’t your fault.”


  Emily opened her mouth, then frowned as she heard someone knocking on the door. “Alassa is here,” she said, surprised. She couldn’t remember Alassa coming to her rooms - ever - while she’d been staying in the castle, but the wards recognized her. “Hang on.”


  Paren rose. “Thank you for your time, Lady Emily,” he said. There was an odd note of finality in his voice. “And thank you for what you did for my daughter.”


  Emily opened the door. Paren bowed to Alassa and Emily, then headed out the door as Alassa walked into the room. She looked normal, but she was clearly wrapped in a powerful glamor. Emily closed the door and stared at Alassa, trying to see through the haze. It popped, seconds later, revealing that Alassa’s face was streaked with tears. Emily hastily helped her to the sofa, horror flickering through her mind. She honestly couldn’t remember Alassa ever crying in front of her...


  “What happened?” A nasty thought struck her. “Did he beat you?”


  Alassa shook her head, miserably. Emily stared. What had happened? King Randor would have to be insane to tell Alassa she was no longer in the line of succession, or that her marriage had been canceled, or...or what? What could he have said to her that made her cry?


  “It’s all right,” she said, unsure what else she could say. “I’m here. It’s all right.”


  Alassa held her tightly for a long moment. “He...he told me off. He...”


  Emily hesitated. “About Alicia?”


  “Yeah,” Alassa said. She shuddered, violently. “He told me off for that. Told me I’d be in deep trouble if I ever thought about hurting the little bitch again. And then...”


  Her voice trailed off. Emily frowned down at her. She’d seen Alassa get told off by Lady Barb, Professor Lombardi and Madame Beauregard, all of whom could deliver scathing lectures without raising their voices. What could Alassa’s father have said to her that made her cry?


  “He asked me questions,” Alassa said. There was a bitter helplessness in her voice that shocked Emily to the bone. “I had to answer.”


  She looked up. “Emily, he asked me questions about you!”


  Chapter Thirty-One


  EMILY SWALLOWED, HARD.


  “He said he wouldn’t,” she protested, numbly. “He told you...”


  “Reasons of state,” Alassa said, sourly. All of a sudden, her crying made a great deal of sense. Her father had used the Royal Bloodline and forced her friend’s secrets out of her. “That’s what he told me, Emily. Reasons of state.”


  Emily sat down on the sofa next to her, feeling stunned. Alassa couldn’t keep any secrets from her father, not if he saw fit to demand answers. She’d noticed that there were some questions King Randor had never asked his daughter, just to give her time to make up her own mind about things. And he’d promised he’d never interrogate Alassa about Emily.


  She cursed under her breath, then wrapped an arm around her friend. “What did he ask about?”


  “Everything,” Alassa said. “Your...your origins, your time at Whitehall... everything.”


  “Shit,” Emily said.


  She fought down the urge to panic. King Randor knew she wasn’t Void’s daughter, knew she wasn’t the inventor of everything she’d introduced to the kingdom...so what? It wasn’t as if it changed anything.


  Except it did.


  Randor might share the knowledge with others, like Caleb’s father. What would he say if he knew Emily’s true origins? And how many magicians would start looking for ways to hop across the dimensions if they learned it was possible? God alone knew what they’d bring back to the Nameless World...


  They might wind up stuck, she thought, nastily. There’s no magic on Earth.


  “I’m sorry,” Alassa said. Her voice shook. “He just kept asking questions and I kept on talking!”


  Emily squeezed her tightly. She didn’t really know what it was like to have a true father, unless she counted Void, but the thought of being forced to talk was horrific. There were things she wouldn’t have been comfortable sharing with anyone, even her parents; Alassa had no choice but to share them with her father. And she hadn’t been forced to betray herself, which would have been bad enough. She’d been forced to betray one of her closest friends.


  “It’s all right,” she said, thinking hard. King Randor wasn’t likely to start telling everyone, not when he was trying to see what sort of use he could get out of the information. The only truly important detail was the realization that Void might not be particularly interested in defending Emily, if push came to shove. But he had given her a family ring...


  She pushed the thought aside for later contemplation. “It wasn’t your fault.”


  “He said you were odd,” Alassa said. She sat upright and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “He said you didn’t respond normally or something.”


  Emily nodded, curtly. It was commonly accepted in Zangaria that a king would have mistresses, even though queens were expected to remain chaste and faithful. The only real difference between Alicia and a random lady at court was that Alicia was in line for a barony, which might add a political dimension to the match. And even having a bastard wouldn’t be held against the king, not really. King Henry VIII had even planned to make his bastard son king when his attempts at having a male heir had proven largely unsuccessful.


  And I was standing up for Alicia, she thought. He might have suspected there was something odd about me before, but my words confirmed it.


  “I wasn’t raised in this sort of culture,” she said.


  “You weren’t raised in this world,” Alassa corrected. She cocked her head thoughtfully. “How many problems do you face because you weren’t brought up here?”


  “Too many,” Emily said. She rose and started to pace. “Did your father have anything else to say?”


  “He spoke to Lord Barrows,” Alassa said. She glared down at her hands. “Alicia will be married to him in a couple of hours, a brief ceremony that will make them man and wife and then dispatch them to her castle. She’ll be safe from me.”


  “The baby won’t be in the line of succession,” Emily pointed out.


  “Not formally, at any rate,” Alassa said. “Did you happen to note the sex?”


  Emily shook her head. “It could be anything,” she said. There was even a vague chance that Alassa had damaged the foetus when she’d turned Alicia into a rat. “But your claim to the throne won’t be challenged.”


  “Unless the baby turns into a thriving young man,” Alassa said. “I won’t stand for that, Emily.”


  “I know,” Emily said.


  “He even asked me if I’d be willing to kill the brat,” Alassa added, after a moment. “I had to choose my words very carefully for that one.”


  “I don’t think I want to know,” Emily said. “All that matters, right now, is that Alicia is no longer a danger to you.”


  “I hope so,” Alassa said. She glanced at the bedroom door. “Do you mind if I use your washroom? I don’t really want to go back to my rooms right now.”


  “Not at all,” Emily said.


  She watched Alassa step into the next room and then turned to look out of the window, thinking hard. Randor knowing the truth...what did that do? Nothing in the short term, perhaps, but in the long term...?


  I should tell Imaiqah and the others myself, she thought, as she heard the sound of splashing from the washroom. Before the king can use the knowledge against me.


  She looked up as Alassa walked back into the living room. Her friend had washed her face and used magic to adjust her dress, making it impossible to see that she’d been crying only a few minutes ago. Emily wondered, mordantly, just how long Alassa had been upset before she’d come to Emily, but dismissed the thought. She probably didn’t want to know or she’d just get madder at the king.


  “I will be there when they get married,” Alassa announced. She sounded murderous, as if Alicia was her worst enemy. “And then I will watch as they leave the castle. She won’t be there for my wedding.”


  “I don’t know how much choice your father gave her,” Emily told her.


  “Alicia would have done anything to get her rights,” Alassa hissed. “And...”


  She broke off as someone tapped on the door. Emily walked over, opened it and took a parchment scroll from a messenger. It invited her to attend the wedding of Lord Barrows and Lady Alicia, to be held in two hours in one of the king’s chambers. Emily passed the note to Alassa, who read it and snorted rudely.


  “Lord Barrows would do anything to please my father,” she sneered. “Even marrying a girl.”


  “I’m sure the power and position makes up for it,” Emily said, dryly. “And he will have his own affairs on the side.”


  “Yeah,” Alassa said. She grinned, suddenly. “Do you want to spend the next two hours just talking? We haven’t done that for far too long.”


  Emily nodded. She’d almost forgotten what it was like to just relax and talk, even if the subjects ranged from Earth to Caleb and her possible marriage. Alassa offered a handful of droll observations, but ended with the suggestion that she tell Caleb the truth.


  “He’ll be shocked when it gets out, because he’ll see it as a sign you don’t trust him,” she said. “And if you don’t trust him, why are you starting a relationship with him?”


  “It was hard to tell you,” Emily said. “Earth seems like a dream these days.”


  Nightingale arrived, ten minutes later, to escort them both to the king’s chambers. Emily couldn’t help feeling nervous - she had no idea how the king would treat her - but he showed no reaction as she was ushered into the room. Alicia stood at one end, next to a tall man wearing a dark outfit and carrying a sword on his belt. He didn’t look particularly effeminate, Emily noted; indeed, his shirt was so tight, revealing his muscles, that she had a feeling he was overcompensating for something. But she wasn’t sure if someone who didn’t know his sexuality would guess the truth...


  Alassa stood next to Emily, her eyes on her father. Emily glanced at her and saw she’d schooled her face into a perfect mask, keeping her feelings hidden. It was clear, however, that she was far from happy. Alicia looked at Alassa and paled, making her skin even more translucent than normal. Emily gave her a reassuring look - or as close to it as she could - and forced herself to relax. Whatever King Randor intended to do with the information he’d extracted from his daughter, she’d deal with it.


  “Lady Alicia, Mistress of Winter Flower, Lady of Pine Croft, Guardian of Night’s Ease and Heir to the Barony of Gold,” Randor said. There was a long pause as he allowed the titles to sink in. “Kneel before me.”


  Alicia went down on her knees. “You wish to be confirmed in your titles,” Randor said, calmly. “Do you understand the rights, duties and obligations you owe your subjects and your liege lord?”


  “I do,” Alicia said, her voice shaking.


  Randor nodded. “Do you swear to uphold the laws of your kingdom, to serve your master and to rule your people with compassion, justice, and firmness?”


  “I do,” Alicia said, again.


  I didn’t have to do that, Emily thought. He just gave me the barony.


  She pushed the thought aside as Nightingale stepped forward, carrying a small cushion. A simple golden tiara rested on it, surrounded by a long golden cord. King Randor took the tiara, held it up so it sparkled in the light, and lowered it gently onto Alicia’s bowed head.


  “I hereby proclaim you Baroness of Gold,” Randor said, calmly. “And I confirm you in your lands, titles, and possessions.”


  “I thank you, Your Majesty,” Alicia said.


  Emily felt Alassa tense beside her and winced. No matter what happened, the child would still be a prospective threat, particularly if she did fall out with her father. Lady Alicia wasn’t a serious problem, but Baroness Alicia would have the resources and manpower to be a significant threat. If, of course, Alicia didn’t decide to make sure the child never learned of his heritage.


  King Randor turned to Lord Barrows. “You seek the hand of this maiden in marriage?”


  “I do, Your Majesty,” Lord Barrows said. His voice was calm and composed. Emily couldn’t help wondering if he saw the advantages of the match or if he was simply helping his master out of a tight spot. Lord Hans and his fellows would probably have crawled naked across broken glass for the honor of marrying Alicia. “I humbly beg your leave to marry her.”


  There was a long pause as Lord Barrows slowly knelt before the king. Emily remembered what she’d learned and smiled, inwardly. Randor might have given Alicia her rights - and was about to marry her - but he’d asserted his superiority over them by reminding her of her obligations to him. And, without his blessing, the marriage couldn’t take place.


  And if he hadn’t wanted her to marry, Emily thought, she couldn’t.


  “Lord Barrows,” King Randor said. He didn’t bother with a list of titles. Emily suspected that meant Lord Barrows was a landless younger son. “Do you understand the obligations of a Baron Consort?”


  “I do,” Lord Barrows said.


  “Do you pledge to support her in all her endeavours, to advise her and guide her, to defend her right to her title and protect the claims of her children, should she die before her time?”


  “I do,” Lord Barrows said, again.


  “Baroness Alicia,” King Randor said. “Do you accept the suit brought by Lord Barrows?”


  “I do,” Alicia said.


  “Do you understand the rights and duties you will have towards him, as well as the rights and duties he will have towards you?”


  “I do,” Alicia said.


  Caleb is going to hate going through this, Emily thought. King Randor would be furious if she had a quick wedding in Whitehall, but she found it hard to care what the king thought any longer. Hell, Jade is going to hate going through the private ceremony tomorrow.


  “Join hands,” Randor ordered.


  He waited for them to link hands, then turned to Nightingale and took the golden cord from the cushion. Alicia shivered, very slightly, as he knelt down and wrapped the cord around their wrists, binding them together. Emily watched as Randor stepped back and rose to his feet.


  “Arise, husband and wife,” he ordered.


  Alicia and Lord Barrows, still tied together, rose to their feet. Emily shook her head tiredly as they kissed once, a bare peck that had all the emotion of a tap on the forehead. Maybe it was a good solution, but she couldn’t see either of them being very happy in the future, even if there were advantages to the match. And yet, if nothing else, Alicia was confirmed in her lands and titles. She would have that to console her as she gave birth to a bastard child.


  And the king may hope to keep visiting her, Emily thought, darkly. Or will he simply move on to someone else?


  “Lady Emily,” the king said. “Do you bear witness to this match?”


  “I do,” Emily said.


  King Randor stepped back, then waved to a waiter. The man advanced, carrying a tray loaded with wine glasses. Emily took one and worked a quick spell to remove the alcohol before the king called for a toast. Beside her, Alassa held her glass, but refused to drink. If the king noticed the unsubtle insult, he gave no sign.


  “I congratulate you on your wedding,” he said, addressing the couple. Listening to him, Emily would never have known he’d just married his lover off to another man. “I would merely offer one piece of advice to two youngsters who have yet to discover the joys of married life. Your partner is your equal, at least in private. Treat one another with respect; try to learn from one another. You will not have a more trusted advisor than your partner.”


  And how often, Emily asked silently, do you consult Queen Marlena?


  She looked around. There was no sign of the queen, even though Marlena had to be just as relieved as Alassa that Alicia was getting married off, rather than trying to marry the king herself. Emily hoped - prayed - that Marlena would get well soon, now the affair was over and the bastard child safely passed to another father. She would have liked a chance to talk to the older woman in private before she had to go back to Whitehall.


  “Your coach has already been prepared,” King Randor added, after a moment. “You will be free to depart for your castle at any moment. My daughter has already formally excused you from attending her wedding.”


  Emily kept her face impassive as she sensed a flicker of angry magic boiling around Alassa, although her friend kept it under tight control. She would have bet her entire barony that Alassa hadn’t been consulted before her father had made that declaration. But then, Alassa would probably be glad to see Alicia safely away from the castle. Excusing her from the wedding, thus ensuring there was no insult, was a small price to pay.


  “And good riddance,” Alassa muttered, as Alicia and Lord Barrows made their way from the room, their wrists still bound together. By tradition, they were meant to stay tied up until the wedding night. “May she stay well away from court.”


  King Randor threw her a sharp look, but said nothing.


  “I’m sure she will,” Emily reassured her friend. She leaned closer to whisper in Alassa’s ear. “She’ll start showing signs of pregnancy soon.”


  She sensed someone looking at her and glanced up. King Randor was studying her, an amused smile playing around his lips. Emily felt a hot flash of anger she rapidly suppressed; Randor had seduced a young girl, married her off to a stranger when the affair had become politically dangerous and then forced answers out of his daughter, answers that threatened everything Emily had worked for over the years. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to leave the castle after the wedding. She was tired of the king’s meddling.


  Frieda would understand if we left as soon as the wedding was over, she thought, as she looked back at Alassa. And Alassa will be busy starting a new life with Jade...


  “Come on,” she said, quietly. “Let’s go find Imaiqah.”


  “She’ll be busy making the final preparations for the ceremony tomorrow,” Alassa said, crossly. She didn’t seem to be aware of her father’s watchful eye, but Emily knew better than to take that for granted. “Do you have your dress yet?”


  “I do,” Emily said, hastily. The last thing she wanted was more fittings, let alone more dresses. “What are you planning for the afternoon?”


  “Nothing,” Alassa said. She sighed, dramatically. “I wasn’t planning anything after a night of fun and...well, you know.”


  Emily considered it for a long moment, weighing their options. “We go find Frieda, and Caleb, and go play a game in the spellchamber,” she said. She would have preferred to go out of the castle, but Alassa would never be allowed to accompany her without a proper bodyguard. “We could certainly play a round of Freeze Tag.”


  “Jade would be mad if we accidentally broke his wards,” Alassa said. She smiled, brightly, as a thought struck her. “He could come play too, of course. No one would care as long as you were there to chaperone...”


  “Come on,” Emily said. She looked up. King Randor was speaking to Nightingale in a low voice. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what they were talking about. “Let’s go.”


  “Before my father has another bright idea,” Alassa finished. “And the next one will probably be bad.”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  “YOU LOOK LOVELY, MY LADY,” THE maid said.


  “Thank you,” Emily replied. It wasn’t enough to overcome the dull sense of foreboding that had been hanging over her since breakfast, since the realization that today was Alassa’s wedding day. “It’s all due to you.”


  The maid looked flustered. Emily smiled, and looked into the mirror. She’d been in the maid’s tender clutches for hours, ever since breakfast, but even she had to admit it was worthwhile. She wore a long white dress that flattered her curves without revealing too much, a golden necklace that stood out against her pale skin and - thankfully - a pair of normal shoes. They’d washed her hair, and bunched it up against her ears in a manner that struck her as oddly familiar.


  She had to smile when she placed it. “I look like Princess Leia.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so, My Lady,” the maid said. “Princess Leia has blonde hair.”


  Emily blinked in surprise, then realized that there must be a real Princess Leia somewhere on the Nameless World. She shrugged, dismissing the thought, and turned to face the door as someone knocked. The maid opened it, revealing Nightingale. Emily groaned inwardly as he bowed low, and held out an arm. She took it, reluctantly, and allowed him to lead her through the corridors and into the king’s private audience chamber.


  “My Lady,” he said, gravely. “You do know the protocol?”


  “We’ve rehearsed it,” Emily said, tartly. She could see why the king used Nightingale, but his fawning gave her the creeps. “This isn’t the public ceremony anyway.”


  “It is regarded as bad luck if something goes wrong at any point during the wedding,” Nightingale said. Emily glared daggers at him. Too much could go wrong, even in private, where it could be covered up. He let go of her arm as Caleb entered the room. “The princess will be along shortly.”


  Caleb glanced after Nightingale as he retreated. “Is he always like that?”


  “He’s often worse,” Emily said, quietly. She looked him up and down, then smiled. They’d pushed Caleb into a uniform that looked too grand to be practical, complete with gold braid and a pair of medals she didn’t recognize. But he looked good in it. “What did you do to earn a medal?”


  “Survived the first year at Stronghold, I think,” Caleb said, glancing down at one of the medals. “The other is a sign of the king’s personal favor.”


  “Oh,” Emily said.


  She took his hand and stepped backwards as King Randor entered the room and walked up to the throne. Instead of sitting, however, he turned to face the room and waited as the door opened again, revealing a small line of guests. Emily smiled as she saw the Gorgon, wearing a silver dress that showed off her greenish skin, and Aloha, wearing a long white dress very much like Emily’s. Aloha gave her a sharp look when Emily waved, then followed the Gorgon as she hurried over to Emily’s side. Clearly, she still bore a grudge.


  “I’m glad you made it,” Emily said. Frieda joined them, wearing a red dress and a hairstyle very like Emily’s. “I was afraid you wouldn’t be able to come.”


  “Alassa cleared my way through the gates,” the Gorgon said. She sounded tired and worn. “I still had to wear a glamor in the city.”


  “I’m sure there’s a room for you in the castle,” Caleb offered. “Imaiqah could have arranged one...”


  “I don’t like the castle,” the Gorgon said, shaking her head. Her snakes hissed in unison. “It’s too human for me. As long as I keep the door in the inn locked and warded, I should be fine.”


  Emily winced. The human population was terrified of gorgons. If someone realized what she was, the Gorgon would find herself the target of an angry mob and, as powerful as she was, she might not be able to protect herself indefinitely. But, at the same time, she understood the Gorgon’s feelings. King Randor’s castle would be far too crowded for the Gorgon to endure for long.


  She looked past her, at Aloha. “And you? Where are you staying?”


  “I have a room in the same inn,” Aloha said, curtly. “There were some interesting pieces of literature under the pillowcase too.”


  Emily shivered. “Interesting?”


  “About how overthrowing the monarchy would lead to a land of milk and honey,” Aloha said. “They were very interesting.”


  “Don’t mention those here,” Emily said. “The king would not be happy.”


  Aloha snorted, but held her peace. Emily sighed and turned to watch as the final guests entered the chamber. Queen Marlena, looking better than she’d been two weeks ago, strode up and stood next to her husband, wearing a long yellow dress. King Randor gave her a smile that Emily would have thought was affectionate, if she hadn’t known he’d been sleeping with Alicia and dozens of other girls. But then, maybe he did like her. He’d just been forced to share his bed with others for reasons of state.


  And I’m sure he hated every minute, she thought, sarcastically. She glanced across at Sir Hawker and Galina, both wearing fancy clothes that seemed ill-suited even though they fitted perfectly, and did her best to give them a reassuring smile. At least Jade won’t be sleeping with every pretty girl that catches his eye.


  King Randor nodded to a trumpeter, who blew a single long note as the doors swung open again. Alassa, wearing a green dress that set off her long golden hair, strode into the chamber, accompanied by Imaiqah and an older man dressed all in black. Emily couldn’t help wondering if he was a sorcerer, but she couldn’t sense even a hint of magic surrounding him. Alassa looked utterly composed, so much so that it had to be a mask. But then, she’d been attending formal ceremonies before she could walk.


  But none like this, Emily thought, as Alassa stopped in front of her father. This is the most important day of her life.


  The black-clad man bowed to the king, then turned and stepped to one side. Imaiqah remained standing beside Alassa, serving as her Maid of Honor. Being there was a reward, Emily knew, for all her hard work during the wedding preparations. Imaiqah might not know it, but hundreds of society butterflies would be killing themselves with envy. A newcomer, someone who’d been born a commoner, had earned the social honor of the decade.


  King Randor smiled at his daughter - it looked genuine, Emily noted - and then gave the trumpeter another signal. Jade entered the chamber as the final echoes of the note faded away, wearing a white uniform topped with gold braid. Emily glanced at Caleb, silently comparing the two outfits, and realized that Caleb was designated as a member of Jade’s party. At least they knew each other, she noted. They certainly had more in common than the aristocratic nincompoops who’d ruined Jade’s stag nights.


  “Kneel,” King Randor ordered.


  Alassa and Jade lowered themselves to their knees, slowly and carefully. King Randor looked down at them for a long moment, then took a step backwards. His voice, when he spoke, was calm.


  “We are gathered today, in the sight of the gods, to join the hands of two young people in marriage,” he said. They will live together, they will serve together, they will raise children together and they will die together. Their souls will remain together forever when they go on to the next world.”


  Emily shivered, remembering the vision the demon had shown her...


   


  ...It is Alassa’s wedding day. Blood stains the altar, her white dress is ripped and torn; in one hand, she holds a wand, in the other a staff. And she stares at Emily with accusation in her eyes...


   


  ...She pushed her fear aside. Holding the real ceremony in private would ensure that nothing could go wrong.


  Randor paused for a long, chilling moment. “But there will come a time when they come to the throne of this kingdom,” he added. “Their union will shape the future of the entire country; their children, eventually, will come to rule in their turn. We call now upon the blessings of the gods for this union.”


  “We call upon the blessings,” the crowd echoed.


  King Randor smiled, rather tightly. “Jade, Son of Hawker. You will be my daughter’s protector and defender, the father of her children, the first amongst her advisors, but you will wield no power of your own. If she dies before her children are ready to take the throne, you will be their regent. You will never be able to rule in your own name.


  “Do you understand the rights and obligations of a Royal Consort?”


  “I do,” Jade said.


  And hope to hell you can have children, Emily thought. If Randor had managed to sire a second child, maybe it would be easier for Alassa to get pregnant. But if they couldn’t have children, the kingdom would be doomed. And if you can’t, you may need to come up with something else before it’s too late.


  King Randor studied Jade for a long moment. “Do you, Jade, Son of Hawker, willingly pledge your hand to my daughter?”


  “I do,” Jade said.


  The king nodded and turned to Alassa. “Alassa, Daughter of Randor, Princess of Zangaria, Duchess of Iron, Marchioness of the Midlands and Patron of Steam. Do you understand the obligations and duties you are assuming towards your consort?”


  “I do,” Alassa said.


  “To accept him as your husband,” the king continued, “as the father of your children, as your protector, defender and advisor?”


  “I do,” Alassa said, again.


  “But always to remember that you are the Princess and will be the Queen of Zangaria,” King Randor warned. “Will you keep power in your hands and accept the responsibility that comes with it?”


  “I will,” Alassa said.


  Emily winced, inwardly. She’d known men who would have bitterly resented any reminder of their own powerlessness. But Jade had a different kind of power.


  “Join hands,” the King ordered.


  He produced a golden cord from his belt and carefully bound their wrists together, as he’d done for Alicia and Lord Barrows. “In the sight of the gods, you are united together as one,” he said, simply. “I call upon their blessings for this union.”


  “We call upon their blessings,” the witnesses echoed.


  “From this moment forth, you are husband and wife,” King Randor said. “Rise.”


  Alassa and Jade rose. “You may now kiss,” King Randor said. “And be one.”


  Emily smiled, feeling an odd lump in her throat, as Alassa and Jade kissed. There was something touching about it, even though it was surprisingly demure. But then, they couldn’t kiss passionately in front of both sets of parents. Emily squeezed Caleb’s hand tightly as Alassa and Jade broke apart, their wrists still bound together. They’d be joined at the wrist until they entered their quarters for the wedding night.


  And hopefully it will be more satisfactory than poor Alicia’s, she thought as Alassa accepted a hug from her new mother-in-law. At least they love each other.


  She pushed the morbid thought aside as she watched the happy couple’s parents. Galina looked to be wiping away tears; beside her, her husband looked pleased, but stoic. Jade had done well for himself, yet it was clear that Sir Hawker didn’t like the Royal Court. Emily couldn’t really blame him. Queen Marlena was smiling broadly, her eyes brimming with unshed tears, while King Randor’s face was almost completely expressionless. Emily honestly wasn’t sure if he was pleased for his daughter or worried about the future.


  But the future never stops, Emily thought. And the story doesn’t end just because they’re married.


  The doors opened, revealing the king’s private dining chamber. Emily - still holding Caleb’s hand - followed the rest of the guests into the room, smiling to herself when she noted that there were two High Tables, one clearly intended for the happy couple alone. Alassa and Jade sat down, waited for the servants to begin serving food and then started to feed each other. Emily shook her head, and glanced at Imaiqah. Her friend was grinning from ear to ear.


  Nothing went wrong, she thought, as the servants ladled food onto her plate. The wedding, the true wedding was over, and nothing had gone wrong. They’re married now.


  Caleb cleared his throat. “Is that it? They’re married?”


  “There’s a big public ceremony in two days,” Emily said. Alassa and Jade would have a day to themselves before they were expected to perform again. “But yes, they’re married now.”


  “It seems a bit of an anticlimax,” Caleb commented.


  “I think the happy couple would want a private ceremony first, just so they can get married without the whole world watching,” Emily said. She knew the ceremony was more than just two young people getting married, but she wouldn’t have liked to tie the knot in front of thousands of people, many of whom would be secretly hoping that something would go wrong. “The big ceremony is for the kingdom.”


  They ate quickly, enjoying the food. She had a feeling Alassa had chosen it herself; there was the obligatory roast meat and potatoes, but there were also spiced dishes from Dragon’s Den and steak and chips from Cockatrice. The thought of burgers and pizza being turned into gourmet dinners made her smile, although she had heard of places where fancy burgers were sold for upwards of fifty dollars apiece. She’d just never visited any of them.


  And never will, she thought, as she finished her meal. It would be a waste of money.


  The room fell silent as King Randor rose to his feet. “I have no doubt that the pair of you have been bombarded with advice on how to make a marriage work,” he said, addressing the happy couple. “My own father insisted on forcing me to listen to the most embarrassing lectures, on subjects I shall leave to your imagination.”


  Jade blushed, Emily noted; Alassa lowered her gaze.


  “It is quite tempting, as a parent, to try to spare your children the agony of repeating the mistakes you made yourself,” Randor continued. “I could offer you both the benefit of my wisdom, but why should I expect you to take heed? It wasn’t as if I took much heed of my father.”


  He smiled, broadly. “I shall content myself with making a simple observation,” he said, his voice growing warmer. “You two actually knew one another before asking my permission to wed. Many who marry at your station in life only meet their partners under carefully-controlled conditions. There is no chance to actually get to know the other person. Very few people truly show themselves when they know they’re being chaperoned. But you two met beforehand. You know each other on a level many other aristocratic partnerships cannot match.


  “Do not let this make you become complacent. Marriage is a permanent partnership between a man and a woman. You will spend the rest of your lives together. The true test of your marriage will not come when you take part in the formal ceremony, or go off together on a long honeymoon, but when you face your first crisis. There will be moments when you will disagree, perhaps savagely, on something so fundamental that you will feel it is the end of your marriage. Then you will learn if you have something for the ages or not.


  “You must learn to embrace one another as you truly are, yet you will not find this easy. There will be a strong temptation for one or both of you to try to change the other, to smooth away the rough edges or reshape their personality completely. This will provoke resentment - and resentment can destroy the trust you need to survive the coming years. Many people will seek to drive wedges between you. A lack of trust, a lack of faith, a lack of respect...they will create chinks in your armor that your enemies will use against you.”


  Emily swallowed. Alassa would have enemies, of course; she’d have them long before she became queen. It wouldn’t be hard for one of those enemies to try to seduce Jade, or attempt to convince Alassa that her husband had been unfaithful, or...King Randor was right. A lack of trust would destroy the marriage.


  “Above all, you must be honest with one another,” he warned. “There may come a time when the fires of passion burn out, when you turn from lust to the hard task of building a life together. Honesty and respect will keep you together in your partnership; honesty and respect will serve as the building blocks of real lasting love.”


  He paused. “There is much more I could say,” he concluded. “But I think that’s enough for the moment.”


  How true, Emily thought, as the king sat back down. Was he talking about Alassa and Jade - or himself and his queen? And what sort of advice are you going to offer in private?


  There was no dancing. Instead, once the cake was finished, King Randor and Sir Hawker escorted the happy couple to their quarters, while Queen Marlena and Galina headed off on some errand of their own. Emily spoke briefly to the Gorgon and Imaiqah - Aloha was chatting with one of Jade’s friends on the other side of the room - then allowed Caleb to lead her back to her rooms.


  “The king offered some good advice,” Caleb said. “My parents trust one another with their secrets.”


  Emily felt a stab of guilt. She hadn’t trusted Caleb with the truth of her origins, let alone her secrets. Lady Barb was the only one who knew everything...


  “He’s probably seen a great many aristocratic romances go wrong,” she said, as they entered her rooms. “Jade and Alassa actually knew one another. That’s rare.”


  Caleb took her in his arms and kissed her, gently. Emily kissed him back, feeling oddly torn between passion and a nameless guilt and fear. What would Caleb say if she told him the truth? His hand slid down her back; she tensed, helplessly, as it came to rest on the small of her back. He felt her stiffen and pulled away...


  “It’s all right,” she said, as she kissed him again. “We’ll have plenty of time to get to know one another.”


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  EMILY WAS NOT PARTICULARLY SURPRISED WHEN there was no sign of Alassa and Jade the following morning. Unless something had gone badly wrong - and she rather doubted it - they would be spending the entire day together, completely alone. She joined Frieda and Caleb for breakfast in the dining hall, unsure what she should do for the rest of the day. Imaiqah hadn’t assigned her to anything before the final ceremony itself.


  Nightingale entered and walked over to her table. “Lady Emily,” he said. “The King requests that you join him in the Throne Room, once you have finished your breakfast.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said, tartly. That settled the question of what she was going to do all day. “Do you know what it’s about?”


  “I believe the king is going to issue his final judgement on the issue of the Barony of Swanhaven,” Nightingale said. He bowed. “He would be deeply honored if you saw fit to attend.”


  “Very well,” Emily said. She glanced at her plate, wondering just how long she could reasonably claim to be eating breakfast. “I shall attend upon him shortly.”


  She glanced at Frieda. “We’ll go out after the final ceremony,” she said, as Nightingale oozed away. “I...”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Frieda said. “Aloha asked if I’d like to explore the town this afternoon. I’ll just go meet her.”


  “My father is planning to inspect some of the weapons designed for the Royal Guard,” Caleb offered. “I’ll accompany him, if he’ll let me.”


  Emily frowned. “You don’t want to accompany me?”


  She shook her head before Caleb could answer. It was hard to blame him for wanting to avoid an audience with the king, even if he was merely a witness. She wondered, absently, just which choice King Randor had made, but realized she already knew the answer. The king would see Lady Regina as the better bet. She might be a manipulative bitch, but Lord Hans was too erratic to be trusted with power.


  And besides, she might have seduced the king, Emily thought, sourly. Why not? It worked for Cleopatra.


  “I’ll see you later,” Caleb said.


  He gave her a wink - there were too many others in the room for him to kiss her - and rose, heading off to his suite. Emily watched him go, feeling alone. Alassa and Jade would be furious if she interrupted them, Imaiqah was busy, Frieda was going somewhere with Aloha, the Gorgon wasn’t in the castle and Caleb didn’t want to accompany her to the audience...it wasn’t as if she had any friends among the bridesmaids. None of them had anything in common with her.


  And I scared them to death, she thought, as she finished her Kava. They’re probably making signs to ward off evil every time I turn my back.


  “I’ll see you later too,” Frieda said.


  “Be careful down there,” Emily warned. If Aloha had found some rebel leaflets in an inn, God only knew what else was happening. The rebels were definitely growing bolder. “And use magic to defend yourself if you get attacked.”


  “I will,” Frieda promised.


  She gave Emily a quick hug, and hurried out the door. Emily sighed, rose and headed through the maze of corridors to the Throne Room. There seemed to be more and more people moving through the castle, carrying boxes of supplies in preparation for the formal ceremony tomorrow. She caught sight of Paren, directing a handful of men carrying crates marked FRAGILE. He waved as Emily walked past the guards into the Throne Room. King Randor sat in his throne, reading papers, while a number of aristocrats stood before him. A large table had been set up on the far side of the room, groaning under the weight of a mixture of old-fashioned parchment and newer papers. There was no sign of Lord Hans or Lady Regina


  “Baroness Emily,” King Randor said. “Please stand beside the throne.”


  Emily kept her expression blank with an effort as she did as she was told. The aristocrats had never been particularly fond of her - they’d seen her as an unwelcome newcomer even before she’d killed Master Grey - but now they looked actively fearful. They’d probably been able to tell themselves that she’d killed two necromancers through luck; they’d find it harder to deny a duel witnessed by dozens of people. The thought of her standing so close to the throne - a sign of royal favor - was bad enough, but she was also a close friend of the Crown Princess and future Queen...


  And I didn’t even want the honor of being a baroness, she thought. If I’d known what it entailed, I would have declined when it was offered.


  She waited, as patiently as she could, until the king put the final set of papers aside and looked up. “Nightingale, summon the claimants.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Nightingale said.


  Emily braced herself as Nightingale opened a door, then beckoned Lord Hans and Lady Regina into the chamber. Lord Hans looked coldly furious - thankfully, someone had taken his sword - while Lady Regina had dressed to demonstrate her maturity and her fitness to rule. Emily fought to keep her expression blank as Lord Hans glared at her, feeling her skin crawl under his gaze. She had no doubt he would kill her - or worse - if he ever got the chance. It was all she could do not to hurl a fireball into his face. Instead, she watched as both he and his cousin knelt before the king.


  “We have considered your respective claims to the title,” King Randor said, once several more witnesses had arrived and the doors had been closed. He waved one hand at the table of paperwork. “Your supporters have provided detailed explanations of why one of you should inherit the position and the other should be given a place at court. We have read the detailed notes with great interest. Your lawyers have dug up and referenced many interesting precedents.”


  His face darkened. “We were not amused when we saw that several of those precedents dated back to the days of the Empire. There are sufficient precedents to support both of your cases without drawing in references to the time before the kingdom’s founder.”


  Of course not, Emily thought. You wouldn’t want to remind people that your family was once nothing more than a very minor noble family on the edge of an empire that covered a vast continent.


  She shrugged. Unless the lawyers knew their cases were weak, she couldn’t understand why they’d dragged up precedents from before Zangaria became an independent kingdom. An American lawyer might as well cite a precedent from George III and expect it to be accepted in a modern-day courtroom. Or were they trying to cover up the fact that neither of the claimants had a very strong claim by burying the king under piles of unnecessary documents?


  “But, as it happens, your respective claims were considered carefully,” the king said, drawing her attention back to him. “Both of you have strong claims. Lord Hans has a more distant link to the baronial line, but being a man compensates for Lady Regina’s closer link to the bloodline.”


  Because Lady Regina might die in childbirth, Emily thought. It still didn’t strike her as particularly fair. Besides, Healers could ensure the safety of both child and mother if they were allowed to do their work in peace. Did you ask Alassa for her opinion before you made up your mind?


  “And that leads to a different point,” the king continued. “A barony isn’t a minor lordship; it is, in many ways, an isolated kingdom in its own right. The successful claimant must handle a whole series of issues, some requiring the careful application of force, others requiring patient diplomacy. My daughter and I have spoken to both of you several times, since you arrived at court, and formulated an opinion.”


  Emily blinked. Alassa had been involved? It made sense, she supposed, but she was still surprised. Randor had never struck her as one who was keen to share power. And yet, whatever problems Randor’s ruling created would come back to haunt his daughter. She had a certain right to offer input, if the king asked for it.


  And he’s also sharing the blame, she thought. And making it clear that Alassa won’t be reversing the decision anytime soon.


  “We have also discussed the matter with a number of others,” Randor said. He nodded to Emily. “Many noblemen had their own thoughts on the matter.”


  There was a long pause. Emily was uncomfortably aware of Lord Hans staring at her. She wondered, suddenly, what the others had said. Had they looked to have their son or daughter married to the winner? Or asked for bribes? Or demanded promises of future favors? The winner would be in a position to bestow plenty of gifts upon his or her supporters.


  And I wouldn’t trust Lord Hans to keep any of his promises, Emily thought. She had a feeling the king was drawing matters out deliberately. No one in their right mind would trust Lord Hans to keep his word, not when he can’t think or plan long term. A bad reputation won’t bother him if he gets what he wants in the short term.


  “We have made a final decision,” King Randor said. “This decision was taken after careful consideration of the submitted documents, the statements of both claimants and consultation with my barons, lords and knights. We appoint to the Barony of Swanhaven...”


  He paused, dramatically.


  “Lady Regina,” he finished. “Baroness...”


  Lord Hans lashed out, slamming a fist into his cousin’s shoulder. It would have been her head, Emily noted in horror, if she hadn’t already been moving away from him. A trio of guards ran forward, but they weren’t quick enough to keep Lord Hans from hurling himself at the king. Randor calmly picked his sceptre from his lap, cracked Lord Hans across the head and sent him crashing to the floor. The guards grabbed him seconds later and hauled him to his feet.


  “The penalty for attempting to lay hands on the king without permission is death,” Randor said. He didn’t sound particularly bothered by the attempt on his life. “You will be taken to the dungeons and executed after the wedding ceremony is over.”


  He nodded to the guards, who dragged Lord Hans away. Baron Gaunt, his face an expressionless mask, helped Lady Regina to her feet. It was hard to tell if she was in pain, Emily noted; she was keeping a very tight grip on her expressions. But then, showing weakness in front of the other aristocrats was asking for trouble. King Randor returned the sceptre to its resting place and leaned back in his throne.


  You planned it that way, Emily thought, coldly. You wanted an excuse to execute Hans before he could turn into a problem.


  She sucked in her breath as it all fell into place. Randor had clearly been expecting trouble, but he hadn’t seen fit to have Lord Hans chained up ahead of time, giving him the opportunity to launch his suicidal attack. The king would have had problems if he’d ordered the demented young man executed without due cause; now, no one could possibly argue there wasn’t due cause. Hans had struck a baroness and attacked the king in full view of forty aristocratic witnesses. Anyone who tried to defend him would be setting a very uncomfortable precedent.


  “Lady Regina,” King Randor said. “If you wish to speak with your cousin before his execution, you may do so.”


  “I thank you, Your Majesty,” Lady Regina said. Her voice shook slightly. “But I must decline. We have never had much to say to one another.”


  The king nodded. “Do you understand the rights and obligations of the titles you wish to assume, both to your feudal lord and master and to your subjects?”


  “I do,” Lady Regina said.


  “Do you undertake to marry within two years,” King Randor added, “with the intention of producing children who can carry on the baronial bloodline?”


  “I do,” Lady Regina said.


  Emily felt a flicker of sympathy. Lady Regina might have more free choice than Alicia, but not by much. She’d have to submit a list of names to the king, who was perfectly capable of rejecting them repeatedly until she chose someone he approved of. Hopefully, the king would select someone who could keep her darker side in check, although that wouldn’t be easy. Like Alassa, Lady Regina would hold all the power in the marriage.


  “Then I confirm you in your titles,” King Randor said. “Kneel.”


  Lady Regina knelt, gingerly. Randor rose to his feet, took a golden tiara from Nightingale and gently placed it on Lady Regina’s head. The audience started to applaud as he helped her to her feet, then spun her around to face the crowd. Emily saw a glint of triumph in her eyes and shivered, inwardly. Lord Hans would probably have caused a revolution within weeks, but Lady Regina might be more dangerous to the rebels in the long run.


  “You may leave today, if you wish,” King Randor said. “My daughter understands that you need to assert yourself in your barony as quickly as possible. There will be no offense taken if you go.”


  Which will give Regina a nasty dilemma, Emily thought. Leave now and offend her future queen, if the king is lying, or stay in the castle and risk seeing events run out of control in Swanhaven when word of her appointment gets back to the barony.


  “I will leave today,” Regina said. “I will convey my respects to the Crown Princess before I depart.”


  A good way to get turned into something inanimate, Emily thought. She doubted Alassa would be happy about the interruption. I wonder if Randor will let her go.


  “I will supply you with a regiment of troops,” Randor said, instead. “They will assist you in restoring order, if necessary.”


  Lady Regina nodded, curtly. She didn’t look too pleased, Emily saw; it wasn’t hard to guess why. A regiment of the king’s troops would be helpful, at least in the short term, but their presence would make it harder for her to do anything without the king’s knowledge. If she’d wanted to build up a private army to replace the one her predecessor had lost - something the king had explicitly forbidden - she would find it a difficult task.


  “I thank you, Your Majesty,” Lady Regina said.


  “The troops are already waiting,” King Randor said. “Merely inform their commander when you are ready to depart.”


  He settled back on his throne. “The business of Swanhaven is now concluded,” he said, addressing the entire crowd. “A small buffet has been laid out for the new baroness in the dining hall. You may talk to her there, if you wish.”


  It was a dismissal, Emily realized. Lady Regina curtseyed to the king, then turned and walked out of the hall. A handful of others followed her; the king scowled at the stragglers until they got the idea and retreated too. They’d probably wanted to petition the king about something, but it could wait. Emily was halfway to the door herself when the king called her name.


  She turned to face him, cursing under her breath. “Yes, Your Majesty?”


  “You do not approve,” King Randor said. It wasn’t a question. “You feel she will make a poor baroness.”


  “She will, Your Majesty,” Emily said. She’d expected to be asked about Earth, to have the king’s knowledge used against her, but Randor was too canny a monarch to play such a card until he understood its value. “I expect her people will not be pleased to see her.”


  “She may be able to blame everything on Hans,” the king said. “I will have his head pickled and sent to Swanhaven to be placed in the center of the square. Her people will know Hans is dead.”


  “You provoked him,” Emily said, numbly.


  “Yes,” the king said. He smiled, rather darkly. “A mentality like his will always react badly to having a prize snatched away. I believe you are already aware of the flaw in his character.”


  He cocked his head. “And yet, you feel that Lady Regina is a worse choice?”


  “They were both poor choices,” Emily said. She didn’t know what the king was playing at and she wasn’t sure she cared. All she really wanted to do was take part in the final ceremony, wave Alassa goodbye when she left on her honeymoon and set off with Frieda for a week or two of exploring. “Lady Regina is likely to provoke an uprising.”


  Randor peered down at her. “Is that what happened...on your homeworld?”


  “Yes, it is,” Emily said. Too late, she realized she’d confirmed everything Alassa had told her father. Maybe she could have lied to his face and claimed she’d been pulling Alassa’s leg. “Hundreds of kings and aristocrats died because they took liberties.”


  She smiled ironically at the pun, then went on. “They died because they treated the common people with disdain, because they proved themselves untrustworthy when they made promises and broke them seconds later.”


  “I did what I had to do,” Randor insisted.


  “You’re getting a reputation as an untrustworthy monarch,” Emily told him, bluntly. She no longer cared for diplomacy. “You need to find a way to balance the commons and the aristocrats, Your Majesty. And you need to do it fast.”


  Randor frowned. “Really.”


  “Yes,” Emily said. She could have rattled off several historical examples, but none of them would have meant anything to the king. “Your kingdom is on a knife-edge. You need to evolve structures to handle the changes or you will be swept away by the oncoming storm.”


  “I have tried to co-opt the changes,” Randor said. “But that has caused problems with the barons.”


  None of whom will just abandon their claims to power, Emily thought. The king couldn’t square the circle without starting a civil war. He needed time he wasn’t likely to have. And when the rebels come, the country will be torn apart.


  “Then play the barons off against the commons,” she suggested. If the commoners overthrew the aristocracy, Zangaria would probably wind up with a dictatorship. But if the aristocracy crushed the uprising, all hope of economic development would be lost. “Try to give the commons a stake in your rule.”


  “The commons are not a threat to the monarchy,” Randor said. The contempt in his voice was clear. “But the barons are clawing back the power I took from them.”


  “The commoners are the future,” Emily said. “You ignore their threat at your peril.”


  She shook her head, then turned and stalked out of the room, without waiting to be dismissed. There was nothing else she could say or do that would convince him to change his course, to avoid civil unrest. All she could do was pray that Alassa understood the truth...


  ...Before her kingdom was ripped apart by civil war.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  “WELL,” IMAIQAH SAID, THE FOLLOWING MORNING. “I hope you understand your role in the affair.”


  Emily nodded. Her friend looked stressed, despite her best attempts to hide it. Organizing everything had been tricky, to say the least; she still had to supervise the formal ceremony while taking part in it herself. Afterwards, Emily hoped Imaiqah would find time for some rest. She’d already declined a suggestion that she should accompany Emily and Frieda on their tour of the Allied Lands.


  “I know my place,” Emily said. “I’ve even readied the sword for the presentation ceremony.”


  Imaiqah sighed. “I had awful trouble coming up with a gift,” she said. “Father eventually suggested a brace of pistols. One of them is actually designed for a smaller hand.”


  “Alassa will like that,” Emily said. The aristocrats would probably sneer, but Alassa would understand the gift’s value. Do you have any words of advice?”


  “Try not to let them get you down,” Imaiqah said. She looked up as someone knocked on the door. “And here are the dress maids, Emily. Try to put up with them one final time.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Emily said. The door opened, revealing three maids, one of whom was carrying a long white dress. “But when you get married, can you have something less complex?”


  “I can try,” Imaiqah said. “Good luck.”


  Emily groaned, inwardly, as her friend made her escape, then braced herself as the maids closed in. She had never liked having other people around her as she dressed and undressed, let alone having them assist her into her clothes. At best, it struck her as horrifically lazy; at worst, they poked and prodded her so hard that she wound up feeling sore in delicate places.


  If I ever have children, she vowed as the maids removed her nightgown and went to work on her hair, I’ll make damn sure they don’t get too used to having servants.


  The thought kept her mind occupied as her hair was washed - again - brushed until it shone and then tied up in a long braid that hung down to her lower back. Someone who grew up with servants, with men and women who rushed to carry out their merest whims, would turn into a spoiled brat. They’d never know what it was like to starve, or to have to ham-fistedly mend their own clothes, or handle a drunken parent. She clenched her fists in a sudden burst of anger, making the maids tut-tut as they tried to dress her. Had Lord Hans started out as a spoiled brat? Or had the certainty that he would eventually be killed by the Baron of Swanhaven shaped his character? There was no way to know.


  “Finished,” the maids finally announced. “Just in time too.”


  Emily glanced at herself in the mirror, then nodded impatiently. One more day. One more day and then the whole ceremony would be over. She could handle it. The next time she saw Alassa, she hoped, it would be just the two of them. They could have a quiet chat in her rooms rather than anything public. And she could give her friend the true gift.


  “Very good,” she said. She tipped the maids, then picked up the sword, using a spell to lighten it. She’d wondered about trying to find a matching dagger, but Master Grey hadn’t owned one and there hadn’t been time to ask a blacksmith to try to come up with something suitable. “I thank you.”


  She stepped through the door and headed down to the antechamber, where a number of aristocrats already waited, presents in hand. Imaiqah stood at the front of the room, ticking off names on a clipboard; she waved to Emily at once, beckoning her forward and sending her into the main hall. Emily nodded, walked through the door and up to where Alassa and Jade were receiving presents. She shook her head in disbelief as she realized just how many gifts had already been presented. Several portraits of Alassa, a giant piano, stacks of gold and silver ornaments...she couldn’t help wondering if there was anything as practical as a set of cutlery among the piles. But then, Alassa had all the gold-plated knives and forks she’d ever need.


  “You’re looking good, both of you,” she said, as she approached the throne. Alassa, no longer a bride, wore white instead of green. “Did you have a good time?”


  Jade grinned openly. “You didn’t hear us?”


  Alassa elbowed him. “Everything went well, thank you,” she said, her face flushing red. “I hear Lord Hans is in the cells.”


  “He tried to attack your father,” Emily said. There would be time to discuss the rest of the affair later. “I brought this for you.”


  She passed the wrapped sword to Jade and watched as he carefully removed it from the cloth, then held it up to the light. The sword glinted, the runes carved into the metal flickering with magic. Alassa felt the hilt lightly and frowned. It was too heavy for her to lift unaided.


  “An interesting set of very old charms,” Jade said, in wonderment. He didn’t recognize the sword. Master Grey had clearly never showed it to him. “Where did you get it?”


  “Around,” Emily said, vaguely. She didn’t want to tell him the truth. “It belonged to me; now, it belongs to you.”


  She looked at Alassa. “Are you looking forward to the honeymoon?”


  “I shall be glad to be away from the castle for a couple of weeks,” Alassa said. “And I wish I had time to talk now.”


  “I understand,” Emily said. “I’ll see you after the honeymoon?”


  Alassa gave her a quick hug. “You will.”


  Emily nodded and left the room. Imaiqah snared her at once and pointed her into another chamber, where the bridesmaids waited and chatted nervously. Frieda stood nearby, looking out of place; Emily hurried to join her as the bridesmaids watched Emily with fearful eyes. If the ceremony stayed on time - and both Randor and Imaiqah were determined that it should - they had an hour to wait until the main ceremony began.


  “I gave her an analysis of the final game of Ken we played,” Frieda said, quietly. “She liked it, I think.”


  “She would,” Emily said. Alassa would understand how much effort Frieda had put into the analysis, even though very few others would. But then, she had a feeling that very few aristocrats tried to make their gifts personal. “Don’t worry about it.”


  Time passed slowly before Imaiqah entered and shouted for attention. The bridesmaids hastily rose to their feet and lined up, while Emily and Frieda hurried to their spots at the front of the line. Imaiqah chivvied the bridesmaids into order, checking them against a list she carried; Alassa entered seconds later, wearing a long white dress that reminded Emily of a fancy bridal gown from Earth. She carried a bouquet of red roses in front of her, staring down at them demurely. Emily could smell them from halfway across the room.


  It’s a performance, she thought, darkly. She’d never taken part in a school play, but she thought she understood the principle. The actors could do whatever they liked while they were off-stage, preparing to play their roles; when they walked onto the stage, however, they had to be in character. Alassa’s wedding is a performance for the benefit of the aristocracy.


  She waved cheerfully at Alassa as the Princess strode across the room, taking her place in line. Alassa looked tired, unsurprisingly; Emily wanted to give her another hug, but didn’t dare in front of the bridesmaids. They’d probably faint on the spot if they saw anyone take such liberties with the Crown Princess. She settled for a reassuring smile as Alassa leaned against the wall, a pair of maids hastily surrounding her to adjust her dress. Lady Rose, the oldest unmarried woman in the court, stood next to them. She had the honor of leading the parade into the hall.


  Emily opened her mouth to say something, but closed it again as Imaiqah opened the main doors. The sound of children singing drifted in through the gap, a long song she knew marked the start of the formal ceremony. She tried to follow the words as the song came to an end, but she was too nervous to do it properly. Lady Rose stepped into place; Emily followed her hastily, feeling her heart starting to pound. She hated the thought of being seen by thousands of guests, half of whom would be praying for her to take a pratfall.


  “Go,” Imaiqah ordered.


  Lady Rose stepped through the door. Emily counted to five slowly, then followed her into the Great Hall. Hundreds of rows of seats had been crammed into the chamber - she couldn’t help thinking of a church - and they were all occupied. She followed Lady Rose as she joined hands with Lord Bentham, then took Caleb’s hand as they met in the center and started the slow walk up to the head of the room. King Randor sat on his throne, wearing a golden suit of armor; beside him, Queen Marlena wore a long golden dress. They both looked absolutely calm, as if they gave their daughter away every day. A small altar rested in front of them, a golden cord placed neatly on top.


  She reached the head of the room, let go of Caleb and took her place. The entire chamber seemed to be staring at her as Frieda stepped up and stood beside her. And then all eyes turned to watch as Alassa made her entrance, Imaiqah walking a step or two behind her.


  Emily suddenly found it very hard to breathe. Alassa was a vision in white, her blonde hair spilling out behind her in a manner that had to be helped by a spell or two. Behind her, Imaiqah looked almost plain, but - Maid of Honor or not - she wouldn’t have been allowed to outshine the bride. The bridesmaids followed, carrying her train in their hands. Emily smiled inwardly as she saw a handful of mothers weeping at the sight of their daughters, on display to the entire court. No doubt a few other marriages would be contracted over the next few months, once the noblemen started courting the younger girls.


  The children, standing to one side, started to sing a sweet song about love and happiness as Alassa came to a halt in front of her father. Emily found it hard to tell which members of the choir were male and which were female; they all wore silver robes and skullcaps. The oldest couldn’t be more than ten years old. She forced herself to relax and listen to the singing, knowing the real event would begin immediately afterwards.


  Good thing Imaiqah managed to remove the younger bridesmaids, she thought, grimly. It was hard to hold still in front of so many watching eyes. They’d be fidgeting like mad right now.


  The song finally came to an end. Emily clasped her hands behind her back as Jade appeared at the foot of the room. She had to admit she’d never seen him look handsomer; he wore a long black outfit that showed off his muscles and carried the sword she’d given the happy couple on his belt. Beside him, his father wore a similar outfit, but carried no sword. Emily sent him a reassuring smile before King Randor rose to his feet, drawing all eyes to him.


  “We are gathered here in the sight of the gods to witness the marriage of my daughter, Crown Princess Alassa, to Jade, Son of Hawker,” Randor said, as if Alassa and Jade hadn’t already tied the knot. “I call upon the gods to bear witness to this union.”


  There was a long pause. Emily lowered her gaze, but did nothing else. She’d never been taught to pray as a child and she didn’t really believe in the gods of the Nameless World. She couldn’t help noticing that several of the guests were praying in different ways, though; the Nameless World had always been surprisingly tolerant of different religions. They probably wouldn’t realize she wasn’t doing anything. Or so she hoped.


  She thought she’d heard, just for a second, a faint snigger. But she hoped she had imagined it.


  “When I die, my daughter will rule in my place,” King Randor said. “I call upon all of you to bear witness to her claim to the throne.”


  He paused, again. Emily wondered, darkly, just how many of the guests were hoping that King Randor would die sooner rather than later. They might well assume that they could gain something from the chaos of civil war, if Alassa wasn’t immediately accepted as Queen, even if it was just a few little scraps of extra power. But Alassa was powerful in her own right and married to a combat sorcerer...


  And she has me as a friend, Emily thought. How many of them are scared of me?


  The thought brought her no happiness. She had always wanted to be alone, at least until she discovered what having friends was actually like. Having the power to banish her stepfather from her life would have been a dream come true, on Earth. But now, having the power to terrify her fellow students - or grown men and women - was merely depressing. She hadn’t wanted anything but a normal life.


  King Randor smiled. “Jade, Son of Hawker. Approach the throne.”


  Emily watched as Jade strolled forward. He was clearly nervous, but she had a feeling that most of the guests wouldn’t notice. She’d seen him in Martial Magic, after all. His father followed, keeping one step behind his son; Emily glanced over at Galina, sitting in the front row, and felt a moment of sympathy mixed with envy. Galina had no formal role in the ceremony. She could watch without having to take part.


  Jade stopped and knelt, two meters from the throne, as Alassa stood to one side. Emily glanced at her friend and blinked in surprise. It was hard to be sure, but Alassa looked terrified. Was something wrong?


  She flinched as she heard another snicker. Something was wrong. Something was deeply wrong. It felt almost as if she were in two places at once, standing in front of the altar and watching the ceremony from a distance...


  “Jade, Son of Hawker,” King Randor said. “Do you pledge yourself to my daughter? To serve her with your life and soul, your honor and your magic, to be her protector and defender while she lives and the protector, defender and regent of your child if she dies?”


  “I do,” Jade said.


  Emily sucked in her breath. It was no mere pledge, not when magic was involved. Jade might well have just agreed to a magically-binding contract. Even if it wasn’t, he could only be regent if Alassa died. The king had made that clear earlier, of course, but now he was reminding the entire court of the rules. There would be no shift in the balance of power as long as there was an heir to the throne, even if the heir was underage. The child would have a combat sorcerer as a guardian and regent.


  And it’s more than that, she realized. Jade is pledging loyalty to Alassa over anyone else, even her father.


  “You may rise,” King Randor said. He lifted his gaze, looking over the audience. “Is there anyone here who would dispute the match?”


  There was a chilling pause. Emily wondered, suddenly, just what would happen if a person did stand up and object. It was too late to prevent the marriage; hell, the real marriage had already taken place. The king might ignore the speaker, or Jade might be pushed into a duel, or...there were too many options. Thankfully, no one rose to dispute the match.


  “Alassa, Daughter of Randor, Princess of Zangaria, Duchess of Iron, Marchioness of the Midlands and Patron of Steam,” King Randor said. “Do you accept this man’s pledge to you?”


  “I do,” Alassa said.


  “Take the wand and staff,” Randor said. Two young girls came forward, one carrying a wooden wand and the other carrying a long staff. “They represent your power and your place.”


  And remind the watchers that Alassa is a magician, Emily thought. She’s no weak and feeble woman.


  “Turn and face the witnesses,” Randor ordered. “Jade, Son of Hawker; Alassa, Daughter of Randor. You...”


  Emily staggered as everything snapped into place. Alassa in a white dress, her wedding day and...


   


  ...It is Alassa’s wedding day. Blood stains the altar, her white dress is ripped and torn; in one hand, she holds a wand, in the other a staff. And she stares at Emily with accusation in her eyes...


   


  The snicker echoed through her head again, mocking her. She’d been tricked. The demon had shown her Alassa in white, but she’d jumped to the conclusion that it was Alassa’s wedding day, not the formal ceremony after the wedding day. And now Alassa was in the same pose...


  “I object,” a voice shouted. Others took up the cry. “Death to the aristos!”


  Emily whirled around, too late. A man stood in the middle of the crowd, holding a flintlock pistol. Before she could do anything, he pointed the weapon at Alassa and pulled the trigger. There was a deafening explosion...


  ...And Alassa cried out as she stumbled backwards, blood staining her white dress.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  THE ENTIRE CASTLE ROCKED, VIOLENTLY.


  Emily dived to the ground as she heard more shots ringing out behind her; something slammed into King Randor’s armor, knocking him to his knees. Jade hurled a fireball towards the first shooter as Emily crawled towards Alassa, trying to avoid being trampled as aristocrats panicked, running in all directions. They knew how to handle swords or magic, but guns?


  “Get down on the ground,” Emily shouted. Her voice was lost in the din. She saw one of the bridesmaids fall, blood spinning from her shoulder, as another gunshot rang out. A pair of guards grabbed the king and started to drag him away from the carnage. “Get down...”


  Jade threw a shield around Alassa as he knelt beside her. Emily added one of her own, hardening the air against bullets. Most magicians used wards intended to defend against magic, not physical attack. Bullets would go through them as if they weren’t there. Alassa was breathing heavily, her hands pressed against a bleeding wound in her abdomen. Jade reached forward, ready to cast a healing spell; Emily realized the danger and shouted at him to stop. The bullet might still be lodged in the wound.


  They’re using flintlocks, she thought, stunned. There was only one place in the Nameless World where flintlocks were produced. Had someone set up a rival factory in a different kingdom? And how had they gotten them into the castle? We never prepared for guns...


  “Don’t try to heal her,” she shouted at Jade. “You can’t!”


  “She’ll die,” Jade shouted back at her. His face was pale. “Emily, you can’t let her die!”


  “Put her in stasis,” Emily snapped. Panic yammered at the back of her mind, but she forced it down and buried it. Alassa would need a qualified Healer to remove the bullet and mend the damage while keeping her alive. “She needs careful attention, not a battlefield spell!”


  Jade didn’t hesitate. Alassa’s face was suddenly wrapped in blue light as he cast the stasis charm, freezing her in a moment in time. Emily looked up; a dozen aristocrats lay dead, while several others were wounded. Caleb was shielding a dozen guests, holding a protective spell in place. One of the gunmen lay on the ground, his upper body charred by Jade’s fireball. It was hard to be sure, but it looked as if he was one of the guests rather than a servant or a guard. He’d definitely been in the thick of the audience when he’d drawn his pistol and opened fire.


  “She’s not going to die,” Jade said, holding Alassa close. “She’s not going to...”


  The door burst open, revealing three men in the king’s livery. Emily tensed as she realized they were carrying muskets - it was hard to tell if they were friends or foes - then swore as they lifted their weapons and opened fire. Her wards flared around her and the bullets bounced off; the newcomers hastily started to reload, just as Jade threw a cluster of fireballs at them. Emily winced as two died in flames; the third tossed something towards them and ducked back out the door. There was another explosion and the entire room shook, pieces of masonry dropping down from the ceiling. One of them struck Caleb’s shield and shattered to dust.


  Jade caught her arm. “What the hell was that?”


  “Improvised explosive,” Emily guessed.


  It made sense, she thought. She hadn’t sensed any surge of magic, which suggested the attackers weren’t magicians. But then, they had deceived the wards...somehow. Her mind raced as she considered options. Jade was a skilled wardcrafter, but he’d been asked to create wards to cover a wide area, limiting the precautions he could build into their structure. If one of the attackers had been a legitimate guest, he might have been able to bring the others through the wards with him. Quite a few of the guests had brought servants.


  She glanced up as a fireball shot towards her and splashed harmlessly against her wards. A young woman stood at the rear of the room, holding a wand in one hand. Emily had barely a moment to recognize that there was something familiar about her before the newcomer started shooting off additional spells, hammering Emily’s wards. The use of the wand would have suggested a weak magician, but there were too many twists to the spells for her to believe it.


  “Stay with Alassa,” Emily said. She was damned if she was asking him to leave his wife, not now. Besides, the stasis charm would need to be maintained if it was to last longer than an hour or two. Caleb could cover the rest of the guests. “I’ll deal with her.”


  She rose to her feet and stalked forward, preparing spells of her own. The newcomer smiled, rather coldly; Emily tossed off a fireball of her own, partly to see what would happen. She wasn’t surprised when the newcomer casually deflected it, then hurled a spell Emily didn’t recognize into the ceiling. The room shook; Emily glanced up, alarmed, as pieces of stonework started to fall to the floor.


  “Get out of the room!” she shouted. Hundreds of guests were cowering in the pews, keeping their heads down; she hoped, fervently, that they weren’t already dead. “Now!”


  The newcomer bowed mockingly, then turned and slipped back through the door. Emily knew it could be a trap, but she ran after the newcomer anyway. Outside, there was no sign of her, save for a giggle hanging in the air. Emily hastily cast a tracking spell and frowned, puzzled, as it pointed upwards. For a moment, she refused to believe what she was seeing; the newcomer had nothing to gain by going up. Unless, of course, she was planning to hide in the castle until the hue and cry died down, which was unlikely. King Randor wouldn’t hesitate to have the entire building searched from top to bottom. But her spell insisted the newcomer had gone up...


  Shit, she thought. She could hear the sounds of people fighting in the distance. Suddenly, the enemy plan fell into place. There were so many newcomers among the guards that no one could hope to know them all. The guards will be spending half of their time fighting each other.


  She gritted her teeth and ran up the stairs, every sense she had probing ahead of her for flickers of magic that might mark an ambush. And yet, if the enemy was using gunpowder, would she sense it before it was too late? She wrapped other wards around herself as she reached the top of the stairs, then cursed under her breath as she saw three guards lying on the ground, their faces contorted in frozen agony. The newcomer - was it someone she knew? - had used a killing curse and left them to die. Emily checked the bodies anyway, but she knew it was far too late. They were already dead.


  Alassa will die too if we can’t save her, she thought, as she hurried down the corridor towards the lower battlements. And if she dies, what happens to the kingdom?


  A set of servants appeared, carrying improvised weapons. Emily held up her hands, hoping they’d recognize her, but they merely charged forward, their faces blank and cold. They’d been hexed, she realized; the newcomer, whoever she was, had turned them into her slaves and sent them to delay pursuit. Emily knew several counterspells, but there was no time to use them; she cast a stunning spell ahead of her, sending the puppets tumbling to the ground. They’d have to be checked by another magician later; she made a mental note to see to it. The spell shouldn’t last very long, but it was hard to be sure.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, quietly.


  She slowed down as she approached the door, probing ahead with her magic. There was someone, a powerful magician, not too far away down the battlements, but there were no sign of any traps. Bracing herself for an explosion, she pushed through the door and winced at the sudden shock of cold air. The castle was perched on top of a small hill, dominating the city below. There didn’t seem to be any sign of trouble within the city itself, as far as she could tell, but the rebels might be waiting to see if they had successfully killed the king as well as his daughter before they made their move.


  And Randor might be dead, she thought. His guards might not have managed to get him out before it was too late. Alassa might already be queen.


  She heard the sound of clapping and looked along the battlements. The newcomer was perched on the stone, heedless of the drop behind her. She wore a long black dress that was almost as absurd as Emily’s, at least for a duel; her long dark hair spilled down her back, as if she could no longer be bothered keeping it under control. It would have been easy for her to pass for a maid, Emily realized; no one would have paid any attention to yet another servant, perhaps brought in to help cope with the influx of guests moving around the castle.


  “Bravo, Emily,” the newcomer said.


  “Nanette,” Emily growled, finally recognizing her. “You’re not dead.”


  “No,” Nanette agreed. She smirked. “Your grasp of the obvious is as good as ever.”


  Emily clenched her fists. Three years ago, Nanette - posing as a transfer student - had nearly killed her, as well as stealing some of her notes; two years ago, she’d helped Aurelius of Mountaintop in his plan to seduce Emily into joining him. And then she’d almost killed Emily a second time...


  She kept her distance. Nanette seemed to have backed herself into a corner, but she had to have a plan. Rushing in could be disastrous.


  “Your hand appears to have been repaired,” she said, fighting to keep her voice calm. Two years ago, Nanette had touched Emily’s familiar and had lost a hand. “I was under the impression that was impossible.”


  “I had to have it regrown,” Nanette said, casually. Too casually. “Your...little friend’s lingering poison did a great deal of damage. I needed a powerful sorcerer to cut the rest of the arm off and regrow it from scratch.”


  “Lucky you weren’t bitten,” Emily said. She caressed the Death Viper bracelet on her wrist. Nanette had been incredibly lucky to survive. “What is the point of this?”


  Nanette raised her eyebrows, mockingly. “Oh, I thought the common folk deserved a chance to strike back against their hated oppressors,” she said. “Don’t you?”


  “Bullshit,” Emily said, sharply. The idea of Nanette actually believing in the rebel cause was absurd. She’d always been a magical supremacist. Emily doubted she could truly accept any mundane as her equal. “What are you really doing here?”


  “You have enemies, Lady Emily,” Nanette said. “I’m merely doing their work.”


  Emily lifted her hand. “You can’t escape,” she said, gritting her teeth. Nanette was unlikely to give her any honest answers to her questions. “You will answer for your crimes.”


  “I think not,” Nanette said. She rose, slowly, but made no move towards Emily. “Why are you even here, Lady Emily? You spoke of equality and yet you support your aristocratic friends? Randor is trying to use you in his political games.”


  “I know,” Emily said.


  Nanette leaned forward, slightly. “So why do you let him?”


  She’s stalling, Emily realized, suddenly. Nanette knew her, knew her well; she’d picked her words carefully, knowing they would undermine Emily’s willingness to assist the king, but she also knew Emily wouldn’t abandon Alassa. This wasn’t an attempt to convert Emily to Nanette’s way of thinking. It was an attempt to buy time! But why? What does she want?


  “That is none of your concern,” she said. “I beat Master Grey in a fair match. I can beat you.”


  Nanette smirked. “The last time we fought, you cheated. I would have won if you hadn’t had a Death Viper for a pet.”


  “And I beat Master Grey in a fair match,” Emily repeated. Nanette was not an opponent to take lightly - and besides, she wasn’t trapped in a dueling circle - but she had beaten a more experienced sorcerer. “Come along quietly and...”


  “And get tortured to death by King Randor’s interrogators,” Nanette said. “Or are you going to tell the king that he can’t hurt me?”


  Emily hesitated.


  “Thought not,” Nanette said. “Now...”


  She jabbed a finger at Emily. Emily stepped to one side as...something...flashed past her, a deadly curse that made her skin tingle even as it missed her and splashed harmlessly against the stone battlements. Nanette chuckled and threw a second curse; Emily hastily expanded her wards, and threw a hail of fireballs back. She knew Nanette would have no trouble in dodging or deflecting them, but they would keep the older girl busy. Nanette laughed out loud, shaped a spell and threw a giant wave of fire at Emily. Emily swore under her breath as flames licked around her wards and countered with a modified transfiguration spell, sucking the oxygen out of the air. The flames flickered and died before they could burn through her wards.


  Nanette looked surprised; Emily braced herself, then cast one of the nastier spells she knew at the older girl. Nanette stumbled - just for a second, Emily thought she’d fall off the battlements and die - then collected herself and tossed back a handful of spells of her own. Emily deflected all but one of them; she swore, savagely, as the world went black. She’d forgotten. Using a blinding spell on someone at Whitehall was severely punished, but Mountaintop regarded them as just another prank spell. And Nanette had managed to slip one through her wards.


  She channelled her magic through her fingertips and threw it at Nanette, without trying to cast a spell. Nanette would have to take cover, she hoped; a blast of raw magic might kill her or warp her body beyond repair. It gave her a moment to counter the blinding spell; she winced in pain as light stabbed into her head, then gathered herself. Nanette had taken cover behind a stone battlement, instead of either trying to take advantage of Emily’s blindness or making her escape. It made no sense.


  She’s still stalling, Emily thought. Nanette could have tried to win the duel or escape; instead, she had the odd feeling that Nanette wasn’t taking the duel seriously, even though she’d flung a dozen deadly spells at Emily. But why? What is she waiting for?


  “You’ve changed, Emily,” Nanette said. “Your magic has grown stronger.”


  “Strong enough to best you,” Emily growled. Her magic was singing in her veins, even though she knew she should be reaching her limits. It was almost scary. “You are not going to escape.”


  “Of course I am,” Nanette said.


  “No, you’re not,” Emily said. “You can’t get past me and you can’t teleport out. The wards will stop you.”


  “The wards don’t seem to be working very well,” Nanette mocked. “How many spells have I cast in the last ten minutes alone?”


  Emily winced. She was right.


  Jade wouldn’t have wanted to interfere with the magicians amongst the guests, she thought, grimly. And so he didn’t tune the wards to make it impossible to perform magic, just to alert him when spells were cast.


  She cursed under her breath. Nanette might not have dared use magic before the shooting started, but if she’d heard about Alassa turning Alicia into a rat, she would have guessed the wards didn’t prevent magicians from casting spells. And then it wouldn’t have been hard for her to test it, once the rebels made their move, knowing that if the wards stopped her from using magic she could just escape the castle in the confusion.


  But she went up to the battlements instead of down to the gates, she thought. Why? What is she doing?


  “The wards will still stop you from teleporting,” she said. She was fairly sure that was true. The wards at Whitehall certainly prevented people from teleporting in and out of the castle and, she assumed, the same was true for Mountaintop. “That is quite a noticeable spell.”


  “No doubt,” Nanette mocked. “But tell me, Emily; are you sure?”


  Emily met her eyes. “If you’re sure, teleport away from here.”


  She wasn’t sure what would happen if Nanette tried. Jade might not have set the wards to prevent teleportation, after all; he might only have configured them to prevent intruders from teleporting into the castle. Or the wards might already have been damaged in the fighting, leaving them powerless. Or the spell might not work at all. Or Nanette might wind up being torn to atoms.


  Nanette smiled. “Not yet, I think.”


  Emily lifted a hand. “I have magic to continue the fight,” she said. She deliberately boosted her aura, showing off her power. It wasn’t considered polite at Whitehall, but she was past caring. “Do you?”


  “Of course,” Nanette said. She held up her palm. A spell glittered into life, sparkling with deadly energy. “As you can see...”


  She tossed the spell. Emily caught it on her wards, then swore; Nanette smiled as it started to burrow through her protections, threatening to tear them apart. She hastily shoved the ward away from her, canceling before it could collapse, then threw back an overpowered fireball of her own. Nanette had to shield herself hastily as flames burned into her wards, throwing back a handful of spells to force Emily to refrain from pressing her advantage. Emily deflected them all, casually. And then she heard someone coming through the door behind her...


  Nanette smiled, coldly. Emily stepped sideways. Whoever was coming was unlikely to be friendly - Nanette might have been waiting for the newcomer - and she didn’t want to get caught between two fires. But as the person came into view, she stared in disbelief. Paren, Imaiqah’s father, was many things, but he was neither a magician nor a fighter. He had no business chasing Nanette, or putting himself in the middle of a magician’s duel.


  And then she froze in horror as the pieces fell into place.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  “IT WAS YOU,” SHE SAID, QUIETLY. She’d wondered how the rebels had gotten their hands on flintlocks, let alone smuggled them through the gates. Now she knew. “You’re the traitor.”


  Paren looked surprised to see her, she noted, feeling ice congeal around her heart. Had he thought she’d be dead already? Or had he thought she’d stay with Alassa instead of chasing Nanette? Or...she pushed the thought aside as the horror grew stronger. If Alassa survived, the friendship she’d formed with Imaiqah would be shattered beyond repair, leaving Emily caught in the middle.


  He brought fireworks into the castle and a brace of pistols for Alassa, she thought. He smuggled the rebels into the castle right under our noses.


  “There was no choice,” Paren said. He met her gaze unflinchingly. “The king was systematically weakening the Assembly. We knew it wouldn’t be long before it was dismissed altogether, even though we paid our taxes. He had to go.”


  Emily froze. Was Randor already dead? He’d been wearing armor, but would that have provided any protection? If both the king and Crown Princess were to die, the kingdom would plunge right into civil war...and if Paren had a musket-armed force under his command, he might win that war outright. And the hell of it was that, under other circumstances, she might have joined him. He’d wanted her to join him.


  “You were trying to recruit me,” Emily said, numbly. “When we talked...”


  “I told him you wouldn’t be interested,” Nanette put in. Emily kept a wary eye on her as she moved behind Paren. “You’re far too attached to your friends.”


  “It was an opportunity too good to pass up,” Paren said. “Randor made agreements, in the wake of the coup, that he had no intention of honoring. The chance to kill him, his daughter, and hundreds of aristocrats was too good to miss.”


  “And to kill your daughter’s friend,” Emily snapped. “Imaiqah loves Alassa.”


  “Alassa sees her as nothing more than a pet,” Paren said. “My daughter is nothing more than a younger Nightingale to the princess.”


  “And what is one girl’s happiness,” Nanette offered, “compared to the end goal?”


  “Aurelius was quite happy to sacrifice your happiness,” Emily sneered. “You saw him as a father and yet he dumped you, the moment I came along.”


  Nanette’s face darkened. “Aurelius is dead,” she said. “I saw the body.”


  Emily looked at her. “Did you kill him?”


  “No,” Nanette said, flatly.


  Paren sighed. “Join us, Lady Emily. You’re the one who made all of this possible.”


  “He’s right,” Nanette mocked. “None of this would have happened without your innovations.”


  Emily wanted to close her eyes in pain, but she didn’t dare take her attention off either of them. Nanette was a powerful and capable magician; Paren had managed to hoodwink one of the most paranoid and suspicious men Emily knew. Randor might not have taken him quite seriously - he wasn’t a born aristocrat, after all - but the king should have known that Paren was capable of thinking for himself. And that his interests might not be entirely aligned with the king’s.


  There is always pain in birth, she told herself. Her own thoughts mocked her. But is it different when the Marie Antoinette figure happens to be someone you know? When Henrietta Marie happens to be a close friend of yours?


  “You could have bided your time and worked on Alassa,” she said, carefully. “You didn’t need to start a civil war.”


  Nanette cocked her head. “Does it matter any longer?”


  “Of course not,” Emily said. She didn’t understand; no, she understood Paren, but she didn’t understand Nanette. Was she engaging in a private vendetta? Or did she have a long-term plan of her own? Someone would have had to help her after she left Mountaintop. “There’s no way to undo the past.”


  “You need to make a choice,” Paren said. He flinched as a handful of shots rang out somewhere below. “Are you on our side, or the aristo side?”


  “She’s not capable of making a choice,” Nanette said. She sounded indecently amused for someone who was trapped on the battlements. “One of her friends is an aristocrat, another is a commoner. She can’t choose between them.”


  “Violent revolution will only lead to another round of violent revolution,” Emily pleaded, trying to make Paren understand. “You’ll create an oppressive system of your own.”


  “That might happen,” Paren agreed. “But would that possibility undermine the reason for the first revolt? Randor and the aristos aren’t going to give us our freedom.”


  “Certainly not after this,” Nanette said.


  She’s still stalling, Emily thought. But why? Does she want Paren to get caught?


  She forced herself to think. Nanette had deliberately lured her up to the battlements...had she wanted to taunt Emily, or had she assumed that Jade would be the one who gave chase, while Emily looked after Alassa? Jade would have found it a great deal harder to ignore Paren’s role in the whole affair.


  Paren must have assumed he’d be caught shortly after the shooting started, she thought, coldly. Randor isn’t a fool. Everyone involved in producing the weapons would be interrogated under truth spells. Paren would be exposed very quickly if he remained in the castle, assuming Randor or Alassa survived...


  She scowled as the thought caught up with her. Paren should be running right now, she realized. She was starting to think that Nanette and Paren had different outcomes in mind. Paren wants to get to his people and start building the barricades, Nanette...wants what?


  “You could leave, now,” she said, desperately. She didn’t want to lash out at Imaiqah’s father, let alone destroy Imaiqah’s friendship with Alassa. “Run from the kingdom and hide...”


  “Randor will never let me hide,” Paren said. “You know he won’t allow me to live. Either we overthrow him, or he tightens his grip on the kingdom.”


  “You’ll start a civil war,” Emily said.


  “We can win,” Paren said. “I’ve produced enough muskets and gunpowder to arm our forces and crush the army. The barons will be even less prepared for war. No outside kingdom will be able to intervene in time.”


  “You might draw in the necromancers,” Emily said. “What happens when the neighboring kingdoms invade? They won’t let an entire kingdom be ruled by an elected body.”


  She looked past him, at Nanette. “Are you working for the necromancers?”


  Nanette snorted, rudely.


  “The king has used the threat of the necromancers to keep us in line,” Paren said. “And yet the necromancers are on the other side of the continent.”


  “Shadye attacked Whitehall,” Emily snapped. “The threat is real.”


  “But we want to be free,” Paren said. “I suspect you would feel differently about it, Lady Emily, if you had been born a commoner.”


  “And you’re probably right,” Nanette put in.


  Emily shook her head. “I can’t allow the country to get torn apart. You...”


  Nanette made a gesture with one hand. Emily sensed a flicker of magic; she braced herself, expecting an attack, but nothing happened. She hastily tightened her wards anyway, just as she heard someone else crashing through the door. Lord Hans rushed onto the battlement, waving a sword around like a wild thing. Paren had no time to dodge before Lord Hans slashed the sword into his chest. He staggered and fell to the ground. Emily cursed out loud, hurling a force punch spell at Lord Hans as he spun around to face her, his face twisted into a wild leer. The force of the impact picked him off his feet and threw him off the battlements.


  “Well,” Nanette said. She sounded indecently amused. “You’re certainly much more ruthless now. I approve.”


  “You released him from his cell,” Emily accused.


  “A mind like that is always useful if it can be pointed in the right direction,” Nanette agreed.


  Emily winced in pain. “You never wanted Paren to escape, did you?”


  “Of course not,” Nanette said. “The kingdom is decapitated, the rebel factions are no longer united...dozens of aristocrats have been killed. And it’s all your fault.”


  Emily felt a surge of anger, just before she threw a series of spells at Nanette. She staggered backwards under the hail of spellwork, her wards flickering and flaring as Emily combined overpowered spells with hexes designed to weaken wards and prank spells that might not be recognized as serious threats. She stepped forward as Nanette’s wards started to fail, feeling the magic pulsing through her and demanding release...


  “Oh, you have changed,” Nanette said. Her voice was mockingly calm, even though her wards were collapsing one by one. “I wonder if there will come a time when you look back on this day and shudder.”


  Nanette threw a force punch down at the battlements, the reaction tossing her up into the air and away from the castle. Emily stared as Nanette soared through the air, then hurled a series of fireballs after her. But it was too late. Nanette’s body vanished in a flash of light as she teleported away. She’d thrown herself outside the wards...


  She must have heard how I escaped the Mimic, Emily thought. And then she adapted the idea for herself.


  Gritting her teeth, she knelt down next to Paren. Imaiqah’s father was dying; the sword had cut deeply into his chest and blood was spilling onto the battlements. She knew a dozen healing spells that weren’t normally taught to non-healers, but she didn’t think she could use any of them to save his life. And even if she did, what then? Randor or Alassa would kill him - and his entire family - for trying to assassinate the monarch and destroy the royal line. She would save him only to watch helplessly as his entire family died.


  “Can you talk?” she asked. “Did you tell Imaiqah about your plan?”


  “No one knows, but me,” Paren said. Emily knelt down beside him. He was coughing up blood as he spoke. “Kept everyone else unaware of what I was planning. Couldn’t risk a leak. Had to hide everyone involved from everyone else...”


  He coughed, loudly. “Thought I could trust Rahsia.”


  “She’s good at playing roles,” Emily said, bitterly. She’d seen Lin, the shy girl who faded into the background, and Nanette, the tough and confident head girl of Mountaintop. And now Rahsia, who had been a rebel. There was no way to know which was Nanette’s real personality. “She gave you the spells, didn’t she?”


  “Some of them,” Paren said. “Others...not every magician likes the current order.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “You risked your family’s lives!”


  “Protect them,” Paren said. “Please...?”


  Emily looked down at him for a long moment. Alassa was injured, perhaps dying; she had no idea what had happened to Imaiqah, Frieda, or the Gorgon, or even Aloha. Or Caleb. Her friends had been caught in the middle of a power struggle Emily had, however inadvertently, helped prepare. And if she let Paren’s role in the whole affair become public knowledge, it would rip her circle of friends apart.


  “I’ll tell them that Lord Hans killed you,” she said. It would be true enough. The other rebels, if any had been taken alive, would be unable to talk...unless, of course, Nanette had fiddled with the spell so the truth would come out at the worst possible time. “And I’ll do what I can to keep your family safe.”


  Paren gurgled once, spat up a stream of blood, and died. Emily hesitated, unsure what to do, then closed her eyes for a long moment, paying what little respect Paren might be due. She’d liked him, once; he’d taken her ideas, her half-remembered concepts from Earth, and turned them into real things. Muskets and flintlocks had just been the tip of the iceberg. Even if Paren’s death spelled the end of his commercial empire, the ideas were out and spreading. There was no hope of anyone putting the genie back in the bottle.


  I’ll keep your secret, she silently promised the dead body. If you covered your tracks properly, no one will ever know you were anything other than an innocent bystander.


  She reached out, closed his eyes, and rose. The sound of shooting from down below had died away, but she took a moment to reinforce her wards - against physical attacks as well as magical - before stepping back into the castle and walking down the stairwell. She paused long enough to check the servants she’d stunned - they still slept like babies - and then hurried down the stairs. A line of soldiers at the bottom looked up at her and stared in disbelief. It struck her, suddenly, that she had to be a terrible sight. Her clothes were stained with blood, her hair was a mess, and she looked more like a refugee from a battlefield than an honored guest. They might easily mistake her for a servant.


  “Lady Emily,” one of the soldiers said. “Do you require assistance?”


  “No,” Emily said. They recognized her and yet they couldn’t spot infiltrators in their own ranks? But then, any guard or servant would have to know the names and faces of the great and the good. “Where is the king?”


  “In the Great Hall, My Lady,” the guard said.


  Emily thanked him and hurried down to the chamber. Hundreds of men and women were being helped out of the room; dozens of wounded were being attended by the able-bodied, while the dead bodies had been placed against the wall for later attention. Emily spotted Galina working on a wounded man, her husband holding him down. There was no sign of any Healers.


  Her heart skipped a beat as she saw Imaiqah casting a healing spell on a wounded bridesmaid, her dress as stained as Emily’s own. She didn’t know, Emily was sure; she wasn’t the kind of person to cheerfully drink with a friend while planning to slip the knife into the friend’s back. And yet, learning that her father was dead would devastate her. Emily silently promised herself she’d tell Imaiqah later, then headed over to help.


  “The Healers are dead,” Imaiqah said. Her voice was bleak. “There were four of them in the castle, four. And they were all poisoned.”


  Emily shuddered. Healers were rare. Few magicians with the power and talent were willing to accept the Healer’s Oath and the limits it imposed. Very few people would deliberately kill Healers. The rebels - or Nanette, she suspected - had just marked themselves out as completely beyond the pale. But they’d also made sure that few of the wounded could be saved before it was too late.


  “Lady Emily,” King Randor said. She turned and looked up at him. There was a nasty dent in his armor, but it was intact. Someone must have charmed it to repel attack. “You chased a magician out of the room.”


  “Her name was Nanette,” Emily said. She had a feeling Randor would recognize the name, assuming he’d been following her career with great interest. “I think she was using the rebels as puppets. She even released Lord Hans to add to the chaos. I...”


  She broke off and started to shake. She’d killed Hans, as casually as someone might stamp on a spider or swat a fly. He’d been a monster, he’d tried to lay hands on the king himself, his fate had already been sealed...and yet she hated the fact that she’d killed him. He hadn’t stood a chance against her. Master Grey, at least, had been ready and able to kill her if she hadn’t killed him first.


  “I killed him, Your Majesty,” she said. She rose and inclined her head, silently asking Randor to follow her so they could speak privately. “He killed Paren.”


  Randor’s face darkened, just for a second. “He will be mourned,” he said. Did he know she’d left part of the story out? “And you should not worry about Lord Hans, Lady Emily. I assure you he would not have wasted any time worrying about you.”


  Emily nodded as she surveyed the remains of the ceremony. It was hard to be sure, but it looked like thirty men and women had been killed, including two of the bridesmaids. At least Alassa had already been married...she cursed under her breath, remembering just how neatly the demon had misled her. The creature had used her own preconceptions against her and tricked her into misleading Alassa and her father.


  “The people responsible for this will be punished,” Randor said. “I will find them and I will destroy them!”


  “Nanette could be halfway around the world by now,” Emily said, quietly. It might be possible to track Nanette’s first teleport, if she’d left traces in the ether, but all she’d have to do to make pursuit impossible was run several meters in a random direction and teleport again. In any case, the only magician in the castle who might be able to do it was Jade, and he was otherwise occupied. “Where is Alassa?”


  “In her rooms,” King Randor said. “Jade is with her.”


  “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Emily said. “And I’m sorry.”


  She nodded to him and turned back to help the wounded. Frieda was assisting Queen Marlena to bandage wounds, she saw, while Caleb, Aloha and the Gorgon were performing healing spells. They were hardly trained Healers, but they’d have to do. Emily threw herself into the work, trying to bury her guilt and fear. She had a feeling that Randor was going to make the rebels - and anyone close to them - pay in blood.


  And he can find them, if he looks, she thought. And then he’ll make them all pay.


  A messenger appeared, his face pale and wan. “Lady Emily,” he said. “The Prince Consort requests your immediate presence.”


  Jade, Emily thought. It took her a moment to place him. That’s his title now.


  “I’m on my way,” she said.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  “SHE’S DYING,” JADE SAID, VERY quietly.


  Emily brushed past him and stared down at Alassa. Her friend was laid out on the bed, still wearing her white dress, the stasis spell holding her frozen. And yet, it was clear the spell was breaking down ahead of time. Alassa’s own protections were interfering with the stasis, threatening to break her free. It wouldn’t be long before the spell collapsed and Alassa died.


  “I’ve been trying to scan the wound,” Jade said. “Emily, the ball is lodged in her chest. I can’t get it out without removing the stasis spell and...and I can’t heal her quickly enough to save her life.”


  “She needs a Healer,” Emily said. Lady Barb might be able to do it, in a pinch, but a genuine Healer would be best. “Call one from Whitehall or the White City.”


  “I’ve sent messages, but we’re running out of time,” Jade snapped. “There were only two healers in Alexis. The king had to hire two more for the wedding, and all four of them are dead!”


  Damn you, Nanette, Emily thought. She’d be a pariah once the news got out, though that wouldn’t help Alassa in the slightest. What have you done?


  “Alassa’s protections can’t be removed easily,” Jade said. “If I take the time to dismantle them, she’ll die before I can remove the ball and heal her; if I try to force-heal her, the protections will be fighting me every step of the way. A true Healer could work through the protections and save her, but I don’t know the spells!”


  I do, Emily thought.


  She shuddered, hearing Aurelius’s voice echoing out of the past. “If you learn these spells, you can never become a Healer,” he’d said. “Many of them are restricted only to Healers who take the oaths.”


  “She doesn’t have long,” Jade said, bitterly. “I don’t think the stasis field will hold longer than a few minutes.”


  Emily hesitated. It was vaguely possible they could heal Alassa together, without using any kind of forbidden knowledge. Jade could peel back Alassa’s protections while Emily removed the ball and healed her. But it wouldn’t be that easy, Emily suspected. The ball would be made of lead. Lead poisoning was a very real possibility. Alassa would need a Healer to purge her body of contamination, just as Nanette had needed help to save herself from the Death Viper’s poison. And there was no way a Healer could arrive in time.


  “I know some spells that will help,” she said, flatly. She didn’t dare risk trying anything else, even though Jade would be caught between his obligations to his wife and his obligations as a combat sorcerer. “There isn’t much time, so please don’t ask questions.”


  Jade stared at her. “Emily...”


  Emily ignored him, trying to remember the spell Aurelius had taught her. He’d explained, at great length, that it allowed a person on the brink of death to be saved, provided the caster had a good idea how to heal the subject. The ball would have to be removed, the wound would have to be healed and Alassa’s blood would have to be replenished and cleansed. She gritted her teeth as she adjusted Alassa’s position on the bed, then sat down next to her. The spell demanded a great deal of power, but that wouldn’t be a problem any longer. It was some of the other consequences that were likely to be a great deal more dangerous.


  Jade caught her arm. “Do you know what you’re doing?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily snapped. She was damned if she was letting Alassa die, not now. “Do you have a better idea?”


  “No,” Jade admitted.


  “Then let me work,” Emily said.


  She didn’t blame Jade for worrying. The basic healing spells were simple, but the more complex ones required both power and skill. Jade would have taken basic healing, of course, in Whitehall, yet saving Alassa was beyond him. And, as far as he knew, it was beyond her too. He’d want answers as soon as Alassa was saved.


  Or try to kill me if she dies, Emily thought, as she readied the spell. And how could I blame him?


  “Cancel the stasis spell,” she ordered.


  Jade swallowed, audibly, and did as he was told. The blood started flowing again at once; Emily braced herself, tore Alassa’s dress away from the wound and pressed her hands against Alassa’s flesh. Alassa screamed in pain; Emily ignored her and concentrated on casting the spell, allowing her magic to flow into her friend’s body. Her awareness expanded moments later, showing her both the ball, resting within Alassa’s lung, and the damage it had inflicted on the way in. The only good sign was that it didn’t seem to have disintegrated into little pieces. Maybe Paren had missed a trick.


  I’m sorry, she thought. She’d known that gunpowder would revolutionize the Nameless World, but she hadn’t anticipated it being used for political assassination so soon...She kicked herself mentally as she isolated the ball, and evicted it from Alassa’s body. I should have realized that not everyone would be content with slow change.


  She pushed the thought aside as she felt her magic spilling through Alassa’s body. It was strange; she could sense Alassa’s heartbeat, almost as though it was a part of herself. She reached out mentally, embraced her friend, and started to work. Alassa’s body wanted to heal, if Aurelius had been telling the truth; healing wasn’t actually a competition with a body. The body wanted to heal as much as the brain wanted it to heal. It just needed magic to provide it with a little push.


  Alassa’s body twitched once, then fell into a deep sleep as Emily’s magic caressed the wound, healing it piece by piece. Emily jerked back as the wound closed, her hands still touching Alassa’s skin; she braced herself as she gently pulled the magic back out of Alassa’s body. The last vestiges of the spell faded away, leaving unbroken flesh behind. It was over.


  Emily sat up, breathing a sigh of relief. Her head felt strange, almost dizzy; she wasn’t sure she trusted her legs. Magic spun around her, as if it were a living force. She closed her eyes for a long moment, then swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up. Her legs were so wobbly Jade had to put out a hand to help her stand upright.


  “Sit down,” he advised, helping her to a chair. “If you need to sleep, then sleep.”


  “Check her,” Emily said, blearily. “Please.”


  Jade let go of Emily and hurried over to Alassa. Emily wanted to sleep, but refused to let her body slip into darkness. She had to know if she’d succeeded. Panic battered at the corner of her mind as she heard Jade exclaim in shock; she thought, for an awful moment, that she’d failed before he sighed in relief. And then she snapped awake as Jade rounded on her, hauled her out of the chair, and slammed her back against the wall.


  “That spell is forbidden,” he snarled. “Where did you learn it?”


  Emily glared at him. “Aren’t you glad I did?”


  Jade looked, for a long chilling moment, as if he were going to punch her. “Do you know what that spell does?”


  “I know the price, yes,” Emily said. She refused to look away from him. “Would you rather I let her die?”


  “She owes you her life,” Jade said, sagging. “Emily, this could be disastrous.”


  “The people who invented this spell used it to enslave some of their patients,” Aurelius had said, two years ago. “They created life debts that forced the victims into permanent servitude. None of these people could be freed from their enslavement until they found a way to repay the debt.”


  Emily groaned, inwardly. Aurelius hadn’t been very clear on what could be offered to repay the debt. Maybe Alassa could save her life in exchange, sometime in the non-too-distant future. Or maybe it would hang over her head for the rest of her life.


  “I didn’t mean to create a debt,” she said, grimly. She wanted - needed - to sleep. “There was no intention to create one.”


  “It might not have mattered,” Jade said. He let go of her and stumbled backwards. “Emily, there is a reason these sorts of magics are only permitted to the oathbound.”


  Emily winced. Aurelius had also told her, when he’d introduced her to soul magics, that they tended to be dangerously unpredictable. She hadn’t set out to create a debt, but her awareness of the possibility might have created one anyway. And Jade...Jade might be obliged to report her conduct to the White Council. She was certainly not a registered and trained Healer.


  “I have no intention of claiming any debt,” she said, stiffly. “Are you planning to report me to the White Council?”


  “I can’t,” Jade said. “What will Randor do when he finds out that Alassa may be in your debt?”


  Emily groaned. “Does it ever stop?”


  She shook her head before he could answer. “Then you keep your mouth shut and we’ll call the debt settled,” she said. She didn’t know if it worked that way, but if Alassa remained in ignorance, her magic shouldn’t start prodding at her to repay the debt. “You’re her husband. Let everyone think you tried desperately to save her and succeeded.”


  Jade eyed her darkly. “You don’t know that will work,” he said. “These magics are unreliable.”


  “It should,” Emily said. She remembered Master Tor’s lectures and smiled suddenly. “A magical oath is only binding if set up properly. None of us went into this with the intention of creating a debt, so one shouldn’t exist. And if it does, you - as her husband - can pay it off by keeping what we did a secret.”


  “What you did, Emily,” Jade said. “Tell me. What will you become?”


  Emily rubbed her forehead. “I wish I knew,” she said. She stepped away from the wall and made her way over to the chair. “Is she all right?”


  “She’s sleeping,” Jade said. “I think she’ll wake up naturally.”


  “I think she will, too,” Emily agreed. “Jade, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”


  “I’m not sorry,” Jade said. “But this could have caused - could still cause - a major problem for her in the future.”


  Emily nodded and closed her eyes. She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew was Alassa and Imaiqah hugging tightly, both crying. Jade leaned against the wall, looking grim. He might not have known Paren that well, unless he’d had a chance to make his acquaintance during his first year in Zangaria, but he wouldn’t be happy seeing either one of them crying. Imaiqah was Alassa’s friend, after all, and the two girls would need each other.


  She cursed under her breath as she sat upright. Imaiqah might be in for a horrific shock if the truth ever came out. Nanette knew, after all; she could easily reveal the truth from a safe distance. But if she didn’t...Emily swallowed, unsure what to do. Tell the truth herself, at least to her friends, knowing it could destroy their relationship...or run the risk of Nanette blabbing to Randor?


  “Welcome back,” Jade said, dryly. “Alassa is fine, as you see.”


  “I’m glad to see that,” Emily said, and meant it. “It was Nanette.”


  Alassa scowled. “I always knew Lin was trouble.”


  “No, you didn’t,” Imaiqah said. “You spent half of your time ignoring her.”


  “It’s always the quiet ones,” Alassa said.


  “She fooled us all,” Emily said.


  Imaiqah looked up at her. “Thank you for avenging my father, Emily. My brother has already declared his intention to succeed to my father’s titles.”


  Alassa blinked. “Emily avenged him?”


  “Nanette sprung Lord Hans from his cell,” Emily said, curtly. It was true enough. “Lord Hans killed Paren; I threw him over the battlements.”


  Jade’s eyes narrowed. Emily felt her heart sink. Jade probably realized there were discrepancies in the story, little details that didn’t quite add up - and if he could see them, Randor could probably see them as well. She made a mental note to come up with a more convincing reason for Lord Hans to take Paren to the battlements before killing him, then decided it didn’t matter. Lord Hans had been quite thoroughly insane. It wouldn’t be hard to suggest he had some idea about beating the jumped-up commoner in full view of the entire city.


  “Well done,” Alassa said. “I’m sure the executioner will thank you for saving him a job.”


  “I doubt it,” Emily said. She looked at Jade. “How bad was it?”


  “Thirty-seven dead, including Baron Gaunt, Lady Amethyst, and all of the rebels,” Jade said. He shook his head in amused disbelief. “Baron Gaunt put himself between Queen Marlena and one of the shooters, Emily. He died a hero.”


  Emily felt a flicker of guilt. She’d never thought well of Baron Gaunt. He’d quite seriously proposed to marry Imaiqah, despite the forty years between them. But if he’d saved Queen Marlena from death, maybe he hadn’t been a monster after all.


  She frowned. “None of the rebels were taken alive?”


  “None,” Jade confirmed. “I tried to catch a couple, but they’d warded themselves against capture. They died the second there was no hope of escape.”


  “It was a suicide mission, then,” Emily mused.


  “Maybe,” Jade said. “The explosion in the lower levels did a great deal of damage and threw the entire castle into confusion. It’s quite possible that a number of rebels did manage to make their escape. The bastards were wearing guard uniforms, after all. They might not have been noticed on the way out.”


  “And Nanette made a spectacular escape,” Emily said. “She could be anywhere by now.”


  “Father will hunt her down,” Alassa said. She looked up at Jade. “You’ll be helping him, won’t you?”


  Emily winced. Alassa’s honeymoon plans had probably been canceled.


  “Of course,” Jade said.


  “Be careful,” Emily said. She would have been surprised if Nanette came anywhere near Zangaria for years to come, as the entire kingdom was out for her blood. “She’s a tricky one.”


  “And has a grudge against you,” Alassa said.


  Which gives her ample motive to reveal Paren’s treachery from a safe distance, Emily thought. She knows it will hurt me to watch my two best friends tear each other apart.


  Emily rose. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to get some sleep in my rooms,” she said. “What happened to Frieda and Caleb?”


  “Frieda exhausted herself casting spells,” Imaiqah said. “I told her to sleep in her room, but she might have slipped into yours instead.”


  “She’s still carrying a torch,” Alassa said. “And you are still giving her some pretty mixed messages.”


  Emily flushed. “And Caleb?”


  “He was helping with the clean-up, last I saw,” Imaiqah said. “His father was talking about going home, but I can’t see Caleb leaving without taking the time to have a word or two with you first.”


  “I’ll see him tomorrow, I hope,” Emily said. “Would it be terribly wrong of me to invite him to a private dinner in Cockatrice?”


  “Do it in Dragon’s Den,” Alassa advised. “Too many wagging tongues in Cockatrice.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. Bryon had told her that the other barons - and almost all of the other aristocrats within the kingdom - were spying on Cockatrice, watching her with a mixture of fascination and horror. She’d never really been able to get used to the idea, let alone start hiring spies and informants of her own. But if she stayed in the barony, she might have no choice.


  She looked at the clock. She’d been asleep for five or six hours, but it felt as though she hadn’t been asleep at all. “Alassa, please take it easy for the next couple of days.”


  Alassa gave Jade a sultry look. “You mean I have to let him do all the work?”


  Emily blushed and hastily hurried out the door, hearing Alassa’s laughter following her. At least she hadn’t acted as though she was in Emily’s debt. If they were lucky, they’d circumvented the problem completely. Jade would keep his mouth shut and Alassa would never know.


  But I healed her completely, she thought, as she reached her door. In hindsight, she’d done too good a job. She’ll wonder what happened if she can’t find a wound.


  She shook her head, dismissing the thought, and stepped into the room. Frieda lay on the sofa, snoring loudly. Emily looked down at her for a long moment, then carefully removed the remains of her blood-stained dress and dumped it on the floor. The maids would probably want to salvage it - or at least the silk - but she knew from bitter experience that leaving blood lying around was asking for trouble. Gritting her teeth, she cast a spell to reduce the dress to dust, then swept it up and dumped it in the bin. No one would be able to collect enough samples to work blood magic on anyone from what was left.


  Jade will know to remove the blood from Alassa’s sheets, she told herself. Students at Whitehall were taught to be careful with their blood from the day they first entered the school. Or Alassa will do it herself once she recovers completely.


  Turning, she walked back into the bedroom, washed the blood from her hands and then lay down on the bed without bothering to don a nightgown. Her eyes closed as soon as she lay down, but visions of Lord Hans and Paren haunted her, no matter how desperately she tried to meditate. It felt like hours before she finally fell asleep...


   


  ...And, while she was sleeping, the nightmares began once again.


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  THE NEXT TWO DAYS PASSED VERY slowly. King Randor was nowhere to be seen, while Alassa and Jade were wrapped up in one another. Emily spent her time with Imaiqah, trying to give what little comfort she could, and Frieda and Caleb, chatting to them about nothing in particular. The castle was slowly recovering from the assassination attempt, but a strange depression had settled over the wards. Guards blocked every major passageway, demanding proof of identity before they let the servants proceed, while the servants themselves were jumpy, glancing over their shoulders every so often as if they expected the blow to fall at any moment. Emily was quietly sick of it before the end of the first day.


  “My father wants me to go with him this afternoon,” Caleb said, as they ate lunch together in Emily’s rooms. “He has to report to the White Council.”


  “About the muskets,” Emily guessed. Caleb nodded in agreement. “That secret is out and spreading.”


  She winced, inwardly. The Nameless World was hardly unaware of projectile weapons - they had bows, arrows and slingshots, after all - but guns were something new. A complete novice could learn to shoot within hours; a master craftsman could put together a handful of flintlocks and muskets within days. And she had a nasty feeling the formula for gunpowder was out and spreading too. Even if Nanette hadn’t seen fit to spread the word, Paren’s former apprentices would have made sure of it.


  And the king won’t let us go down to the city, she thought. God alone knows what’s happening there.


  “I wish you could stay,” she said. “Don’t forget your chat parchment.”


  “I won’t,” Caleb promised. It had taken them three tries to duplicate Aloha’s work, using the original parchment as a guide, but they could now talk to one another from hundreds of miles apart. “But father won’t let me stay alone.”


  Emily nodded, ruefully. General Pollack had given them all the freedom they could reasonably ask for and more, under the rules of a formal Courtship, yet he couldn’t leave Caleb and her alone in the castle. It made little sense to her - it wasn’t as if they had the castle completely to themselves - but she knew there was no point in arguing.


  “I’ll miss you,” she said, leaning forward for a kiss. “Try and make it to Dragon’s Den before school resumes, please.”


  “If my father will let me,” Caleb said. “He’s very enthused about the new weapons.”


  “And determined to do things properly,” Emily finished. Watching the assassination attempt had clearly been enough to change the General’s mind. “I’ll see you soon, I promise.”


  She watched Caleb leave the castle an hour later, then walked slowly back to her rooms, feeling alone. Frieda was with Imaiqah, she knew; Alassa and Jade were still in Alassa’s private chambers. Magic crackled below her skin, reminding her that she hadn’t been to the spellchamber since the battle with Nanette. She’d need to go soon or risk developing another headache from trying to contain the magic within her wards.


  “Lady Emily,” Nightingale said. “The king requests the pleasure of your company in his private chambers.”


  Emily jumped. Where the hell had he come from?


  “It will be my pleasure,” she lied. She had been half-expecting the king to summon her ever since the wedding disaster. Randor was no fool. He might well have put the pieces together and figured out that Paren had betrayed him. And if he did, Imaiqah and her family were likely to be executed. “You may lead me there.”


  She followed him, thinking hard. If Alassa owed her a debt, she could try to trade on it...but the rules governing soul magic might not allow someone else to repay the debt on Alassa’s behalf. And even if she did, even if she used the debt to convince Randor to pardon Imaiqah and her family for being related to a traitor, it wouldn’t be enough to save the friendship Alassa and Imaiqah shared.


  They’ll expect me to take sides, she thought, feeling ice falling down her spine. And whichever one I side with, the other will accuse me of betrayal.


  Nightingale led her straight into the War Room, then bowed and retreated, closing the door behind him. Emily could sense wards humming around the chamber, some new and designed to counter magical threats, others old and crafted to prevent long-distance spying. Jade must have either emplaced them or reworked them, she decided. The wards were normally not so blatant in announcing their presence.


  But Randor showed them to me before, she remembered. It hadn’t been that long since she’d visited Zangaria for the first time. Is he trying to show off his power?


  King Randor stood at the far side of the room, peering down at a large map. Emily waited to be acknowledged, then walked forward and went down on her knees when Randor looked up at her. He studied her for a long moment, before motioning for her to rise and jabbing a finger at the map. It was remarkably detailed, showing a castle, hundreds of houses and a number of fortifications, but she couldn’t place it at all. There was no name on the map, merely notes in Old Script.


  “Lady Regina is dead,” King Randor said, without preamble.


  Emily blinked in surprise. Lady Regina, dead? She took a closer look at the map, trying to visualize the streets she’d driven through with Lady Barb. Yes, that was Swanhaven City. It was easy enough to mark out the buildings she’d seen, and where the dead bodies had been left to rot in the town square. And if Lady Regina was dead...


  She looked up. “What happened?”


  “Many of my agents were killed,” King Randor said. “From what I have been able to put together from the survivors, a handful of servants and guards within the castle overwhelmed the loyalists and opened the gates. A mob swarmed into the building, killing everyone who wasn’t already a rebel. Lady Regina was stripped naked, then placed in the stocks and stoned to death.”


  Emily shuddered. Lady Regina - and Lord Hans - had spent their time in Swanhaven making sure that everyone hated them. The mob had probably wanted to make sure her death was horrifying as well as thoroughly unpleasant, just to send shivers down the spines of the remaining aristocrats. Despite herself, despite her awareness that Lady Regina had been a monster, Emily couldn’t help feeling sorry for her.


  And Nanette freed Lord Hans, she thought. The more she thought about it, the more she suspected it didn’t quite make sense. And that probably meant she was missing something. Did she intend to take him back to the rebels, or did she just intend to use him to add to the chaos?


  “Swanhaven has declared itself a free state,” King Randor added. “The regiment I sent with Lady Regina was caught by surprise and pinned down in its barracks. By now, the commander may have tried to break out, but the terrain doesn’t favor them. The outcome is as yet undetermined.”


  He took a long breath. “And several other cities are restless. I believe the only barony that has avoided patches of unrest is Cockatrice.”


  “Because I haven’t been grinding the faces of the poor,” Emily said, before she could stop herself. The nasty part of her mind insisted that Randor and his aristocrats had brought the unrest upon themselves. “Once they started asking questions, you needed to come up with some good answers.”


  Randor ignored her. “Apparently, several of Lord Paren’s apprentices were deeply embroiled in the plot,” he added. “Backed by several Assemblymen, who provided the funds, they stole muskets, flintlocks and gunpowder from the factories and used them to set up their own private fighting force.”


  Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. Paren’s treachery remained undiscovered.


  “Something must be done,” King Randor said. He looked back down at the map, his voice cold. “An example must be made.


  “I have two other regiments within a couple days’ march of Swanhaven,” he added. “However, the rebels have been throwing up barricades and clearly preparing for a long siege. They may have been planning this for quite some time. I may have to devastate the countryside if attacking the city seems a costly option.”


  Emily swallowed. “If you devastate the countryside,” she said, “you’ll sentence most of the population to starve, the innocent along with the guilty.”


  “It may lure the rebels into battle,” King Randor said. “And outside the city, my troops will have the advantage. The rebels will be slaughtered.”


  He might well be right, Emily knew. Trying to fight in a confined space hampered trained troops, but in open countryside they would be almost unstoppable. The rebels would have to choose between risking an open battle, which they would probably lose, or allowing the soldiers to burn the croplands, cart off the farmers - if they hadn’t already fled-- and eventually let starvation do their dirty work for them.


  But they might have muskets, she thought. The odds might be a great deal more even than the king thinks.


  She scowled at the thought. If Nanette had intended to hand Lord Hans over to the rebels in Swanhaven, and it was the only logical reason Emily could imagine why she hadn’t killed Lord Hans herself, there had clearly been a great deal of collaboration between the two sets of rebels. Hell, Paren would have understood that a single rebellious city could be isolated and eventually starved into submission. Chances were, Swanhaven was only the first city to explode into revolution.


  “If it doesn’t, however, we may be in for some trouble,” Randor added. “A prolonged period of instability will attract attack from outside the kingdom. My neighbors will see opportunity to take some land for themselves.”


  “Particularly if your troops turn mutinous,” Emily said. King Randor wasn’t asking them to march on a rebellious baron, but on commoners who weren’t that different from the king’s soldiers. How far had seditious thinking spread through the army? “You should consider trying to make peace with the rebels.”


  Randor shook his head, his expression unyielding. “I cannot make concessions under duress.”


  “You should have made the concessions before it came to this,” Emily pointed out. Was there a single aristocrat capable of looking beyond the tip of his nose? Even Alassa hadn’t got on that well with Imaiqah until Imaiqah had been ennobled. “They’re mad as hell and they’re not going to take it anymore.”


  She tapped the map. “If you attack the city and win, you will still be badly weakened; if you wait for them to starve, unrest will spread and your neighbors will scent weakness.”


  “Correct,” Randor said. “There is, however, another option.”


  Emily felt her blood run cold. What did Randor have in mind?


  “I want you to stop them,” Randor said. He fixed her with his gaze. “You can deal with the rebels.”


  Horror ran through Emily’s mind. Randor knew about the nuke-spell. He had to know about the nuke-spell. There was nothing else that would stop a rebellion in its tracks. An entire city, blasted to burning ashes in the blink of an eye...the remaining rebels would surrender rather than see themselves wiped out in an instant. Hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of men, women and children killed; the land poisoned for hundreds of years to come...


  He knows, she thought. How does he know?


  Her mind raced. Alassa couldn’t have told him, because she didn’t know. No one knew what had happened to Mother Holly, save for Emily herself. The official explanation was that the newborn necromancer, unused to handling such vast layers of power, had lost control and released all the energy in a single burst. Only Lady Barb had any reason to doubt the explanation, yet she’d carefully refrained from asking. Emily had almost been relieved. As nice as it was talking to the older woman, the more people who knew, the greater the danger of the secret falling into unfriendly hands...


  ...And a low-power magician could cast the nuke-spell, if they understood the principles behind it.


  She took a step backwards. She couldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t make it happen.


  Her mind scrabbled desperately for something - anything - she could say to dissuade Randor from mass slaughter. He wouldn’t understand, she knew; he believed, sincerely believed, that aristocrats had the right to rule commoners. The idea of letting commoners decide their own affairs was alien to him. No wonder he’d spent years weakening the Assembly even after Paren and his allies had saved Randor’s throne. He was bound to the aristocrats in a way he could never be bound to the commoners. They were nothing to him.


  “You can...”


  “No,” Emily said.


  Randor blinked. “What?”


  “No, Your Majesty,” Emily repeated. “I will not slaughter millions of people so you can keep your crown.”


  Randor’s eyes widened slightly, then narrowed as he clenched his fists. “This crisis is your fault,” he snapped. “You brought ideas from another world into my kingdom!”


  “This crisis was inevitable,” Emily snapped back. “Your system is built on the assumption that aristocrats are invariably superior to commoners. But you’re not! The only difference between you and them is that you are born to wealth and power! Sooner or later, someone would have asked the question of why they had to tolerate you - and once the question was asked, that person would have realized they didn’t have to tolerate you!”


  “I am the descendent of the man who forged this kingdom from the ruins of an empire,” Randor thundered. “My father saved it from traitors who would destroy it!”


  “Your kingdom would vanish without trace in my home country,” Emily said. It wasn’t entirely true - Zangaria wasn’t much larger than Britain - but it hardly mattered. “And you’re also the descendent of the monarch who proved incapable of governing the kingdom and nearly lost everything to the barons.”


  Randor leaned forward, his beard bristling. It was all Emily could do to stand her ground, despite the rage flaring through her mind. She wasn’t his hired killer and she was damned if she was going to slaughter people who wanted a better life and a chance to rule their own affairs.


  “You are a Baroness of Zangaria,” he said. His voice was very composed. “I am your liege lord. You have a duty to serve me. I have tolerated much from you, but no more. You will do as I tell you or I will strip you of your titles, wealth and power.”


  Emily wanted to shrug. She hadn’t wanted Cockatrice in the first place. But something kept her from speaking.


  “Your lands will revert to me,” Randor added, coldly. “The girl you have named as your heir will not inherit them after you.”


  Emily’s temper snapped. “You are an oathbreaker, a monster and a fool,” she said, feeling magic crackling around her. “Your kingdom is doomed because you’re too short-sighted to realize that you need to adapt to the new world. Alassa was wounded, almost killed, because you broke your promises to the men who saved your goddamned throne!”


  She tried to force herself to calm down, but her magic was boiling behind her eyes, making it hard to think. “And you are trying to emotionally blackmail me into pulling your nuts out of the fire rather than coming to terms with the new world. Why should the rebels not fight? What the hell do they have to lose?”


  “That is none of your concern,” Randor snapped.


  “You made me a baroness,” Emily hissed. “That makes it my concern.”


  King Randor raised a hand. Emily felt the wards suddenly grow stronger, pressing down on her with terrifying force. She closed her eyes as panic flared through her mind...Randor knew, knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, that there was no one with any real obligation to avenge her death. He wasn’t scared of Void...her magic flared around her, lashing out at the wards. Their steady pressure slowly faded as she fought back, holding them back from her person. The magic seemed to grow stronger...


  “Emily,” Randor said.


  Emily gritted her teeth in rage, fury lashing through her mind. Randor had gone too far. She wasn’t one of his subjects, she wasn’t a tool for him to pick up and use...and she was certainly not going to obey orders that would result in thousands of deaths. The wards seemed to grow stronger, but her anger gave her magic strength. She felt almost as if she were trapped in the center of a thunderstorm, surrounded by power and lightning, as she pushed. Powerful chains seemed to be surrounding her, binding her to the spot, yet they were shivering, almost dissolving. She was suddenly very aware of the network of wards Jade had built up, layer upon layer of protections, some subtle and very powerful. Her spellwork was fading under their pressure, but they weren’t designed to cope with so much raw magic...


  “Emily,” Randor said. “You have to stop.”


  Emily opened her eyes and saw him. For the first time since they’d met, he sounded a little uncertain. Blood leaked from his nose, staining his armor; it took her a second, in her confused state, to realize that he was linked to the wards. It was a mistake. His paranoia, his refusal to trust anyone apart from himself, had weakened his own defenses. Jade might have been able to steer the raw magic away from the castle and disperse it safely, but Randor couldn’t even begin to try.


  “I am not your puppet,” she shouted. The wards shattered, once by one. Randor stumbled backwards in shock as the castle’s wards fell apart. Jade - and everyone else in the castle with even a hint of magic - would know that something was badly wrong, if they hadn’t sensed it already, but it was far too late. “I am not your tool!”


  Randor cried out in pain, but Emily barely noticed. Her magic was growing stronger and stronger, as if she were trapped in a whirlwind of power...


  “I renounce your title,” she shouted. She felt a flicker of amusement as she saw his eyes widen with shock. He’d never really been able to comprehend that a baroness would willingly surrender her title and all the power that came with it. “And I am not your servant.”


  The power grew stronger as Randor grasped for his sword. He wasn’t a strong magician, Emily realized suddenly; he’d never been strong enough to hold the wards himself. Zed - and then Jade - had done the hard work, but the wards couldn’t be perfect because their master lacked the power to handle them. She could kill him in an instant and they both knew it.


  Jade will be on his way, Emily thought, numbly. She felt sick, suddenly, at what she’d done, even if she’d had no choice. Randor, Alassa’s father, was a broken man now - and it was her fault. I can’t stay here.


  Cold ice fell over her mind as she channeled the magic into a new spell, shaping it with the power of her mind. Randor’s face vanished in a brilliant flash of white light; the entire world rocked around her. She felt, for a long moment, as if she were flying and falling at the same time...


   


  ...And then she was in the Great Hall of Cockatrice, lying on the floor.


  “My Lady,” Bryon said, in astonishment. Her castellan - no longer hers, part of her mind reminded her - was sitting on the throne, speaking to a handful of farmers. “What happened?”


  A dozen answers ran through Emily’s mind, none of them good.


  “I need to move some of the books from my rooms,” she said, instead. Randor would probably guess where she’d gone...or Jade would track the teleport. And then? He’d send one of his cronies to Cockatrice to run the place until he found a new baron. “And then I’ll be gone.”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  IT FELT STRANGE TO BE STANDING in her rooms for the last time, but there was no time for sentiment. Emily opened the door into her secure room, then started to carefully unlock the spells she’d used to keep her possessions safe. Void had urged her to move them to the house in Dragon’s Den, where fewer people tested the limits of the wards, but there simply hadn’t been time. One of the maids brought her spare trunk; Emily tested the pocket dimension and its protective spells carefully, then started to move her books into the trunk. Two of them, she knew, would get her in trouble if anyone knew she had them; the remainder were merely copies of textbooks and various other books that had been printed on printing presses.


  And it feels wrong to leave the other books here, she thought, crossly. The thought of giving up a book was almost unbearable. She was pretty sure that whoever was assigned to Cockatrice in the wake of her departure wouldn’t be a reader. Maybe I can have them boxed up and forwarded to Dragon’s Den.


  She sighed as she closed the trunk and took one last look around the room. It wasn’t really hers, not in the sense that she owned it; the room belonged to the lord of the castle, whoever he or she may be. There was almost nothing in it that belonged to her personally, now that she’d removed the books; the only item she had added to the walls - after she’d taken the stuffed heads down - was a painting of the castle, done by a young artist from the city below. She studied it for a moment, then shook her head. It was better to leave it in place than try to take it with her.


  Bryon knocked on the door as she hefted her trunk. “My Lady,” he said. “What happened?”


  Emily hesitated. Bryon was no fool. He was smart enough to realize that something was badly wrong. But what would he do, if she told him the truth? Try to stop her leaving? Or try to kick her out of the castle? Or...she shook her head. There was no time to play guessing games.


  “I left the king’s chambers rather abruptly,” she said, instead. “He isn’t going to be very pleased with me for the foreseeable future.”


  Bryon paled. “But what about the Lady Frieda?”


  Emily kicked herself, mentally. She’d promised Frieda that her rooms within the castle would be hers for the rest of her life. And she’d left Frieda in Randor’s clutches...she’d be safe enough, she was sure; Alassa would take care of her. But she wouldn’t have the slightest idea of what was going on. God alone knew what Randor would tell his daughter, let alone everyone else. The truth? Or would he make himself out to be a hero who’d banished a monster from the castle?


  “I don’t know,” she confessed. Bryon could put two and two together, if he wished; Randor was unlikely to let her keep her titles, even if she hadn’t shoved them in his face and teleported out. “Just...keep her room clean, for the moment.”


  Bryon nodded and hurried off. Emily watched him go, then walked down to the basement, where the wardstone was pulsing to itself. She was tempted to leave it alone - her successor could hire wardcrafters to dismantle Emily’s wards and build his own - but that would be petty spite. Gritting her teeth, she touched the wardstone and plunged her mind into the wards. It wasn’t hard to remove all traces of her magical signature and reset the wards; her successor would have to key them to himself when he arrived. She pulled her mind out of the wards and looked up, surprised. A maid stood at the far side of the room, her eyes fixed on the ground.


  “My Lady,” she said. “A carriage is approaching the castle.”


  Emily frowned, silently checking her power reserves. She should be able to teleport again, if necessary; she could go to Whitehall as long as she was careful not to jump into the school itself. Or she could try to make it to Dragon’s Den. She could go anywhere as long as she could visualize her destination properly, then add it to the spell’s matrix.


  “Most sorcerers pick a safe place and keep it permanently locked in their minds,” Void had said. “It keeps them from having to rewrite the spell when they’re in a hurry.”


  “Have them shown into the Great Hall,” she said, after a moment. “I’ll see them there.”


  “Yes, My Lady,” the maid said.


  Emily frowned in thought. Randor might have dispatched Jade after her, but a carriage suggested more than one person. It was possible, she supposed, that he might have hired a set of combat sorcerers, yet it hadn’t been that long since she’d left his castle. She would have thought it would take longer for him to organize pursuit. On the other hand, he might have hired more magical help after the assassination attempt and sent them through the nearest portal...


  She pushed the thought aside as she walked up through the corridors and into the Great Hall. The wards sparkled around her, reporting the presence of four magicians, but they could no longer match magical signatures to names and faces. Emily sighed, braced herself and waited for Bryon to show the newcomers into the hall. She relaxed in relief as Alassa, Imaiqah, Frieda and Jade entered the chamber, with Bryon bringing up the rear. Randor wouldn’t have sent his only daughter on an assassination mission.


  But he does have another child on the way, she thought, numbly. Alassa’s position may not be as strong as she would like.


  “Emily,” Alassa said. “What happened?”


  “Your father ordered me to do something unforgivable,” Emily said. “I chose to leave.”


  Alassa stared at her. “You can’t leave!”


  “I never wanted this place,” Emily said, looking up at the bare stone walls. The previous baron had covered them with yet more stuffed heads; she’d removed them, but put nothing in their place. “And I can’t cross lines just to please your father.”


  “The kingdom is utterly unstable,” Alassa snapped. “If you can do something...”


  “I can’t,” Emily said. “Your father broke his word, repeatedly. He broke his word to you, he broke it to the assemblymen and he broke it to the commoners. I’m pretty sure he broke his word to the aristocrats too. I can’t undo everything he’s done.”


  She took a breath. “You need to make changes when you take the throne. If you can’t balance two separate sets of requirements, the kingdom is doomed.”


  “It may be doomed right now,” Alassa said. “But I’m not going to take my power and run for it.”


  Emily felt a stab of guilt. If she bore any responsibility for the crisis, and she’d certainly helped light the fire, she was leaving her friend in one hell of a mess. Alassa would have Jade and Imaiqah to advise her, but it was unlikely her father would either listen to reason or abdicate the throne. How long would it be, she asked herself, before Alassa started plotting her father’s death? Randor might need to be removed before any changes could be made.


  Alassa took a step forward. “What did he want you to do?”


  “Something bad,” Emily said. She didn’t dare tell them about the nuke-spell. Jade might wind up sharing the secret with other combat sorcerers, intending to use it against the necromancers. “He wanted me to take extreme measures against the rebels of Swanhaven.”


  “Who have already murdered their baroness,” Alassa said. “They stoned her to death.”


  “I know,” Emily said. She actually felt sorry for Lady Regina, despite everything. “But I can’t condemn them all.”


  She took a long breath. “There’s something else I need to tell you all,” she said. She looked at Byron and silently ordered him out of the room, then cast a privacy ward. “Something I should probably have told you all years ago. Something King Randor tried to use against me.”


  Jade frowned. “The king tried to blackmail you?”


  “Not exactly,” Emily said. “I’m not from this world.”


  Imaiqah blinked. “This world?”


  Emily hesitated. “There are different worlds out there,” she said. She had a private theory that the Nameless World’s original settlers had come from Earth, as magic might have screwed up evolution, but she knew it would probably never be proven. “I was snatched from one of them by Shadye.”


  “That’s why he was so determined to recapture you,” Jade said. Emily was surprised he wasn’t demanding to know what had happened to his wards. “He must have seen you as a secret weapon.”


  “Something like that,” Emily said, vaguely. “Void rescued me. He took me back to his tower, then arranged for me to go to Whitehall. Everyone assumed I was his daughter, despite the cover story; it just seemed a good idea to go along with it, rather than try to deny it.”


  “Probably a good thing,” Jade said. “Emily, without a powerful protector...”


  He broke off. “How did King Randor find out the truth?”


  “I touched minds with Alassa, back when she was bound with blood magic,” Emily said, after a long moment. “She saw glimpses of my world in my thoughts. I told her the rest afterwards.”


  “And my father forced me to tell him what I saw,” Alassa said. “He must have suspected for a long time that Emily’s cover story didn’t quite add up.”


  “You’re too nice for the daughter of a Lone Power,” Jade said, dryly. “He must have expected someone like Melissa.”


  “Melissa is growing up a little,” Emily protested.


  “She was still a snobby bitch the last time I met her,” Alassa said. “Emily...you do realize this means we can’t talk openly? Father will not expect us to remain in contact. He may even formally banish you from the kingdom, at least for a few years.”


  “We have the chat parchments,” Emily said. She cursed Randor under her breath. Had he planned to threaten her friendship with Alassa if she’d refused to help him? “And you may make visits outside the kingdom.”


  “I wouldn’t count on either,” Alassa said. “If he pronounces you an exile, Emily, no one is supposed to talk to you. I’m not even sure what will happen to your baggage.”


  “It’ll be sent on, if it’s safe to touch,” Jade said. Few mundanes would willingly touch something belonging to a magician. “Your father won’t risk keeping it, I think.”


  Emily cleared her throat. “There’s a small wooden box under the bed, marked with your name,” she said to Alassa. “That’s the real present I meant to give you. The locking hex will open at your touch. I’ll explain the details through the parchments.”


  Alassa smiled. “Thank you,” she said. “My father will throw a fit about me accepting anything from you now...”


  “If you don’t want to...” Emily said.


  “It’s high time I stopped letting my father dictate my affairs,” Alassa said. “And I will keep in touch through the parchments.”


  Emily looked at Jade. “Keep her safe, please.”


  “She’s the only heir he has,” Jade pointed out.


  “Not any longer,” Alassa said. She hastily told Jade about Alicia. “But the earliest someone can be Confirmed is fourteen. He couldn’t put me aside before then.”


  She turned back to look at Emily. “I don’t know what will happen to the barony, Emily, but my father will probably not recognize Frieda’s claim. Your people may be unhappy.”


  Emily looked at Frieda. “You will have a place in Dragon’s Den,” she promised. Perhaps she should buy Frieda a house, right next to hers. That would be something Frieda couldn’t lose if something happened to Emily. “And I’m sorry.”


  “I don’t think King Randor likes me,” Frieda said.


  Bloodlines, Emily thought. Frieda wasn’t related to any aristocratic bloodline, as far as she knew. He would have worried about setting a precedent by allowing Frieda to inherit the barony.


  She shook her head. Randor had other problems to occupy his time. Petty spite could wait.


  “You’ll always have a place with me,” she said, as reassuringly as she could. “We did plan to go on tour, didn’t we? You can come with me now.”


  “If I can, I will,” Frieda said.


  “I understand what you did,” Imaiqah said. “I’m not sure I agree with you, but I do understand.”


  “Take care of Alassa,” Emily said. “And we will see each other again.”


  She gave her friend a tight hug, thinking hard. Randor was unlikely to listen to her now, if she asked for mercy for Paren’s family. He’d order them all executed the moment he found out. But if she told Imaiqah the truth, warning her that Nanette might blab everything from a safe distance, Imaiqah would have to keep the secret from her best friend. It would dwell on her mind, overshadowing everything...


  Better to be silent, Emily thought. She had a feeling Nanette would keep the secret for a while, if only to wait until it could be deployed to best advantage. Blackmail only worked if the secret remained a secret. And besides, Nanette might be caught by the Mediators and executed before she can reveal anything.


  She gritted her teeth. It probably wouldn’t be that simple. She had a nasty feeling she’d see Nanette again. And her mysterious ally.


  “You take care of yourself too,” Alassa said. “And keep checking the parchments.”


  She took a breath. “I’m going to ask father - I’m going to insist - that Imaiqah takes the barony, at least until your exile is rescinded,” she added. “Imaiqah did save a number of lives during the...the assassination attempt, so there’s good cause. You’d hardly be the first aristocrat to be banished from the kingdom for a few years.”


  Emily winced. There were hundreds of thousands of lives at stake. If the king put a monster in the castle...


  “Please,” she said. She looked at Imaiqah. “If you’ll do it...”


  “I can try,” Imaiqah said. “But the king can’t afford to banish you forever.”


  “It has to look permanent, even if it isn’t,” Alassa said. She gave Emily a sharp look. “Tearing down his wards like that was...unwise.”


  “I know,” Emily said. Randor had to be furious. “I’m sorry.”


  “So you should be,” Alassa said. She gave Emily a tight hug. “But I’ll do what I can to ensure nothing is changed while you’re gone.”


  Emily nodded, then watched as Alassa, Imaiqah and Jade headed back to the carriage, while Frieda headed up to her room to pack her stuff. Emily felt another stab of guilt as she watched her go, then turned back to look at the throne. She’d never felt comfortable on it, but she’d done her best to balance the competing responsibilities and claims on her time. No one in the Nameless World would give it up, yet...


  It feels like a weight off my mind, she thought, as she turned her back. I won’t have millions of lives depending on me any longer.


  She looked up as Bryon entered the chamber. “My Lady,” he said. “Is it true?”


  “It is,” Emily said. “I am no longer Baroness Cockatrice.”


  Bryon looked stricken. “My Lady, you shouldn’t go. There are thousands of people in the barony who are depending on you. Your successor might not be so understanding.”


  He had a point, Emily knew. She’d lowered taxes, encouraged innovation and even provided microloans to people who wanted to set up their own businesses. All very minor steps, by Earth’s playbook, but revolutionary in Zangaria. And it had paid off. She hadn’t lied to Hans when she’d told him her tax revenues were higher than any other baron’s. Her people had been growing richer, too.


  To Hans, I was sacrificing short-term gain, she thought. Her successor, who might not even be the baron, would be looking to extort as much money as possible from the barony before he was replaced himself. To him, Cockatrice will look like an untapped reserve of money.


  “I can’t stay,” Emily said.


  “You must,” Bryon said. “You have been a just and kind ruler.”


  Emily wanted to laugh. She’d been a hands-off ruler. She hadn’t had the time to judge every case in the barony, let alone micromanage her subjects. But, compared to the previous baron, that made her practically perfect in every way. Cockatrice had been developing new political structures that might - might - allow it to survive the chaos to come.


  “I can’t stay,” she said, firmly. “The king is likely to declare me an exile before too long.”


  “There are people who are already talking about rebelling against the king,” Bryon warned, darkly. “If you leave, they may rise up against your successor.”


  “I still can’t stay,” Emily said. She shook her head, slowly. Bryon would make a good baron himself, but King Randor would never approve him as a potential candidate. He didn’t have a drop of aristocratic blood in his body. “Thank you for your service - and the support you provided. Please make sure the castle is ready to be handed over to my successor.”


  She took a breath. “Have everyone in the castle given a final payment from the baronial accounts,” she added. She hoped - she prayed - that Alassa ensured Imaiqah got the job. “And if they want to apply to work at the Bank of Silence, tell them I will be happy to write a recommendation.”


  “If that is what you command, then it shall be done,” Bryon said.


  Emily nodded, curtly.


  Frieda hurried back downstairs, carrying a trunk under one arm. Emily picked up her own trunk - the maids had been warned not to touch it - and carried it towards the door. Her staff - her former staff - lined up in the courtyard, many of them looking unhappy to see her go. Emily felt another stab of guilt - she’d improved their lives during her time as baroness - and fought hard to suppress it. She couldn’t compromise herself just to serve a king who was starting to become a tyrant.


  He was always a tyrant, Emily thought, remembering how King Randor had forced his younger brother to answer his questions. Randor had been far more genial when they’d first met, but it had been a mask. No king in this world can survive without autocratic instincts.


  She silently prepared the spell as they walked through the courtyard and out of the gates, then turned to look at the castle. It was hard to believe that it had been hers, once upon a time; she’d never really grasped, at an emotional level, just how much King Randor had put into her hands. No wonder he’d expected her to serve him - and no wonder he’d been astonished when she’d walked away. She’d been the second or third highest-ranking person in Zangaria. And, in terms of raw wealth, she’d been richer than Alassa.


  At least I put half of the money into the bank, she thought, feeling a flicker of amusement. He will be surprised if he expects me to be penniless.


  “Take my hand,” she ordered, “and hold the trunk in the other.”


  Frieda took her hand and squeezed it, gently. If she had any doubts over Emily’s ability to perform the spell, she kept them to herself. Emily was silently grateful for Frieda’s faith in her as she looked up at the looming castle. She had to know that teleporting wasn’t an easy spell to perform, even for a full sorcerer.


  Score one for Nanette, she thought. She teleported while flying through the air.


  “Goodbye,” Emily said, quietly.


  She triggered the spell. Moments later, they were standing outside the gates of her house in Dragon’s Den. Oddly, she realized as she reached out to touch the wards, it felt very different from the castle.


  It felt almost as if she’d come home.


  Chapter Forty


  “WELL,” EMILY SAID, AS SHE INSPECTED the parchment she’d recovered from the letter box. “that’s me told.”


  Frieda looked up from the breakfast table. “What does it say?”


  Emily shrugged. “Stripped of the various fancy words, it boils down to a flat ban on entering Zangaria on pain of a most painful death,” she said. She’d known it was coming - Alassa had warned her via the chat parchment, while Emily and Frieda had been exploring the continent - but it was still a shock. “I don’t think Randor likes me very much anymore.”


  She shook her head. “I’m not going to worry about it,” she added, as she put the parchment down on the table. Imaiqah had been appointed Custodian of Cockatrice, at least until King Randor saw fit to allow her to return. “Alassa thinks the situation will stabilize soon enough.”


  Frieda frowned. “Is she right?”


  “I wish I knew,” Emily said. Her friends were far too close to a king who was teetering on the brink of madness. Alassa wouldn’t abandon her kingdom, but Emily hoped she’d have the wisdom to handle her father - and abandon him, if the worst came to worst. “It may be a long time before anyone trusts Randor enough to let him make them promises again.”


  She looked up as someone touched her wards, lightly. “One moment,” she said, rising. “We have a visitor.”


  Her eyes narrowed as she tasted Void’s magical signature, waiting patiently by the gates. He could have come into the garden - she’d granted him access rights - but instead he just waited. Emily opened the door, walked down the garden path and opened the gates manually. Void stood there, wrapped in a glamor. She wouldn’t have been able to tell it was him if he hadn’t brushed the wards.


  “It’s good to see you again,” she said, feeling an odd surge of warmth. “Are you coming in?”


  “I don’t have long,” Void said, as he stepped through the gates. “I just wanted to congratulate you.”


  Emily lifted her eyebrows. “For what?”


  “For abandoning Zangaria,” Void said, simply. “That kingdom was a millstone around your neck.”


  “My friends are there,” Emily reminded him. “Alassa...”


  “Alassa is a strong magician,” Void said. “If she has the strength of will to do what must be done, that kingdom will be saved.”


  “And if she doesn’t,” Emily said, “Zangaria dies?”


  “Precisely,” Void said. He gave her a long, considering look. “King Randor grasped, I think, that power and will must be precisely matched. His daughter will need to come to the same realization on her own.”


  “That doesn’t help her father,” Emily pointed out.


  “You could have killed him and taken the throne for yourself,” Void said. “Would you want it?”


  Emily shook her head. Cockatrice had been bad enough - and Bryon’s last words to her a haunting reminder that she might never have been able to let go, if she’d been a different person or stayed longer in the kingdom.


  “True power isn’t about ruling millions of faceless people,” Void said. He clenched his left fist, then opened it slowly. A small flower rested on his palm. “True power lies in magic - and developing one’s self to channel power.”


  “Not everyone has magic,” Emily said.


  “And those who do shouldn’t be wasting it,” Void countered. He closed his fist; the flower evaporated into brightly-colored mist that slowly faded away into nothingness. “Cockatrice would have dragged you down once you graduated, just as Zangaria will drag Alassa and Imaiqah down. They will never be able to develop themselves because they will always be occupied in tending to the kingdom.”


  “And surviving a mad king,” Emily muttered. She cleared her throat. “Has there been any sign of Nanette?”


  “My...contacts in the White City report that no one has picked up her trail,” Void told her, bluntly. “She’s smart. She’ll be able to hide herself for years if she wishes.”


  He shrugged. “Still, her crimes will never be forgotten. She’ll be punished once they catch her.”


  And hope to hell she takes Paren’s secrets to the grave, Emily thought. She didn’t dare tell anyone, not now. It isn’t as if ruining Imaiqah would benefit her.


  She looked down at her hands. And she might not be able to prove it, either, she told herself, hoping it wasn’t just wishful thinking. Randor didn’t manage to dig up any proof that Paren was anything more than an innocent dupe.


  “I hope so,” she said.


  “We shall see,” Void said. He shrugged. “I hope the pair of you had a good tour.”


  “We’re going off on another one tomorrow,” Emily said. “We won’t be back until just before we return to Whitehall.”


  “Watch your back,” Void advised. “There’s no shortage of idiots out there who would be happy to try to claim your head and take it to King Randor. And Nanette is still out there.”


  Emily nodded. She had a feeling she’d face Nanette again, one final time. Lady Danielle had offered private training, after all; it would be a good idea to start training as soon as possible, if Sergeant Miles was unwilling to take her on. Or Lady Barb might be willing to teach her, despite her personal feelings.


  Void started to turn, but stopped himself. “And congratulations on teleporting out of a warded castle,” he added. “That could have ended very badly.”


  Emily swallowed. If the wards had been stronger, if Jade hadn’t granted her blanket permission to use magic, if...she could have scattered her atoms over the entire world. But she’d escaped and now she had a new trick up her sleeve. Teleporting might be tiring, yet it was far better than riding around in a rickety carriage.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  She watched him vanish the moment he stepped outside the gate, turned, and walked back into the house. Frieda looked up at her from where she was reading the broadsheet, sounding out some of the more complex words with her tongue. The front cover was filled with a drawing of Emily that made her look to be a strange cross between an angel and a devil. She wouldn’t have recognized herself if her name hadn’t been written under the drawing. The artist had probably had only a third or a fourth-hand description of her.


  “According to this,” Frieda said, “you turned the king into a slug.”


  Emily shook her head in wry amusement. The Nameless World had no laws against libel or slander, certainly not in print. Broadsheet writers tended to be long on florid descriptions and short on accuracy. It would be a long time before anyone came up with a reputable newspaper. Hell, Earth’s worst tabloids were cleaner than half the broadsheets in Zangaria alone.


  “I’m sure King Randor will want a few words with the editors,” she said, as she poured herself a mug of Kava. “Have you finished packing?”


  She broke off as she felt the wards shiver, again. “What now?”


  “Lady Barb,” Frieda said.


  Emily lifted an eyebrow in surprise as she checked the wards, then nodded. Frieda shouldn’t have been able to interrogate them, not as long as Emily was alive. It took her a moment to realize it wasn’t actually hard to guess who might have come calling. Most of Emily’s friends were in Zangaria, while Caleb couldn’t visit her without compromising himself. He would have made arrangements with her first.


  She opened the door. Lady Barb stood there, scowling.


  “Emily,” she said. Her voice was very grim. “I’m afraid I have bad news. It’s about the new Grandmaster.”


  Epilogue


  “WELCOME HOME,” THE SHADOWY FIGURE SAID.


  “Thank you, Master,” Nanette said, as she knelt in front of him. “The mission was completed as you ordered. Paren did not survive to take command of the rebels.”


  She allowed herself a tight smile as she rose and sat down at the table. Her master - it galled her, at times, that she didn’t know his name - had saved her life and her arm, then offered her a job so she could repay her debt. Joining the rebels had been simple, compared to the first and second tasks he’d set her; misleading them into believing she was as committed as they were had caused her only a minor twinge of guilt. They were, after all, nothing more than mundanes.


  “Good,” her master said. “And Zangaria?”


  “In political chaos,” Nanette confirmed. “King Randor’s throne is wobbly, his daughter looks at him with wary eyes and his most powerful supporter has fled. The rebels are disunited, slow to trust their fellows; the aristocrats are torn between crushing the rebels and trying to come to terms with them. It will be years before the situation improves.”


  “Good,” her master said, again. “And Lady Emily?”


  Nanette winced as she felt a flicker of pain in her new hand. “She is darker now, more ruthless. She killed Lord Hans without a second thought.”


  “One can hardly blame her,” her master observed.


  “She also kept the secret of Paren’s treachery,” Nanette added. “We can use it against her.”


  “In time,” her master said. “That is a card best kept for the right moment, I think. We will play it when it best suits us to play it.”


  “Yes, Master,” Nanette said.


  “For the moment, you have done well,” her master added. “The bounty on your head is inconvenient, of course, but we can hide you. A new name and face will obscure you from their watching eyes.”


  There was a hint of a smile in his tone. Nanette nodded in relief. She wanted - needed - approval. She’d depended on Aurelius and served him willingly, right up until the moment he’d replaced her with someone more remarkable. But Emily had killed Aurelius, she thought; even if Emily hadn’t killed him personally, she’d certainly been responsible for his death.


  And she will pay, she thought.


  “And now we wait,” her master said. He clapped his hands. A pair of thralls appeared, carrying trays of food. “And see where the pieces fall.”


   


   


   


  End of the First Arc


   


   


  Emily Will Return In:


   


  Infinite Regress


   


  Coming Soon!


  Appendix I: A Note on Royal Marriages


   



  You can’t marry a man you just met!


  -Elsa, Frozen


   


  A common complaint about Frozen is that the true villain of the film, Prince Hans, is barely foreshadowed prior to the reveal. That may or may not be true, but there is a moment - fairly early on - when Hans’ true nature is neatly outlined for everyone to see. The irony, however, is that while Elsa doesn’t miss it, most of the modern-day viewers do. And that is when Hans proposes to Anna.


  To us, that seems typical for a Disney film. To anyone born during that era, however, Hans would be sending up red flags. A courtship between a princess (who was heir to the throne) and anyone would have implications far beyond the mere act of true love. Hans should have approached Elsa (or Anna’s parents, before they died) for permission to court Anna (Elsa, as the older sister, was Anna’s guardian) and their courtship would take place under the supervision of both sets of parents. His failure to do so was a very real sign that something was badly out of kilter. If things hadn’t gone so spectacularly wrong at the coronation, Hans would have had to do some pretty quick dancing to clear up the matter.


  Why?


  Anna was the heir. If she married Hans, he would be the highest-ranking male in the kingdom and the father of the next monarch (assuming Elsa didn’t have children herself) and making sure of his character before he married into the Royal Family was vital. Historically, kings tended to rule alone (even if their wives were of strong character) but queens were expected to defer to their husbands even if it was the queen who was the heir to the throne. In Britain, for example, Mary Tudor’s marriage to Philip of Spain was hedged around with all sorts of parliamentary precautions (Spain being one of Britain’s great enemies), while Mary of Scotland’s marriage turned into a disaster (her husband didn’t appreciate that his wife held the power) and Elizabeth I never married at all.


  Bad husbands weren’t the only problem. Henry VIII attempted to marry Mary of Scotland to his son (the Rough Wooing) because it would unite the crowns of Scotland and England. The match between Mary and Philip embroiled England in Spain’s wars, which proved disastrous for England. Marriage links between Russia and Germany caused other problems in the march to the First World War.


  Queen Elizabeth I had other problems. Her refusal to marry might have preserved some degree of political stability, but it caused long-term problems as there was no clear heir to the throne. (Mary of Scotland was pretty much the closest candidate and that caused no end of sleepless nights for Elizabeth’s counsellors.) Elizabeth reacted sharply against any marriage combination that could create potential heirs, denying permission to wed on a whim and jailing any of her aristocratic subjects who dared to marry without her permission.


  In many ways, Elizabeth was being dangerously selfish. On one hand, having spent her early life being dominated by her father, younger brother and older sister, she probably didn’t want anyone else bossing her around. (And what happened to Mary proved this was a very valid fear.) On the other hand, denying the kingdom a clear heir was an open invitation to assassination. Elizabeth’s death would have unleashed a wave of political chaos. Mary might have seemed the strongest candidate, but many Englishmen would have reacted in horror at the thought of making her their ruler (to the point where several of them plotted to murder Mary while she was held prisoner, if she outlasted Elizabeth.)


  Marriage among royalty and the upper levels of the aristocracy, in short, is never just about sex and love.


  The problems facing King Randor, as outlined in the novel, are largely alien to most of my readers.


  He needs to ensure that Alassa marries a suitable candidate, someone who is capable of serving as her strong right hand, but at the same time not someone who would attempt to usurp power for himself. Ideally, he also has to be without foreign entanglements that will complicate Alassa’s life when she assumes the throne. Jade is the ideal candidate on both counts, although he’s very low-ranking. Perversely, this works in his favor. None of the barons will feel they’ve been slighted, while they won’t see Jade as a potential threat.


  His treatment of Emily, though, may strike some readers as very odd. What possible right does he have to dictate her relationship with anyone? But Emily, as a powerful aristocrat, is part of the kingdom’s power structure. The person she marries will have to be fitted in too, somewhere. In his view, he has the right to approve or disapprove of any relationship, particularly one that may well end in marriage. Emily, of course, disagrees. She was raised in a very different culture.


  Caleb, though, is largely harmless. If Emily had proposed marrying Lord Hans, however, she would be in a position to unite Cockatrice and Swanhaven. That would create a major power bloc that would threaten Randor’s position. Furthermore, as Hans would be assumed to be the dominant partner in the match, Emily might not be a restraining influence on him. (Part of the reason Randor decided against Hans was that his bid for Frieda risked upsetting the balance of power, although Hans didn’t know that.) He used the same logic in marrying Alicia to Lord Barrows and insisting that Lady Regina find a husband who met with his approval.


  Incidentally, Alicia was named for Alys of France, Countess of the Vexin (1160-1220), daughter of Louis VII of France and Constance of Castile. She was betrothed to Henry II of England’s son Richard (the future Lionheart) in 1169 and was dispatched to England as Henry’s ward. It was commonly believed, by 1177, that Henry had seduced her and she’d even borne him a child. Regardless of the truth, Richard flatly refused to marry her - and married Berengaria of Navarre - after inheriting the throne. Alys, no doubt relieved to have escaped the ‘demon’s brood,’ married the Count of Ponthieu and had two daughters.


  The truth of the matter, of course, will probably never be known.


  Appendix II: History Exam: A History of Whitehall


  Student Name: Frieda, Daughter of Huckeba


  Year: 2nd


  Class: History of Magic


  Assignment: detail, as best as you are able, the founding of Whitehall School, with reference to both the primary and secondary sources.


   


  The problem with writing any sort of history of Whitehall School is that the principle sources are often in disagreement over even the slightest matters. Life of Whitehall, for example, asserts that Lord Whitehall was the sole founder of the school, with only a handful of others glimpsed, like shadows, through the pages of the work. A History of Magical Schooling, however, states that there were at least five masters who collectively founded Whitehall School; Times Whitehall, written by Bernard De Born, insists that Whitehall was assisted by two others, but he was still the principle founder of the school. Life of Bernard, although not a primary source for the period, states that Bernard was Whitehall’s apprentice and later successor as Grandmaster. He would not want to slur his master in print!


  Complicating matters is the simple fact that both Life of Whitehall and Life of Bernard were written in hindsight. The author, who wrote a number of Lives, often gives the subject of his works a central role, stating they were marked out for greatness from a very early age. Bernard, in particular, is considered Whitehall’s designated heir right from the start, if one goes by Life of Bernard, but Times Whitehall gives its writer much less attention. Indeed, Life of Whitehall has Bernard as one of the shadowy figures, while Life of Bernard brings Bernard out, front and center.


  Secondary sources are, if anything, rather more confused. Faerie Tales draws heavily on Times Whitehall, but adds Lord Chamber and Lord Rufus, both of whom are not mentioned elsewhere. Mountaintop discusses the similarities between Whitehall and Mountaintop, yet it makes reference to a number of works that have clearly not survived the ages. Indeed, Castles Codex makes it clear that Whitehall Castle was in existence long before the school itself, while the records in Dragon’s Den insist that the town is only a ‘mere’ three hundred years old. The writer of Castles Codex makes a number of references to other works on the castle and school, but again they have not survived. Finally, the Lay of Lord Alfred is a fictionalized version of the tale, yet it is hard to take it seriously. Alfred, portrayed as a wise old man, is depicted as the power behind the throne, very much the Grand Vizier, while Lord Whitehall is a good-hearted fool. This alone would not be enough to discredit the work, but the Lay makes reference to magics that are well beyond anything else known to be possible, then or ever. Alfred might have been capable of fooling mundanes into believing he could pluck the moon from the sky, yet how could he have hoped to deceive his fellow magicians?


  Therefore, try as we might, we are left with few facts about the early years of Whitehall School. We are even left guessing as to the exact date. Life of Whitehall claims that the school was founded seven hundred years ago; Mountaintop asserts that Whitehall is a bare hundred years older than Mountaintop, which would imply an age of four hundred years. Castles Codex states that the building itself is over a thousand years old, but does not say when it became a school.


  It is clear, it seems, that Whitehall Castle was established several hundred years prior to the school and later abandoned, for reasons unknown. The builders of the castle remain unknown - even Castles Codex doesn’t offer speculation, beyond the observation that a number of other castles were established around the same time. One story, repeated as fact in the Lay of Lord Alfred, claims that the builders disturbed something nasty sleeping below the school and had to leave in a hurry. An alternate explanation was that their attempts to harness the nexus point under Whitehall failed, triggering an outflow of raw magic that killed or transfigured everyone in the castle. (Given that most period sources report monsters infesting the region around the castle, the second explanation seems quite likely.) All that really matters is that the castle had been abandoned for quite some time before the Whitehall Commune arrived.


  Oddly, most of the primary sources agree on the composition of the Whitehall Commune. In the days before proper schooling, a couple of masters would band together and take on a number of apprentices, who in turn would be followed by a handful of camp followers. These apprentices, always male (women were not taught magic in those days), would eventually take on apprentices of their own, after separating from their masters. The Whitehall Commune, however, was odd in that it had only five (or seven, depending on which source we believe) masters and over fifty apprentices (and a small army of camp followers). Life of Whitehall states that Whitehall took in a number of apprentices after their masters were killed and, in the absence of any other evidence, it seems plausible.


  Whitehall himself is something of an enigma. He is reputed to have concluded a brilliant apprenticeship in his youth with a figure known as Myrddin the Sane, but frustratingly little else is known of this person or Whitehall’s early life. Life of Whitehall skips over so much detail that his earliest true appearance is his early forties, as leader of the commune. Just how he rose to that point and how many apprentices he accepted, save for Bernard De Born, is lost to time. The only other point known about him, from other sources, is that he was a strong opponent of the DemonMasters and a firm believer that the Black Arts should be unceremoniously banned for the good of all.


  Whitehall was, apparently, the key figure in making the decision to head to Whitehall Castle (quite what the castle was known before then has also been lost to time) and did so under considerable opposition. The Lay of Lord Alfred, however, insists that Whitehall had to be talked into moving to Whitehall and taking the deserted castle for his own.


  At this point, another mysterious figure enters the picture. The Dark Lady is mentioned in Times Whitehall and Life of Bernard, but is completely absent from both Life of Whitehall and Lay of Lord Alfred. Indeed, some researchers believe her to be mythical. So much about her is uncertain that it is impossible to say anything for sure. Times Whitehall states that she was Whitehall’s apprentice, the first female apprentice known to recorded history, while Life of Bernard insists that she was a fully-trained magician when the commune discovered her at the castle. If so, who trained her? She does appear in several stories passed down the years, mainly as Whitehall’s wife or love interest, but this doesn't explain why she was schooled in magic. Female magicians, at the time, were expected to have as many children as possible, not spend their days studying magic.


  It is generally agreed that Whitehall and his followers entered the castle and took control of the nexus point, giving birth to the Warden. What happened next, which was truly revolutionary, was the development of an actual school. Instead of very limited occupational training, they were given a wide range of lessons, studying the different branches of magic known to exist. This led, very quickly, to the development of early alchemy, attempts to tap the magical properties of the natural world. All sources agree that alchemy was developed at Whitehall; Life of Whitehall credits Whitehall himself with the discovery.


  At this point, there was a major dispute within the larger magical community, such as it was in those days. Details are quite scarce. The only point that all of the sources agree upon is that a number of masters, probably including several DemonMasters, believed that Whitehall would create a patronage network of magicians that would rapidly eclipse the previous master-apprenticeship relationships. Life of Bernard, in the meanwhile, asserts that Bernard himself was targeted by envious rivals (notably, this claim is not repeated in Times Whitehall) who feared his growing power. Lay of Lord Alfred speaks ominously of dissent within the castle and several members of the commune who, if they did not turn against Whitehall, stood aside when the castle itself came under attack. Times Whitehall does add the suggestion that the attackers were motivated by misogyny, although, as Bernard was seemingly quite taken with the Dark Lady, it is unclear how reliable this statement actually is.


  What is clear is that the castle came under attack and Whitehall defeated them. Precisely how he did this is lost to time; Times Whitehall asserts that he used the wards, far more powerful than any previously raised by human hands, to drive out the attackers. Life of Whitehall claims the attackers were all turned into pigs, which were then eaten at dinner, but such gruesome details are hopefully inaccurate.  


  Whitehall died shortly afterwards and was succeeded by Bernard De Born, who became the first Grandmaster. Whitehall may or may not have allowed girls to study magic (it isn't clear just when girls were first permitted to study at the school) but Bernard did allow female students, although their studies were restricted for at least a century after the original decision was made until Healers were able to prevent death in childbirth.


  Bernard was determined, in honor of his master, to overcome the need to study the Black Arts and funded hundreds of research programs into strengthening magic. Times Whitehall specifically states that Bernard was responsible for discovering that cross-breeding long-standing magician bloodlines with wild magicians made them stronger (Life of Bernard claims that Bernard himself fathered at least a dozen children on five or six separate mothers) while the first true alchemists developed ways to boost magic, at least for short periods. Lay of Lord Alfred includes long and vague sections that may be a reference to necromancy, but the first true necromancers were not recorded until the Second Faerie War.


  It is impossible, in conclusion, to say with any certainty just what happened during the founding and early history of Whitehall School. The dating controversy alone makes it hard to say who was alive at the time, while a number of documents dating back to the founding are either deliberately slanted, make reference to other documents that are now lost or discuss events that, frustratingly, would be common knowledge at the time. However, I believe the above represents the best picture that can be put together at present.
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